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In this paper we propose the concept of ‘vulnerabilising’ to mark an explicit shift in the focus of analysis and
intervention away from those individuals and groups labelled vulnerable, towards the processes that generate
and reproduce vulnerability. To that end, we develop a framework that conceptualises how ‘vulnerabilising
assemblages’ operate. We mobilise assemblage thinking and engage with theoretical debates on the nature of
vulnerability as a universal, albeit unequal, human condition. Addressing inaccessible housing as a case study,

we identify three mechanisms through which it vulnerabilises people with physical disabilities: through exposure
to harm; through erosion of defenses against harm; and by legitimising or motivating harm. We propose that such
mechanisms can be investigated in different contexts, and call on researchers, policymakers and grassroot ac-
tivists to shift their attention from vulnerable bodies to vulnerabilising assemblages.

1. Introduction

Vulnerability analysis highlights how inequalities, which can some-
times go unnoticed within everyday routine, manifest as harm in
particular moments or events, from pandemics (Ghandeharian and
FitzGerald, 2022; Martino et al., 2022) and natural hazards (Smith,
2006) to economic downturns or restructuring (Beer et al., 2016). With
such attention to spatial and temporal context, vulnerability analysis
turns away from understanding disadvantage as an all-encompassing
experience of certain social groups. Rather, it asks about the vulnera-
bility of whom, to what, where, when and why (Meerow and Newell,
2016).

Some vulnerability analysts emphasise that their focus is on the
structural and historical conditions that generate vulnerability (Davoudi
et al.,, 2012). And yet this contrasts with wider policy and public ap-
plications of the term ‘vulnerable’ as an essentialised trait of individuals
and groups connected with passivity, weakness and victimhood, in need
of special protection from the state or charitable sectors (Misztal, 2011;
Butler, 2014; Mitchell, 2020; Snipstad, 2021). For this reason, many
groups — such as people with disabilities — reject their labelling as
‘vulnerable’ (Mustaniemi-Laakso et al., 2022).

Responding to such critiques of ‘vulnerability’, and yet recognising
its theoretical and political merits, in this paper we propose the concept
of ‘vulnerabilising’. This shift from adjective to verb is not merely se-
mantic; it marks a shift in the focus of analysis and intervention away
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from those individuals and groups labelled vulnerable, towards the as-
semblages that generate and reproduce vulnerability. Our framework
brings together two theoretical approaches. First, following Amoako and
Frimpong (2020) who conceptualise vulnerability to flooding in Accra,
Ghana, as a process of becoming, we also draw on assemblage thinking
to explain how multiple relations come together in ways that vulnera-
bilise specific people in specific contexts. Second, we engage with
theoretical debates on the nature of vulnerability as a universal — albeit
unequal — human condition, drawing particularly on feminist literature.
At the heart of our conceptual framework lie the following propositions,
on which we elaborate through theoretical and empirical engagement:

- Vulnerabilising assemblages do not necessarily cause immediate and
direct harm (although they might do that too); rather they increase
people’s susceptibility to future harm;

- Vulnerabilising assemblages increase people’s susceptibility to harm
through mechanisms such as exposing them to harm, motivating or
legitimising harm, and removing their defenses against harm.

- Vulnerabilising is not necessarily intentional;

- Vulnerabilising assemblages can generate susceptibility to some
harms, but not others;

- Vulnerabilising assemblage effects are often cumulative and self-
reinforcing, however are not permanent;

- Vulnerabilising assemblages can also be spaces of resistance and
repair;
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Moving beyond theoretical conceptualisation, we explore how a
vulnerabilising assemblage operates in practice through empirical
investigation of inaccessible housing and its effects on people with
physical disabilities. Accessibility is one aspect of housing quality
(Imrie, 2005), which concerns residents’ and visitors’ easy entry and
exit, navigation and functionality in and around the home. Accessibility
also concerns the potential for straightforward and cost-effective adap-
tation as occupants’ needs change over time (Fange and Iwarsson, 2003;
LHA, 2017). Inaccessibility occurs due to mismatches between a per-
son’s body, the activity they wish to perform, and the environment in
which that activity is pursued (Fange and Iwarsson, 2003). We consider
housing inaccessibility as a vulnerabilinsg assemblage via an Australian
case study. In 2018 there were approximately 2.9 million Australians
with a mobility-related disability, and their number is projected to
nearly double over the next 40 years, due to population growth and
ageing (CIE, 2020). However, there is a severe shortage in supply of
accessible homes to meet current and future demand. Less than 5% of
newly built homes in Australia are accessibile for people with mobility
restrictions (ANUHD and RI Australia, 2015). The lack of accessible
housing is common in many other national contexts (Plouin et al., 2021).
While there is a growing body of literature addressing the harms of
inaccessible housing (Aplin et al., 2015; Lau et al., 2018; Goodwin et al.,
2022), in this study we consider not only direct harm, but also vulner-
ablising effects associated with inaccessible homes, which expose people
with (and without) disabilities to future harms in ways that have not yet
been documented and theorised in the literature.

2. From ‘vulnerable’ to ‘vulnerabilising’

Vulnerability, Misztal (2011, p1) reminds, “is derived from the Latin
word for ‘wound’: vulnus.” Although emerging from diverse political
and ontological foundations, vulnerability discourse in research and
public policy tends to align around this notion of harm, reflecting dic-
tionary definitions that “stress that vulnerability refers to human lia-
bility to being wounded, susceptibility to wounds or external injuries or
to being mistreated, exploited or taken advantage of.” (Misztal, 2011,
pD).

Vulnerability research is organized around two broad traditions. The
first sees vulnerability as a characteristic of certain groups of people.
Some feminist traditions mobilise ideas of women’s innate vulnerability
in seeking greater protections for women, including from the state or
international courts (Butler, 2014). Vulnerability has also been a feature
of political organising and public policy, including organising and
mobilising charitable work. Within Third Way politics, for instance,
vulnerability is used to categorise and identify the “deserving disad-
vantaged who are in need of protection” (Misztal, 2011, p.3). This po-
sition on vulnerability is subject to widespread political and sociological
critique. It is recognised as risking reductivism and essentialism in ways
that can limit agency and further disempower groups identified as
vulnerable. In turn it is critiqued for not sufficiently attending to the
social, political and economic conditions that create or reinforce
vulnerability (Butler, 2014; Mitzsal, 2011).

