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The Current Significance of Risk 

Peter Taylor-Gooby and lens O. Zinn 

Risk is to do with uncertainties: possibilities, chances, or likelihoods of 
events, often as consequences of some activity or policy. As such, risk has 
always accompanied the development of human society (Sahlins 1974; 
Garnsey 1988; Gallant 1991). Harvest failure, pestilence, migrations, new 
currents in religion, technological developments, and the unforeseen 
consequences of urbanization have all exerted a powerful and typically 
unpredicted influence on the problems and difficulties we face. For much 
of history, the lack of certainty was largely attributed to agencies beyond 
human control: the ignorance of imperfect humanity, divine agency, luck, 
destiny, or fate. In recent years, the idea of risk has attracted intense 
scrutiny from social scientists-for two main reasons. 

The first concerns the increasing complexity of our technologies and of 
the institutions that govern our lives. Failures of technology and innova
tion are well publicized. This applies to the Thalidomide tragedy (emerg
ing in 1962), Bhopal (1984), Chernobyl (1986), the Challenger space 
shuttle in the same year, the Exxon Valdez oil spill in 1989, the continuing 
arsenic poisoning of some 20,000 people a year in Bangladesh from the 
early 1990s onwards (Pearce 2001), and more recent pharmaceutical, 
nuclear, nutritional, and space-related catastrophes (the arthritis drug 
Vioxx in 2004, the Tokaimura chain reaction in 1999, the BSE outbreak 
from 1986 to 1996, and the Columbia space shuttle in 2003). These events 
have all brought home the way in which risk has accompanied techni
cal development and revealed the weaknesses of institutions for man
aging the resulting uncertainty. Similarly, the shortcomings of.a whole 
range of social projects for improving human well-being, from high-rise 
estates in big cities to the enormous growth of road transport, from the 
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centralization of the Soviet economy to the Common Agricultural Policy 
of the EU, from the computerization of social security delivery in the UK . 
to privatization in health care and education, have all demonstrated the 
difficulties in achieving the goals that had been confidently predicted by 
their advocates. Issues of uncertainty are part of technical development. 
lt is the increasing complexity of the processes involved, both in terms 
of the coordination of myriad activities in planning and in terms of 
the institutions through which risks are governed, and the high level of 
public awareness of shortcomings in risk management that account for 
the peculiar modern force of the notion of risk. 

Second, alongside the evidence that risk and uncertainty are endemic, 
and that our technology and social institutions are unable to eliminate it, 
it is increasingly recognized that risk and uncertainty also involve socio
political questions of acceptability and of contest. Once risk issues become 
politicized, the scope for resolution through technical means alone is 
limited. A whole range of innovations including nuclear power, GM food, 
motorway building and the llisu, and Namarda and Yangtse dam projects' 
all provoke vigorous and determined political protest. More broadly, the 
possible consequences of the pivotal international project to impose a 
largely market trade structure through the WTO, the shifts in the regula
tion of intimate relations and family life as gay relationships are formally 
recognized, the management of cohabitation, divorce and separation, and 
the technology of fertility treatment and of the application of the new 
genetiCS in people's lives, all give rise to debate and conflict. 

This has led to a rapid expansion of activity across social science. 
In Chapters 2 and 3 we review these developments and pay particu
lar attention to the trajectory of new work in economics, psychology, 
and sociology. In all these disciplines, traditional approaches, based on 
assumptions about risk calculation through the cool deliberations of 
rational actors, abstracted from social and cultural settings and influences 
or from the impact of emotions have been called into question. New 
developmen ts also seek to find ways of broadening debates originating 
in decision theory and in the study of risk management into new fields. 
These include the processes of risk communication, and the extent to 
which users of mass media can be understood as passive recipients of 
official messages; the way in which particular responses to uncertainty 
emerge as normative systems, which constitute a factor in the govern
ment of social life; the way the contexts in which judgements are made 
influence risky choices by both lay-people and experts; and the social and 
political outcomes in relation to trust or the operation of the institutions 
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::y intended to manage risks. One result has been experimentation with new 
IK approaches and methods, including 'mental modelling' to understand 
Ie how people variously conceptualize risk issues and ways of coping with 
)y them, new qualitative methods intended to provide opportunities to 
It. examine the relation between a person's social experience, biography and 
1S identity and their conception of risk, and combined research methods, 
of linking together quantitative and qualitative work, to enable the gen
of eralization of conclusions informed by detailed and nuanced individual 

analysis. 
A further outcome has been a decline in confidence in technical experts 

c, and in policymakers (both in government and in corporations) and the 
it, proliferation of pressure groups and other bodies acting as watchdogs 
o and as rallying pOints for public concern. At the same time, people are 
le much more likely to take legal action when authorities fail to manage 
is risks successfully, leading to defensive constraints in many areas. 
d, Risk has always been important. The increasing scale of the uncer
ts tainties surrounding the technical innovations which our society makes 
1e available at a breakneck pace and the collapse of confidence in authorities 
a and in official experts as the accredited managers of risk have pushed 

a issues in this field to the forefront in social science. They have also led to a 
Iy rapid pace of development in the social science concerned to understand 
ld risk perception and response. In this book we examine in more detail 

how risk has been recognized, analysed, and researched and how different 
disciplines have responded, and provide an overview of the work that has 

