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Risk, Framing and Everyday Life: epistemological and
methodological reflections from three sociocultural projects

Abstract
Multiplicity, variability and incongruity in the meanings of risk encountered
throughout the research process (and beyond) are key foci of inquiry within
sociocultural risk research, which attaches considerable importance to appreciating
participants’ perspectives, orientations and contextual understandings. These foci are
also associated with epistemological and methodological dilemmas since in risk
research, as in social science more widely, researchers’ theoretical assumptions and
problem formulations inevitably serve as key anchor points for the meanings that
come to be assigned to phenomena, events and situations under investigation. In this
article, we consider the idea of risk framing to explore how issues arising in
connection with variability in the meanings of ‘risk’ are dealt with in three different
sociocultural projects utilising a variety of forms of in-depth qualitative interview and
situated, contextual data analysis to investigate risks in: intimate relationships;
employment/career transitions; and nuclear hazards. The projects share the aim of
seeking to understand how risk perceptions play out in people’s everyday life
situations in order to illuminate how people live with risk. The paper considers the
framing of risk at three stages of the research process – constructing the research
topic, presenting the research to participants, and interpreting meanings of data. A key
argument established through comparative analysis of these projects is that
consideration of risk framing is not only theoretically important but a key, reflexive
resource for risk researchers.
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Risk, Framing and Everyday Life: epistemological and methodological reflections
from three sociocultural projects

Introduction

Risk has become a focus for much contemporary research across the social sciences
(Mythen and Walklate 2006; Taylor-Gooby and Zinn 2006). There are, however,
significant differences in the way in which the concept of risk is defined and used,
both across and within different disciplines (Pidgeon, Hood, Jones, Turner and
Gibson, 1992; Lupton, 1999). It is perhaps no surprise, then, to find that in risk
research, as in social science more generally, researchers’ theoretical assumptions and
problem formulations serve as key anchor points for the meanings that come to be
assigned to the situations being investigated throughout the research process.
Importantly for the following discussion, one may differentiate between accounts
which treat risk as an objectively given quality of a situation and those, notably from a
sociocultural perspective, which assume that, whatever the ontological status of
events which present hazards in the world, ‘risk’ cannot be reified in this way. Rather,
what is perceived as risk and how that risk is perceived will vary according to the
context in which, and from which, it is regarded (cf. Douglas and Wildavsky, 1982;
Pidgeon, Kasperson and Slovic, 2003; Rosa, 2003).

In the current paper we utilise the ideas of framing and ‘risk framing’ to explore some
of the epistemological and methodological dilemmas that such variability in meanings
of the term ‘risk’ raise within the research encounter. We would argue that
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consideration of framing is not only theoretically important, but a key reflexive
methodological resource for risk researchers. One reason for its importance is because
there is a danger of researchers defining research situations from the outset in terms of
some presumed universal notion of ‘risk’, thereby unreflexively importing to the
research process a priori constructions of what that term might mean. Choice of topic,
location, participants, etc. will also reflect the prior framing of the issue to be
researched, as will decisions about how to present the research to potential
participants, including how to respond to their queries. That presentation itself acts as
a framing device for the research encounter, indicating what the researcher will be
‘looking for’ from the participant, what is ‘relevant’ and implicitly, or perhaps
explicitly, what is not. Finally, when interpreting data, inferences are made about
what constitutes, for example, an indicator of risk perception – what words, or
conversely silences, are taken to indicate the presence of ‘risk’ in the minds and lives
of participants?

In light of these considerations, this paper argues for a degree of self-reflexivity on
the part of risk researchers, so that they are aware of their own framings, and remain
sensitive to the possibilities and consequences of imposing them on research
participants. It also highlights the ways in which participants’ frames may differ from
those of the researcher and from each other, and how insensitivity to such differences
could cause researchers to miss or to misread important data, lose the subtle nuances
of ways in which risk perceptions and understandings may be played out, or fail to
generate a sufficiently rich picture of risk in people’s everyday life experiences. By
drawing attention to the ways in which the multiplicities of framing and their possible
incongruities are negotiated by involved parties, a reflexive analysis is presented in
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the sense of putting our own assumptions and interpretive practices as researchers into
the analytical frame of the research itself (see e.g. Brannen and Edwards, 1998).

Framing of risk is considered at three stages of the research process – constructing
research topic, introducing the research to participants, and interpreting meanings of
data. A comparative approach is taken reflecting on the methodological work
involved in three qualitative interview-based research projects, each investigating
rather different types of risk situation. Despite their differences all three projects
focussed on ‘everyday life’ settings and shared certain theoretical and methodological
assumptions, which might best be described as a contextual or situated view of risk,
but all set within a broader sociocultural perspective.

The paper commences with a brief conceptual discussion of framing in relation to
sociocultural risk research, followed by descriptions of each of the three empirical
projects to be drawn upon in the comparative discussion.

Risk, framing and sociocultural research

A first step in our consideration of ideas of risk and framing is to acknowledge that
just as there are differences in the conceptualisation of risk, so there are different
perspectives on individuals’ responses to risk. Researchers deploy the concept of risk
when examining everyday situations involving ‘decision’ and ‘choice’, but these
situations are regarded differently from different theoretical perspectives. Theorists
adopting a rational actor or economic perspective tend to view individuals as making
(objectively) rational choices to minimise risks. However this approach has been
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criticised for its overly cognitive and rationalistic account of human preferences and
behaviour, and their interrelationship with social norms (see Jaeger et al 2001;
Lowenstein et al, 2001).