A second tradition views vulnerability within a relational lens,
conceptualising it as a “condition of human life” and recognising that all
“human beings are susceptible to suffering and harm, exacerbated by the
inequities of the social systems in which they live or ameliorated by
responsible social institutions” (Mitchell, 2020, p226). Rather than an
innate feature of a particular group or individual identity, this tradition
recognises vulnerability as a universal human condition that is variously
exacerbated or ameliorated via modes of social, political and economic
organisation (Fineman, 2010; Ghandeharian and FitzGerald, 2022).
These ‘post-identity’ theories of vulnerability bring focus to intersecting
institutions and power structures, rather than intersecting identities, as
driving the uneven social constitution and experience of vulnerability
(Fineman, 2010). Fineman argues the political power in this move:
“Mobilizing around the concept of shared, inevitable vulnerability may
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allow us to more easily build coalitions among those who have not
benefited as fully as others from current societal organization” (Fine-
man, 2010, p. 17). From this standpoint, it is the responsibility of society
to ameliorate vulnerability by protecting individuals against harms, and
it is the uneven protection against harm afforded to different people that
shapes unequal levels of vulnerability.

Our work builds from this second tradition of vulnerability research.
However, while this work has been instructive in recognising the range
of social, political and economic conditions that potentially shape
vulnerability, there remain tensions within vulnerability discourse
characterised by a slippage, or what Mitchell (2020, p.231) describes as
a “morphing from a description of social conditions and relations to a
category of person - ‘the vulnerable’.” The challenge of how to negotiate
these lines of debate is live, with substantial material implications for
the organisation of public and social policy centred around recognising
and providing support to those identified as vulnerable (van Holstein
et al., 2022). Questions centre around how vulnerability and its subjects
might be recognised and supported without recourse to the more fixed
and disempowering discourse of ‘the vulnerable’.

Provoked by these debates, in this paper we offer vulnerabilising as a
heuristic to further decentre vulnerability research away from the sub-
jects of harm and toward the relational constitution of harm. Our focus is
the mechanisms and processes that generate susceptibility to harm (or
wounding, cf. Mistzal, 2011), foregrounding the ways that systems, in-
frastructures and practices join diverse human and nonhuman actors
together to collectively generate or give rise to vulnerability within
defined contexts. We conceptualise vulnerabilising within an ontology
of connection. Informed by assemblage thinking, we understand vul-
nerabilising as a process that is affected through the coming together
and co-functioning of diverse actors and entities across time and place
(Anderson and McFarlane, 2011) and that opens an entity to the possi-
bility of harm.

3. Conceptualising vulnerabilising assemblages

Vulnerabilising is a process that has socio-material, temporal and
spatial dimensions. Like any other assemblage, vulnerabilising is
emergent and generative, unfolding in conjunction with the actors who
are part of a given relation. It is a process that is given form and made
specific through the creative liaisons and frictions that take place be-
tween these actors. Actors are shaped through these relations (for
example, they are vulnerabilised to a risk of future harm). They are not,
however, fully defined through these relations. Rather, actors bring
distinct characteristics and qualities “that shape the possibilities and
capacity for action” (Power 2019, p. 767) and that reflect what DeLanda
terms “relations of exteriority” (DelLanda, 2006 p10-11).

The importance of conceptualising susceptibility to harm as assem-
blage is emphasised in harm reduction philosophy as applied to drug
policy. Drug use is often associated with harms such as exposure to in-
fectious disease through sharing of used needles, or death by overdose.
Harm reduction strategies seek to reduce these harms, not by banning
drug use, rather by addressing other factors such as the conditions and
contexts in which these risks are amplified. Such conditions operate as
complex assemblages (Duff, 2012). Following a similar approach, we
argue vulnerabilising needs to be understood as produced through an
assemblage of relations, rather than the consequence of any singular
action in isolation.

Vulnerabilising explicitly positions vulnerability within a temporal
frame, emphasising the openness of relations and the possibility of harm
(s). Risk is an inherently temporal concept, “bound to the present, but
importantly also bound to possible future outcomes” (Frederiksen and
Heinskou, 2016), which cannot be predicted at any certainty. The timing
of harm, and whether it does or does not eventuate, is open and un-
predictable. Vulnerabilising thus takes place while the sets of relations
that open an actor to harm are present: this may be a brief moment that
is followed rapidly by the suggested harm, or by a change in
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circumstances that remove risk. Vulnerabilising may also be temporally
stretched, as relations expose an actor to harm or a perceived risk of
harm over time. Although our focus is on the risk of future harm, the
‘vulnerabilising moment’ at which vulnerabilising relations are still
present, has immediate effects. The vulnerabilising moment can carry an
atmospheric charge or generate a set of emotions connected with the
uncertainty and possibility of future material harm, as well as the pos-
sibility of circumventing those. Some emotions can be pleasant, such as
the excitement of taking a risk. Others can also be experienced as
painful, such as fear or anxiety.

The spatialities of vulnerabilising relations are also open. Assem-
blages are made up of actors that can be co-located but that also
frequently connect across time and space (Delanda, 2006). As we
explore in our empirical discussion that follows, for people with
disability the vulnerabilising effects of inaccessible housing are shaped
through actors that are co-present as well as those that stretch across
space, from the material space and location of the house itself to the
policy frameworks and systems that organise housing (such as building
codes), discourses that position people with disability as ‘Other’, and the
body itself. Conceptualising vulnerabilising as assemblage prompts
analysis that unpacks these diverse actors and their combined effects.

Vulnerabilising assemblages open bodies to harm, but harm is a
complex and ambiguous concept. Harm is broadly understood as a
negative consequence that can be attributed to a cause. It can be ma-
terial, such as the loss of property or risk of bodily injury, as well as
emotional. The duration of harm can vary, from fleeting pain or
discomfort to longer lasting injury. A distinction is sometimes made
between personal and interpersonal harm (Delfabbro and King, 2019).
While personal harm is focused on individuals, interpersonal harm can
affect multiple people and relations between them, for instance “broader
harms in the community, such as might arise when gambling directs
expenditure away from community activities or contributes to a loss of
amenity or social cohesion” (Delfabbro and King, 2019, p. 745). Here we
conceptualise harm as relational, that is, although it can be experienced
by an individual person as a physical or emotional pain or injury, it is
produced by relations with other people and things.