:e. been carried out across a range of different fields. 
u

~, 

)n The Emergence of Risk as a Social and Political Issue 
of 
:es The origins of the notion of risk are subject to debate. Wharton derives it 

from the Arabic risq ('something from which you draw a profit'-1992), 
t1g Chambers Dictionary from the Latin risicum (the challenge posed to a 
is. sailor by a barrier reef-1946), Luhmann dates it in German to the mid 
to sixteenth century and refers to the Latin riscum in use earlier (1993), 
of and Giddens suggests it may come from the Spanish risco (a rock 1999; 
.ty see Althaus 2005: 570 for these and other derivations). Risk appears to 
'fi have emerged as an idea in the Middle Ages, in the context of voyages 
de into uncharted waters (Giddens 1999: ch. 2; Ewald 2002). It referred to 
1d the uncertainty about outcomes of the exploratory/trading/imperialist 
ns missions of the early mercantile world and was linked to the evolving 
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concept of insurance. It entered the world of moneylending and finance 
more generally, and then became a useful tool in the conceptualization. 
of the probable consequences of investment decisions. During the eight
teenth and nineteenth centuries, the development of a mathematics of 
probability (from Bemouilli's 'law of large numbers', propounded in 1713, 
onwards-see Boyne 2003: 4-9) facilitated the application of probabilistic 
reasoning to risk issues, so that (as Knight puts it in his classic text, written 
early in the twentieth century) 'results become predictable in accordance 
with the laws of chance' (1921: 46). 

The increasing sophistication of the mathematics of probability and 
the economics of risk affected investment and market behaviour. The 
early development of insurance was based on the experience and personal 
judgement of underwriters (O'Malley 2004: ch. 6). Probability calculation 
supported the development of a more sophisticated approach, where 
the more modern notion of risk as 'damage from the event multiplied by 
the probability of the event occurring' (Adams 1995: 8) leads to more pre
cise estimates of premia in a competitive market. Insurance extended to 
life insurance in the eighteenth century, and upper working class groups 
developed mutual insurance and friendly society systems of support dur
ing the nineteenth century. The progress of census and mortality statistics 
enabled a more scientific approach to life insurance, with the foundation 
of the Institute of Actuaries in 1848. These interlinked developments pro
vided the foundation for modem approaches to banking, investment, and 
insurance, and led to the growth of the international financial markets 
that have now become central institutions in a globalized international 
economy (O'Malley 2000; Baker and Simon 2002). 

Techniques of probability assessment were applied across a broad range 
of areas, including technical risk assessment through the sphere of busi
ness and enterprise, epidemiology and the evaluation of the suitability of 
particular treatments in modern health care, environmental protection, 
and the management of crime. The method lent itself to risk monitoring 
and response in virtually any field where evidence on current risk levels 
is available, and can plaUSibly be used as a guide to the future. This is 
discussed in more detail in Chapter 2. An important outcome at the 
political level where merits more attention is the transition in the role 
of the state through the developing modern period. 

Foucault analyses this as a double process (1991). On the one hand, 
governments sought to control their citizens by a whole catalogue of mea
sures that include both the means whereby populations can be accurately 
counted, assessed, judged, disciplined, and categorized. On the other, 
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lce policy aims at instilling appropriate values to achieve particular outcomes. 
on This is summed up in the compound notion of 'governmentality' (see 
It- Dean, M. 1999: ch. 2). The logic of insurance is one means through which 
of both aspects can be linked. It includes the basis for a more precise estimate 

13, of the needs and ability to pay of particular groups, and the justification 
tic for different treatment of different risk categories. 
en During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, governments 
lce were able to accommodate to political pressures by extending and nation

alizing the existing friendly society risk-sharing schemes of the upper 
od working and lower middle class into social insurance. This became the 
he foundation of European welfare states and the most important element in 
1al government spending in developed countries in the settlement at the end 
on of the Second World War. The current pressures on welfare spending have 
:'re led to retrenchment of these systems (Pierson 2001). In some contexts, 
by this has meant a retreat from welfare inclusiveness to precise actuarial 
re calculation, with the denial of benefit to those who is with imperfect 
to contribution records. In others, it has led to the privatization of areas of 

LpS social insurance and the targeting of state help more accurately on clearly 
ur defined groups (Myles 2002). 
ics Risk, uncertainty, and risk-responses have also played a role in the 
on development of the institutions of family and household life. The slow 
ro progress through the nineteenth and twentieth centuries of the legal 
nd institutions that enabled women to hold property, gain access 'to employ
ets ment rights and to independent social security, to the right to divorce, 
lal towards control over their own sexuality and child bearing, and towards 

a recognition of problems of violence and exploitation corresponded to 
1ge a shift in the status of marriage and sexual relationships (Lewis 2001). 
lsi Whilst marriage provided a form of security for women in dependence 
of on a male breadwinner (the domestic 'haven in a heartless world'), the 

development of alternatives raised the question of how to balance the 
ng risks of threat subordination, and lack of opportunity in marriage with 
els those available in other contexts. Population shifts included an increase 
, is in the number of older, predominantly female, households, and raising 
he new issues about shifting patterns of poverty and of social need. In turn, 
::lIe a new strand in the politics of personal interests, concerned with how 

the risks of new and different lifestyles are to be managed, has emerged 
(see Taylor-Gooby 2004: ch. 9). An increasing flexibility in family and per
sonal life parallels the growing flexibility of employment in a context of 
rapid technological innovation and ever-intensifying international trade. 
Uncertainty is brought home at the level of individual life. 