One finds a somewhat different emphasis on individual choice in the work of Beck
and Giddens and of others who draw on their theories of the 'risk society' or 'late
modernity'. These maintain that not only has risk become a defining feature of society
but that, with the erosion of universal social norms, individual choice is experienced
as having an increasingly central role in dealing with risk as people’s lives become
reflexive projects (Beck 1992; Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 1995; Beck-Gernsheim
2002; Giddens 1992). Yet this perspective has been criticised too, for continuing to
place too great an emphasis on cognitive processes as drivers of behavioural response
(Lash 1994).

In contrast to both of these (rational actor and risk society) perspectives, it is possible
to adopt an approach that pays far greater heed to the immediate (local, situated)
social and cultural contexts in which decisions are made, and the ways in which these
shape or may even appear to preclude choice, at least from the point of view of the
individual. Such a sociocultural perspective also deals explicitly with perceptions of
risk, and a shared assumption of all three projects discussed in this paper is that
biography and people’s everyday lives are key resources for understanding how those
perceptions come into being and are played out. More specifically, a person’s
biographical background and the contexts in which their everyday lives are lived out
are important factors that may shape their subjective ‘risk positions’; that is, their

7

relationship to sources of risk, their perception of risk and the strategies that may or
may not be available to them for coping with risk.

Of course, individual perceptions of and responses to situations encountered in
everyday life are permeated too by context and culture in ways that involve the
operation of wider sociocultural discourses. Such discourses are constitutive of
everyday meanings and hence, in turn, affect the way any particular situation can be
perceived or ‘framed’. Sociocultural framings of risks and risk discourses operate at
both macro- (e.g. institutional) and micro- (situational) levels. Macro-level analyses
of sociocultural framing utilise various perspectives on risk governance processes (see
e.g. Lupton, 1999; Dean,1998; Rose, 2001; also Walls et al, 2005) and provide
insights into broader issues encountered by risk researchers who seek to understand
risk’s institutional standing, its cultural and organisational pervasiveness and its
regulatory power. At times, however, this work questions the macro-micro boundary,
and examines how such regulatory processes are able to gain some purchase on
people’s culturally inflected, everyday forms of risk awareness, understanding and
subjectivity (Tulloch and Lupton, 2003; Hollway and Jefferson, 1997).

The particular form of micro-analysis of people’s situated sociocultural
understandings and framings of risk adopted by all of the projects discussed in this
article is similarly concerned with the operation of broader sociocultural discourses of
risk and related matters (uncertainty, danger, threat etc), but with a focus on
investigating if and how risk discourses and meanings work in the context of people’s
practical sense-making about the world. In common with the longstanding tradition of
situational analyses, we are typically interested in how frames of reference or
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‘schemata of interpretation’ allow individuals “to locate, perceive, identify, and label”
events in their own terms (Goffman, 1974, p. 21). Such interpretative schemata are
viewed not merely as individual artefacts, but as deriving from the social and cultural
context pertinent to that event or situation and therefore are likely to be shared, to
varying degrees, with others. This latter idea is captured by another definition that
usefully elaborates on the constitutive elements of frames, referring to them as “the
perceptual lenses, worldviews or underlying assumptions that guide communal
interpretation and definition of particular issues” (Miller, 2000: 212). An individual’s
practical understanding of and response to a situation or event will therefore be
shaped by the specific frame of reference within which they situate it, an act which
may reflect their own particular motivations and criteria of relevance but which will
in turn draw from or reflect assumptions and discourses available within their
sociocultural context, including the framing of issues by powerful institutions, or in
the mass media (Reese et al, 2003; Kitzinger, 2007).

When we examine risk situations in terms of framing processes, however, we
encounter an additional level of complexity. This may be illustrated if we first
consider a very simple example of framing: in one context a plant may be defined as a
‘wild flower’ but in another context, where it is defined according to cultural norms
and practices as being in the wrong place, that same plant is viewed as a ‘weed’. If,
however, ‘risk’ is substituted for the plant in this example there is a danger of reifying
risk; that is, treating it as a thing to be framed. Instead, from a sociocultural
perspective, there is a need to see risk both as a constructed, if sometimes
conventionalised, quality or potentiality of an object or situation and as one frame
among many through which that object or situation might be perceived and
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understood. Perceptions of the ‘riskiness’ of a situation will therefore depend on the
interactions among context and culture, individual biography and a variety of
available frames, several of which may be competing at any given time. Furthermore,
people may shift frames, that is reframe a situation in different terms, as the
(discursive) context changes. It is therefore perhaps not surprising, then, that in
researching risk both the researcher and the research participant can frame situations
in multiple and possibly different ways.

Description of projects, methods and research interactions

The three research projects investigated the risks associated with partnership and
parenthood, employment, and living near a nuclear power station and are referred to
hereafter as the Partnership project, the Employment project and the Nuclear project1.

The Partnership project used semi-structured interviews with forty-seven participants
in different types of heterosexual partnerships. Semi-structured interviews were
chosen as the best method, within the constraints of a one-off interview, for obtaining
information on the topics that the researchers had identified as potentially important,
while at the same time ‘leaving space’ for other issues to arise and be pursued. The
sample was drawn from an Office for National Statistics’ national Omnibus Survey.
Interviews explored the perceived impact of partnership, partnership type and
parenthood on participants’ economic, social, and career standing, and on their sense
of identity.

