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Taking personal risks can grow you and your career

“A comfort zone is a beautiful place — but nothing ever grows there.” 

Anonymous

 

Lawyers live within their comfort zones. For many this is outside of work as well as within it. We often
associate risk taking with operational risk — how do we reduce risk? how do we avoid risk? But the
right kinds of risks involve moving outside of our comfort zone and can lead to growth for the
individual and their long-term career.
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Taking steps to move
out of your comfort zone can be fearful at first but ultimately lead to your success. TarikVision /
Shutterstock.com

Risk can involve moving into an area we are unfamiliar with (and therefore not perfect at!) and it can
bring up a fear of failure — neither of which are innately accepted by lawyers. Studies show that
women take fewer risks than men — KPMG’s 2019 Women’s Leadership Study of over 2,000 women
ranked hard work as what had most contributed to their successful careers (73 percent) and risk
taking as a very low contributor (only eight percent).

Risk taking can include asking to lead a new project at work, asking for more responsibility at work,
taking on studies, moving abroad, changing industries, or moving laterally out of a legal role into the
business. All of these (and more) can lead to great personal growth and long term success. 

What is the comfort zone?

Stepping beyond the comfort zone means moving across fear, into learning, and then finally
into growth.

The “comfort zone” was coined by management thinker Judith Bardwick in her 1991 work Danger in
the Comfort Zone. It has been described as “a behavioral state within which a person operates in an
anxiety-neutral condition, using a limited set of behaviors to deliver a steady level of performance,
usually without a sense of risk.”

The idea of the comfort zone can be traced back to Robert M. Yerkes and John D. Dodson explaining
that the steady level of comfort creates a steady level of performance. People stay within their
comfort zones because they feel safe, but they don’t grow or change without the stress and anxiety
that comes from taking risks by taking new challenges and pushing boundaries, as shown in the
diagram below. 
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https://info.kpmg.us/news-perspectives/people-culture/kpmg-womens-leadership-study.html
https://docket.acc.com/positively-legal-how-make-most-working-abroad
https://www.linkedin.com/in/judith-m-bardwick-ph-d-551211123/
https://positivepsychology.com/comfort-zone/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_Yerkes
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Dillingham_Dodson


 
Stepping beyond the comfort zone means moving across fear, into learning, and then finally into
growth. Fear is something we like to avoid whenever we can, and learning takes time and energy as
we move from a beginner to an expert. By moving into the growth zone we find purpose and self-
reflection. 

Positivepsychology.com (PositivePsychology.com Toolkit –  “Leaving The Comfort Zone”) 

Tips to move from comfort zone to the growth zone
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https://positivepsychology.com/comfort-zone/
https://pro.positivepsychology.com/product/positive-psychology-toolkit-yearly-new/


 

If you are nervous — start small and take risks that feel manageable  

By taking small risks that are likely to pay off, you are more likely to consolidate positive experiences
with risk taking and therefore take more in the future. This is also a great way to build your
confidence, one of the most important predictors of how likely we are to take risks. Perfectionism,
procrastination, and overthinking all stand in the way of us moving outside of our comfort zones and
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taking any risks. Starting small helps to counter those three habits by being able to move quickly
outside of our comfort zones. 

Aleutie / Shutterstock.com

By taking small risks that are likely to pay off, you are more likely to consolidate positive
experiences with risk taking and therefore take more in the future. 

Risk taking can take time

Risk taking doesn’t have to be sudden and spontaneous, particularly if you want to move industries,
ask for promotions, or move countries. Take time to consider all information you can about the risk
you want to take — talk to people in your social networks (both personal networks and also your online
network like LinkedIn). Spend time having coffees with people and asking them about their own
experiences and how you can learn from them. If you want to move to a new industry, role, or country
— ask your connections to introduce you to others to connect and engage with. Join member networks
or social networks that might help you meet a mix of people both taking on the risk at your own level
and also those who are more experienced — the mix of both is important as you want to share your
experience with peers and know you are not alone improving your expertise but it also helps to hear
from those who are experts sharing how they started out and grew their confidence and skills. For
tips on how to grow your network and confidence when moving overseas see my earlier article. 

Join member networks or social networks that might help you meet a mix of people both
taking on the risk at your own level and also those who are more experienced.

Reframe “failure”

For many, if they take on a new challenge or role that doesn’t quite work out, they see it as a failure
and are less likely to want to try again. Try reframing it by identifying how you benefitted and grew
from the experience (this can be learning new skills that can help you later, making new connections,
having fun, or experiencing a positive culture).