5 

s 



The Current Significance of Risk 

More Recent Developments 

Risk issues and institutions for managing them have played an important 
role in modern economics, in the development of the modern state, and 
in relation to modern political and sodal institutions. Equally, develop
ments in all these fields have directed attention to risk. Much of the 
recent debate has been concerned with negative aspects, given impetus 
by the obvious disasters, failures, and intractable problems referred to at 
the beginning of the chapter. The core meaning of risk in the Oxford 
English Dictionary is given as 'a situation involving exposure to danger'. 
However, in all economic, political, and social life, risks have a positive as 
well as a negative side. This is also a key element in current conceptions 
of risk, discussed further in Chapter 3. 

A strong element in economic thinking stresses the importance of 
risk-taking and the role of entrepreneurship (see Knight 1921: 361; 
Schum peter 1976). However, as Knight points out, a major direction in 
the development of business is the prediction, analysis, and containment 
of risks, so that, over time, risks are converted into certainties (Knight 
1921: 347). One might add that large and uncertain projects which offer 
possible high returns but involve considerable uncertainty have tended to 
be supported by government, outside the traditional system of speculative 
entrepreneurship-for example, North Sea Oil exploitation in the 1980s 
and 1990s or the French nuclear power programme (the most developed 
in Europe) from the 1970s onwards. As economies become more glob
alized, and the capacity of nation states and other agencies to regulate 
national markets diminishes (Scharpf 1997), the positive aspects of eco
nomic risk-taking receive greater emphasis. This is summed up in the 
declaration at the Lisbon EU conference in 2000 that the goal for Europe 
must be to become 'the most dynamic and competitive knowledge-based 
economy in the world' (PreSidency Conclusions 2000: 3). The action 
plan on growth and jobs includes 'well-designed and sustainable social 
protection' to 'minimise social dependency by creating strong incentives 
to seek work, to take entrepreneurial risks and to be mobile' (EU 200S, 
Table 8). 

In concert with this process, governments have encouraged policies 
designed to promote 'activism', entrepreneurship, initiative, and risk
taking among their populations, so that flexibility becomes the central 
concept in the OECD 'jobs strategy' (Casey 2004, Table 1). The shift 
from passive reliance on benefits to active willingness to seek jobs and 
to retrain for them has been the leading theme in the 'modernization' 
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of European and US social security systems through the provision of 
opportunities rather than welfare handouts (EU 1997). At the level of 

it collective innovation, the political pressures on government to reduce 
d risks, running counter to an equal enthusiasm to promote and exploit 
) technical innovation, have led to discussion about the role of government 
le in managing new developments in the public interest. Here the chief out
IS come has been the adoption of a 'precautionary principle' in regulation 
it (EU 2000: 1). 
d The problem that immediately emerges from the increased emphasis 
" on the positive as well as the negative aspects of risk is the question of 
1S how to balance risk against advantage (Levidow, Carr, and Wield 1999: 
is 307-11). This is intensified in the context of commercial and interna

tional pressures, brought home by threats of trade wars and of WTO 
)f litigation, to open up markets to new technologies. The most significant 
1; example at the European level currently is the debate over the licensing of 
n GM foodstuffs. The EU initially refused to license some GM crops (oilseed 
It rape and maize) appealing to the precautionary principle, despite the 
It balance of scientific research which fails to provide compelling evidence 
~r of problems. The refusal of five member states to accept the crops has led 
o to the maintenance of the ban, although the EU Commission's officials 

argue that it is hard to see how it can be scientifically, and therefore 
)s legally, justified. The UK government sought to reconcile scientific evi
d dence and popular disquiet by organizing the GM Nation? Debate-the 
) largest consultation exercise about the introduction of a new technology 
te that is a matter of public concern so far in the UK-in 2002-3. The key 
)- finding was that contact with experts hardened public opinion against 
le the new technology. The government has not licensed GM organisms, 
)e possibly hoping that international commercial pressures at the level of 

the WTO will resolve the issue. Political pressures prevent diffusion of a 
new technology despite lack of scientific evidence-a clear demonstration 

al of the importance of political and social issues in policymaking about the 
~s risks of innovation. 
5, At the level of individual and intimate life, risk has always been bound 

up with pleasure, in sexual relationships, eating, drug-taking, and a huge 
~s range of other activities. We discuss recent work in this area further in 
k Chapter 3. One area of academic interest has been 'edgework'-deliberate 
al risk-seeking in mountaineering, motor sport, relationships, sexual adven
ft turing, and the new 'extreme' sports such as base jumping or free diving 
ld (Lyng 2005). In social life, concerns about security interact with antag
n' onism to paternalism, the nanny state, and over-regulation. This leads 
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to the view that, far from advancing enterprise and edgework, the pre
dominant concerns of modern culture are obsessively over-protective: 
one controversial perspective argues that current concern with risk pro
duces a damaging 'culture of fear', expressed through a fascination with 
risk-reduction in every aspect of lifestyle and a determination to find 
scapegoats for any difficulty or set-back (Furedi 2002 and 200S; but see, 
for example, Beck 1998; Harkin 1998; Mythen 2004 for contrary views). 
Cultural shifts, influencing the way people think about risks at the per
sonallevel, are brought back to the political level, in the question of how 
regulatory frameworks should operate in this context. 