1

This paper draws on the projects at an interim stage of their research.
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The Employment project used biographical interviews with twenty-nine adults and
each of their same-sex parents. Sampling members of different generations within
families enabled examination of intergenerational continuities and discontinuities in
how participants perceived and responded to ‘risks’ associated with changing
employment. At least one participant in each pair had left a job (either changed job or
become unemployed) within the preceding two years, and the sample was mixed in
terms of gender and socio-economic grouping. An analytical device used in the
research was to explore critical moments in individuals’ employment history. These
became the foci for the interviews, which explored participants’ decision-making in
relation to these changes or, at least, their roles in the processes of change in their
careers. This biographical approach led to consideration of career in a broad sense,
intertwining job change with life change, and decision-making about jobs with
reflections on personal agency over the life-course.

The Nuclear project used narrative interviews with thirty-two people living in villages
near to the Bradwell-on-Sea nuclear power plant in Essex. Participants reflected a
broad cross-section of the local community (ages, gender and length of residence
locally), and also included a small number of people more actively engaged with the
nuclear issue, either through active opposition or alternatively employment links with
the plant. As a methodologically reflexive project it asked the question ‘how useful
might a narrative interview strategy be for eliciting data on people’s experience of and
responses to living in the vicinity of a major technological hazard?’ Narrative style
interviews were chosen in the belief that by being able to talk at length about a
trajectory of lived experiences (that is to say, by communicating narratively) people
might be able to express more fully the interrelationships between a number of factors
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- including biography, shared values, knowledge and relationship to place – which
might influence their view of the potential risk (Satterfield, 2002). However, pilot
interviews suggested that the power station might not feature as relevant within the
place-based and life story narratives of some interviewees. Interviewees were also
asked therefore for their views about the power station and about past events that had
brought discussion of nuclear-related risk into the local public sphere. Hence, the
nuclear study employed a hybrid interview strategy involving both narrative and
semi-structured elements.

Table 1 outlines the conceptual and methodological dimensions to each of the three
projects.

[INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE]

The remainder of the paper draws upon these projects for illustrations of the
epistemological and methodological issues raised by risk framing, beginning with the
ways in which risk framing is negotiated in the research process.

Epistemology, risk framing and negotiated meanings in the research process

As outlined in the introduction, a central concern of the paper is with the different
framings that researcher and research participant produce in the research situation,
specifically in qualitative interviews. While for the risk researcher those framings will
be primarily in terms of some conceptualisation of risk, as already suggested, for the
participant they may not. Even where a situation or event is mutually framed in terms
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of risk, there may be differences in how risk or related concepts are understood. What
takes place in the interview, therefore, is not simply the ‘collection of data’ but a
negotiation of framing that has important implications for the data that are produced
and for how they are interpreted. This section of the paper will look at this process of
negotiation first in relation to the admissibility of a risk framing and then to the
significance of nuanced differences in the way in which such risk framings are
constructed.

Constructing the fieldwork encounter: the admissibility of risk framing?

A key epistemological issue for the researchers, although not to the same degree in
each project, was whether introducing the notion of risk to participants, either at the
recruitment or interview stage of research, would thereby impose a framing that
would produce self-confirming data. All three projects had been concerned to
interrogate the claim made by risk society theorists that risk awareness and evaluation
has become a defining feature of everyday life (for a critical overview of such claims
see Mythen, 2004). The very nature of each of the projects demonstrates the belief
that, in light of prevalent social conditions and discourses, certain events or states
have marked potential to be perceived as ‘risky’ by participants. The researchers
were, of course, aware that not all participants would share this frame and that they
might operate with different ‘definitions of the situation’ (cf. Simmons 2003).

The Partnership and Employment projects had started their fieldwork with the view
that to mention risk explicitly to participants might impose a particular frame of
reference that could influence the responses given. The researchers were wary not
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only of ‘reading something into’ the data, but of actually creating a perception that
would not ‘naturally’ have occurred to the participant. The Nuclear project differed
somewhat from the other two in that its focus of study had traditionally been framed
in terms of danger, both in the UK and in many other intensively industrialised
countries (and indeed is a one of the prototypical threats of modernity discussed by
Beck in his risk society work)2. Accordingly, when participants were first introduced
to the project, and in the information sheets they were given, they were told explicitly
of its purpose: to investigate people’s everyday experiences of living with
technological risk. Subsequently, in the interviews, participants were asked how they
felt about living near to a nuclear power station. This presented a relatively explicit
risk framing, one which, it is reasonable to assume, would be transparent to most if
not all potential participants given that it is the potential dangers of nuclear facilities
that typically make them a focus of interest. In effect the Nuclear project’s ‘object of
inquiry’ was presented to participants as being associated with potential risk from the
outset.

Nonetheless, the Nuclear project did share the other projects’ epistemological
concerns about overly constraining or even artificially generating the narrative focus
for participants, and hence was cautious about the overt use of the terminology of
‘risk’ in the interviews. In the event the term ‘risk’ itself was not used a great deal,
and sometimes not at all, by interviewer or interviewee, although euphemisms and
2

Of course, this popular representation of nuclear power as a global catastrophic ‘threat’ is no longer

universal, either in some developing nations (where it can still represent an icon of high technology and
‘progress’, as well as a route to both political and military power), or in some contemporary Western
policy discourses which link nuclear energy with attempts to combat global climate change and future
energy shortages (see Pidgeon, Lorenzoni and Poortinga, 2008).
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synonyms such as ‘danger’ and ‘threat’, as well as more oblique references to risk
expressed for example as ‘concern’, did appear instead. Where risk was not raised
spontaneously as an issue within a participant’s narrative, they were asked, later in the
interview, if it was something they thought about in their lives, and specifically in
relation to the power station’s presence in their locality. This approach allowed for
differences between interviewees’ narratives to emerge: some indeed constructed the
power station as potentially hazardous or as posing an indeterminate level of risk,
while others’ narratives had the effect of minimising, normalising or disregarding any
potential risks or concerns.