Embrace a growth mindset

Stanford University psychologist and mindset expert, Carol Dweck suggested that our ability to learn
and grow is influenced by our beliefs in our own intelligence and abilities — as either fixed traits that
we cannot change or as attributes that can be improved through effort. People with a growth mindset
see failure as an opportunity to learn and improve. For more on how to cultivate a growth mindset for
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https://docket.acc.com/positively-legal-how-make-most-working-abroad)
https://www.booktopia.com.au/mindset-carol-dweck/book/9781472139955.html?source=pla&gclid=CjwKCAjwlYCHBhAQEiwA4K21m4q10V_OYIyICRftDjC29Qd-pNcj_eB9pJb3vKuOWyM3c8p4WEUJchoCJtQQAvD_BwE
https://internationaljournalofwellbeing.org/index.php/ijow/article/view/538


 
yourself and your team, see my earlier article.

Unlock your potential by adopting and cultivating a growth mindset. TA design / Shutterstock.com 

Take calculated risks

While for some, it is easier to take career risks when they are young, if you feel stale in your role or
your circumstances, making changes like moving industries or changing countries can be enough to
put the wind back in your sails. You could try to do this incrementally — for example, start by moving
to a multinational organization in the country where you live and experience the difference in culture
and working in different jurisdictions. If possible, try to visit the other country offices. Doing this may
feel gradual and much less like taking an unnerving risk of moving overseas and looking for a new
role. If you can then find a role in your same organization as a secondment this works in the same
way — you know the business and are used to its culture, but you have taken some risk to change by
moving to a new country. The same can be said for moving out of legal into an operational or
organizational role — if you start within your current organization, it will feel more manageable and you
are more likely to feel confident sooner and then take greater risks. 

Google’s Project Aristotle researchers considered academic studies of how teams worked and found
the best teams worked where people feel psychological safety. Psychological safety was described
by Harvard Business School professor Amy Edmondson as a group culture she defined as ‘‘shared
belief held by members of a team that the team is safe for interpersonal risk-taking.’’ Psychological
safety is ‘‘a sense of confidence that the team will not embarrass, reject, or punish someone for
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https://docket.acc.com/positively-legal-leading-growth-mindset
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/02/28/magazine/what-google-learned-from-its-quest-to-build-the-perfect-team.html


 
speaking up,’’ Edmondson wrote in a study published in 1999.

Learn more about how taking risks helps you grow 

An article in Betterup identified seven benefits of taking risks — feeling a sense of accomplishment,
erasing old stories and releasing negative thoughts, learning more about yourself including what
makes you happy and what are your values, increasing confidence, opening us up to new
opportunities, building resilience and being more satisfied with our lives, and therefore having fewer
regrets. 

Risk taking generates plenty of benefits such as building self confidence, overcoming fears, and
developing a sense of pride. Overearth / Shutterstock.com 

Cultivate an internal locus of control

People with an internal locus of control believe they are responsible for the events of their lives and
their actions affect the outcome of events. They focus on how they can improve or what they can do
to influence when pursuing their goals. People with an external locus of control believe they have no
control over what happens, blame others for their problems, and find excuses not to pursue their
goals. They are also more vulnerable to learned helplessness. Having a strong internal locus of
control builds:

Self-determination refers to a person’s ability to make choices, manage their life, and feel in
control and intrinsically motivated. People who have high self-determination possess an
internal locus of control and feel that their behaviors will have an influence on outcomes.
When they are confronted with challenges, self-determined people feel that they can
overcome challenges through diligence, good choices, and hard work.
Self-efficacy is described by psychologist Albert Bandura as the belief a person has control of
their own lives and whether they are able to accomplish tasks and achieve goals. People with
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greater self-efficacy recover more quickly from setbacks and disappointments and take on
challenging problems as something they can work on and solve. To learn more about how to
cultivate an internal locus of control see my earlier article.

People with an internal locus of control believe they are responsible for the events of their
lives and their actions affect the outcome of events.

Taking calculated risks moves us out of our comfort zone and into the growth zone. We grow as
people, learn new skills, and enjoy better lives. 

 “Outside of the comfort zone is where the magic happens.” 

Anonymous
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https://docket.acc.com/positively-legal-cultivating-internal-locus-control-face-challenges-and-live-meaning
https://www.acc.com/membership?UTM_source=Docket&UTM_medium=web&UTM_campaign=JoinNow
/author/caterina-cavallaro
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Managing Legal Counsel

VGW Holdings Limited 

Caterina Cavallaro is managing legal counsel at VGW.

She combines technical legal skills with practical business understanding and a love of innovation,
project management, and legal technology to improve ways of working within the legal industry. She
is a member of the ACC's In-House In-Health and Legal Technology and Innovation Special Interest
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Groups.

In addition to her legal skills she has a Diploma of Positive Psychology and Wellness and is a
freelance writer. Her “Positively Legal” column for the ACC Docket focuses on the intersection of
neuroscience, positive psychology, and in-house practice by interviewing experts and fellow lawyers
and curating up to date quality research, podcasts and books to help lawyers learn to take control of
their own wellness and support their careers.

Outside of work, Cavallaro loves traveling, snorkeling, meditating and spending time in nature.
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