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ABSTRACT
This perspective examines the evolving landscape of risk regulation, 
particularly within the UK, where a governmental shift towards prioritising 
economic growth is underway. It explores the tension between safe-
guarding society through regulation and the fostering of economic out-
comes. This tension manifests itself as ‘Janus faced’ with risk regulation 
simultaneously tryng to balance what has gone before, with what may 
come. The perspective revisits the precautionary principle, arguing it can 
lead to ‘precautionary iatrogenesis’, stifling innovation and growth. It calls 
for a broader discussion within the risk research community about the 
appropriate balance between risk and growth, emphasising the need to 
consider risk/risk trade-offs and the unintended consequences of exces-
sive precaution.

Regulation plays a crucial role in shaping and safeguarding the well-being of society, modern 
economies could not function smoothly without it in some shape or form (Parker and Kirkpatrick 
2012). It establishes a framework of rules, standards, and guidelines that help protect individuals, 
communities, markets, and societies (Bergkamp 2017). In doing so it promotes public safety, 
consumer protection, environmental sustainability, and fair competition, while also attempting 
to foster innovation and economic growth (Davies et  al. 2010; Farrow 2011;; Lindøe and Olsen 
2009; Naime and Andrey 2013; Wiener and Rogers 2002). The importance of economic growth 
within this context should not be understated, it is a crucial driver of positive societal outcomes 
that generates new jobs, supports rising living standards, improves life expectancy, and funds 
social services that improve the overall quality of life. (Bergkamp 2017;; Cerra, Lama, and Loayza 
2021). The outcome of this framework when imposed on society is sometimes referred to as 
the ‘regulatory state’ (Majone, 1998), in which government regulations and societies co-exist, 
sometimes uneasily (Parker and Kirkpatrick 2012).

By attempting to strike a ‘delicate balance’ between managing risks and enabling progress, 
risk regulation serves as a mechanism for ensuring the stability and prosperity of our societies. 
The work of balancing these often-competing objectives has been described as the ‘Janus-faced’ 
nature of risk regulation by Lindøe and Olsen (2009). Looking backwards at what has gone 
before, whilst simultaneously looking forwards to what may come after. In considering the many 
faces of Janus, this perspective aims to illuminate the rapidly evolving landscape of risk regu-
lation within the UK as its role in fostering economic growth comes into sharp focus.

On the 16th of January 2025 the UK Chancellor of the Exchequer Rachel Reeves told several 
watchdogs that a cultural shift ‘from excessively focusing on risk to helping drive growth’ is needed 
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(HM Treasury 2024). Put simply, the UK government considers the ‘delicate balance’ to have 
tipped too far the wrong way. It will therefore come as no surprise that the current UK gov-
ernment has set its sights on reducing the regulatory burden on organisations in an attempt 
to increase economic growth and raise living standards in every part of the UK by the end of 
the current parliamentary term. As part of this endeavour, they have appointed a new Task 
Force with the mandate to identify opportunities to reduce or repeal red tape within 17 regu-
lators including transportation, environmental, health and safety, and financial services watchdogs 
(Rach 2025). As a recent example of the direction of travel by the government, one UK regulator 
- the Competition and Markets Authority, had the head of the organisation removed over what 
was described as a ‘different approach’ to growth (Jack and Edwards 2025). When considered 
through the lens of financial services, this proposed reduction in regulatory burden has already 
received widespread criticism within the academic ranks spanning multiple disciplines (Delaney 
2025). In support of the Janus-faced nature of risk regulation and Delaney (2025), the Governor 
of the Bank of England has stated “Let’s not forget the pain of the 2008 crisis in pursuit of growth” 
(Bailey 2025). The ‘delicate balance’ it seems, is not so delicate after all, and the consequences 
of tipping it towards regulating for growth too far could also be profound.

Risk regulation has become increasingly important as organisations and policymakers grapple 
with the challenges of managing complex and dynamic risks in competitive domestic and inter-
national marketplaces (Hutter 2005; Ojo 2010). This is best seen currently in the international 
race to lead on AI that is occurring on two axes’ simultaneously - the vertical race to develop 
the technology, and the horizontal race to determine how best to regulate it. The challenges in 
this domain are multifaceted, as AI systems can be pervasive, economically embedded, and subject 
to fragmented regulatory oversight (White and Lidskog 2022). The regulation of AI systems has 
emerged as a critical area of focus in this horizontal race, with policymakers and researchers 
exploring frameworks to manage the risks associated with the deployment of these technologies 
(Gonçalves 2020;; Macrae 2025;; Smuha 2021; White and Lidskog 2022). This balance between 
risk and economic growth has been a central and often contentious aspect of newly developing 
AI regulation, as national governments continue to foster the development of these technologies 
for geopolitical and economic competitive advantage (Smuha 2021). As highlighted by Löfstedt, 
et  al. (2011), complex interactions between risks and society, as is the case with AI currently, calls 
for better ‘governance’ of risk. Over the past several decades, in support of better governance a 
shift has occurred in the regulatory landscape, moving away from prescriptive, one-size-fits-all 
approaches towards more flexible, risk-based frameworks (Davies et  al. 2010; Gonçalves 2020).

