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ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Possibility and risk in encounter between people with and without intellectual
disability
Ilan Wiesela, Christine Bigby b, Peter Kamstra c and Jane Farmer c

aSchool of Geography, University of Melbourne, Melbourne, Australia; bLiving with a Disability Research Centre, La Trobe University,
Melbourne, Australia; cSocial Innovation Research Institute, Swinburne University, Melbourne, Australia

ABSTRACT
Background: : Unpredictability, the risk of harm and possibility of rewards, are integral elements of
encounter. Risk literature offers insight on the complex ways in which risk perceptions and
attunements shape behaviours and interactions in encounter between people with and without
intellectual disability.
Method: : The paper draws on risk literature, encounter literature, and examples from the authors’
previously published studies on encounter and work integrated social enterprises.
Results: : Encounters between people with and without intellectual disability are shaped by
perceptions of possible rewards and harms; skills and experience in attunement to risk signals;
disposition towards, and strategies of, risk aversion, management or enablment; and,
environmental attributes of encounter settings.
Conclusions: : There is a need to shift community and disability services’ understanding of risk in
encounter, by developing a positive appreciation of encounter risk, and development of risk
enablement strategies that are learned through experiential practice.
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Dictionary definitions emphasise the accidental, unex-
pected nature of encounter: “a chance meeting,” “a sud-
den clash” (Mirriam Webster). The word alludes to
estrangement and difference (to encounter a stranger
or even an alien), but an unexpected meeting with an
acquaintance or friend is also often described as an
encounter. Encounter is often used to describe meetings
between adversaries or enemies but also romantic or
sexual experiences (MacMillan Dictionary). Often, a
first meeting with something or someone is retrospec-
tively depicted as an encounter, evoking a sense of dis-
covery of the other and of oneself (“my earliest
encounter with the theatre,” MacMillan Dictionary).
Retrospectively an encounter is sometimes recalled as
a fateful transformative moment, a first meeting with
long-term significance – for better or worse – that
could have never been foretold. It is for these implicit
meanings – unpredictability, difference, tension, con-
nection, discovery and transformation – that encounter
captured the attention of scholars and activists inter-
ested in social change (Fincher & Iveson, 2008; Wilson
& Darling, 2016). As proposed by prominent urbanist
Henri Lefebvre, the numerous encounters that happen

each day in a city stir a “permanent disequilibrium”
(1996, p. 129), which constantly challenge its status-
quo. The unpredictability inherent to the moment of
encounter bears the possibility of social transformation
– as improbable as this possibility is – but also, inher-
ently, a multitude of risks.

People with intellectual disability experience a variety
of everyday encounters with familiar and unfamiliar
people, including other people with intellectual disabil-
ity, support staff, relatives, and other members of the
public who have no intellectual disability. Risk and pos-
sibilities are inherent to all of these different types of
encounter. However, the policy imperatives about social
inclusion have meant that encounter between people
with and without intellectual disability has become a
foci of scholarly attention. These studies chart some of
the possibilities and risks embedded in such moments:
the possibility of freedom that lies in unpredictability
and uncertainty (Clifford Simplican, 2020 – this special
issue), not least freedom from the rigid institutionalised
routines in which many people with intellectual disabil-
ity continue to live; the possibility of self-discovery and
personal growth through a moment of conviviality with
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a stranger, that challenges static, flattened and often
harmful identity labels (Bigby & Wiesel, 2019); the
potential to break social isolation by making connec-
tions, even if only fleeting (Bigby & Wiesel, 2015); and
the possibility that one of countless everyday encounters
might in the future be recalled as an unexpected trans-
formative moment which has set the course towards a
significant friendship, an intimate relationship, a life-
long hobby or a career. At a larger scale, cumulative
encounters between people with and without intellec-
tual disability, bear the promise of breaking the status
quo in which people with intellectual disability are a
stigmatised, feared, and socially excluded population
(Bigby & Wiesel, 2011). Not all encounters are transfor-
mative – indeed these are a rare exception – and yet,
transformations often do begin with a first encounter.
And at the same time, encounters are valued not as a
means to any particular end, but as “an end in them-
selves,” a valued social interaction in its own right
even when it does not lead to any long-term outcome
(Bredewold et al., 2020).

The most significant risk highlighted in encounter
literature is that of reproducing social exclusion and
oppression in encounters (or non-encounters) where
people with intellectual disability are ignored, laughed
or frowned upon, or abused by others (Bredewold
et al., 2016; Bredewold et al., 2020; Wiesel et al., 2013).
Indeed, people with intellectual disability, their formal
and informal supporters, and others whom they
encounter, all experience varying forms and degrees of
anxiety before, during and after such encounters, and
these shape both opportunities for, and the unfolding
of, encounters (Wiesel & Bigby, 2014).

In this paper, drawing on insights from the risk litera-
ture about the complex ways in which risk perceptions
and attunements shape behaviours and interactions, we
reflect on risk as an element that is integral to encounter
between people with and without intellectual disability.
Weexplore the idea that risk is both essential to convivial-
ity and a potential barrier to it, and consider how risk-
enabling skills for encountermightbenurtured forpeople
with intellectual disability, their support workers and
othermembersof thepublic.Wereflect furtheronthe ten-
sion between the conception of risk as an element that is
integraltoconviviality,andfindingsfrompreviousstudies
highlighting the importanceof safe environments that are
conducive to convivial encounter (Bredewold et al., 2016,
2020; Fincher & Iveson, 2008;Wiesel & Bigby, 2016). The
conceptual discussion about risk in encounter is sup-
ported by examples from the authors’ work on both
encounter (Bigby & Wiesel, 2011, 2015, 2019; Wiesel &
Bigby,2014;Wiesel et al., 2013)andwork integratedsocial
enterprises (Farmer et al., 2019, 2020).

Risk, vulnerability and disability

“Risk” concerns uncertainty about the future, and par-
ticularly about future outcomes of choices and actions
made at present. The word “risk” often carries an
implicit negative meaning, and used to imply adverse
future possibilities. To “take a risk” means to do some-
thing that exposes one to danger; implicit to “taking a
risk” is the risk taker’s awareness of and responsibility
or blame for the chance of a bad outcome (“at your
own risk”) (Cambridge Dictionary).