While vulnerabilising relations open people to the risk of harm, there
can also be a dignity in risk, as disability scholars and rights advocates
have long stressed. Perske, who coined the term ‘dignity of risk’ in 1972,
emphasised the self-determination, personal growth and self-fulfillment
that come not only from risk taking, but also from experiencing harm,
and then picking oneself up and trying again (Perske, 1972). Perhaps a
distinction can be made between voluntary risk-taking by individuals —
which carries with it such ‘dignity of risk’ — and risk of harm imposed by
others. The dignity in the latter is questionable. However, we concep-
tualise both as forms of vulnerabilising, acknowledging that risk-taking
is potentially both a form of self-vulnerabilising, which exposes people
to harm, as well as a positive expression and fulfilment of the dignity of
risk.

As Amoako and Frimpong set out, assemblage thinking brings focus
to the processes “of becoming, arranging, organizing or fitting together
through various levels of relationships” that give rise to vulnerability.
But what are the processes or mechanisms through which processes, or
vulnerabilising assemblages, operate? In the following sections we
examine this question empirically in the context of inaccessible housing.

4. The study

With the purpose of exploring the nature and experience of vulner-
abilising assemblages, the paper draws on two interconnected qualita-
tive data sources: an online questionnaire (1,178 responses) and 45 in-
depth follow-up interviews.

An online questionnaire was distributed in August 2020, circulated
widely via email, with assistance from disability rights advocacy groups
who distributed it through their networks. In developing the survey we
drew on existing literature on home modifications, but also developed
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new questions and issues that relate to inaccessible homes that have not
been modified, as well as homes built to high accessibility standard in
the first place. The survey targeted people over 18 years old with a
mobility impairment across Australia. It could be filled by the person
with a disability or another person assisting them. 1178 responses were
received, representing a diverse cross-section of the population of people
with mobility restrictions in Australia, including diversity in gender,
age, level and type of disability, housing and living arrangements, and
employment status. The two most common physical conditions among
people with disability — arthritis and back problems — were also the two
most common in the sample. However, people with severe or profound
disability, women, unemployed (64 years old and under), younger
people, and people living in homes that have been modified were over-
represented in the sample. In a previous report we published primarily
quantitative analysis of the survey data (Wiesel, 2020). In this paper, we
use only qualitative data from respondents’ responses to open ended
questions in the survey, as complementary to the interview data. Quotes
from the survey are thematically presented in Tables 1, 2 and 3.

In-depth interviews were conducted with 45 participants who
expressed an interest and provided their contact details in the online
questionnaire. Due to COVID19 social distancing restrictions in Mel-
bourne, where the research team was based, all interviews were con-
ducted remotely over the phone or videoconference (using Zoom). Most
interviews lasted between 45 and 60 min, and were conducted late
August 2020, by a team of four research assistants. Each interviewee
received a $50 shopping e-voucher as a recompense for their time. A
purposive sample of interview participants was selected to achieve di-
versity in terms of:

e housing tenure - including homeowners, private renters and social
housing renters;

e personal characteristics (age, gender, disability type and severity);

e accessibility features and barriers in their home;

e impacts of accessibility or inaccessibility on daily life, social re-
lations, work opportunities and health.

The interviews were semi-structured, with the focus of questions
adjusted to each participant’s individual circumstances, allowing par-
ticipants to construct narratives in ways that were less restricted by a
pre-conceived format.

In line with most existing literature, our initial analysis focused on
direct harms already experienced by participants with disability living
in inaccessible housing (see Wiesel, 2020). In re-analysis of the data for
this paper, we have taken a different approach. With our interest in
exploring the nature and experience of vulnerabilising assemblages we
implemented a qualitative, thematic analysis of participants’ accounts
focusing on their concerns and worries about the risk of future harms
related to living in inaccessible housing. Three themes emerged through
this analysis: firstly, the role of accessible housing in exposing people
with mobility restrictions to potential future harm, such as risk of injury;
secondly, the way through which living in inaccessible housing removes
or erodes people’s defenses against future harm; and, thirdly, how living in
inaccessible homes reinforce conditions that legitimise or motivate harm
to people with disability. Rather than an exhaustive account of the study
findings, we present emblematic examples from our data for each
category. Before that, in the following section we discuss the ways
inaccessible housing has been assembled in Australia.

4.1. Assembling and disassembling inaccessible homes

Housing is most commonly discussed in the literature as a ‘market’ or
as a ‘system’, but in this paper we follow the approach of critical ge-
ographers who theorise housing as an ‘assemblage’. From this perspec-
tive, home “becomes a site composed of ideologies, ontologies, markets,
labour, different actors and subjectivities, and so on. It is an agglomer-
ation of relations” (Maalsen, 2020, p. 1541). Like Maalsen’s analysis of
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smart homes, we approach inaccessible homes as assemblages or ag-
glomerations of material, legal, economic, cultural and discursive
relations.

Assemblages are not fixed, rather dynamic and changing; yet, the
persistence of inaccessibility in homes is striking, especially considering
how much else has changed in the size, design, technologies, and ma-
terialities of homes over the last few decades (Maalsen, 2020). The harm
of inaccessible housing for people with disability has been acknowl-
edged for a long time, in line with the social and bio-social models of
disability that emphasise the importance of disabling environments and
their interactions with bodily impairment (Milner and Madigan, 2001).
In 2006, the United Nations Convention on the Rights of People with
Disabilities (CRPD, Article 9, 1a) recognised people with disabilities’
right to “live independently and participate fully in all aspects of life”,
and the responsibility of signatory states to identify and eliminate
accessibility barriers and obstacles in various settings, including hous-
ing. Since 2008 Australia is one of 82 countries which are signatories on
the CRPD. In 2011 the Australian Government reiterated its commit-
ment to delivering accessible homes for people with disability in the
Australian National Disability Strategy (NDS) (Australian Government,
2011, p. 32). Despite these commitments, nearly two decades after the
CRPD, most housing in Australia does not meet basic accessibility re-
quirements. In this paper, we define ‘basic’ accessibility requirements in
accordance with Livable Housing Australia’s (LHA) ‘silver’ standard,
discussed below.

