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ABSTRACT

Taking Risks with Dementia: Exploring practitioner accounts of risks
and decision-making

In contemporary health and social care, stories of risk and risk management
pervade practice discourse. This study explores practitioner accounts of risk
management and decision-making in dementia care, with a particular focus
on wellbeing and quality of life.

Interviews were undertaken with 11 practitioners working within NHS
dementia care services in the north of England, during 2008. These were
used to examine how practitioners talked about risk management, and their
constructed and represented understandings of risk and decision-making.

My analysis of practitioners’ stories was undertaken alongside considerations
of key policy and practice guidelines.

Practitioners portrayed complex, contextual, reflexive approaches to risk
management decision-making. Some discourses were so useful or strong
they were represented as if they were the truth, whilst other discourses were
questioned and reconstructed. Practitioners represented decision-making
along continuums, such as subjective-objective and emotional-cognitive.
Their accounts included stories of home, practice cultures, risk-taking,
wellbeing, resources and discrimination. Some risk management strategies
were portrayed as hazardous, in particular living ‘in care’, and practitioners
consistently portrayed risk management decision-making as full of dilemmas
and uncertainty.

Unlike some dementia care research and policy, practitioners’ stories did not
prioritise physical wellbeing over psychological wellbeing. Some practitioners
proposed a reconsideration of risk management decision-making that takes
more account of the benefits and values of risk-taking.

This research contributes to understandings of practitioners’ decision-making
and dilemmas in risk management with people living with a dementia. By
positioning some dissemination within daily practice and discourse, | hope
my study will trigger discussion, ideas, and action.
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contextualised, subjective experiences. However, | do not believe that
interviews can give direct access to ‘the truth’ about practitioners’ decision-
making. Rather, my focus was on ‘fruth effects’; how some discourses in
some contexts are so powerful, they influence decision-making as if they are
common sense, natural, truths. | hoped that analysing practitioner accounts
would offer some indication of how power may operate at this ‘micro’ level,
which in turn would enable me to make some connections with wider practice
and societal ‘macro’ discourses (Adams, 1998, Arber and Ginn, 1995,
Busfield, 1996, Foucault, 1980, Polkinghorne, 1992, Stanford, 2007, Stanley
and Wise, 1983, Thompson, 2006 and Warner, 2006).

In chapter 4, | provide a more detailed account of my analysis.

To contribute to future work in service development, professional
development, and health and social care training; My decision to
undertake a professional doctorate rather than a PhD was influenced by
promotional materials that represented a professional doctorate as for
'scholarly professionals’, rather than 'professional scholars'. Although | feel
demarcations between practitioner and academic researcher can be false
and unhelpful, | felt more inclined toward the practice end of this continuum. |
was drawn to the idea of learning through theory and practice, with daily

connections and contributions between my work and research.

Throughout this report, | provide more details about the choices | have made
about this research project. Having provided an introduction to my
justifications for undertaking this research, | will now describe the structure of

this report.

Report structure

Each chapter has a similar structure. | begin with an introduction, followed by
the main body of chapter. At the end of each chapter | provide some reflexive
considerations and concluding comments, including links to the next
chapter(s).

After this introductory chapter, | review key relevant literature, in chapters 2
and 3. In chapter 2, | examine accounts of risk management and decision-

making. In chapter 3, my focus is on dementia care, dementia care policy

14
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research. | played with multiple metaphors, such as balance, thresholds,
Cinderella, maps and visual metaphors (Alvesson and Skéldberg, 2000,
Arner and Falmange, 2007, Crowley, 2000, Hunt, 2004, Kvale, 1996,
Macleod, 2002, Richardson, 2000 and Samuels and Betts, 2007).

| found visual metaphors useful, in deciding how to represent and write about
the integrated structure of my analysis and concepts, particularly
kaleidoscope, mosaic and window. Kaleidoscope helped me when thinking
about dynamic relationships between concepts in practitioners’ accounts. In
attempting to represent these key concepts within layers of ever changing
context, | saw parallels with kaleidoscope; multiple, moving lenses,
reflections, small fragments grouped by colour/shape into patterns that are
always open to movement, reconstruction and multiple interpretations
(Jackson, 2007 and Jackson et al, 2007). In considering how to represent
kaleidoscope as fixed and two dimensional within this report, my mind
wondered to mosaics; a static picture of small fragments, with the potential of
different patterns and interpretations. In keeping with my perspectives on
situated knowledge, | was also attracted to the visual metaphor of window.
By incorporating this image within my conceptual model, | hoped to portray
located understandings, partial perspectives and views across boundaries
and contexts. | constructed a theoretical model; Conceptual kaleidoscope.
Windows and mosaics; looking through contextual ethics in risk management
decision-making (Appendix 1l1).

Using these representations enabled me to acknowledge complexities within
and across accounts, whilst also helping me to be systematic in my analytical
development from texts to themes to models. | have written more detailed
accounts of creating and using theoretical models in Chapters 4 and 6.
Terminology; In Appendix IV, | provide a list of some words, terms and
initials with brief explanations of their use in this report. Some words are
included because of their ambiguity. The initials included are with the full
version of the phraseftitle they represent. | have used initials to make the
report more readable, in particular when some phrases were lengthy and
repeatedly used.

Some choices about terminology used within this report were to ensure

confidentiality. All interview ‘participants’ are referred to individually by a

16
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(1983) description of ‘passionate scholarship’, | tried not to suppress and
distance myself from 'the writer' and 'the subjects’, and in keeping with my
reflexive perspectives | wrote in first person narrative (Hyland, 2002 and
Stephenson, 1999). | found it useful to conceptualise my reflexivity as
operating at four fuzzy, inter-linking, transactional levels; being researcher-
practitioner, doing interviews, measure of quality and being reflexive (Finlay
1998a and 2002 and Letherby, 2002). In being researcher-practitioner, |
examined ways in which | influenced the research process. Throughout this
doctoral programme | have written reflexive accounts, which informed my
choices throughout this project. My attempts to be reflexive throughout my
research rest on the argument that it is not possible to separate practitioner
from researcher, nor researcher from research. Thus, | resisted dominant
hierarchical binaries, such as subjective/objective and insider/outsider. Being
reflexive included acknowledging ethics and power dynamics within the
research process. Doing interviews involved examining ways in which |
influenced accounts generated in interviews. This included writing reflexive
notes before, during and after all interviews. In measure of quality, |
considered how my choices influenced the ethics and quality of my project.
My being reflexive is indicated by my writing style and the ‘Being reflexive’
section toward the end of each chapter.
In questioning myself in this way, | hope to be transparent, accountable, and
more aware of my decision-making. Like Probert (2006) | feel;

‘The inclusion of self was important academically and personally, and

| envisaged my study would lack authenticity without it’ p4.
However, | am mindful that detailed, personal, reflective accounts can feel
self-absorbed and alienating. | am particularly wary of self-indulgent ‘navel-
gazing’ that marginalised the experience of others and fails to be of any use
in practice (Parker, I, 2005). | have tried to ensure that my reflexivity is not
‘off-putting’ for the reader.
Being reflexive, | take my research into my practice AND | take my practice
into my research. Like Kitwood (1997) | had no plans to ‘sit back and
pretend’;

'My discussion is based, wherever possible, on the findings of

research. | am, however, also offering a personal view, derived from

18
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