The concept of “risk management” links risk to both
positive and negative possibilities, and is premised on
the notion that any attempt at gaining rewards inevita-
bly involves the probability of failure and negative con-
sequences. Managing risk thus concerns influencing
choice making in the context of uncertainty through
the weighting of possible rewards against probable
harms. In our daily lives as individuals we run through
such calculations instinctively and intuitively, rather
than scientifically; we are aware of some risks and
rewards, but blind to many others; some of the risks
we intuitively respond to are “virtual risks” that are to
some extent imaginary. Our propensity to take risk,
and how we measure and weigh risk and rewards, are
shaped by personal predispositions such as optimism
or fatalism, and by our level of trust in people and insti-
tutions that present us with information about risk and
rewards (Adams, 1999).

Past experiences play a critical role in shaping per-
ceptions of risk and predispositions towards risk aver-
sion or risk-taking. Past experiences of direct or first-
hand harm tend to reinforce more precautionary beha-
viours (Barnett & Breakwell, 2001; Wachinger et al.,
2013), depending to some extent on the severity of the
harms experienced, and the time that has passed since
the event (Kasperson et al., 1988). At the same time,
indirect experience, such as hearing about a violent
act committed in a public park, can also influence risk
behaviour and perceptions, even in the absence of
first-hand experience (Wachinger et al., 2013). Other
biases in risk assessment concern whether the risk
involves missing out on a potential gain (where people
tend to risk-aversion) or whether it involves being sub-
ject to potential loss (where people tend to risk-seeking)
(Khaneman & Tversky, 1979).

Over time, people’s ongoing first-hand experience
with a certain type of riskcan lead to development of
what Epstein (1994) refers to as “experiential-expertise”
towards risk. Such experiental-expertise does not elimin-
ate bias towards risk-seeking or risk-aversion, but allows
people to develop heightened capacity to attune and
respond to particular risk signals (Kamstra et al., 2019).
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In the context of support services for people with
intellectual disability, front line workers are required
to navigate requirements to comply with increasingly
procedural responses to managing risk, on the one
hand, and the need to make nuanced judgements
based on reading of circumstances rather than firm
rules, on the other (Robertson & Collinson, 2011; Saw-
yer & Green, 2013). A major challenge for good practice
is the lack of coherence in organisational approaches to
risk management and limited training or support avail-
able to front line workers to make complex judgements
(Bigby, Anderson et al., 2018; Bigby, Douglas et al.,
2018; Robertson & Collinson, 2011).

Risk andvulnerability are closely linked (Parley, 2010).
Risk is understood as emerging from the interaction
between exposure to a hazard – an object, event or situ-
ation that can cause harm – and the degree of vulner-
ability of the person who is exposed. For example, the
level of risk in ice skating differs for children and older
people because many children can recover easily from a
fall that might be fatal to some frail older people. How-
ever, disability scholars are often critical of the labelling
of people with disability as inherently vulnerable. While
people with intellectual disability are exposed to signifi-
cant risk – such as violence and abuse in institutions
and in the community – their labeling as vulnerable
implies that they are the problem, being unable to protect
themselves andunable tomake “safe” choices, rather than
the problembeing the situations inwhich they are placed.
Consequently, the labeling of peoplewith intellectual dis-
ability as vulnerable reinforces restrictive “safeguarding”
practices that undermine self-determination and thepro-
spect of a fulfilling life (Bigby, Anderson et al., 2018;
Bigby, Douglas et al., 2018; Parley, 2010). Rather than a
“risk-free” life, in many cases such over-protection
merely exposes people with intellectual disability to
different kinds of risk. For example, people with intellec-
tual disability becameexposed to riskofneglect andabuse
in institutional care, which was presented as a “protec-
tion” from the risks of community living (Wiesel &
Bigby, 2015). Likewise, adults with intellectual disability
are “protected” from making poor decisions in their
own “best interest” by others or through guardianship
regimes, undermining their self-determination and
opportunities to learn from the experienced consequence
of such decisions that produce attunement to future risk
signals in decision making.

Addressing the danger of overprotection, Perske
(1972) coined the term “dignity of risk,” recognising
risk taking as an act of self-determination:

Overprotection may appear on the surface to be kind,
but it can be really evil. An oversupply can smother

people emotionally, squeeze the life out of their hopes
and expectations, and strip them of their dignity. Over-
protection can keep people from becoming all they
could become. Many of our best achievements came
the hard way: We took risks, fell flat, suffered, picked
ourselves up, and tried again. Sometimes we made it
and sometimes we did not. Even so, we were given
the chance to try… In the past, we found clever ways
to build avoidance of risk into the lives of persons living
with disabilities. Now we must work equally hard to
help find the proper amount of risk these people have
the right to take. We have learned that there can be
healthy development in risk taking and there can be
crippling indignity in safety! (Perske, 1972)

Perske’s recognition of the dignity of risk coincided
with similar ideas about self-determination and normal-
isation that fueled deinstitutionalisation and the com-
munity care movement since the 1970s. Indeed, the
institutionalisation and later deinstitutionalisation of
people with intellectual disability parallels the rise of
“risk society” (Beck, 1992). A growing concern with
identifying and managing risk – what Beck termed
“risk society” – initially saw the early modern state play-
ing a primary role as manager of risk. In late modernity,
with the advent of neoliberalism, responsibility for risk
management has shifted to civil society organisations
and to individuals who are increasingly expected to
manage their own risks. Within this context, welfare
states have shifted their focus away from policies that
target collectives, and instead focus on individual
behavioural change. Concurrently, individuals are
increasingly skeptical of experts’ knowledge and ability
to manage risk, magnifying an experience of the world
as unstable and dangerous (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim,
2002).