Over time, all three projects came to a more explicit use of the term risk. This enabled
them to test the meaning and relevance of the term for participants, to encourage
participants to make their implied meanings more explicit, to stimulate a reaction or to
legitimate an alternative account. A thorough test of the effects of this was carried out
by the Employment project, which re-interviewed eleven participants, asking them
explicitly about risk in order to test whether focusing on the term had any impact on
how they reflected on their careers and decision-making. Only one participant
responded to the term, re-telling her career as a process of negotiating risk, though
notably she indicated an occupational familiarity with risk discourse and practice
when she emphasised that her job included writing risk assessments. The other
participants either rejected the relevance of risk as a concept in their lives or ‘went
along with’ the researcher in reflecting upon the place of risk in the critical moments
of their careers. Even after offering apparently compliant critical self-analysis of their
career risks, participants tended to remain detached from the risk framing. One
participant, for example, suggested that risk was too ‘dramatic’ a term to describe
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how he had approached thinking about career change. Another felt that, by thinking
about careers in terms of risk, he and the researcher were ‘trying to manipulate the
word risk to fit that particular event’.

Despite initial concerns over imposing a risk frame, there was very little discernible
evidence to suggest that referring explicitly to ‘risk’ significantly affected the way in
which participants perceived the issue being discussed. As noted earlier, multiple
framings of situations are always available and individuals are likely to have
encountered and possibly rejected some of those alternatives prior to the encounter
with the researcher. It is perhaps not surprising then that participants did not seem to
perceive the use of the term risk as imposing an illegitimate or inappropriate agenda
on them – even if their own narratives worked to downplay the importance of risk –
and in the one or two instances where they did, they were prepared to challenge the
researcher’s framing. These findings, supported by the experience of all three research
teams, suggest that referring explicitly to risk in this type of research may have
minimal impact on participants’ preparedness to express their own framings and
responses.

However, the fact that participants were able simultaneously to resist the concept of
risk and to offer self-analysis of risk may raise other questions. For example, what
significance should be attached to the way that individuals are able to produce a
discursive performance within the researcher’s framing without necessarily ‘buying
into’ that framing? As in all research it is difficult to disentangle lived reality from the
presentation of that reality. The performances that Goffman calls individuals’ public
‘presentation of self’ are found just as much in the research encounter as in other
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forms of social encounter, even in highly structured encounters like the questionnaire
survey (Eliasoph, 1990). Researching the concept of risk, however, is perhaps subject
to particular problems in this respect (Smith et al, 2006). Disregarding for the moment
whether or not people actually think in terms of risk in the areas of everyday life
under research, risk discourse is more naturalised and even constitutive of collective
representations or self-identity in certain aspects of life. So when talking about
investments, gambling or speeding people will naturally and unselfconsciously think
and talk in terms of risk or of ‘taking a chance’. Similarly, in relation to what are
perceived as imposed threats, such as contamination events, many people will talk in
terms of risk, although not necessarily in the calculative way that would be recognised
by rational actor theory or by risk assessment professionals. In areas of experience
where other discourses are dominant people may not talk in terms of risk even if they
on some level think in these terms. For example, in the Partnership project’s earlier
interviews in which the term ‘risk’ was not used, it appeared that few people
presented themselves as thinking about intimate relationships in terms of risk.
However, even when people did talk about these sorts of life situations in such terms,
the risk was distanced from their own situation. So ‘marriage’ could be presented as
risky, but ‘my marriage’ was not. During the course of the fieldwork the researchers
felt that, given the prevalent discourses on romantic love, there was perhaps more
advantage in ‘allowing’ people to present themselves as thinking in terms of risk by
introducing the term than there was danger of distorting people’s risk-awareness and
responses.

Interviews inevitably involve a process of co-construction of narratives. This may be
tacit or more explicit. For example, Griffin (2007), arguing against the traditional call
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for researchers’ to be ‘invisible’ in the research interview, celebrates the active
presence of the researcher:

“this allows for the possibility of a meeting between the perspectives and
agendas of the interviewer (and hence of the assumptions around which the
research process is constructed), and those of the interviewees. The analytic
process would ideally aim to reflect and focus on those points at which the
perspectives of interviewers and interviewees interact.” (Griffin 2007, p.261)