This brief review of some developments in economic policymaking and 
in political and social life shows that, for a range of reasons, ideas about 
risk and uncertainty and the availability of intellectual tools which both 
claim to advance risk management and demonstrate the limitations of 
such approaches have become more widespread. Risk concerns are now 
pervasive and risk issues have become to a considerable extent political 
and social concerns. In general, the climate of concern is negative: risks' 
are feared. However, there is also a positive side to risk in entrepreneur
ship, active citizenship, and the excitement of edgework. Recent develop
ments in the social science of risk are now recognizing both dimensions 
in this developing field. 

Approaches in Different Disciplines 

Work on risk and uncertainty has advanced rapidly across a number of 
social science disciplines. We review the impact of the new context of risk 
research on developments in detail in Chapters 2 and 3. Here, we wish to 
chart out the main features of the work. 

Economists have tended to tackle risk using a rigorous conceptualization 
of rational action. A number of developments have led to modifications 
of this core idea. Empirical evidence of paradoxes and inconsistencies in 
the way people approach risky choices, even when they are relatively well 
informed and have the opportunity to deliberate, provides a substantial 
challenge (Hargreaves-Heap et al. 1992). A rational model places stringent 
requirements on people's capacity to process information and estimate 
probabilities. Psychologists have demonstrated through experiment and 
survey that cognitive illusions and distortions influence perceptions of 
risk. Further work shows that responses to risks are often influenced by the 
way the issues are presented. In addition, economists have developed the 

8 


t 




The Current Significance of Risk 

concept of 'bounded rationality' (Simon 1987) to capture the limitations 
to people's cognitive capacities. 

) As a result of these developments, work from an economic perspective 
h has increasingly moved from modelling based on assumptions about 
d rational action to attempts to chart precisely. the limitations of ratio

nal action in different contexts, so that risk responses can be analysed 
). more successfully. This process also reflects back on theory-building in 
r economics, since it provides an impetus for the modification of a simple 
w rational actor paradigm. 

From a psychological perspective, approaches to risk are typically tackled 
d at an individual level, and experimental methodologies are important, 
Jt sometimes reinforced by interview and social survey. In addition to the 
:h points about the limitations of human risk apprehension mentioned 
)f above, work by psychologists has also demonstrated the importance of 
w other factors. For example, the issues of risk and trust, discussed in 
al Chapter 3, emerge from work that charts the interaction of the individual 
KS social actors on whom psychology initially focuses. Recent work on men
c tal modelling has sought to analyse the conceptual frameworks in and 
D through which people think about risk and how to respond to it. 
IS Social psychology has had a powerful impact on work from this per

spective, bringing in psychometric contributions from social surveys. 
This approach has demonstrated common features across concerns about 
risks in a wide range of fields. Of particular importance to popular risk 
judgements is the extent to which the issue under consideration provokes 
dread, and conversely the extent to which it is familiar, regardless of the 

)f objective extent of the threat involved (Slovic 2001: ch. 2). People who 
;k take steps to avoid the dreaded unknown in possible but un-evidenced 
:0 risks from mobile phones may accept the substantial risks in riding a 

bike to work on busy city roads. Work from this perspective has also led 
'n to interest in the extent to which cultural factors influence risk percep
IS tions and responses, and to attempt at ambitious theory-building which 
n include and seek to reconcile the contribution of both rationality and 
Jl the limitations of rationality on judgements. In addition, the institu
al tional frameworks which influence communication about risk through 
It the mass media and the opportunities people have to respond to risks 
te have attracted attention (Pidgeon, Kasperson, and Slavic 2003). 
d Sociological approaches tend to start out from a rather different position, 
)f since the background assumption is that social action is best understood 
Ie as shaped by institutions and culture, rather than directed by rational 
Ie planning or influenced by individual emotions. Risk approaches have 
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incorporated a strong interest in cultural factors, together with detailed 
and often ambitious attempts to chart the importance of the institutional 
changes that have recently brought risk to the forefront of debate. This 
has led to approaches which link together the rise of the modern state and 
modern forms of power to changes in the economy, in the experience of 
work and in family life, and to the continuing impact of new technologies 
and cultural shifts. A key focus is typically on the distinctive features of 
modern approaches to risk. Serious analytical problems arise from the fact 
that the theoretical frameworks used are often insufficiently precise to 
generate hypotheses that can be tested successfully on the basis of the 
available information. Cultural perspectives often lead to a case-study 
approach. Such material requires careful situation in a broader theory of 
society to support generalization. 

This brief overview pOints to a number of features of social scientific 
work on risk. All the disciplines have started out from positions which rest 
heavily on core presuppositions: in economics, rational actor approaches, 
in psychology, assumptions about the individual as the basic building . 
block of analysis, in sociology, the idea that culture or institutions can 
be studied as developing in a substantially autonomous way. As research 
has developed, these assumptions have been modified for two kinds of 
reasons: first, work from other disciplines has influenced and contributed 
to understanding, and assisted researchers in coping with the problems 
they faced. Examples of this process are the importance in current eco
nomic analysis of the psychological evidence about the limited capacity 
of people to deal with risk issues and choices as, in any sense, rational 
actors; the way in which psychologists have developed interest in ideas 
about the impact of culture and of social institutions; and sociological 
interest in the different rationalities of different social groups. 

