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What is ‘Risk-Work’? 

Risk is well established as a theoretical concept, especially within sociological, psychological and criminological 

literature. How to design research that uncovers the ways in which risk-work takes place and increasingly governs 

young lives is, however, largely overlooked.   

‘Understanding the contours of this sphere of everyday action presents a major research challenge’. 

(Horlick Jones, 2005: 307) 

Horlick-Jones does not see ‘risk work’, the formal and informal practices of risk perception, judgement and decision-

making, as a neutral practice or process: 

‘…‘risk work’ in organizational settings offers especially useful resources that allow actors to pursue such diverse 

agendas, while also providing an accounting mechanism that allows them to legitimate such activity’.  

(Horlick Jones, 2005: 293) 

In the settings of Youth Justice, Youth Work, Social Work, Education and Health, these practices are mainly related 

to contemporary and newly emerging ‘risk-work’ practices with children such as safeguarding, ACE’s (Adverse 

Childhood Experiences) and ‘pre-crime’ or crime prevention legislation and initiatives.  

Horlick Jones ‘preferred research methods’ were to directly participate in the ways in which individuals are involved 

in everyday risk decision-making and actions, in order to gain an insight into the underpinning interpretations and 

sense-making processes used to account for those decisions and actions. 

The Need for Conversations on ‘Risk-Work’ Research Design and Methods  

Risk-work is an increasingly core feature of how children are governed. Given that, it is crucial to examine in detail 

how risk has manifested in both social policy affecting children and the accompanying methods and tools which have 

emerged in this domain for identifying, assessing and managing risk. 

Tools for risk work in the realms of welfare and criminal justice have been traditionally presented as ‘neutral’, ‘value 

free’ and ‘objective’, applied to all without bias or prejudice. Critical approaches, however, claim tools of this nature 

are developed to enable the ideological advancement of technologies to order human affairs and make populations 

‘thinkable’ and ‘measurable’ for the purposes of governing them. The risk theory literature shows, moreover, that 

risk is never neutral or individualistic in how it is conceptualised, defined or utilised; risk does not exist in a vacuum. 

Particularly problematic aspects of risk in practice are the risk perception judgements and assumptions integral to 

risk work or policy operationalisation. Research into how risk is ‘socially amplified’ (Kasperson et al, 1988), in 

particular, connects with sociological and criminological studies to jointly demonstrate that individual perceptions of 

risk are informed to a significant degree by the popular imagination. The cultural, political and media perpetuation of 

stereotypes of ‘risky’ groups or individuals is a ‘primary source of amplification’ in the ‘social amplification of risk 

frameworks’ (Kasperson et al, 1988). Exploring how various actors contest, contribute to and/or shape the structural 

conditions for biased and discriminatory risk perception in the societal ‘risk consciousness’ and individual perception, 

adds further layers to well-established understandings of ‘moral panics’ or ‘deviancy amplification’ around children, 

youth and BME communities in society via political and media discourse . 

This Network will therefore pay attention to how methodological approaches to explorations of risk practices, or 

practitioners’ ‘risk-work’ in young lives, can open up and improve our understanding of risk praxis.  

Risk-based practices are known to label and often stigmatise those that are subject to them, producing a counter-

productive environment that arguably reduces opportunities to improve children and young people’s experiences 

and safety. 
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By drawing on young people and practitioners’ experiences of ‘risk work’ which includes often subjective and 

instinctive judgements, but increasingly is guided by emerging empirical measures and indicators, we will ensure 

that a meaningful connection is made between research and practice with young voices at the centre. 

 

 