Griffin’s idea of perspectives ‘meeting’ and ‘interacting’ throughout the interview
process resonates with key aspects of the approach taken in each of the projects
discussed here. While all three projects maintained that it was a key priority not to
obscure the contextual frames and orienting concerns of their interviewees, to a
greater or lesser degree they also actively invited participants to consider how an
aspect of their lives could be construed in terms of risk. For each of the three areas
studied there is an associated ‘objective risk’ discourse, whether about divorce and
partnership breakdown rates, employment insecurity and career uncertainty, or
nuclear safety and epidemiological assessment of radiation health risk. All of these
discourses are present in the cultural milieu in which these individuals exist and are
accessible as framing resources. Conclusions drawn from each of the projects
therefore attach considerable importance to the way that most participants produced
accounts about how they routinely lived their lives, which made no reference to – or
even seemed actively to exclude – relevant risk frames.
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All of the projects took an event-focussed approach. This largely reflected practical
constraints that precluded an extended ethnographic approach to data collection or
even unstructured interviews that simply allowed people to talk unprompted about
‘living in the area’ or their relationship or career history. However, as with the
introduction of a risk framing by the interviewer, there is the possibility that this
selection of focal events framed the narratives produced in ways that reflected the
viewpoint of the researcher rather than the subjective experience of the interviewee.
In this respect there was some difference in approach between the projects. The events
explored for the Nuclear project were public events that had provoked local reactions
and therefore held potential personal and community relevance for those living near to
the nuclear power station. These events included: the local public inquiry held prior to
constructing the station; the Chernobyl accident; proposals and protests regarding
nuclear waste developments at or near the site; and the publication of a report
claiming higher than expected levels of breast cancer in the area and the subsequent
official rebuttal, all of which received local media coverage. Not all interviewees were
willing to adopt these events as a narrative focus and some passed quickly over them
to return to other concerns that formed part of their own story. In the Employment and
Partnership projects the events raised in the interviews were ‘personal’ – changing
jobs, getting married, having children, separating or getting divorced. Furthermore, in
order to avoid imposing a definition of ‘critical moments’, participants in the
Employment project were invited to ‘map out’ their employment/life history and
asked to identify what they felt had been key moments in their careers. In all three
projects it may reasonably therefore be assumed that the view of these events as being
significant was common both to the researcher and the participant, although of course
the reasons for the significance could still differ.
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Constructing accounts, constructing frames: analytical challenges of variability in
framing risk meanings.

Up to this point the focus has been on the potential for mismatch between the
researcher’s framing of a situation or event in terms of risk and the extent to which
this might constrain or shape the adoption of alternative framings (ones that do not
foreground notions of risk) by research participants in the fieldwork setting. This
consideration applies with even more force at the analytic stages of any qualitativelyoriented risk project. The research for all three projects highlighted the complex and
multi-layered ways in which risk was constructed in individuals’ accounts of their
lived experience and, even when focused on life experiences that were widely shared,
the diversity of individual responses. Accordingly, at the data analysis stages it was
clear that applying an analytical risk framing constructed solely in terms of choices,
decisions and individual agency could obscure alternative framings. Frames are
constructed not only around ‘facts’ but also signs, symbols and metaphors (Schön and
Rein, 1994; Irwin, Simmons and Walker, 1999; Flynn, Slovic and Kunreuther, 2001;
Pidgeon, Kasperson and Slovic, 2003). For example, previous research has
highlighted the range of different understandings of marriage that people can adopt
(Lewis 2001). In the Partnership project a few of the participants viewed marriage
through a ‘sacramental’ frame. Marriage for them was imbued with symbolism and
meaning that was quite separate from discourses of, for instance, legal protection or
social status. This means that the researcher has to be particularly sensitive to nuanced
understandings and usages on the part of participants. While the need to both respect
and reflect participant (emic) understandings is not a particularly new issue for
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qualitative social sciences research more generally (see e.g. Lincoln and Guba, 1985;
Bryman, 1988; Henwood and Pidgeon, 1992), it has received less discussion in the
social science risk arena, most probably because of the latter’s tradition of
quantitative empirical enquiry, and a concern to interrogate any such descriptive
analysis against normative considerations.

As noted in the introduction, rational actor perspectives on risk tend to accord
individuals with agency in making more or less ‘rational’ (i.e. normatively coherent
and correct) choices about risks. In each of the current projects, individual agency
could be constrained within very different frameworks applied to situations
acknowledged to be ‘risky’ For instance, constraints upon agency could be presented
at times within a fatalistic framing, perhaps most evident in the Nuclear project,
where some participants made references to the power of vested interests and their
distrust of those who managed the risks, or to the impossibility, in a post-Chernobyl
world, of moving to anywhere that would be safe were a major accident to occur.
Equally, most participants in the Employment project rejected the notion that they
‘life planned’ in the way that Giddens (1991) presents it, and instead talked of events
“just happening”. This may be interpreted as reflecting a worldview in which the
individual has little agency or, as has been suggested elsewhere, as a form of
impression management that served to distance them from the risk of making a wrong
decision and therefore from responsibility for ‘failure’ (Smith et al 2006). In the
Partnership project, by contrast - where implicitly normative terms such as “the next
step” or “the right time” and, perhaps most revealingly, “a natural progression” (a
theme which also appears in the employment project) were used repeatedly by
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interviewees – the de-emphasis of agency could be construed as the enactment of a
particular socio-ethical ordering.

An alternative risk framing, in which personal agency was constructed in terms of
‘taking a chance’, was also evident in the Employment and Partnership projects.
Rather than being viewed passively or having negative connotations, choice and risk
were associated with the opportunity to gain something that was desired, albeit with
the possibility that in striving for a desired goal things may also ‘go wrong’ (cf.
Machlis and Rosa,1990). The notion of romantic love is inherently unstable yet the
vast majority of respondents in the Partnership project framed their relationship in
terms of the opportunity for personal happiness, despite acknowledged uncertainty
(Lewis 2006). A similar framing emerged at times in the Nuclear project interviews
with people choosing to live in the area because they valued its landscape and
amenities (access to the sea and seashore, unspoilt country etc.), despite occasionally
acknowledged awareness of putative dangers associated with the nuclear power
station. For a few of these individuals the risk from the station was even transformed,
from something singularly negative to something far more multilayered. From their
perspective the potentially stigmatising risk frame imposed on the communities
closest to the power station delivered indirect benefits; for example, by helping to
stave off the possibility of rural overdevelopment and the loss of amenity and increase
in (other) everyday risks such as traffic accidents that might accompany further
development. That is they viewed others’ perception of an association between the
nuclear power station and risk in their locality as partly instrumental in protecting a
highly valued environment and way of life. In all three projects, however, this positive
framing in terms of striving for valued goals in life and creating positive meanings
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and forms of intelligibility (in which risk-benefit trade-offs are implicit at best) could
also be associated with discernible ambivalence arising from an awareness of both the
positive and negative outcomes highlighted by such a framing, a nuance to which
researchers need to be sensitive during both the research interview and data analysis.