Risk and reward in encounter

In our previous work on encounter (Bigby & Anderson,
2020; Bigby &Wiesel, 2011, 2015, 2019; Wiesel & Bigby,
2014; Wiesel et al., 2013), through hundreds of hours of
interviews and participant observations, we have
exposed a wide range of motivations that drive encoun-
ter between people with intellectual disability, support
workers, and other community members. These range
from self-interested gains to altruistic motivations, and
from small acts of kindness towards an individual to
wider considerations about social change at scale. Like-
wise, risk is also assessed in relation to self and to others.
In Table 1 we list a variety of perceived encounter risks
and rewards for support workers, people without dis-
ability, and people with intellectual disability (Table 1).

While these possibilities and risks are common to
many encounters, every encounter is different, with a
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unique set of risks and rewards for each participant.
When the potential for encounter arises, all the people
involved make a rapid – mostly “instinctive and intui-
tive” (Adams, 1999, p. 5), not fully conscious, and
always biased – assessment of the potential risks and
rewards to determine whether and how they engage
with those they meet. This assessment is influenced by
their experiences of past encounters, their knowledge
of or assumptions about other encounter participants,
and the setting in which the encounter takes place.

In making a rapid assessment of risk and reward in
encounter, people are attuned to varied signals. Disabil-
ity support workers, for example, are likely to be more
anxious of risk in community settings where they lack
the level of control over the surrounding environment
which they often exercise within disability day service
or accommodation settings. Often, they are attuned to
signals indicative of the service user’s mood, and
whether they are calm or agitated, before they enter
an encounter with another person. They will also be
attuned to appearances and behaviours that may indi-
cate whether the other participant to a potential
encounter is, for example in a hurry, or friendly. Sup-
port workers will be attuned to other risks in the
encounter setting, such as presence of onlookers, or

an overly stimulating environment which could poten-
tially distress some service users and lead to more
tense encounters.

People without disabilities, are likely to be attuned to
various signals of risk and possibility before entering
into an encounter with someone who appears to have
an intellectual disability. Signals may include visual
cues of the person’s impairment, their clothing, behav-
iour, whether or not they are with a support worker
or in a group of other people with disability. For
example, in our survey and interviews with people living
in neighbourhoods where group homes were present,
we learned that one perceived risk that prevents some
people from entering an encounter with their neighbour
who has an intellectual disability is the concern that it
will be difficult to disengage (Wiesel & Bigby, 2015);
we can speculate then that with such a risk in mind,
people will be attuned to environmental risk factors
such as the absence of easy “escape” routes should
they wish to terminate the encounter (see also Brede-
wold et al., 2020).

Reflecting back on our own work, and other studies
of encounter, we are struck by how little we know
about the way people with intellectual disability them-
selves attune to, interpret and act on risk in encounter
scenarios. This is, we argue, an important area for
further empirical research. We can only hypothesise
that negative experiences of past encounters might
lead some people with intellectual disability to avoid
encounters as a risk aversion strategy, while others
might have developed risk enabling skills such as ability
to attune to particular signals of risk in certain encoun-
ter situations, without necessarily avoiding all opportu-
nities for encounter. There has also been limited
empirical research on the perceptions of front-line dis-
ability support workers about the risks of encounter or
their strategies for enabling it.

Averting, managing, and enabling risk

Risk management involves not only assessing the level
of risk, but also determining what risk is acceptable
(relative to the perceived reward), and whether there
are practical ways to reduce risk to an acceptable level.
Such personal risk calculations determine individuals’
willingness to enter into encounter when an opportu-
nity arises, or to avoid an encounter altogether as a strat-
egy of risk aversion; how individuals curate settings and
terms of engagement of encounter to minimise the
possibility of harm as a risk management strategy; and
the extent to which individuals accept the possibility
of certain harms but seek to minimise their occurrence

Table 1. Potential harms and rewards in encounter between
people with and without intellectual disability.

Perceived risk Perceived reward

For support
workers

Reputational harm to
service

Interest and excitement
at work

Embarrassment in public if
behaviour norms are
transgressed

Satisfaction from, or
incentives for, doing a
good job in supporting
inclusion

Disruption to other service
plans

Getting to know their
own community

Penalty if service policies
and guidelines (e.g.,
Occupational Health and
Safety) are breached

Promoting disability
service’s advantages in
competition over new
clients

For person
without
disabilities

Embarrassment for saying
or doing something
wrong

Experiencing belonging
and inclusion

Becoming committed to
another person

Excitement of getting to
know another person

Difficulty to disengage Learning about another
way of life

Being harmed by a person
with threatening
behaviour or appearance

Feeling good for reaching
out to another person

Disruption to community
group norms/practices

Making a friend

For person with
intellectual
disability

Being abused, patronised,
infantilised or mistreated

Experiencing belonging
and inclusion

Being embarrassed for
failing to meet social
norms and expectations

Getting to know another
person, becoming
known, making a friend

Being penalised by family
carer or support worker
for inappropriate
behaviour

Being recongised as a
person beyond their
disability
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or impact without altering the intent of the activity as a
risk-enabling approach.

Risk aversion – by support workers, people with intel-
lectual disability, and other non-disabled members of
the public – is arguably the most significant barrier to
encounter between people with and without intellectual
disability. For example, it is common for disability sup-
port workers to prevent or terminate encounter as a
strategy to minimise perceived risks. Our observations
found support workers physically blocking interaction
to prevent an encounter that they perceive as risky
(Bigby & Wiesel, 2015). In such cases, support workers
rapidly weigh risk to themselves (e.g., disruption to ser-
vice routine impacting on their workload), to the service
user (e.g., possibility of humiliation), and to the stranger
they encounter (e.g., discomfort or fear), against poss-
ible rewards to themselves, to the service user and to
the stranger (e.g., an experience of conviviality). Risk
aversion can be understood as a bias towards overesti-
mating the risk and underestimating the possible
rewards, leading support workers to avoid encounters.
This bias may be institutional, embedded in service pol-
icies that emphasise risk – and especially risk to the ser-
vice itself – with little recognition of rewards. Other
times, the risk aversion bias is personal, reflecting the
support worker’s personality and experience, or lack
thereof.