Legislation has been a significant factor that has stablised (or ‘terri-
torialised’) the inaccessible housing assemblage. Until very recently, the
Australian National Construction Code did not require meeting mini-
mum accessibility standards in newly built homes. While anti-
discrimination legislation requires all public buildings to be built to
accessible standards, private homes have been exempted. Rather than
mandatory requirements, Australian Governments encouraged de-
velopers to voluntarily build new accessible homes, by supplying in-
formation and resources on accessible housing design. A not-for-profit
organisation, Livable Housing Australia (LHA), was established to
develop guidelines, educate the public and building industry, and
oversee accreditation of accessible housing. The LHA silver standard of
accessibility requires seven features as a minimal or basic standard of
accessibility. These include:

1. A safe continuous and step free path of travel from the street entrance
and / or parking area to a dwelling entrance that is level.

2. At least one, level (step-free) entrance into the dwelling.

3. Internal doors and corridors that facilitate comfortable and unim-
peded movement between spaces.

4. A toilet on the ground (or entry) level that provides easy access.

5. A bathroom that contains a hobless shower recess.

6. Reinforced walls around the toilet, shower and bath to support the
safe installation of grabrails at a later date.

7. Stairways are designed to reduce the likelihood of injury and also
enable future adaptation (LHA, 2017).

The LHA was set up with a target of having all new dwellings built to
its silver level standard in 2020 (Ward and Franz, 2015). Rather than a
mandatory standard, it was implemented as a voluntary approach where
builders were expected to build to silver standard in response to growing
demand and increased awareness. However, this approach has failed to
deliver on its target: ANUHD and RI Australia (2015) estimated that by
2015 less than 5% of newly built homes were built to a silver standard. A
more recent study by Winkler et al. (2020) examined the design of
twenty popular ‘project home’ models currently offered by Australia’s
largest builders and found that while many accessibility features were
included in most designs, none were fully compliant with LHA’s silver
level accessibility standard.
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The building industry in Australia has played an important role in
maintaining housing inaccessibility, through fierce and active resistance
to the introduction of mandatory minimum accessibility standards to the
National Construction Code. Discourses of consumer choice, property
rights and free market have been mobilised by industry groups to justify
this approach. The Australian Housing Industry Association (HIA) is the
peak industry association for residential building in Australia. HIA’s
submission into the 2020 consultation on the inclusion of accessibility
standards illustrates some of those discourses; a key argument for
rejecting mandatory accessibility standards was that “many homeown-
ers want freedom in designing their own private residence” (HIA, 2020,
p-15). Rather than standards mandated by regulation, HIA supported
continued reliance on free market dynamics to deliver accessible hous-
ing: “[HIA members] support a suite of voluntary market-based ap-
proaches to promote and deliver tailored accessibility inclusions in
individual homes” (HIA, 2020, p.3) From their perspective, the current
lack of accessible housing simply reflects “Lack of demand from con-
sumers for inclusion of features” (HIA, 2020, p.15). As discussed in the
introduction, vulnerabilising is not necessarily intentional; inaccessible
building codes and the exemption of housing from anti-discrimination
legislation are not intended to harm people with disabilities, rather to
promote free market ideologies and the interests of particular interest
groups.

In the absence of a regulated minimum accessibility standard, a
voluntary approach leaves the accessibility of homes as a matter to be
negotiated individually by home purchasers, architects and builders. In
their interviews, participants described the difficulties they experienced
when negotiating with builders in the absence of regulated standards. Of
45 participants with disability we interviewed, nine lived in homes that
were built to be accessible and another participant was in the process of
building an accessible home. Five of these ten participants reported
difficulties negotiating their home design with builders, or errors or
unapproved modification to plans made by builders, leading to signifi-
cantly reduced accessibility. This reinforces other literature demon-
strating the difficulties experienced by people with disability when
engaging with builders to construct new accessible homes which exceed
the building code requirements (Thomas, 2004; Burns, 2004; Nasar and
Elmer, 2016).

As argued by Imrie (2005), in a UK context, most building pro-
fessionals “hold pejorative views about disabled people and their design
requirements” (p. 45). Such ablism in the building industry is a crucial
contributing factor to maintaining housing inaccessibility. But impor-
tantly, builders are reluctant to change existing ‘tried and tested’ de-
signs, because of the high costs, tight profit-margins and high degree of
speculative risk in their industry (p. 46). Builders have a strong influence
on legislators and policy makers, through their lobbying power and
effective strategies (Jacobs, 2015). This includes well-resourced orga-
nisations such as HIA. Also, in Australia, the construction industry is the
fifth largest employer nationally, accounting for about 8.7% of all em-
ployees, and a significant contributor to economic activity and tax
revenue (Parliament of Australia, 2022). Such influence can discourage
legislators and policy makers at Federal and State Government from
imposing regulatory changes to which builders are opposed.

Despite its persistence, ongoing activism by people with disability
and allies has had some success in ‘deterritorialising’ the inaccessible
housing assemblage. Disability rights activists have been campaigning
for decades to introduce accessibility standards into the building code.
These include, among others, the Australian Network for Universal
Housing Design (ANUHD), Rights and Inclusion Australia (RIA), and a
more recently formed coalition of activists named Building Better
Homes. Activists’ strategies included grassroots campaigns, the lobbying
of politicians, and collaborating with academics in Australia and inter-
nationally to build research evidence on the benefits of accessible
housing codes. Despite the opposition of the building industry, activists
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have been successful in promoting regulatory change. In 2021 Austra-
lian state housing ministers agreed for the first time to introduce mini-
mum accessibility standards in the National Construction Code (NCC).
The changes require that all new homes be built to the LHA ‘silver’
accessibility standards (barring site specific exemptions). However, the
states of New South Wales, Western Australia and South Australia
announced they will not adopt the new NCC in their jurisdictions. The
standards also do not retrospectively apply to pre-existing housing.

In the remainder of the paper, we explore three vulnerabilising
mechanisms that emerged in participants accounts of inaccessible
housing.