Variability was evident not only in the construction of risk frames, but also in way in
which such frames were applied within the broader narratives that people told about
their lives. In the Nuclear project, some people did indeed mobilise the iconic image
of Chernobyl, characterising the nuclear power station as a potentially catastrophic
threat on a global scale, in order to frame their accounts (cf. Beck, 1992). Others used
a risk framing to produce a health-focused narrative focusing on uncertainties about
the evidence linking nuclear energy, radiation and the local incidence of cancer. This
narrative revealed participants as experiencing low level worries, or actively
suppressing such worries, about a technology they lived with every day and that might
possibly turn out to be harmful. In contrast to both of these, others used a risk framing
to tell a different story, one in which the stigmatisation of nuclear technology itself
might endanger the security of future energy supplies at great social and economic
cost to the nation. A similar variation in the way in which risk frames were applied
can be found in the other projects; in the Employment project, for example, talk of
dangers and uncertainty associated with careers was as much if not more about the
risk of ‘not making the best of one’s life’ as it was about economic uncertainty.

Taking account of social and cultural context

23

When employing framing analysis to address the contextualisation of risk
understandings and the associated dilemmas of how to deal with nuanced differences
of meaning produced by researcher and researched in the research process, it is also
important to take account of the different ways in which the social and cultural
context features within the framings that are invoked. While qualitative research relies
heavily on a research participant focus to gain a nuanced understanding of
participants’ worlds (an ‘emic’ frame) (Charmaz and Henwood 2007), it is both
inevitable and desirable to work with an ‘etic’ frame consisting of one’s own, more
detached, theoretical constructions (for further discussion of these terms cf. Headland
et al. 1990). Accordingly this section draws attention to a range of etic or theoretical
considerations and constructs we find useful for further situating our analysis of risk
framing and perceptions in varied everyday life situations, and which point towards
some key, potentially explanatory, contextualising frameworks.

Underpinning the various constructions of uncertainty, danger and benefit, there is
often a dynamic relationship between risk framing and social and cultural networks.
Risk positions are not only defined by such networks, but also help to create people’s
self-identity as part of a group or subculture (Douglas and Wildavsky, 1982; Macgill
1989). For instance, while those who cohabit may forgo a degree of legal protection,
the ‘edge’ associated with being outside the institution of marriage may be a desired
state (Lyng, 2008). In the Partnership project people differed in their orientation
towards the established way of doing things. Just as one married respondent said she
felt “comfortable and safe with this type of relationship, in a traditional way” and
another identified himself as part of “the husband and wife club”, so non-married
people could identify themselves as living an alternative lifestyle. Equally, where
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people self-identify as having a strong attachment to their locality, as with many
interviewed for the Nuclear project, they may resist frames, particularly when used by
outsiders, which present their environment in threatening or stigmatising terms, while
at the same time acknowledging the potential source of that stigma (cf. Simmons and
Walker, 2004).

In this respect social values (e.g. beliefs about relationships and the value of marriage,
about employment and the meaning of work, or about environmental protection and
the value of place) become an important influence on how and when people employ
risk frames in their biographical narratives, for example in relation to desired ways of
life. In the Nuclear project, participants’ discourses were not necessarily of ‘life
planning’ but often rooted in the connections - physical, social and psychological built up over time between person and place, as well as wider relationships of trust (or
alternatively distrust) with institutional authorities. Under such circumstances, as
noted above, individual agency was presented as being circumscribed by
countervailing forces and constraints, while people’s constructions of risk in these
circumstances drew upon their own situated knowledge of the world, based on their
contextual and typically shared experience both of place and institutions (cf. Wynne
1996; Irwin, Simmons and Walker 1999). On occasions, the result could be a heady
mix of highly emotive risk perceptions, based in complex resentments and frustrations
over the dynamics of dependency and protection between local communities and
regulatory bodies (Henwood, 2008).

Social and cultural diversity, as it impacts upon people’s values, risk positions and
identities, was also central to understanding participants’ perspectives in the
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Employment project. Social class and gender mediated participants’ reflections on
their careers, but so did the temporal dimension of changing values over time. For
example, for the parent generation, their biographical narratives were framed in terms
of community and family life and of social aspirations expressed by phrases such as
“earning your way” and “not being a burden on society’” For the offspring generation,
there was a greater emphasis on “finding your own way in the world” and taking
responsibility for constructing your own career or individualised biography in a way
that exemplified Giddens’s (1991) account of the reflexive life project which was
noted above. Difference here reflects, in part at least, a generational difference
produced by the neo-liberal transformation of the labour landscape, one marked by a
shift from expectations of the ‘job for life’ as a collective experience to an expectation
that work means individually negotiating a series of volatile and contingent jobs and
framed by discourses of flexibility and individual responsibility.