However, risk aversion is not exclusive to support
workers. Some residents without disabilities we inter-
viewed admitted they find ways to avoid their neighbour
with intellectual disability, because of the risk it might
be difficult to disengage after the encounter has started
(Wiesel & Bigby, 2015). These residents arguably weigh
only the risk and reward for themselves – rather than
those for the neighbour with intellectual disability –
and their risk assessment is influenced by experiences
of past encounters with that neighbour.

Little is known about the way people with intellectual
disability perceive risk in encounter. A few participants
with intellectual disability who we have interviewed
noted that they would sometimes choose to go to places
where they are less likely to encounter strangers (Wiesel
& Bigby, 2016), a similar avoidance or risk-aversion
strategy.

In cases of risk management, people with intellectual
disability, their support workers and other community
members enter an encounter despite the risks they
have recognised, considering these justified by potential
rewards. However, support workers practice a variety of
strategies to manage risk and minimise the possibility of
harm. For instance, using a behaviourist approach dis-
ability support workers often practice “slow sensitis-
ation” through gradual exposure of service users to

risk, such as attending less crowded community settings
as preparation for encounter in more sensory-stimulat-
ing environments (Gore et al., 2013). Support workers
sometimes actively facilitate an encounter, as a strategy
to reduce risk to themselves (service disruption), the
service user (anxiety) and others in these settings
(discomfort).

In contrast, whentaking arisk enabling approach,
support workers leave more room for uncertainty and
unpredictability by standing back and minimising
their intervention in an encounter between a service
user and others. Doing little more than observing,
their very presence provides some degree of assurance
to both the service user and the other person, to interact
on their own terms (Bigby & Wiesel, 2015). A risk
enablement approach mayreflect the support worker’s
low assessment of risk; but also the value and weight
they place on the possible rewards associated with
encounter, such as conviviality, freedom and the possi-
bilities of the unexpected.

People with intellectual disability themselves can be
risk averse or risk takers. Examples of risk taking
include not only entering encounters with complete
strangers, but also acknowledging their differences.
Goffman (1961) wrote about the human tendency to
try to “transmute” differences in encounter to avoid
embarrassing oneself and others. In contrast, more
recent encounter literature suggests conviviality arises
not through the elimination of differences, rather
through the formation of shared identifications along-
side acknowledgement of differences (Fincher & Iveson,
2008). Indeed, in our research we observed instances
where encounter participants made a point of acknowl-
edging differences between them. In one of our obser-
vations in Melbourne, a woman with intellectual
disability approached another non-disabled person in
the shop with the question “do you think I’m stupid?”
(Wiesel et al., 2013). Such a direct confrontation can
be understood as more than acceptance of risk, rather
as proactive enabling of risk that creates an opportunity
for conviviality between strangers acknowledging their
difference, while also seeking potential shared momen-
tary identifications.

Risk enabling spaces of encounter

In many ways the unpredictable, risk-laden and possi-
bility-filled encounter with strangers in the community
is the binary opposite of the segregation of people with
intellectual disability in predictable, repetitive, familiar
routines of institutions and many other “specialist” dis-
ability service environments. Yet, while the call for
encounter is a call for risk-taking, encounter literature
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highlights the significance of safe environments that are
conducive to convivial encounter (Bredewold et al.,
2016, 2020; Fincher & Iveson, 2008; Wiesel & Bigby,
2016). Fincher and Iveson (2008, p. 163), for example,
argued safety is a crucial condition for convivial
encounters, so that encounter participants “must not
find the experience entirely threatening and fearful,
even as it may involve risks and uncertainty.”

Yet Fincher and Iveson also point out that “safety”
has often been pursued in oppressive ways. In policy
responses to violence against minorities, safety has
often been sought through practices of spatial confine-
ment and separation, to minimise encounter between
those who are different in terms of class, race, gender
or other identity categories. Often, such safety measures
involve confinement of those labelled as “vulnerable,”
rather than those who commit violence. For example,
a common response to violence against women in pub-
lic spaces has been the confinement of women to the
private domestic sphere, where in fact most violence
against women occurs (Wekerle & Whitzman, 1995).
Other times, these safety measures involve confinement
of those perceived as threatening, often implicating
entire populations, as in the case of policies to displace
young people of racial minorities from areas of “urban
revitalisation” (Iveson, 2006). People with intellectual
disability arguably face a double disadvantage being per-
ceived at once as vulnerable and dangerous, explaining
perhaps their extreme form of segregation and social
isolation, limiting their encounter to a “distinct social
space” (Clement & Bigby, 2009) of relatives, support
workers and other service users with intellectual
disability.

Rather than separation and confinement, an alterna-
tive approach is the planning of spaces that facilitate safe
encounter across difference. In doing so, the literature
on “safe spaces” charts an approach to safety that does
not involve separation and confinement of people
based on their difference. Yet this literature continue
to overemphasise “safety” as a normative value, an
end in its own right rather than a means to end, in
ways that ignore the value of risk. Thus, in the following
paragraphs, we propose the concept of “risk-enabling
spaces,” which contain some of the defning attributes
of “safe spaces,” while also balancing these against the
freedom of risk.

First, familiar or “knowable” elements in the environ-
ment can contribute to a sense of safety. This includes
familiarity with or ability to learn physical features of
the environment (see Wekerle & Whitzman, 1995, on
safe cities for women). Writing specifically about people
with intellectual disability, Bredewold et al. (2020) pro-
pose the term “built in boundaries”: clear rules and roles

for social interactions that do not require reflexivity or
negotiation, facilitate anxiety-free encounter across
difference. At the same time, when rules and roles
become too fixed and predictable, and boundaries too
rigid, the opportunity for risk-taking and convivialex-
perimentation with new possibilities beyond the sta-
tus-quo is limited. Thus, we propose that risk-
enabling spaces are those which are at once knowable
and unknown; familiar but open for exploration and
surprise; where boundaries exist, but are dynamic and
never impenetrable.

