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Background and aim 
‘Dignity of risk’ describes an individual’s right to take reasonable risks. To better understand 
the differences in risk tolerance between key aged care industry stakeholders (patients, 
medical professionals, aged care providers, etc.), I compared public health, human rights 
and legal frameworks in their approach to alcohol consumption. I hoped to better 
understand the balance between a safe living and working environment, and dignity of risk 
(DoR) and personal autonomy. 
 
Alcohol consumption is an activity that is ubiquitous despite its associated risks. Many 
accept these risks for social engagement, feelings of pleasure and other reasons. Why 
should an older person should be any less capable of doing so? Alcohol also demonstrates 
the complexities of DoR, given its potential to affect people other than the drinker.  
 
Method 
I investigated how the respective frameworks deal with a nursing home resident’s choice to 
drink alcohol. After establishing each framework’s general approach to risk management, I 
considered how the frameworks compare at low, medium or high levels of alcohol 
consumption.   
 
Results 
At low levels, the human rights framework focused on the social consequences of restricting 
a person’s choice to drink while the public health framework emphasised the medical risks 
associated with drinking. In theory, the legal framework supported human rights, but in 
practice the fear of legal liability reinforces the risk-averse public health view. At medium 
levels, the legal and public health frameworks both supported conservative risk 
management, given the duty of care owed to residents. At high levels, the frameworks 
begun to align given the risk of alcohol interfering with others’ safety. 
 
Conclusion 
There is limited data publicly available about alcohol policies in Australian nursing homes. 
Further research is needed to understand their position, and why certain policies are 
preferable. Understanding different stakeholder perspectives is critical to achieving better 
consumer-directed care. 
 
 
 