4.2. Exposure to harm

The first vulnerabilising mechanism emerging from participant ac-
counts was ‘exposure to harm’. We use this phrase to identify partici-
pants’ concerns about how living in inaccessible homes materially
‘exposed’ them to the possibility of harm. For example, for many, living
in inaccessible housing meant ongoing exposure to the risk of physical
injury. Each injury, in turn, can reinforce risk of future injuries. Man-
aging such persistent and cumulative exposure to harm was associated
with significant emotional stress.

The risk of injury was ever present for most participants living in
inaccessible housing. Injury risks were generated through the material
form of homes and in relation to the embodied abilities of residents and
their activities. For example, one participant, lan, a retired homeowner,
has lived with his partner and children in a freestanding house in Mel-
bourne for twenty years. He has paraplegia due to a spinal cord injury
that occurred 35 years ago, and uses a manual wheelchair for his daily
activities. While the house design enabled the embodied activities of his
partner and sons, for Ian inaccessible features in the house generated the
risk of injury. Over the years these risks eventuated multiple times,
resulting in severe injuries at home. Ian broke his legs several times
when transferring from the wheelchair into the bathroom. Only after
costly modifications — including full renovation of the bathroom with a
flat entry for the wheelchair, a rolling shower chair, and reinforced floor
and walls to support the hoist and handrails - did the falls and injuries
stop. Before the renovation Ian’s house worked to vulnerabilise his
body, opening the risk of future harm. Other literature demonstrates
that the risk of injury due to inaccessible housing is widespread (Aplin
et al., 2015, p. 126).

Table 1
Exposure to risk in accessible and inaccessible homes.
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Inaccessible housing can also generate escalating exposure to harm
over time. For example, when injury occurs, exposure to further harm is
not removed, rather, it can continue or indeed be magnified, as illus-
trated in Edna’s interview. At the time of the interview, Edna was a self-
employed professional working from home on a casual basis in her
private rental unit. Since birth she had lived with muscular dystrophy, a
progressive disease that has become more debilitating over time. Edna’s
home has several inaccessible features, including stairs, and two bath-
rooms that are too small for use of mobility aids. When Edna moved in
she was still able to walk, and thus at the time the unit seemed to meet
her needs. However, those inaccessible features exposed Edna to the risk
of injury. Indeed, after just over a year, she lost her balance when
walking over a step in her home. Due to the injury from the fall, Edna
lost her ability to stand and walk, which means now the unit is even less
fit to meet her current needs and abilities, significantly enhancing the
risk of another injury at home. Her ensuite bathroom has been set up for
toilet use; however, as there is inadequate space for her toilet transfer
bench, she has to reverse on her wheelchair out of the bathroom, often
hitting the door on her way out.

Beyond the physical harm, the emotional labour of managing this
ongoing and worsening exposure to risk of injury has been debilitating
for Edna. The risk of another injury preys on Edna’s mind, and she
described being compulsively worried that if she were to fall within the
cramped conditions of her shower and toilet, she might seriously injure
herself again or become stuck and unable to ask for help. Thus, inac-
cessible housing is vulnerabilising by exposing people to the risk of
injury; and the vulnerablising effect is often intensified after every
injury.

The risk of injury is but one of many exposures associated with inac-
cessible housing, such as the risk of getting caught in a house fire with no
ability to escape. Such experiences were shared by many participants
living in inaccessible homes, and contrasted strongly with experiences of
security described by those participants who were able to secure more
accessible homes, as illustrated in Table 1.

A further risk that people living in inaccessible housing felt exposed
to is that of forced institutionalisation in a nursing home if their ability
to navigate their home deteriorates over time. One survey respondent
commented: “I worry now that [ won’t get better or more mobile so will I
be able to keep living at home? Going into aged care terrifies me,
especially now with the pandemic”.

Quotes from survey respondents living in inaccessible homes

Quotes from survey respondents living in accessible homes

Exposure to risk of homelessness
My greatest fear is becoming homeless due to the inaccessibility of housing. It has led to
suicidal thoughts.

Exposure to risk of house fire

If I can open the front door, I won’t burn to death... it is really frightening. That one
modification would be fantastic. I would really like to be able to get out of the front
door.

Exposure to risk of falling

I'm not confident in my ability to stop myself falling. It’s made me fearful and reclusive.

Exposure to risk of mental illness

Bathing and self-care are traumatic and upsetting with physical risk which is stressful
and makes me anxious and upset leading to self-harm.

Having a house of my own that is modified to meet all my accessibility needs has given me a
feeling of stability and confidence for my future that I have never felt since I acquired my
disability 24 years ago...knowing that my everyday life is so much easier, my physical
needs are met and this will be my home for the rest of my life.

I feel grateful every day that I now live in a purpose-built fully accessible home of my own. I
feel safer, more secure, it has led me to feeling free and liberated.
I don’t live with the constant fear of falling.

If I can move easily around my home and attend to all my daily living requirements, like
everyone else can, I feel more relaxed, independent, and resilient.

Source: Authors’ analysis of responses to open-ended questions in the online questionnaire.
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4.3. Breaking down defenses

The second theme that emerged was the breaking down of defenses
against harm. This refers to the way that, for most participants, living in
inaccessible homes meant ongoing erosion of resources which can help
cope with future harm, including material resources (money), but also
bodily resources (physical and mental health), and social connections
(care networks).

Rowena’s story was a powerful example of the way inaccessible
housing vulnerabilises by depleting physical and mental resources.
Rowena, in her fifties, lived in Brisbane and worked part-time as a
consultant. Prior to falling ill, she worked in executive roles in the public
sector. However, several years ago she was diagnosed with chronic fa-
tigue syndrome, a condition that causes debilitating fatigue and limits
the amount of energy she can spend over a day. Every action Rowena
takes involves a trade-off. For example, the choice to prepare a meal
means doing without meeting a relative or friend that day: “Because I
have a limited energy envelope, and because I'm expending energy from
the climbing of stairs and lifting and so forth, that means I have less
energy to do everything else.”.

The inaccessibility of her home further limits Rowena’s choices.
There is no single design feature in her home that is impossible for
Rowena to manage, but navigating the home drains her limited daily
energy supply. For instance, to enter or exit her home, Rowena must
climb one flight of stairs, which requires a great deal of effort, meaning
she will need to forego another activity that day (e.g. washing up or
spending time with friends or family). Other inaccessible design features
include her kitchen, with Rowena finding it draining to lift her arms to
reach the shelves. These effects are compounding. Rowena particularly
worries about exhausting all her energy for a day, and being left unable
to evacuate her home in the event of an emergency.