Unsurprisingly, as well as these structural and cultural factors, biographical context
was also an important factor. The Partnership project found that people’s framing of
different relationship types and the risks they associated with them was influenced by
past failed relationships or the presence of children (Lewis 2006; Haskey and Lewis
2006). People’s networks can play important roles in the social construction of risk
perceptions, and through this affect the degree to which people feel able to avoid
perceived risks. Relationships of interdependence can magnify perceived risk through
a knock-on effect, or diffuse the impact of perceived risk (cf. Lupton and Tulloch
2002). In the Partnership project this was clearly evident. Decisions within, as well as
about, intimate relationships can affect parties to different degrees. Parties to a
relationship may also have different ‘risk toleration thresholds’, in that they may be
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more or less amenable to taking risks or living with uncertainty. This has two
implications for risk researchers. Firstly, from a social context perspective, it is
important that researchers be sensitive to the ways in which people’s network of
interdependencies may frame and influence the ways in which they think and act: an
asocial portrait may be a distorted depiction of individual experience. Secondly, it is
important to recognise that ‘decision-making’ may be processual rather than a single
moment, so that the researcher may only understand the influences on and the effects
of (explicit or implicit) ‘decisions’ in the long-term: in other words, a diachronic
perspective may be needed to capture what may be missed – or misinterpreted – by a
synchronic ‘snapshot’.

To summarise, this section of the paper has outlined some of the theoretical resources
deriving from etic frameworks available to the sociocultural researcher studying risk
and everyday experience to illustrate some of the further complexities encountered
when negotiating the application and meaning of a risk framing in relation to relevant
aspects of an individual’s life. Some of the specific epistemological, and practical
methodological issues raised here and in previous sections are revisited in the
concluding discussion.

Conclusions

This paper, drawing upon a sustained comparative reflection upon three different
research projects, has explored the epistemological and methodological implications
that may arise from the different ways in which ‘risk’ is framed, both by researchers
and by research participants, during the research process. An advantage of this
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innovative and ambitious comparative approach is that this has allowed us to identify
a range of important considerations for research that seeks to investigate risk issues in
everyday settings and as they intersect with people’s biographies and lives.

We have considered how there may be a tension between not imposing the
researcher’s framing on interviewees while nonetheless considering from an
analytical perspective the ways in which people’s everyday lives may be imbued with
risk. Each of the research projects have dealt with this tension in somewhat different
ways but, in order to proceed sensitively in their research on this issue, all three
projects saw the question of how to utilise the term ‘risk’ and associated terms in the
interviews as a key methodological concern. Having reflected on our own practices,
we would conclude that use can be made of the term risk by researchers when
generating data from interviews in at least three ways. Firstly, making explicit
reference to risk can help to open up an exploration of its meaning(s) for participants.
Secondly, it can create a climate in which a discourse of risk is available and
legitimate for participants to use in their accounts when this might otherwise not be
felt by them to be the case. Thirdly, it can prompt interviewees to make tacit
meanings more explicit and to voice their reactions to issues about which they might
otherwise have remained silent, whether unwittingly or because it was deemed
inappropriate for some reason.

We have suggested that the risk researcher also needs to take account of the relative
prominence of risk discourse in different domains of life. When other discourses
define the way that a particular domain of practice is conceived, so that this view
becomes the taken for granted or ‘common sense’ perspective and dominates or
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weakens risk discourses, people may in effect be ‘disallowed’ from speaking within a
risk frame. In such instances, the extent to which they can express or suppress risk
awareness is limited or even silenced. When, on the other hand, the domain being
studied is one in which risk discourse has a more constitutive or at least more overt
role, the methodological challenge is more to elicit the variety of risk frames that can
be brought to bear from people taking into account their biographical differences and
range of social and cultural positionings. These may not become available if studied
in ways that are either overly directive or overly non-directive, as in both cases
dominant risk discourses may shape the course of data collection and preclude the
more subtle negotiations between different biographical and sociocultural frames.

One of the projects under discussion, the Nuclear project, set out to consider the
potential of using a narrative method of eliciting people’s understandings of risk and
subject positions in relation to risk issues, and to promote sensitivity on the part of
researchers to the need for more subtle negotiations between different risk frames. A
methodological finding from this project is that this can result in the creation of a
more fragmented set of risk stories involving both the take up of dominant discourses
and commentary upon them, and alternative frameworks linked to a range of values,
identities and ways of life. But there remains a challenge for the narrative risk
researcher - to find ways to stimulate relevant narration. People can be adept narrators
in terms of telling their own stories, passing over researcher directed questions when
these are irrelevant to their own concerns. It cannot therefore simply be assumed that
all participants’ stories of life, community and place will treat the risk issue being
studied as a focal aspect of their experiential worlds. Participants may be detached
from and resilient to researchers’ frames, even when their awareness is raised in ways
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that fall outside of everyday experience. Equally, however, we cannot assume that
participants will be unaffected by the different assumptions that are revealed when
new concepts of risk are introduced, particularly those which imply harm to people or
which threaten constructs that protect their sense of ontological security (Pidgeon,
Simmons, Sarre, Henwood and Smith, forthcoming). Thus, there is considerable
methodological challenge for researchers as they seek to find ways to negotiate these
tensions between participants’ stories and their own theoretical and substantive
concerns. That said, it is important to recognise that such differences are not simply a
problem but an opportunity. Accordingly, all three research teams concur with Griffin
(2007) that it is important to focus analytically on those occasions when participants’
and researchers’ framings differ for the insights that these moments can afford.

