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Introduction 
 
This document provides tips for professionals undertaking Mental Capacity Act assessments. It provides 
advice around assessing risk understanding and how to assess whether someone can ‘talk the talk’ but not 
‘walk the walk’. 
 

Tips for assessing risk understanding 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1 – The Mental Capacity Act ‘use & weigh’ 
structured conversation 

A well-structured, conversational assessment using MCA-
based prompts is one of the most effective tools. It includes 
questions such as: 

 

• What are the good things about this choice? 

• What are the things that could go wrong? 

• How likely do you think that is? 

• If that happened, what would you do? (Linked to 
previous issues risks that are known)  

 
This directly tests whether they can consider risk, 
consequences, and mitigation. 

2 – Scenario-based testing 
Giving short, scenarios relevant to their situation can 
help assess whether someone can apply information, 
not just recite it. 
 
For example, ‘Imagine you’re alone in the pool and 
you start to feel strange. What would you do?’ or ‘If the 
cooker caught fire, what steps would you take?’ 
 
This draws out whether they can anticipate risk and 
plan. 
 

3 – Teach-back method 
The assessor explains the relevant information, then asks 
the person to explain it back in their own words. 
 
For example, ‘can you tell me in your own words what might 
happen if you went out alone at night?’. 
 
This shows understanding and ability to process risk - not 
just memorise phrases. 

4 – Risk-benefit matrix (co-produced) 
A simple grid completed with the person: 

• Benefits of choice A 

• Risks of choice A 

• How likely are the risks? 

• How could the risks be managed? 

• How important are the benefits to you? 
 
If they struggle to fill it in or only focus on one side 
(e.g., benefits only), it shows impaired weighing. 
 

5 – ‘What if?’ reasoning prompts 
These questions uncover whether they can think 
hypothetically and adjust to risk information: 

• What would you do differently if it was dark/raining/you 
felt unwell? 

• If someone told you there was a danger, how would that 
change what you do? 

 
If they cannot adapt their decision to new risk info, that is 
key evidence. 
 

6 – Functional observation 
Sometimes the best tool is simply watching how a 
person behaves in practice: can they walk the walk 
 

• Do they actually follow safety steps? 

• Do they ignore hazards? 

• Do they act contrary to what they say they 
understand? 

 
This helps identify the ‘talk the talk’ vs. ‘walk the 
walk’ gap. 
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Use an evidence-base linked to their situation, such as previous risks. Do not use opinion-based 
challenges. 
 
Instead of saying… 
 
 
 
You should say… 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This shifts the burden from persuasion to demonstration. You are not challenging their confidence — you 
are exploring their ability.  
 

Move from abstract talk to concrete application 
 
Articulate people often talk in big, general statements. To challenge this effectively, bring the information 
back to their real situation. For example… 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
People who only ‘talk the talk’ often stumble when asked to apply that information to specific scenarios. 
 

Use the teach-back challenge 
 
This is extremely effective and non-confrontational. Explain the key risk information, then ask: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
If they can repeat but not interpret, they are showing verbal recall, not weighing. 
 

Introduce a realistic ‘what if’ challenge 
 
This checks their flexibility and ability to adapt, which is a core part of risk-weighing. For example… 
 
 
 
 
 

‘I don’t think you understand the risk’ 
 

‘Earlier you said you know how to manage this risk. 
Can you show/talk me through what you would do 

step-by-step?” 
 

‘You’ve told me you understand epilepsy well. Can 
you explain what you would do if you started to 

feel a seizure coming on while in the bath?’ 

‘You say you can keep yourself safe. What would 
be the first thing you’d do if you smelled smoke in 

your kitchen?’ 

‘Can you tell me that back in your own words, just 
so I know I’ve explained it clearly?’ 

‘What if your support wasn’t there that day — what 
would you do then?’ 

‘What if you started to feel unwell partway home?’ 

‘What if the weather changed unexpectedly?’ 
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Someone who can only repeat back one polished explanation will often become stuck here. 
 

Compare options to expose gaps in reasoning 
 
Ask them to compare choices. For example… 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
If they give shallow reasoning, circular answers (i.e. ‘because I want to’) or they focus only on the positives, 
it shows that they cannot weigh up options. This applies even if they speak articulately.  
 

Ask for sequencing of actions 
 
For example, you could ask… 
 
 
 
 
 
 
People who can talk but not act often miss key steps or jump around in the sequence. They may also 
struggle to create a safe plan or give unrealistic safety responses.  
 

Conduct a ‘reality check’ challenge using recent events 
 
Without shaming the person or criticising, you could ask… 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This approach grounds the discussion in behaviour, not language. 
 

Observe whether actions match words 
 
Sometimes the best challenge is silent.  
 
You should use your professional curiosity to observe the person. Discrepancies between narrative and 
behaviour exposes a lack of weighing. 
 
For example… 
 

• They say they follow safety rules → check if they actually do 

• They say they remember medication → check whether it is happening 

• They say they can cook safely → check kitchen practices 

‘What are the good things about option A?’ ‘What are the downsides?’ 

‘Why do the benefits matter more to you?’ 

‘Talk me through the steps you’d take to stay safe 
when…’ 

‘What would you do first? And then what?’ 

‘Last week you said you’d take your medication on 
time but it didn’t happen. What got in the way? 

‘You said you’d avoid going out alone at night but 
staff found you outside at 2am. Can you talk me 

through what happened? 



 

Document the difference between verbal fluency and actual reasoning 
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In MCA terms, you are documenting that the person can talk about the issue but cannot use or weigh the 
information. 
 
An example of the wording to use could be… 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
The above example is the type of evidence that courts and DoLS teams look for within high quality 
assessments. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Mrs Smith could describe the risk in general 
terms but she was unable to explain 

consequences relevant to her own situation or 
develop a realistic safety plan. 

 
When asked to apply information to specific 

scenarios, she provided inconsistent or 
implausible responses. 