Living in inaccessible housing also significantly inhibited many
participants’ ability to take on paid work, thus limiting their capacity to
accumulate material resources. Material resources can provide some
defense against harm, for example, by allowing home modifications. The
interviews revealed the complex ways in which inaccessible housing
limits capacity to work — an impact that has received only limited
attention in previous literature on housing accessibility. We elaborate on
this vulnerabilising aspect of inaccessible housing in the following
section.

Living in inaccessible homes, and importantly the inaccessibility of
most relatives’ and friends’ homes, also impact on the ability to main-
tain social lives. Again, beyond the obvious direct cause — physical

Table 2
Impact of inaccessible housing on social and family relations.
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difficulty to enter other people’s home - it is often lack of energy, injured
self-confidence, and mental health pressures due to inaccessible housing
that make it difficult for people with mobility restrictions to maintain
social connections. Living in inaccessible housing also increases the care
burden on immediate family members living in the household, often
straining relationships. These experiences are captured in Table 2. Such
forced social isolation, in turn, vulnerabilises by removing people from
their care networks, a critical protection against possible harm.

Kelly’s account speaks to these vulnerabilising impacts. Kelly, in her
40 s, is a mental health professional. She was born with spina bifida, has
severe scoliosis and uses a manual wheelchair since she is not able to
stand or walk. Kelly rents a detached social housing unit, in which she
has been living on her own for close to 20 years. The unit was built to
basic accessibility level, equivalent to the silver standard, so meets most
though not all of her accessibility needs — it is ‘good enough’ in her
words. Her main concerns relate not to the accessibility of her own
home, but rather those of her family and friends. Kelly is a very social
person, but access barriers significantly restrict her from spending time
with family and friends. She cannot visit her friends at their inaccessible
homes without assistance to move around and use their toilets. She
commented: “we are no longer stuck in institutions, but we are stuck at
home because of poor design.” Housing accessibility also impacted her
long-term intimate relationship with an able-bodied partner of 20 years.
They have not been able to move in together due to the difficulty finding
a home that is suitable for both. For example, her kitchen bench has been
lowered to meet her needs but would be uncomfortable for her partner
to use.

The pain of not being able to visit family and friends in their homes
was shared equally by research participants who lived in accessible
homes, and those who did not. However, those who lived in accessible
homes had greater capacity to host friends and family in their home, and
therefore were less socially isolated. One participant commented: “it is
disappointing that my friends with disabilities can’t come over to my
house because it is inaccessible. It disconnects me from my community,
my disability community”.

Social connections, material resources and good health all provide
important ‘defenses’ against harm. Indeed, literature on disaster and
climate change vulnerability highlights how reduced social connections
(Aldrich and Meyer, 2015), poverty (Fothergill, and Peek, 2004) and
poor health (Curtis and Oven, 2012) contribute to vulnerability. Inac-
cessible housing is vulnerablising by eroding these crucial defenses
against harm.

Living in inaccessible housing

Living in accessible housing

Lack of energy, injured self-confidence, and mental health pressures due to inaccessible housing makes it difficult to maintain relationships

The less accessible my house is, the more energy it takes for me to do the most basic
things, leaving no energy left for social relationships or a life in general.

Living in inaccessible housing has negatively affected my wellbeing and mood, so I didn’t
have energy to have friends and family over

[social life improved] Immensely! Good access means good self-worth, self-capacity,
independence and, self-motivation, energy for life rather than struggling for day to day
tasks.

Without accessible housing I would not have the freedom of movement or energy to care
for my children

Living in inaccessible housing increases the care burden on family and friends, straining relationships

Struggle to maintain relationships due to accessibility issues or lack of accessibility,
entirely. Too much strain on other person to do tasks that I otherwise am fully capable
of doing, had there been minor adjustments. Leads to “carers” having resentment and
leaves Self vulnerable to neglect and abuse.

The less accessible my house is the more I depend on my family for help, which definitely
hinders our relationships on multiple levels.

Having an accessible home makes it easy to be visited by friends and family

My elderly parent and my sister cannot visit due to the stairs, as they both have bad backs.
My mother also has problems with her hips.

I have many friends in wheelchairs who cannot visit my home. We have to pay for venues
if we want to do an activity, which usually means we don’t do them.

When living with my parents I couldn’t always have friends at home but now in my own
fully accessible house and without my parents (24/7 Support workers instead) I can have
friends over or I can go out to social events my parents couldn’t take me to. Now my
parents can be Mum & Dad not my carers.

Having an accessible home enables me to independently assist around the home,
decreasing my reliance upon others to assist me, thereby improving my relationship with
my wife and children.

Having an accessible bathroom on the entry level means that my friends with mobility
impairments can visit me.

We built this house specifically for access and have a brilliant toilet design which means,
two friends with wheelchairs can visit for a long time (pre COVID19) as they are able to
use our toilet

Source: Authors’ analysis of responses to open-ended questions in the online questionnaire.
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Table 3
Inaccessible housing and impact on ability to work.

Living in inaccessible housing Living in accessible housing

Ability to work from home

With the COVID pandemic, I have found
that my house (in terms of appropriate
desk and more particularly “physical
space”) is NOT meeting my needs and is
limiting my work productivity.

I have to go to different places to work.
Loss around 15 h a week

Accessible housing mean I can work or
study whenever I want.

I certainly was unable to attend work or
study as because the house was
inaccessible... We had to move to
another town and purchase a home.

Geoforum xxx (Xxxx) xxx

Table 3 (continued)

Living in inaccessible housing Living in accessible housing

senior public servant. My study and
career over 30 years depended on it.
Gaining entry and exit of house enables
me to participate in full-time work and
occasionally socialise

It takes a significant amount of time to get
prepared to leave the home with
required assistance to bathe due to the
design of the bathroom. I would not
require assistance if the bathroom had
been designed with an accessible
thought process

Living close to work

Due to a lack of even minimal accessible It is sheer luck that I found a ground

Working from home during COVID has
been ...difficult because of lack of space
for an ergonomic accessible work desk.