The second point concerns the impact of the experience of dealing 
with practical issues on analysis of perceptions of and responses to risk. 
Much of the impetus (and certainly of the research funding) for work 
in relation to risk has stemmed from the involvement of government 
and business in attempts to introduce new technologies or new forms 
of management in areas where risks are involved. Research thus confronts 
the puzzles and frustrations that arise when people do not respond to risks 
and to expert judgements and advice in the ways predicted by theory
whether the theory rests on claims about rational action, on assumptions 
about the culture of different groups, or on other factors. One of the 
most important contributions to social psychological work arises from 
the developing ideas of Slovic, driven to a considerable extent by the 
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~d problems in understanding popular responses to dam and nuclear power 
al projects and by the politicized contests surrounding smoking in the USA 
is (1999). In Europe J the issues of GM food, of transport, of reforms to health 
ld care systemsJ and of nuclear waste disposal have all provoked substantial 
of bodies of research (Royal Society 1992, 1997). These practical concerns 
es have also led risk research in new directions, concerned with trust in 
of government and in experts (raising issues about democratic institutions), 
ct with issues of responsibility and with the extent to which research in this 
to field is a tool for popular empowerment or an additional mechanism for 
le official management (Cabinet Office Strategy Unit 2002). 
iy The impact of the theoretical problems experienced in different disci
of plines and of the practical demands made on risk researchers has been 

twofold. The trajectory of academic development has led to increased 
lC awareness of the limitations and difficulties of research confined within 
~st one approach. This has led to greater interest in interdisciplinarity and in 
~s, hybrid approaches. At the same time there has been stronger recognition 
19 of the interaction between academic research, government policymaking, 
m and the practical issues that confront businesses concerned to pursue 
:h innovations across a wide range of fields. The outcome has been an esca
of lation of interest in research dealing with topics from crime to the mass 
::d media, from public policy regulation to intimate family relations, from 
ns employment to the environment, and seeking to situate understanding of 
0 the issues within a broader intellectual framework. This book is designed 
ty to provide convenient access to this growing body of work and to recent 
al theoretical developments. 
as We now move on to describe the plan of the book. 
:al 

19 The Structure of the Book 
;k. 

rk Chapters 2 and 3 set out the contributions of different disciplines to 
nt risk research, dwelling mainly on psychology and sociology. Chapter 2 
ns examines the main areas of work during the past half century. In Chap
Its ter 3, the most recent developments, currently attracting excitement, are 
ks discussed. The following ten chapters each focus on a particular field of 

research and follow a common structure of four main sections: 
ns 
i1e A review of the context in which work in the field is situated; 

m - An account of how risks and uncertainties are understood in the area 
he and why the particular perspective has emerged; 
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- Discussion of the main research themes that have been the focus of 
work during the past decade; the main findings of recent work; and 

- The emerging problems and issues which are the focus of current 
attention. 

... 

In this way, it is possible for the reader to trace developments and to look 
at how interest has shifted between topic areas over time. 

The key themes to emerge from the discussion of risk topics in the 
chapters fall into six categories: 

- A rapid expansion of interest in and awareness of risk; 

- A shift from reliance on the perspectives of experts to much greater 
recognition of the independent value of lay perspectives in under
standing of risk; 

- An associated move from rational actor to more socially informed 
approaches; 

- Theoretical and related methodological developments, concerned to· 
reconcile realist and constructivist approaches and quantitative and 
discursive methods; 

- A shift away from approaches directed at the elimination or reduction 
of risk towards interest in the management of risks as they can be 
identified; and 

- New policy approaches which empower or (from another perspective) 
subject individuals by shifting more of the responsibility for coping 
with risk from state to citizen, running parallel to greater sophistication 
in identifying risk factors and in the regulation and governance of 
particular groups. 

First and most obvious, all the chapters chart a rapid expansion of 
interest in the theme of risk across all the areas examined. Issues have 
become more complex as a result of technical innovations (e.g. in the 
environmental field, Chapter 5, and in the problems to be regulated, 
Chapter 10). At the same time, there is much greater awareness of the 
difficulties faced by existing social institutions in managing risk, whether 
in relation to crime (Chapter 4), securing satisfactory employment 
(Chapter 9), or health (Chapter 8). 

Second, approaches which focus on the authority of experts and gov
ernment have tended to be supplanted by interest in the perspectives 
of ordinary people, particularly those directly affected by the issue. This 
is most evident in areas such as crime (Chapter 4) and public policy 
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(Chapters 13 and 10), where the emphasis was initially on the state impos
ing particular regimes or implementing particular approaches. Research 
focused on the technical value and the public acceptability of these1t 
measures. This perspective has tended to be replaced by a broad range 
of approaches which share much greater interest in the individual level 
of understanding of risk, both in relation to the processes whereby people 
assume responsibility for their behaviour, for example in avoiding crime 

Ie (Chapter 4) or in managing health and illness (Chapter 8), and in relation 
to issues of trust, empowerment, and participation (see Chapter 5 on the 
environment and technical developments). 