Second, a sense of safety derives from trust in the
people and institutions who control and manage a
place. Feelings of trust are maximised when people par-
ticipate in the production of spaces (Fincher & Iveson,
2008). Self-made spaces for people with intellectual dis-
ability are also perceived as safe (Hall, 2010; Nind et al.,
2020; Power & Bartlett, 2018), however when these are
also spaces of confinement and separation, opportunities
for encounter with difference are reduced. But self-pro-
duction or co-production of spaces is not merely a
form of safety (from oppressive environments imposed
by others), but also a form of risk taking that comes
with the sharing of responsibility for places and activities.

Third, a sense of safety is achieved in environments
where participants are free to enter engagement with
others, and also free to disengage at will Bredewold
et al. (2020, p. 2058) highlight this “freedom to (dis)en-
gage” as a critical condition for conviviality between
people with intellectual disability and others, and note
it is apparent in “(half) open spaces where people
could easily walk in and out.”Here, the safety associated
with one’s freedom to enter or leave an encounter at
will, is balanced against the risk of being approached,
or walked out on, by others who are equally free to
engage or disengage.

Fourth, ability to see and be seen by others is an
important element of safe spaces. Being able to see
others in the environment reduces the real or perceived
risk of unexpected harm by “invisible” others; likewise,
being seen by others contributes to safety, as it assures
people are able to call out for assistance if necessary
(Wekerle & Whitzman, 1995). But seeing and being
seen also entail risk, and thus also possibilities more
promising than merely safety. To be seen is also to be
judged for one’s actions or appearance. And to see
others also involves a degree of responsibility for their
safety, and thus both are as risky as they are safe.

Fifth, existing literature emphasises shared purpose
activities that are non-competitive – such as a dance
class or volunteering event – are often more inclusive,
and more likely to enable convivial encounter for people
with intellectual disability (Bigby & Anderson, 2020;
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Craig & Bigby, 2015; Wiesel et al., 2013). But perhaps it
is not competition itself (with its structured risks and
rewards), that is exclusionary, rather the absence of a
level playing field that skews the balance of risk and
reward. Furthermore, risk exists even in a non-competi-
tive activities, such as the risk of embarrassment in a
dance class, or exposure of one’s intimate art to others’
judgement in an art group. Whether in competitive or
non-competitive activities, such risks are not just nega-
tives to be eliminated, but are opportunities for convivi-
ality, for instance when participants in the dance class
share a laugh when their routine goes out of sync.

Social enterprises illustrate some of tensions and
ambiguities surrounding “risk enabling spaces.” Social
enterprises aim to enable disadvantaged individuals to
develop social capability while also gaining work experi-
ence in commercial businesses (Barraket et al., 2010).
Farmer and colleagues (2019, 2020) examined the
experiences of social enterprises in regional Australian
cities. Employees in these enterprises came from diverse
groups, although a large proportion were people with
intellectual disability. Within these hybrid specialist-
mainstream spaces, employees with intellectual disabil-
ity had opportunities for encounter with other people
without disability, including both other employees of
the social enterprise, and outsiders such as retail staff,
council employees and café owners encountered
through job tasks such as delivering food or catering.
These encounters were carefully curated by the social
enterprise supervisors to reduce and manage risk.
Supervisors always accompanied employees with intel-
lectual disability, and novice employees were mentored
or partnered with more experienced employees
(encounter experiential-experts). Being accompanied
by a trusted supervisor or peer can produce a sense of
security associated with trust, familiarity, and being
“seen.” The encounter interactions themselves were
often brief and transactional, and as such framed by
relatively clear rules of conduct (or “in built bound-
aries”). While risks were reduced, so was the potential
for unexpected possibilities to emerge from such
moments. Nonetheless, the study found that sense of
security and safety experienced by people with intellec-
tual disability in such encounters led to growing self-
confidence and capabilities development that could
potentially enable greater risk taking in less curated
and protected settings in future encounters (Farmer
et al., 2019, 2020).

Conclusions

Each encounter between people with and without intel-
lectual disability is shaped by a complex interaction of

diverse risk frameworks, perceptions and behaviours.
At heart, such encounters are shaped by conflicting per-
ceptions of people with intellectual disability as vulner-
able individuals to be protected from others, as
“hazards” to other community members they encoun-
ter, or as self-determining persons with the right to
take on risk for the possible rewards, and exercise the
dignity of risk itself. Likewise, such encounters are
shaped by the interplay – and often misalignment –
between the instinctive and intuitive risk attunements
and behaviours of individuals involved, their predispo-
sitions towards risk aversion and risk taking, inevitable
biases that shape risk assessments, and the more formal-
ised risk management protocols (often risk averse)
under which both specialist and mainstream services
operate (Bigby, Anderson et al., 2018; Bigby, Douglas
et al., 2018).

Entering an encounter is indeed an act of risk-taking.
A common perception is that such encounters primarily
benefit people with intellectual disability, while other
community members enter such encounters as a form
of altruism, accepting risk with little or no reward. In
this paper we have sought to challenge this perception,
demonstrating that encounters bear potential harms
and rewards to all participants, even if these are
unequally distributed. While some encounter harms –
such as awkwardness and embarrassment – might
seem mundane and insignificant, for many people
with intellectual disability these are significant risks,
and reinforced by past experiences of humiliation and
abuse in encounter with strangers.

But the framing of encounter as “risky” must be
balanced by acknowledgement of its inherent possibili-
ties. Some encounter rewards, such as the sense of dis-
covery, excitement, and conviviality, can be observed
in the moment of encounter itself. Many other rewards
from encounter will only become apparent retrospec-
tively, sometimes many years later, when an encounter
is recounted as the start of a long-lasting friendship,
or an event that set the course to a new life trajectory.
The method of participant observation that is often
used to study encounter between people with and with-
out intellectual disability is useful for capturing the
immediate effects of the encounter, but limited in cap-
turing these long-term outcomes. This understanding
calls for experimentation with new methods in encoun-
ter research that move beyond participant observation.
For example, more can be learned about encounter
rewards by asking participants to reflect back on the
first encounters that led to their present intimate
relationships, friendships, jobs or favourite leisure
activities. That said, people with severe or profound
intellectual disability may have difficulties articulating
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such narratives verbally, highlighting one of the chal-
lenges in studying encounters experienced by people
with intellectual disability.