While there are no doubt different ways of confronting the dilemmas posed to
researchers by issues of framing, in this article we have mainly discussed two. One is
to be sensitive to the multiplicity and variability of frames and to the often
unacknowledged process of negotiating different and contested frames. A second is to
acknowledge that participants routinely live their lives with no reference to risk at all.
However, the challenges that this presents to the researcher are not ones that we have
been able readily to resolve in this paper; in fact, they may reflect an inherent
epistemological instability in a position that tries simultaneously to respect rather than
merely record the perspectives of research participants and to set their lives and their
experience within an analytical perspective framed in terms of risk. Cultivating an
awareness of these issues and the dilemmas that they pose is, we would maintain, a
necessary first step. It may not be possible to work through these issues to a
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resolution, but it is at least possible to work with them in a reflective and constructive
way.
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Table 1: Summary of projects
Projects

Partnership Project

Employment

Nuclear Project

Project

Research
Topic

Researchers’
Framing of
‘Risk’

The impact of partnership,
partnership type and
parenthood on economic,
social, and career standing,
and on identity.

Employment change

Mostly chronic (i.e. longterm) financial and legal
risks.

Mostly chronic risks

Living in close proximity to
a nuclear power plant.

including redundancy and
unemployment.

associated with making the

Mostly an ‘invisible’ threat
with both chronic (e.g.
cancer) and acute (accident)
dimensions.

‘wrong’ career decisions:
e.g. poor job security /
satisfaction or career
development.

Participants

47 Heterosexual people in
intimate relationships.
- 21 married or cohabiting
people
- 14 people in 2nd /
subsequent co-residential
relationship
- 12 living apart together
people (6 of whom were
divorced).

58 individuals interviewed
either as father and son or
mother and daughter pairs.
- Living between Yorkshire
and London, Cambridgeshire
and Wales;
Sampled to reflect a broad
cross-section of community.

All living in England, all
heterosexual.

Starting
Assumptions

Fieldwork
Method

- That there is reduced social
pressure to follow a
prescribed path to marriage
and parenthood, and
therefore more choice, which
in turn engenders a sense of
personal responsibility to
manage risk.
- The framing of risk
involves ‘situated
knowledges’ - individual
experiences, assumptions,
habits, symbols and
meanings.
Jan 04 – Jan 05
Semi-structured interview,
including some very open
questions. Also used
vignettes, and a
questionnaire on financial
and legal arrangements.

- The risk society thesis
implies increasing risk
awareness and
individualisation. If so, we
might expect to see this
change played out in the
difference between
generations.
- The erosion of the ‘job for
life’ and transformation of
labour market means that
people are more likely to
have to actively negotiate
their careers, involving
decision-making and
managing unknown futures.
Jan 05 – June 05
Biographical face-to-face
interviews, based on constant
topic guide but with open
questions and exploration.

32 people living around the
Bradwell-on-Sea,
decommissioning nuclear
power station in Essex.
Sampled to represent a broad
cross section of the local
community (ages, gender
and length of residence
locally)
Interviews also included a
small number of people
engaged with the nuclear
issue, either through active
opposition or own/family
employment at the plant.
- Nuclear energy is the prototypical ‘risk society’ hazard
as discussed by Beck – so
should raise particular
feelings of vulnerability,
anxiety and catastrophe.
- People can and do construct
risk biographies, which
express their anxieties and
fears.
- Risk subjectivities involve
values embedded in
worldviews and local context
/ place.
Aug 04 - January05
Narrative interviews, with a
focus upon biography – but
semi-structured questions
also with open responses
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Brief topic
guide

- Networks
- History of the relationship
and risk perceptions around
key decisions.
- Parenthood plans or
experiences.
- Negotiation.
- Managing risk
- Vignettes on dependence
within a) marriage and b)
cohabitation.
- Questionnaire on financial
and legal arrangements.
- (2nd round only) influence
of past relationship on
choices made this time.

How was
risk handled
during the
interviews?

1st Round - Indirectly.
Questions framed in terms of
‘issues’, ‘concerns’,
‘uncertainties’, ‘worries’
‘taking a chance’.
2nd round = more explicit.
Used term ‘risk’ in
introduction. A few more
questions using term.
1 Perceptions of risk per
relationship type.
2 Pathways to relationship
type.

What do the
researchers
aim to elicit?

3 Mechanics of
managing risk.

4 Influences on risk framing
(social, religious,
experiential).

- Mapping career biography;
participant identified ‘key
moments’ which became foci
for interview.
- How decisions were made
and whether they were ‘good
decisions’.
- Familial and institution
influences on decision, if
any.
- Security: trust in future
(anticipated safety of making
change) and preparedness to
manage problematic
outcomes.
- Life-Planning: choice,
control, responsibility in
relation to the future/
projected self.
- Inter-generational
comparison and influences.
The term ‘risk’ not
mentioned unless respondent
did, but interview topic guide
designed to address
participant as (autonomous)
decision-maker.

1 Detailed reflection on
changes in employment in
context of biographical
accounts of career, more
broadly.
2 Test extent of risk
awareness in career
planning.
3. Influence of and
comparison with other
family member.

-The nuclear plant and its
presence.
- Importance and value of
Bradwell as a place.
- Personal biographies of
place/ life.
- Concerns about nuclear
power ands its possible risks.
- Impacts of key moments in
the plant’s history (such as
Chernobyl, waste
controversies).
- Discourses about nuclear
power and energy more
widely.

Directly. As risk from the
plant. However, this could
manifest in a number of
ways – acute accident,
chronic environmental
pollution, cancer risk to
individuals / communities,
radioactive waste storage etc.
1 Narrative accounts of
living with nuclear risks.
2 Implicit values
3 Affect (emotion) and
ambivalences about plant.
4 Impacts of local identity /
place on risk awareness and
acceptability.
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