Outside the immediate field of state regulation (Chapters 13 and 10), 
er 

research into family and intimacy (Chapter 7) or diversity (Chapter 11) 
:r-

or into media and communication (Chapter 12) has moved away from 
an understanding of the relevant processes as essentially 'top-down', so 
that people tend to follow culturally prescribed roles or behave as passive 
recipients of information about risks. These areas are now much more 

to likely to be investigated as interactive or plural, so that different groups 
ld construct and follow norms and actively choose and assess media mes

sages. This process is discussed in Chapter 6 on Everyday Life and Leisure 
Time. Here the active construction of risk is conceptualized through them 

)e 	 notion of a continuing interactive 'dialogue' between expert and lay 
understanding. The shift in approach has led to advances in research 
methods, and the chapter also charts the growing interest in qualitative

e) 
and especially ethnographic methods as appropriate tools to study these 

19 
issues. 

m 
Expert authority 	is often seen as expressing scientific knowledge and

of 
reasoned judgement. Initial work on risk responses often operated in 
rational actor terms which privileged officially sanctioned expertise. The 

of third development, paralleling the move to value lay perspectives, has 
ve been a shift away from the rational actor standpoint. Thus, approaches 
1e to crime which stress the discipline appropriate to a logic of rational 
d, deterrence have tended to be supplanted by those which focus more 
le on identifying risks and then on devising rehabilitation and training 
er 	 programmes within the criminal justice system (Chapter 4). In analyses 
1t 	 of personal and family life, more attention is paid to the role of new 

patterns of obligation and of 'gendered moral rationalities' in managing 
relationships, as separation and re-partnering give rise to a more complex 
set of interconnection (Chapter 7). In risk regulation research, the perspec

is tive that stressed technical issues of risk and the processes appropriate to 
v improving safety has been succeeded by one that also includes the social 
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factors that influence how people behave in managing systems to gain 
higher levels of security (Chapter 10). 

Fourth, there are new developments at a theoretical level, with impli
cations for research methods that have not yet been fully realized. Many 
researchers have grown uneasy with simple distinctions between realist 
and constructivism approaches to risk, the former emphasizing risk as 
external to and independent from social factors, and the latter seeing the 
categorization of particular activities or phenomena as risky as itself a 
product of social processes (Chapters 2 and 6). This leads to conceptual
izations which seek to reconcile both approaches. In work on the role of 
the media in communication and everyday life, researchers increasingly 
analyse the way in which people reflect on and interact with the messages 
they receive in constructing and modifying their own recognition of 
risk (Chapter 12). In areas such as crime (Chapter 4), or health risks 
(Chapter 8), the official agenda is mediated through popular responses. 

The importance of the context of the rapid social changes discussed 
earlier in this chapter to the intellectual processes which have directed
risk research is also significant. In many areas an important factor in 
research has been the way that, just at the same time as people have 
become more aware of risks, it has been recognized that the capacity 
of the state or other authorities to meet them has been curtailed by 
the pressures of globalization and by the reduced willingness of citizens 
to accept direction from the authorities. The outcome' is a tendency to 
move towards analyses which consider risk not so much as something 
to be controlled and removed, but as part of the context in which peo
ple live, and to which they must adjust in their everyday activities, in 
family life, in health behaviour, in seeking work or in planning retire
ment, and in relation to ethnic diversity or sexuality (Chapters 6-9, 

and IlL 
These theoretical developments raise two important issues in relation 

to methodology. The first is a shift towards detailed case studies of par
ticular risk issues (the BSE crisis, mobile phones, street crime, unsafe 
sexual practices, nanotechnology, and MSR vaccination) in order to chart, 
the interactions between the objective and constructed dimensions of 
risk. Problems then arise in linking the particular to the more general 
theoretical level of accounts of the social changes which underlie current 
interest in risk issues. Chapters 6 on everyday life and 12 on commu
nication discuss the way in which the 'cultural turn' in sociology has 
exacerbated the problem of relating the 'grand narrative' to the everyday. 
In Chapter 3 some of the recent approaches to this problem are discussed. 
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m These include biographical methodologies, which situate the particular 
risk issues along an individual's life course, and combined quantitative 

Ii - and qualitative research, which seek to link together the insights into 
lV individual understanding of problems derived from interactive inter

st viewing with the generalizability of large, random-sample structured 

as surveys. 
lE The fifth area of interest concerns the policy relevance of research. 
a The trajectory of development in a number of areas has been, broadly 

d speaking, from risk reduction to risk management, as mentioned above. 
of Policy makers increasingly recognize that the elimination of all risk is an 

~\y unlikely goal, and focus on systems that more accurately identify and 

:es categorize risks and provide programmes for handling and reducing them 
of (see Chapters 4, 8, 10, and 13). This point corresponds to the argument 
,ks at the more theoretical level that risks are to be seen much more as 

part of the way that people construct their social environment, rather 
ed than as external and objective. In penal policy and in social services 
ed (Chapters 4 and 13), the process of risk assessment is central to the way 
in in which offenders or members of different need groups are classified and 
ve managed. Interest in risk factors in epidemiology and in the management 
ity of health problems plays a similar role (Chapter 8). Assessment leads 
by to recommendations for custodial or non-custodial sentences, surveil
ns lance through probation, provision of home help services, programmes 
to of health visitor contact to check on children's development, and so on 
ng (see Kemshall 2002; Warner and Gabe 2004). 