The risk of encounter is justified by the rewards
against which it is weighed, but also as a reward in its
own right, an act of self-determination, dignity and free-
dom (Clifford Simplican, 2020). Risk is an essential
element of conviviality. Our analysis above suggests
encounter participants – people with and without intel-
lectual disability, and support workers – are highly
attuned to the risks and rewards affecting themselves
as well as other participants, whether they do so because
of altruism or as part of their job requirements as sup-
port workers. Indeed, many of the harms (e.g., embar-
rassment) and rewards (e.g., getting to know someone
new), are shared by all encounter participants. Such
sharing of risk and rewards, we argue, can be under-
stood as a form of momentary shared identification,
which encounter literature defines as conviviality
(Fincher & Iveson, 2008).

One important practice lesson from our analysis is
the need to shift disability services’ understanding of
risk in encounter. This includes developing a positive
appreciation of encounter risk, and development of
risk enablement strategies that are learned through
experiential practice, to replace practices of risk aversion
that inhibit encounters and their potential rewards.
Another challenging question is how risk perceptions
and behaviours in the general public can be altered.
While it is tempting to conceive of “public awareness
campaigns” to educate the wider public on positive
risk-enabling practices in encounter with people with
intellectual disability, both encounter and risk litera-
tures suggest that change is more effectively achieved
through experiential practice (Kamstra et al., 2019). As
mediators in such encounters, disability support
workers play an important role in facilitating such
experiential learning for both service users with intellec-
tual disability and members of the public they
encounter.

It is through multiple encounters with people with
intellectual disability that other people without disabil-
ities gain and perfect such skills. Little is known about
how people with intellectual disability understand risk
in encounter. Faulkner (2012), for example, found
people with intellectual disability are often concerned
that support workers value their protection and safety
at the expense of dignity, autonomy, self-determination
and family life, suggesting a willingness for risk-taking.
Further empirical research is needed to learn what risk
signals people with intellectual disability are attuned
to before and during moments of encounter, and what
risk enabling practices they already use or might be

supported to develop through experiential practice of
encounters.

Risk enabling spaces for encounter are those where
safety and risk are balanced one against the other:
where a sense of familiarity or knowability, is balanced
by unknowns and surprise; where boundaries exist but
are permeable; where co-production brings both the
safety and risks of control and responsibility; where
people are free to engage in or disengage from encoun-
ters at will; where ability to see and be seen brings both
security and risk; and where the balance between risk
and reward in shared purpose activities is not overly
skewed to some people’s disadvantage (Bredewold
et al., 2016, 2019; Fincher & Iveson, 2008; Wiesel &
Bigby, 2016). For people with intellectual disability
and those who support them, one challenge is to identify
such places that already exist in the community. For
government and the wider community, the challenge
is to allocate funding for the development of risk
enabling spaces for encounter, which are in short supply
and unevenly distributed in the community.

In urban studies, encounter literature has often focused
on encounter between strangers (Fincher & Iveson, 2008;
Wilson & Darling, 2016). In intellectual disability
research, a shift has occurred with greater attention to
repeat encounter where people are no longer strangers
to one another (Bigby & Anderson, 2020; Wiesel &
Bigby, 2014). In such repeat encounters some of the risk
of thefirst encounterwith a strangermayno longer be pre-
sent; and yet the repeat encounter can still be an “encoun-
ter” in the full sense of the word, with a degree of
unpredictability and uncertainty about potential harms
and rewards. An interesting direction for future research
is to examine uncertainty and in repeat encounters, and
whether and how these might be proactively enabled
throughchanges to the setting, timingornatureof engage-
ment as a means to throw up possibilities, including the
possibility of a long-term friendship being formed.

The non-encounter is another emerging theme in
recent encounter literature (Blonk, 2020). Whereas
encounter analysis considers the risk and rewards in
encounters that have eventuated, analysis of non-
encounter considers similar questions in relation to
the countless potential encounters that have never even-
tuated. Non-encounter literature highlights the risks
when non-encounter reinforces the social exclusion
and isolation of people with intellectual disability, but
also the potential rewards in non-encounter such as
the recognition that is practiced through civil inatten-
tion (Blonk, 2020). Indeed, the possible harms and
rewards of encounter and non-encounter are inter-
twined in complex ways that await further unpacking
by future research.

8 I. WIESEL ET AL.



Acknowledgements

We are grateful to the two anonymous referees for insightful
comments and suggestions on a previous version of this
manuscript.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

Funding

This work was supported by Australian Research Council
[grant number LP110100462].

ORCID

Christine Bigby http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7001-8976
Peter Kamstra http://orcid.org/0000-0003-3934-1403
Jane Farmer http://orcid.org/0000-0003-1730-2622

References

Adams, J. (1999). Cars, Cholera and Cows: The management
of risk and uncertainty. Policy Analysis, 355, 1–49. https://
www.cato.org/publications/policy-analysis/cars-cholera-
cows-management-risk-uncertainty

Barnett, J., & Breakwell, G. M. (2001). Risk perception and
experience: Hazard personality profiles and individual
differences. Risk Analysis, 21(1), 171–178. https://doi.org/
10.1111/0272-4332.211099

Barraket, J., Collyer, N., O’Connor, M., & Anderson, H.
(2010). Finding Australia’s social enterprise sector. Report
for the Australian Centre for Philanthropy and Nonprofit
Studies. Social Traders.

Beck, U. (1992). Risk society: Towards a new modernity. Sage.
Beck, U., & Beck-Gernsheim, E. (2002). Individualisation.

Sage.
Bigby, C., & Anderson, S. (2020). Creating opportunities for

convivial encounters for people with intellectual disabil-
ities: “It looks like an accident”. Journal of Intellectual
and Developmental Disabilities. https://doi.org/10.3109/
13668250.2020.1812178

Bigby, C., Anderson, S., & Cameron, N. (2018a). Identifying
conceptualizations and theories of change embedded in
interventions to facilitate community participation for
people with intellectual disability: A scoping review.
Journal of Applied Research in Intellectual Disabilities, 31
(2), 165–180. https://doi.org/10.1111/jar.12390

Bigby, C., Douglas, J., & Hamilton, L. (2018b). Overview of lit-
erature about enabling risk for people with cognitive disabil-
ities in context of disability support services. La Trobe
University.

