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Our data comes from a larger study 

exploring:

 What do healthcare professionals understand with the term patient safety?

 Whether different professional groups within a hospital environment 
understand and act on the issue of patient safety differently.  

 Communication in an acute setting. Does ones’ professional background 
influence the type and quality of information exchanged, as well as their 
willingness to communicate?

 What attitudes do healthcare professionals hold towards risk and how are 
these formed, communicated and acted upon?



A little background information

 Typical examinations of risk saw it as something that 
could/should be assessed and estimated quantitatively in terms 
of how likely it is for a risk element to lead to an adverse event 
and the how bad the outcome could be. (Breakwell, 2007).

 Risk is assumed to be an objective, measurable and 
manageable phenomenon allowing professionals to record and 
estimate the occurrence of particular adverse events. 
(MacDonald, Waring & Harrison, 2005)



A different vantage point

 Another school of thought argues that the way risk is understood 

is not governed by the properties of the risk objects or situation.

 Instead, risk is seen as a socially, or culturally constructed 

phenomenon. What is perceived as dangerous, and how much 

risk to accept, is a function of one’s cultural adherence and social 

learning. [Douglas (as cited in Oltedal, Moen, Klempe, & 

Rundmo, 2004)]

 The above includes elements like personal and social factors, 
believed important in examining or predicting these differences 
(Breakwell, 1994).



Themes emerging from our data

 Different participants understand, manage and 
communicate risk in different ways.

 There is a dominant belief amongst interviewees that a  
risk free environment is unattainable. 

 Instead, efforts should concentrate on risk management, 
not risk aversion.



Views on risk

Most interviewees understood and communicated risk    
through a series of dualities:

Professional Vs Environmental

Avoidable Vs Unavoidable 

Acceptable Vs Unacceptable

Risk Management Vs Risk Aversion



Professional Vs Environmental

“You’ve got to separate out the professional areas of risk in terms of what we’re 
doing, practicing medicine, and the actual environmental risk I think. They’re 
two quite separate areas.” (Female doctor)

And

“You can just break it down into people (professional) and you can break it 
down into equipment (environmental).” (Female modern matron)



An example of an „environmental‟ risk

An admission could come in through the doors that would take, say, perhaps one 
or two members of staff away from the workload. No matter what you do, there 
will always be that element of surprise, and it‟s that element of surprise that will 
provoke the risk. (Female Clinical Leader)



An example of a „professional‟ risk

 I would break that down into what it is for an individual that prevents them from 
adhering to safe practices. It could be just that they‟re clinically negligent as 
they have poor training. It could be that they for whatever reason; 
psychologically, physically, they have problems and that‟s affecting their work.
(Male doctor)



Avoidable Vs Unavoidable

A second duality used to describe risk refers to whether it 

is avoidable or not:

„Some risks occasionally you can‟t manage, you‟ve just got to actually say, well, 

look this is perhaps a 50-50 chance and if we‟re lucky it‟ll go one way, if we‟re 

unlucky it‟ll go the other way. It won‟t be anyone‟s fault, it‟s just that‟s the way 

it is. Risk is a probability if you like rather than anything else.‟ (Male 

anaesthetist)



Avoidable Vs Unavoidable continued

 The majority of participants agreed that a completely risk free 

environment is unattainable.

Our job is to minimise the risks as much as possible and make sure that the 

environment is as safe as it possibly can be. As soon as you see something act on 

it. But I think to have 100% risk free I really don‟t think it can happen. (Female 

Nurse)

And

„You can minimise the risk, but you can never be risk free and that‟s quite 

appreciated.‟ (Female clinical lead)



Acceptable Vs Unacceptable

 A third duality used to describe risk was with reference to its 

acceptability.

“I think some risks are more tolerable than others. If you look at risks to staff 

and you look at risks to patients and you look at risks to the organisation, there 

are some risks to patients that I would feel were entirely unacceptable.” (Female 

Modern Matron)



Risk management Vs Risk Aversion

Maybe the most important duality presented to us is the one between 
risk management and risk aversion.

„Risk free is impossible. What you‟re doing is managing the risk. You can never 

guarantee that something was not going to go wrong, there is always the risk.‟

(Male pharmacist)

And

To have risk free is not feasible. I would say so because things change just minute 

by minute. It can be pretty difficult to maintain a risk free environment. I think one 

of the problems with healthcare is that we think we can make it risk free and we 

can‟t. We need to recognize that and that‟s a way of reducing risk in itself.‟

(Female clinical lead)



Risk management Vs Risk Aversion

continued

“So you‟ll never truly get this risk free. However by being aware of what the 
biggest sources of risk are then you can put policies, procedures, guidelines, 
assessments, whatever, into place to make sure that some of that risk is 
eliminated or certainly reduced, so that you do make it as risk free as possible.‟ 
(Female modern matron)



Making an informed decision.

 Interviewees explained that they decide on risk acceptability based 

on their ad hoc calculation of perceived benefits involved in taking 

a particular risk against the perceived benefit of not taking that risk.

„You have to make decisions about what investigation, what procedure to do and 

the potential risks, and whether the risks outweigh the benefits.‟ (Modern 

matron)



Not taking any risk is often seen as not helping

 An important point was made by a large number of interviewees 
with regards to the way they sometimes take calculated risks as a 
means of improving a patient‟s condition.

“I think in a healthcare environment you sometimes have to take calculated risks 
with patients‟ management in order for them to hopefully get better. I think if no 
one ever took any risks then no one would make any decisions. It‟s about 
calculated risks on prescribing a drug that you know might have certain side 
effects but could potentially help improve their condition.” (Female Nurse)



Concluding thoughts

 Risk is often understood as a set of dualities
 Professional Vs Environmental

 Avoidable Vs Unavoidable

 Acceptable Vs Unacceptable

 Risk management Vs Risk Aversion

 The majority of interviewees agree that the pursuit of a risk free environment is 
rather utopic.

 Interviewees see risk as part of their everyday reality.

 There is a consensus that a proactive approach to risk (concentrating efforts on 
anticipating, managing and responding to risk) has the potential to become a 
method of effectively reducing risk.



Life=Risk
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