Sixth, a number of commentators have suggested that risk has become a 
In central aspect of governance (for example, Dean, H. 1999; O'Malley 2000). 

re This develops in two directions: through the growing individualization 
-9. of risk and risk responsibilities in the discourse of official statements 

(mentioned in the second point above), and through the emphasis on 
on regulation and control as policymakers have lost confidence in exclu
ar sive reliance on rational actor approaches for changing the behaviour 
afe of problematic groups and as new mechanisms for directing such risk
art management more accurately towards social problems have developed 
of (the fifth pOint). 
ral From the first perspective, individuals are encouraged, for example, 
~nt through the counselling on job prospects included in the New Deal 
lU for young unemployed people (Chapter 9), through the lifestyle advice 
las in health promotion programmes (Chapter 8), or through the provi

ay. sion of information on the pension level to which they are currently 
ed. entitled (Chapter 13), to understand in more detail the risks they 

~o-
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currently face. This is understood as both empowering, through the pro
vision of transparent information, and transferring responsibility from, 
a more 'hollowed-out' state to more active citizens. A number of the 
chapters (9, II, 13) express concerns that a discourse of individualized 
responsibility in a context in which inequalities remain stubbornly strat
ified implies a bleak future for the most vulnerable groups. 

Other concurrent developments form part of a more regulatory 
approach. Examples are the move to prioritize punishment over rehabil
itation and to fine-tune the range of custodial and non-custodial alter
natives for different groups in relation to crime (Chapter 4); the careful 
distinctions in mental health policy between those who suffer mental 
health problems appropriate for community treatment and those which 
require incarceration (Chapter 8; Rose 1990, 1999); or the use of a com
plex range of tax-credits for different groups of low-paid workers coupled 
with lower, closely monitored benefits for unemployed people judged 
capable of work and more strictly targeted, more generous disability 
support for those who are not, as part of a 'welfare to work' strategy 
(Chapter 11). 

Conclusion 

Risk has moved up the agenda of social science as a result of developments 
in institutions and in culture. New approaches in research and in analysis 
have resulted. In the following two chapters we examine the development 
of risk research and the issues that are currently at the top of the agenda 
in more detail. We then go on, in the rest of the book, to demonstrate 
the way in which realization of the significance of risk issues have trans
formed academic work across a wide range of areas. Risk has become seen 
much more as a complex matter, involving both real external factors 
and social construction processes which privilege particular accounts of 
risk and of how it emerges in people's lives. This has led to the pursuit 
of richer, more cross-disciplinary approaches, and more hybrid methods 
of research. It has also led to the recognition of risk as both the object of 
policy, in the sense that risk reduction is a goal aimed at in a wide range 
of areas, and an increasingly important ingredient within policy, as the 
management of continuing risks replaces risk elimination as the major 
policy concern. 

Risk is now at the centre of social science, for good reasons. We hope 
this book will provide an informed, helpful, and up-to-date introduction 
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)ro to the concept and serve as a guide and directory to the main currents of 
am work within the field. 
the 
zed References 
rat-

Adams,]. (1995). Risk. London: UCL Press. 

Althaus, C. (2005). 'A Disdplinary Perspective on the Epistemological Status of
ory 

Risk', Risk Analysis, 25(3): 567~88.bil
Baker, 1'. and Simon, J. (2002). Embracing Risk. Chicago, IL.: Chicago University 

ter
Press. 

~ful 
Beck, U. (1998). 'Organised Irresponsibility: Reply to Frank Furedi', Prometheus,

ltaI Winter. 
lich Boyne, R. (2003). Risk. Milton Keynes: Open University Press. 
}m Cabinet Office Strategy Unit (2002). Risk: Improving Govemment~'i Capability to 
)Ied Handle Risk and Uncertainty, Strategy Unit Report, November 2002, COSU, 
ged London. 

lity Casey, B. (2004). 'The OECD Jobs Strategy and the European Employment Strat

egy egy', Joumal ofEuropean Public Policy, 10(3): 329~s2. 

Chambers (1946). Chambers! Twentieth Century Dictionary. Edinburgh: Wand R 
Chambers Ltd. 

Dean, H. (1999). 'Managing Risk by Controlling Behaviour', in Peter Taylor-Gooby 
(ed.), Risk, Trust and Welfare. London: Macmillan. 

Dean, M. (1999). Govemmentality: Power and Rule in Modem Society. London: Thou
sand Oaks. 