Bigby, C., & Wiesel, I. (2011). Encounter as a dimension of
social inclusion for people with intellectual disability:
Beyond and between community presence and partici-
pation. Journal of Intellectual and Developmental
Disability, 36(4), 263–267. https://doi.org/10.3109/
13668250.2011.619166

Bigby, C., & Wiesel, I. (2015). Mediating community partici-
pation: Practice of support workers in initiating, facilitating
or disrupting encounters between people with and without
intellectual disability. Journal of Applied Research in
Intellectual Disabilities, 28(4), 307–318. https://doi.org/10.
1111/jar.12140

Bigby, C., & Wiesel, I. (2019). Using the concept of encounter
to further the social inclusion of people with intellectual
disabilities: What has been learned? Research and Practice
in Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities, 6(1), 39–51.
https://doi.org/10.1080/23297018.2018.1528174

Blonk, L. (2020). Theorising the non-encounter for fostering
the social inclusion of people with intellectual and develop-
mental disabilities. Journal of Intellectual & Developmental
Disability. https://doi.org/10.3109/13668250.2020.1812179

Bredewold, F., Haarsma, A., Tonkens, E., & Jager, M. (2020).
Convivial encounters: Conditions for the urban social
inclusion of people with intellectual and psychiatric disabil-
ities. Urban Studies, 57(10), 2047–2063. https://doi.org/10.
1177/0042098019869838

Bredewold, F., Tonk0ens, E., & Trappenburg, M. (2016).
Urban encounters limited: The importance of built-in
boundaries in contacts between people with intellectual
or psychiatric disabilities and their neighbours. Urban
Studies, 53(16), 3371–3387. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0042098015616895

Clement, T., & Bigby, C. (2009). Breaking out of a distinct
social space: Reflections on supporting community partici-
pation for people with severe and profound intellectual dis-
ability. Journal of Applied Research in Intellectual Disability,
22(3), 264–275. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-3148.2008.
00458.x

Clifford Simplican, S. (2020). Freedom and intellectual dis-
ability: New ways forward for the concept of encounter.
Journal of Intellectual & Developmental Disability. https://
www.tandfonline.com/action/showAxaArticles?
journalCode=cjid20

Craig, D., & Bigby, C. (2015). “She’s been involved in
everything as far as I can see”: Supporting the active partici-
pation of people with intellectual disability in community
groups. Journal of Intellectual and Developmental
Disability, 40(1), 12–25. https://doi.org/10.3109/13668250.
2014.977235

Epstein, S. (1994). Integration of the cognitive and the psycho-
dynamic unconscious. American Psychologist, 49(8), 709–
724. https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.49.8.709

Farmer, J., De Cotta, T., Kamstra, P., Brennan-Horley, C., &
Munoz, S. A. (2019). Integration and segregation for social
enterprise employees: A relational micro-geography.
AREA, 52(1), 176–186. https://doi.org/10.1111/area.12567

Farmer, J., Kamstra, P., Brennan-Horley, C., De Cotta, T.,
Roy, M., Barraket, J., Munoz, S. A., & Kilpatrick, S.
(2020). Using micro-geography to understand the realis-
ation of wellbeing: A qualitative GIS study of three social
enterprises. Health & Place, 62(March), 1–11. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.healthplace.2020.102293.

Fincher, R., & Iveson, K. (2008). Planning and diversity in the
City: Redistribution, recognition and encounter. Palgrave
Macmillan.

Goffman, E. (1961). Encounters. Penguin Books.
Gore, N. J., McGill, P., Toogood, S., Allen, D., Hughes, J. C.,

Baker, P., & Denne, L. D. (2013). Definition and scope

JOURNAL OF INTELLECTUAL & DEVELOPMENTAL DISABILITY 9

http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7001-8976
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-3934-1403
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-1730-2622
https://www.cato.org/publications/policy-analysis/cars-cholera-cows-management-risk-uncertainty
https://www.cato.org/publications/policy-analysis/cars-cholera-cows-management-risk-uncertainty
https://www.cato.org/publications/policy-analysis/cars-cholera-cows-management-risk-uncertainty
https://doi.org/10.1111/0272-4332.211099
https://doi.org/10.1111/0272-4332.211099
https://doi.org/10.3109/13668250.2020.1812178
https://doi.org/10.3109/13668250.2020.1812178
https://doi.org/10.1111/jar.12390
https://doi.org/10.3109/13668250.2011.619166
https://doi.org/10.3109/13668250.2011.619166
https://doi.org/10.1111/jar.12140
https://doi.org/10.1111/jar.12140
https://doi.org/10.1080/23297018.2018.1528174
https://doi.org/10.3109/13668250.2020.1812179
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098019869838
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098019869838
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098015616895
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098015616895
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-3148.2008.00458.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-3148.2008.00458.x
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showAxaArticles?journalCode=cjid20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showAxaArticles?journalCode=cjid20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showAxaArticles?journalCode=cjid20
https://doi.org/10.3109/13668250.2014.977235
https://doi.org/10.3109/13668250.2014.977235
https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.49.8.709
https://doi.org/10.1111/area.12567
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.healthplace.2020.102293
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.healthplace.2020.102293


for positive behavioural support. International Journal of
Positive Behavioural Support, 3(2), 14–23. https://www.
bild.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Definition-and-
scope-for-positive-behavioural-support.pdf

Hall, E. (2010). Spaces of social inclusion and belonging for
people with intellectual disabilities. Journal of Intellectual
Disability Research, 54(1), 48–57. https://doi.org/10.1111/
j.1365-2788.2009.01237.x

Iveson, K. (2006). Cities for angry young people? From exclu-
sion and inclusion to engagement in urban policy. In B.
Gleeson, & N. Sipe (Eds.), Creating child friendly cities
(pp. 61–78). Routledge.