The growing importance of risk in regulatory and governmental spheres has been driven by 
a confluence of factors, none more so than when things go wrong at a societal level. The many 
faces of Janus are particularly evident in the aftermath of major crises such as COVID (Aven 
2024; Bouder and Lofstedt 2024), the 2008 global financial crisis (Avgouleas 2009; Moshirian 
2011), Fukushima (Aven and Ylönen 2016), and Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy (Löfstedt, 
et  al. 2011). These events have also led to increased public distrust of regulators and industries 
leading to changes of style and approaches to enforcement as regulators and governments 
look to the future (Löfstedt 2004, 2005). A key aspect of this distrust relates to the fact that 
these events do not exist in isolation - media attention often amplifies regulatory failures, 
leading to a reactive ‘runaway’ from potential risks (Löfstedt, et  al. 2011). In this context, reg-
ulators may be tempted to enact hasty, ill-conceived policies driven by ‘knee-jerk reactions’, 
creating a destructive cycle, known as the ‘post-trust circle of risk aversion’ (Löfstedt, et  al. 2011).

Regardless of the policy domain under investigation a key concept that has shaped the field 
of risk research is the ‘precautionary principle’ (Balzano and Sheppard 2002; Baldwin, Cave, and 
Lodge 2011; McAlea et  al. 2016; Mythen 2018; Khodadadyan et  al. 2021). It emphasises the 
need to take preventive action in the face of uncertain risks and has been used as a decision- 
making principle by regulators in a wide range of industries, emerging from the environmental 
protection policy domain and becoming embedded in multiple other policy domains. The basic 
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idea of the principle is reflected by saying ‘an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure’ or 
‘better safe than sorry’ (Deisler and Schwing 2003; Miller and Engemann 2019). However, even 
with the best intentions, a ‘pound’ of regulation may not always achieve its intended goal, at 
an acceptable economic cost, whilst considering the opportunity costs of forgone progress 
(Sunstein 2003; Parker and Kirkpatrick 2012; Orset 2014).

It is important to note that the precautionary principle is not about absolute avoidance of 
all risks, it’s about making informed decisions in the face of uncertainty - in theory at least. 
However, as Adams (1995) observed many years ago, in most countries in the developed world 
the rate at which new risk regulations have been added to the statute book greatly exceeds 
the rate at which old ones are removed. A key consideration of this is that the precautionary 
principle can potentially entrench the status quo, as regulatory bans often make subsequent 
approvals difficult due to their impact on public risk perception (OECD 2023). This could explain 
some of the arguments made by Delaney (2025) against a loosening of the regulatory restric-
tions within the financial system. Now that the principle has been enshrined in law in the 
European Union through the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU, Article 
191), it seems that it has become the de-facto guiding principle for risk regulation (Bouder and 
Lofstedt 2024). A crucial aspect of the principle involves the many faces of Janus looking into 
the uncertain future, weighing potential risks against potential benefits, and considering the 
‘proportionality’ of precautionary measures (Aven, Glette‐Iversen, and Karatzoudi 2024).

It has been highlighted by Aven (2011) that there are over 19 different interpretations of 
the precautionary principle. It is not the intention of this perspective to discuss each of their 
merits, but rather to acknowledge the influential role this amorphous principle, and subsequent 
law has played in shaping the regulatory landscape of multiple policy domains. This has not 
gone unnoticed within the research community (Graham 2001, Graham 2010; Fisher 2007, Fisher 
2010; Wiener, 2010; Zander 2010), leading Lofstedt (2014) to call for a formal review of the 
principle due to its misinterpretation by numerous stakeholders.

Given the ambiguity that surrounds the principle, the concept of proportionality is arguably 
harder to determine and more likely to be and misinterpreted by policy makers. From a theo-
retical perspective is it the case that Rachel Reeves is merely asking regulators to shift the 
balance away from excessive precaution, towards a more calibrated and ‘proportional’ approach 
to enable greater economic growth? The OECD has performed research for similar reasons, as 
such this doesn’t seem to be a revolutionary approach from the current UK government (Parker 
and Kirkpatrick 2012; OECD 2023). Nonetheless, risk research is littered with examples advocating 
for the application of the precautionary principle. However, there is much less detailing the 
rationale for rejecting its application or at least diluting it as a decision principle in consideration 
of others (Balzano and Sheppard 2002; Randall 2009; Lofstedt 2014; Bouder and Lofstedt 2024). 
It could be argued that now more than ever the boundaries of the precautionary principle 
require scrutiny as the global economy grapples with the geopolitical tensions that are con-
suming a post-pandemic world.