Time and energy available for work

Time and energy spent getting prepared
for work can take an overall toll on
energy left to get to/from work and
around the workplace.

When the house is inaccessible, the time it

takes to access the shower and toilet
prevents me from taking on paid
employment.

Energy required to live/clean/cook/
shower in rental housing that didn’t
meet my access needs meant I decided
to work part time (4 days a week). So, I
lost 1 day a week wages + associated
superannuation, leave entitlements +
missed promotion opportunities at work
due to being part time employee.

Bad design means extra effort which
means less capacity for work or study.

My apartment has incredibly limiting
space in the bathroom in particular, and
this has meant that I have been late for
things, especially when work was still in
an office. The space between the wall,
my wheelchair and the bed is narrow.
My closet is largely inaccessible. Getting
ready for anything, but work especially,
takes a long time.

The energy which navigating these stairs
takes is something which I have to
factor into every day... That is not even
considering the energy needed to cook

The home needed a lot of modifications
and once this was all done, I was just
then able to return to study.

Having my modified apartment
enabled me to return to work full time,
despite my injury.

A quiet environment at home, e.g. thick
walls, supports my hyperacusis.
[Otherwise], high temperatures (due to
poor shading on windows) worsen my
body’s heat regulation and therefore
drain my limited energy.

I have a home that makes life easy for
me, so I am able to think and plan for
things outside the home. Also, I can
come home to a place that renews me.
Ease of living at home and entering/
exiting home improves energy levels to
be able to maintain employment

If our home was not accessible it would
severely limit social, mental and
creative wellbeing which would impact
on ability to sleep/et/bathe suitably
and therefore be in a positive way able
to attend waged work and thereby
contribute to paying taxes.

Without somewhere to shower or sleep,
good *** luck trying to hold down a job
or focus on other things

I could be more independent and focus
time and energy on family and work
instead of worrying how I get around
my house.

housing I have had to spend all my
disposable income travelling to work in
a taxi because no accommodation was
closer.

Having limited accessible housing

available means it is not easy to find a
suitable living arrangement that is close
to work, which causes me to have to
travel long distances to my parent’s
home, limiting the number of hours I

floor Villa. Now they are all high-rise
apartments. I only want to live on
ground floor due to access and safety
concerns. If I didn’t find this home
close to public transport, I may not
have been able to work as taxi fares are
too expensive (compared to bus/train)

If I did not have a fully wheelchair
accessible home in a location of my
choosing I would have had huge
difficulty finding a job, keeping a job
due to the fact it takes me a long time to
get ready in the mornings and need to

dinner or perform other typical
household chores once I get inside after
work. This takes a significant toll on the
extent to which I can be productive
during the workday.

Independence

Being unable to shower or dress myself
has caused issues on keeping my
employment

If my home was not accessible, I would
rely heavily on others for assistance,
therefore limiting my ability to work or
study

Living in an accessible home means I'm
able to come and go freely without
having to wait on others to assist me

When I lived in a rental that had a step at
the front door I really needed other
people to always be able to be there to
get in and out of the house which meant
there were times I couldn’t leave the
house so I couldn’t work

Difficult moving in house doorways
narrow no safe access into/out of house.

If I did not have safe, secure, accessible
housing I would not be a PhD or a

can work each week. be close to my place of work.

Source: Authors’ analysis of responses to open-ended questions in the online
questionnaire.

4.4. Motivating harm

The third theme emerging from participants’ stories was the way
living in inaccessible home created conditions that reinforce stigma of
people with disability as unhygienic, unproductive, and dependent. We
argue that such stigma, then, is used to justify inflicting further harm on
people with disabilities, whether through hate crimes, discrimination, or
denial of welfare rights in neoliberal regimes.

For many of our participants, living in inaccessible housing made it
difficult to challenge stereotypes of people with disability as somehow
“de-gendered and asexual perversions of the human form” (Nario-Red-
mond, 2010, p. 483). For example, participants reported how inacces-
sible housing prevented them from performing regular self-care, in turn
reinforcing stereotypes around hygiene and cleanliness. For Edna, the
risk and effort associated with entering and exiting her bath means she
often skips showering when she needs to go out in the morning. This
gives rise to anxiety about her hygiene and odour throughout the entire
day.

Inaccessible housing also reproduces the perception of people with
disability as non-productive, as if it was an intrinsic characteristic. As
mentioned above, living with a disability in an inaccessible home creates
difficulties entering and sustaining paid employment. The quotes in
Table 3 reveal how the effort of navigating inaccessible home leaves
little energy (and time) to take on paid employment. For many, leaving
and entering the house to get to work is difficult and dangerous when
steps are involved, while working from home is often not an option
when there are no accessible workspaces at home. People with mobility
restrictions in inaccessible homes are more reliant on paid or unpaid
assistance to shower, take a meal and leave in time for work, and it is
often difficult to secure such support. When accessible housing supply is
scant, finding a suitable home close to a suitable workplace is also
difficult. Perhaps as much as a direct harm, loss of employment oppor-
tunities can be understood as a vulnerabilising condition, by exposing
people to stigma as non-productive (as well as eroding their material
resources, which are important defenses against harm, as mentioned in
the previous section).

While stigma legitimises harm by others, inaccessible housing also
creates conditions that can lead people to self-harm. Several survey
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respondents made a direct link between the experience of living in an
inaccessible home, and suicidal thoughts or self-harm:

It has dehumanised me to the point that I have become a recluse and
am suicidal.

Bathing and self-care is traumatic and upsetting with physical risk
which is stressful and makes me anxious and upset leading to self-harm.

My greatest fear is becoming homeless due to the inaccessibility of
housing. It has led to suicidal thoughts.

In the quotes above, the risk and fear of future harm were so acutely
felt, that they drove participants to considering, and at times inflicting,
self-harm. This highlights both the immediate effects of the ‘vulner-
abilising moment’, i.e. the powerful emotions connected with the un-
certainty and possibility of future material harm. And it also highlights
the way vulnerabilising assemblages, such as inaccessible housing, not
only expose people to harm, or remove their defences against harm, but
also more directly facilitate future harm, by others and by self.