Kahneman, D., & Tversky, A. (1979). Prospect theory: An
analysis of decision under risk. Econometrica,
Econometric Society, 47(2), 263–291. https://doi.org/0012-
9682(197903)47:2<263:PTAAOD>2.0.CO;2-3

Kamstra, P., Cook, B., Edensor, T., & Kennedy, D. M. (2019).
Re-casting experience and risk along rocky coasts: A rela-
tional analysis using qualitative GIS. The Geographical
Journal, 185(1), 111–124. https://doi.org/10.1111/geoj.
12277

Kasperson, R. E., Renn, O., Slovic, P., Brown, H. S., Emel, J.,
Goble, R., Kasperson, J. X., & Ratick, S. (1988). The social
amplification of risk: A conceptual framework. Risk
Analysis, 8(2), 177–187. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1539-
6924.1988.tb01168.x

Lefebvre, H., Kofman, E., & Lebas, E. (1996). Writings on
cities. Blackwell.

Nind, M., Coverdale, A., & Croydon, A. (2020). Learning from
each other in the context of personalisation and self-build
social care. Disability & Society. https://doi.org/10.1080/
09687599.2020.1812378

Parley, F. F. (2010). What does vulnerability mean? British
Journal of Learning Disabilities, 39(4), 266–276. https://
doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-3156.2010.00663.x

Perske, R. (1972). The dignity of risk. In W. Wolfensberger
(Ed.), The principle of normalization in human
services (pp. 194–200). National Institute of Mental
Retardation.

Power, A., & Bartlett, R. (2018). Self-building safe havens in a
post-service landscape: How adults with learning disabil-
ities are reclaiming the welcoming communities agenda.

Social & Cultural Geography, 19(3), 336–356. https://doi.
org/10.1080/14649365.2015.1031686

Robertson, J. P., & Collinson, C. (2011). Positive risk taking:
Whose risk is it? An exploration in community outreach
teams in adult mental health and learning disability ser-
vices. Health, Risk & Society, 13(2), 147–164. https://doi.
org/10.1080/13698575.2011.556185

Sawyer, A.-M., & Green, D. (2013). Social inclusion and indi-
vidualised service provision in high risk community care:
Balancing regulation, judgement and discretion. Social
Policy and Society, 12(2), 299–308. https://doi.org/10.
1017/S1474746412000590

Wachinger, G., Renn, O., Begg, C., & Kuhlicke, C. (2013). The
risk perception paradox – Implications for governance and
communication of natural hazards. Risk Analysis, 33(6),
1049–1065. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1539-6924.2012.
01942.x

Wekerle, G., &Whitzman, C. (1995). Safe cities. Guidelines for
planning, design and management. Van Nostrand Reinhold.

Wiesel, I., & Bigby, C. (2014). Being recognised and becoming
known:Encountersbetweenpeoplewith andwithout intellec-
tual disability in the public realm. Environment and Planning
A, 46(7), 1754–1769. https://doi.org/10.1068/a46251

Wiesel, I., & Bigby, C. (2015). Movement on shifting sands:
Deinstitutionalisation and people with intellectual disabil-
ity in Australia, 1974–2014. Urban Policy and Research,
33(2), 178–194. https://doi.org/10.1080/08111146.2014.
980902

Wiesel, I., & Bigby, C. (2016). Mainstream, inclusionary, and
convivial places: Locating encounters between people with
and without intellectual disabilities. Geographical Review,
106(2), 201–214. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1931-0846.2015.
12153.x

Wiesel, I., Bigby, C., & Carling-Jenkins, R. (2013). ‘Do you
think I’m stupid?’: Urban encounters between people
with and without intellectual disability. Urban Studies, 50
(12), 2391–2406. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0042098012474521

Wilson, H. F., & Darling, J. (2016). The possibilities of
encounter. In J. Darling, & H. F. Wilson (Eds.),
Encountering the city: Urban encounters from Accra to
New York (pp. 1–24). Routledge.

10 I. WIESEL ET AL.

https://www.bild.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Definition-and-scope-for-positive-behavioural-support.pdf
https://www.bild.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Definition-and-scope-for-positive-behavioural-support.pdf
https://www.bild.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Definition-and-scope-for-positive-behavioural-support.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2788.2009.01237.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2788.2009.01237.x
https://doi.org/0012-9682(197903)47:2
https://doi.org/0012-9682(197903)47:2
https://doi.org/10.1111/geoj.12277
https://doi.org/10.1111/geoj.12277
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1539-6924.1988.tb01168.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1539-6924.1988.tb01168.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2020.1812378
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2020.1812378
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-3156.2010.00663.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-3156.2010.00663.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/14649365.2015.1031686
https://doi.org/10.1080/14649365.2015.1031686
https://doi.org/10.1080/13698575.2011.556185
https://doi.org/10.1080/13698575.2011.556185
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746412000590
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746412000590
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1539-6924.2012.01942.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1539-6924.2012.01942.x
https://doi.org/10.1068/a46251
https://doi.org/10.1080/08111146.2014.980902
https://doi.org/10.1080/08111146.2014.980902
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1931-0846.2015.12153.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1931-0846.2015.12153.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098012474521
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098012474521


Minerva Access is the Institutional Repository of The University of Melbourne

Author/s:
Wiesel, I;Bigby, C;Kamstra, P;Farmer, J

Title:
Possibility and risk in encounter between people with and without intellectual disability

Date:
2020-10-27

Citation:
Wiesel, I., Bigby, C., Kamstra, P. & Farmer, J. (2020). Possibility and risk in
encounter between people with and without intellectual disability. JOURNAL
OF INTELLECTUAL & DEVELOPMENTAL DISABILITY, 46 (1), pp.35-44. https://
doi.org/10.3109/13668250.2020.1837606.

Persistent Link:
http://hdl.handle.net/11343/251822

License:
CC BY-NC-ND

http://hdl.handle.net/11343/251822
CC%20BY-NC-ND

	Abstract
	Risk, vulnerability and disability
	Risk and reward in encounter
	Averting, managing, and enabling risk
	Risk enabling spaces of encounter
	Conclusions
	Acknowledgements
	Disclosure statement
	ORCID
	References