Recently, Aven (2019) has discussed the idea of an ‘Anti-Cautionary Principle’ - if the conse-
quences of an activity could be highly positive and subject to uncertainties, then the activity 
should be carried out and supporting (stimulating) measures should be taken. An argument 
could be made that economic growth would be a good example of such a consequence. The 
consideration of this anti-cautionary decision principle is particularly important when we con-
sider precaution being used a means to suppress innovation (Wildavsky 1988). Further, Baldwin, 
Cave, and Lodge (2011) cite instances of the absence of ‘scientific certainty’ and use of the 
precautionary principle as an opportunity for manipulation of public concerns by power brokers 
such as NGO’s harbouring vested interests, or protectionism in international trade by govern-
ments, an example being US beef exports to the EU (Wallstrom 2002).

The concept of anti-caution as a decision principle therefore relates closely to the lesser 
known ‘Innovation Principle’ (OECD 2023), which has been proposed as a way of ensuring the 
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benefits of innovation are properly considered against potential risks. During the development 
and embedding of this principle within EU policy-making cycles Garnett, Van Calster, and Reins 
(2018) highlighted that if ‘qualified’ properly, it could bind twin the desires to foster innovation 
alongside protecting consumers and the environment. Nonetheless, it is not without criticism 
as its genesis from lobbying forums has been viewed by some stakeholder groups as an attempt 
to undermine environmental and health policy objectives or dilute the precautionary principle 
(Ducuing 2022; European Commission 2022). The innovation principle states that to ensure 
regulations do not become overly cautious or restrictive, the forward-looking face of Janus 
should consider how regulation can foster rather than hinder innovation. To this end, the UK 
government has recently launched a new Regulatory Innovation Office with the aim of reducing 
bureaucratic hurdles and speeding up regulatory decision making for emerging new technologies 
such as AI (Zaidan and Ibrahim 2024; Reed 2018; White and Lidskog 2022; DSIT 2023). The 
innovation principle draws on the work of economists like Schumpeter (1955) who argued that 
innovation drives economic growth, and that regulations should be careful not to impede the 
‘creative destruction’ and ‘entrepreneurial spirit’ so vital to prosperity (Harvey, Kiessling, and 
Moeller 2010; Mthanti and Ojah 2017).

With the anti-cautionary and precautionary principles on opposing ends of the regulating 
for growth spectrum, the innovation principle may sit somewhere in between. This suggests a 
more nuanced appreciation of the many faces of Janus as they simultaneously look to history 
and the future, one that considers multiple risk concepts beyond just the precautionary principle 
as a sole guiding framework (Lindøe and Olsen 2009). Applying the precautionary principle too 
forcefully can paradoxically increase overall risk exposure by stifling beneficial innovation and 
therefore growth (OECD, 2021). We call this spillover effect ‘Precautionary Iatrogenesis’ in the 
context of economic growth, aligning closely to the historic discussions around the consequences 
of ‘risk/risk’ trade-offs in the literature (Graham and Weiner, 1995; Hansen, von Krauss, and 
Tickner 2008; Zander 2010, Wiener 2020; 2024). The failure of regulators to consider risk/risk 
trade-offs highlights the fact that the many faces of Janus tend to focus on individual silos of 
risks (Baldwin and Black, 2016; Wiener 2020), and fail to consider side effects (Graham and 
Wiener 1995; OECD 2023).

Taking nuclear power as an example - a proverbial hot potato in terms of risk regulation 
and policy implementation (Fischhoff 1983). Its emergence in the 1970s was met with wide-
spread public concern internationally over its potential catastrophic risks. Regulators were 
compelled to take a precautionary approach with stringent safety requirements (Kadak 2018), 
in part due to widespread media attention that amplified its apparent riskiness to the public 
(Wiener and Rogers 2002). Post Fukushima, this was a primary justification by the German 
government for winding down their remaining 3 nuclear power plants (OECD 2023; Glynos and 
Scharf 2024).