~nts EU (1997). 'Employment Agenda for the Year 2000', Paper from the Luxembourg
ysis Council meeting, EU. 
lent __ (2000). On the Precautionary Principle, Com 2000/1, EU, Brussels. 
nda (2005). Lisbon Action Plan, SEC 192. 

rate Ewald, F. (2002). 'liThe return of Descartes" Malicious Demon: An Outline of a Phi

ms losophy of Precaution' (trans. by Stephen Utz)', in 1'. Baker and]. Simon (eds.), 

een Embracing Risk: TIle Changing Culture of Insurance and Responsibility. Chicago, IL: 
University of Chicago Press, pp. 273~301.tors 

Foucault, M. (1991). 'Governmentality', in G. Burchell et a1. (eds.), TIle Foucault s of 
Effect. London: Harvester Wheatsheaf, pp. 87-104.suit 

Furedi, F. (2002). The Culture ofFear. London: Continuum Press.
ods 

__ (2005). TIze Politics ofFear. London: Continuum Press. 
t of 

Gallant, 1: (1991). Risk and Survival in Ancient Greece. Cambridge: Polity. 
nge Garnsey, P. (1988). Famine and Food Supply in the Graeco-Roman World: responses to 
the risk and crisis. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
ajar Giddens, A. (1999). Runaway World: How Globalisation is Shaping our Lives. London: 

Profile Books. 
ope HargreaveS-Heap, S., Hollis, M., Lyons, B., Sugden, R., and Weale, A. (1992). TIle 

:ion Theory ofChoice. Oxford: Blackwell. 

17 

7 



The Current Significance of Risk 

Harkin, J. (1998). 'In Defence of the Modernist Project', British Journal of Educa

tional Studies, 46: 3. 
Kemshall, H. (2002). Risk, Social Policy and Welfare. Buckingham, UK: Open Uni~ 

versity Press. 
Knight, E (1921). Risk, Uncertainty and Profit. Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin. 
Levidow, L., Carr, S., and Wield, D. (1999). 'Regulating Biotechnical Risk', Journal 

ofRisk Research, 2(4): 307-24. 
Lewis, ]. (2001). The End of Marriage? Individualism and Intimate Relations. Chel

tenham, UK: Edward Elgar. 
Luhmann, N. (1993). Risk: a Sociological Theory. New York: A. de Gruyter. 
Lyng, S. (2005). 'Sociology at the Edge: Social Theory and Voluntary Risk Taking', 

in Stephen Lyng (ed.), Edgework. The Sociology ofRisk-Taking. London: Routledge, 
pp. 17-49. 

Myles, J. (2002). 'A New Social Contract for the Elderly?' in G. Esping-Andersen, 
D. Gallie, A. Hemerijk, and J. Myles (eds.), Why we Need a New Welfare State. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Mythen, G. (2004). Ulrich Beck: A Critical Introduction to the Risk Society. London: 
Pluto Pres5. 

O'Malley, P. (2000). 'Risk societies and the government of crime', in M. Brown and 
J. Pratt (eds.), Dangerous Offenders. London: Routledge. 

(2000). 'Uncertain Subjects: Risks, Liberalism and Contract', Economy and 

Society, 29(4): 460-84. 
__ (2004). Risk, Uncertainty and Government. London: Glasshouse Press. 
Pearce, F. (2001). 'Bangladesh's Arsenic Poisoning: Who is to Blame?', UNESCO 

Courier, January. 
Pidgeon, N., Kasperson, R., and Slovic, P. (2003). The Social Amplification of Risk. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Pres5. 
Pierson (2001). The New Politics of the Welfare State. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, pp. 410-56. 

Presidency Conclusions (2000). Lisbon European Council 23/24 March 2000, SE 
100/00, EN, European Communitie5. 

Rose, N. (1990). Governing the Soul. London: Routledge. 
__ (1999). Powers ofFreedom. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Royal Society (1992). Study Group on Risk Assessment, Analysis, Perception and Man

agement. London: Royal Society. 
__ (1997). Science Policy and Risk. London. 
Sahlins, M. (1974). Stone Age Economics. London: Tavistock. 
Scharpf, F. (1997). 'European Integration, Democracy and the Welfare State', Jour

nal ofEuropean Public Policy, 4(1): 18-36. 

Schumpeter, J. (1976). Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy. London: Allen and 
Unwin. 

Simon, H. (1987). 'Bounded Rationality', in J. Eatwell, M. Millgate, and P. Newman 
(eds.), The New Palgrave: A Dictionary ofEconomics. London: Macmillan. 

18 

d L 



The Current Significance of Risk--_... _---------------------------

!uca- Slovic, P. (1999). 'Trust, Emotion, Sex Politics and Science-Surveying the Risk 
Assessment Battlefield', Risk Analysis, 19(4): 689~701. 

LJni- _~(2001). The Perception ofRisk. London: Earthscan. 
Taylor-Gooby, P. (2004). New Risks, New Welfare. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Warner,]. and Gabe,]. (2004). 'Risk and Uminality in Mental Health Social Work'. 

lrnal Health, Risk and Society, 6(4): 387-99. 

Wharton, F. (1992). 'Risk Management: Basic Concepts and General Principles', in 
:hel- ]. Ansell and F. Wharton (eds.), Risk Analysis, Assessment and Management. Chich

ester, UK: John Wiley. 

ing', 
'dge, 

don: 

and 

and 

~SCO 

Risk, 

:rsity 

), SI: 

\1an

Jour-

and 

man 

19 



Minerva Access is the Institutional Repository of The University of Melbourne

Author/s:
Taylor-Gooby, P;Zinn, J

Title:
The Current Significance of Risk

Date:
2006

Citation:
Taylor-Gooby, P. & Zinn, J. (2006). The Current Significance of Risk. Taylor-Gooby, P (Ed.).
Zinn, J (Ed.). Risk in Social Science, (1), pp.1-19. Oxford University Press.

Persistent Link:
http://hdl.handle.net/11343/30576

http://hdl.handle.net/11343/30576