However, with the huge benefit of hindsight via the backward face of Janus, we can now 
see that an overly precautious approach of national governments over the last 50 years may 
have come at the cost of lost economic opportunities and delayed the scale-up of a technology 
that could have provided a reliable, low-carbon energy source (OECD 2023). Further, an 
over-reliance on oil and gas as a long-term substitute for nuclear energy infrastructure projects 
has led to the unintended consequence of leaving countries more vulnerable to energy supply 
shocks (Chung and Kim 2024), inflation (Rojas‐Romagosa 2024), and less resilient to address 
the challenges posed by climate change (Bélaid 2022). The spill-over effects of precautionary 
iatrogenesis have far-reaching consequences beyond just economic growth when considered 
holistically. It is for this reason that Germany postponed its nuclear plant phaseout, leading to 
a rethinking of the role of nuclear power as a bridge technology in the clean energy transition 
by the Nuclear Technology Association (KernD, 2025; Glynos and Scharf 2024), and a more 
‘holistic’ vision of what precaution means has been called for (OECD 2023). The case of nuclear 
power in Germany is an example of geo-political and economic circumstances dictating a change 
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in regulatory risk approach. A justification of sorts for Rachel Reeves’ calls to reexamine the 
‘delicate balance’ between risk and growth in certain sectors to reduce precautionary 
iatrogenesis.

The work of Bryce, Ashby, and Ring (2024) and to a lesser extent Palermo, Power, and 
Ashby (2017) has highlighted the many faces of Janus in strategic decision making in the 
boardrooms of private companies i.e. strategic decision makers who regulations are imposed 
upon. In these companies Enterprise Risk Management (ERM) is the dominant framework for 
managing corporate risk, acknowledging the importance of balancing risk and reward to drive 
growth and innovation (Purdy 2010; Hayne and Free 2014; Aven and Aven 2015; COSO. 2017; 
ISO 2018). Within the Bryce, Ashby, and Ring (2024) study, those boards who emphasised risk 
as a ‘threat’ tended to adopt a more linear, compliance-driven, ‘precautionary’ approach to 
strategy. In contrast to those who viewed risk as ‘opportunity’ took a more ‘entrepreneurial’ 
approach. Put simply, risk taking is a strategic decision of proportionality, which can result 
in a variety of gains (opportunities) and losses (threats) for these organisations.

This distinction in board directing lends support to the idea of ‘precautionary iatrogenesis’, 
whereby the presence of regulation creates corporate risk aversion even if unintended by 
policy, with sub-optimal business and macroeconomic performance as a by-product. This has 
been reflected in the 2024 City of London Lord Mayor’s ‘Growth Unleashed’ theme, which 
focusses on creating the conditions for growth, by resetting risk appetite so the UK takes 
more positive risk to access the reward levels required for growth. These changes will require 
boardroom decision-making by the key regulated financial institutions to reinvigorate their 
‘entrepreneurial’ spirit when looking to the future (FRC 2024). With this in mind, and as an 
extension of the work by Bryce, Ashby, and Ring (2024), Bryce et  al. (2025) has focussed on 
the regulatory mandated role of Chief Risk Officers (CRO). In the aftermath of the Global 
Financial Crisis, regulators pushed for CROs to have greater seniority and authority, which 
contributed to the adoption of a more compliance focused, threat mitigation boardroom 
lens of strategic decision making as previously evidenced in Bryce, Ashby, and Ring (2024). 
It will therefore come as no surprise then that the prevailing opinion of CRO’s and their 
teams of risk managers from the outside was that they inhibited, rather than drove organ-
isational growth and innovation. So much so that the CRO of a leading UK bank stated that 
they are “resetting our approach to risk and controls” to speed up and reduce the barriers to 
the right corporate and customer outcomes (Wise, 2024). A decision that seems to embody 
the innovation principle by those charged with manging strategic corporate risks, whilst 
corroborating the rationale for reconsidering the role of regulating for growth as outlined 
by Rachel Reeves.

No one will argue with the idea that regulating nuclear energy (or AI, or financial services) 
isn’t worth considering, recent history in Chernobyl and Fukushima has shown us that. However, 
as a risk research community are we open to the idea that the precautionary principle may be 
over relied upon? Spillover effects in the form of regulatory creep and organisational risk aver-
sion are pervasive due to it? Precautionary iatrogenesis can be detrimental to growth? Shouldn’t 
this debate, in a similar vein to risk/risk trade-offs, be more prominent in our communities’ 
thoughts?

There have been multiple attempts within the academic community to critically examine 
and analyse this dominant paradigm of precaution and call for a re-evaluation. This debate is 
being played out in political and societal real-time within the UK, the many faces of Janus are 
already being reconsidered by the corridors of power. We would argue that being outside of 
these conversations is a dangerous place for the risk research community to find itself, as they’re 
happening with or without us.

Now more than ever it feels like the moment has come to broaden the discussion around 
the precautionary principle as a decision tool in regulating risk for growth across several policy 
domains.
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