5. Discussion

In this paper we proposed the concept of ‘vulnerabilising’ to describe
assemblages that increase different people’s susceptibility to harm. We
have also sought to identify the mechanisms through which such as-
semblages vulnerabilise people. Using inaccessible housing as a case
study, we identified three types of mechanisms through which its vul-
nerabilsing effects are produced, and which we suggest may also be
applicable to other types of vulnerabilising assemblages.

First, vulnerabilising assemblages generate exposure to harm,
including processes placing people in harm’s way, or preventing them
from escaping harm. For example, inaccessible housing elements such as
staircases expose people with mobility restrictions to risk of falls and
injury, while inaccessible exits prevent escape during a fire, flooding or
earthquake. In the literature on natural disasters, there is sometimes a
distinction between the vulnerability of a person or people (their sus-
ceptibility to harm, for example due to old age), and their exposure to an
external hazard (e.g. Cutter, 2003). Here, we attend to both ‘suscepti-
bility’ and ‘exposure’ not as givens, rather as being actively produced by
the vulnerabilising assemblage. Inaccessible housing exposes people to
harms which are not always immediate (though some certainly are),
rather are accumulated over time, resonating with what Nixon (2011)
termed a process of ‘slow violence’.

Second, vulnerabilising works through erosion or removal of de-
fenses that protect people from harm. Relational strands within
vulnerability literature suggest that all human and living things are
inherently vulnerable, but that social institutions and care networks and
infrastructures offer better protection and defense for some relative to
others, generating unequal vulnerabilities (Fineman 2008; Ghande-
harian and FitzGerald, 2022). Housing, as a site for care, is one of those
infrastructures that provides protection for some but not others (Power
and Mee, 2020; Power and Gillon, 2021). In this paper we illustrated
how inaccessible features in homes remove or erode some of the de-
fenses that protect people with disability against harm, including not
only care by others, but also self-care and internal defenses against
harm. We argue that vulnerabilising assemblages deplete the resources
available to people to defend oneself against harm, from money to
emotional and physical energy. Isolating or alienating people from their
care networks also breaks a critical form of protection from harm.

Third, vulnerabilising can involve giving legitimacy to harm against
certain people, for example through Othering, stigmatising, and dehu-
manising them. Such discourses position some lives as less ‘grievable’,
thus less deserving of protection from harm, if not outright deserving of
harm (Butler, 2016). The denial of harm, or misrepresentation of its
source, for instance, by describing it as natural or inevitable, is another
way of legitimising harm. Life in inaccessible homes, for example, leaves
imprints on the bodies of people — from visible injuries to bodily odours —
that reproduce ableist discourses that depict people with disability as
deformed and dependent. Such discourses have long legitimised various
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harms inflicted on people with disability, from their forced institution-
alisation, to social isolation and workforce discrimination. Furthermore,
life in inaccessible homes can be so unbearable that it can drive people
towards self-harm.

The three different mechanisms of vulnerabilising that we identify in
this paper are entangled and mutually reinforcing. For instance, dealing
with ongoing exposure to injury risk (exposure) depletes emotional and
physical resources to deal with other harms (breaking down defenses).
When cumulative harm eventuates due to ongoing and increasing
exposure, for instance in the form of repeat injuries, it can reinforce
stigma associated with disability, legitimising and motivating further
harm.

The vulnerabilising effects that are produced in inaccessible homes
can eventuate as harm within the home itself, but also elsewhere. For
example, not being able to shower at home can eventuate as harm when
meeting a colleague at work. This points to the complex, diffuse geog-
raphy of vulnerabilising assemblages; in this case, the home is the centre
of a vulnerabilising assemblage, but its effects expand far beyond the
home. Arguably, when harms eventuate elsewhere, the vulnerabilising
effects of inaccessible homes become less visible, as evident in the case
of reduced employment opportunities.

The distinctions between the analytical categories we propose are
not always clear cut. Fatigue or injury are at once direct harms, and
forms of vulnerabilising. Similarly, an injury at once generates exposure
to new harms, breaks down defenses, and legitimises harm (by
deforming human bodies). Other experiences, however, such as taking a
loan to finance accessibility modifications, can help reduce the vulner-
abilising effects of an inaccessible home, but in can vulnerabilise by
depleting a person’s material resources (Dawney et al., 2020).

Fineman (2010) argues that framing vulnerability as a condition
inherent to all humans can help bring together wider political coalitions
and willingness to address the causes of vulnerability. Framing the ef-
fects of inaccessible housing as ‘vulnerabilising’ aligns with this
approach. While our empirical analysis focused on people with
disability, people of all abilities are vulnerabilised by inaccessible
housing. This is a central tenet of universal design literature, which
recognises disability as a condition that could happen to any human
through injury, illness or ageing (Coleman et al., 2003). For the majority
of the population, rather than causing direct or immediate harm, inac-
cessible housing is a longer term and often invisible risk, engendering
bodily risks and remediation costs in later life when income is typically
lower. Foregrounding these risks through framing inaccessible housing
as a vulnerabilising assemblage, affecting all people however unevenly,
recognises and creates a broader political constituency who might
appreciate and advocate the value of inclusive design mandates.

As a vulnerablising assemblage, inaccessible housing is deeply
entrenched in Australia (or ‘territorialised’ in assemblage thinking jar-
gon). This has been reinforced by dominant neoliberal discourses val-
orising free market and consumer choice over regulation and state
intervention, coupled with ableist discourses depicting disability as an
unfortunate individual fate. Such discourses have legitimised a volun-
tary rather than regulatory approach to production of new accessible
homes. But vulnerabilising assemblages are also sites of resistance, from
the everyday practices of negotiating an inaccessible space and avoiding
its harms, through to individual efforts to modify homes, and collective
campaigns to change the Australian building standards. The changes to
the NCC agreed in 2021 - achieved through decades of activism by
disability rights activists — will go a long way towards unsettling (or
"deterritorialising’) the housing inaccessibility vulnerabilising assem-
blage, but on its own will not fully dismantle it. Importantly, these
changes will make new houses more accessible, and more easily modi-
fied for even greater accessibility. But some Australian states have
resisted adoption of the new code. And even in those states where the
changes will be implemented, it will take a long time for new accessible
homes to be built in the volume that is needed, and to ‘filter’ to the
people who need them most. Builders will also require education and
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training in fulfilling the code. Homes built under the new code will not
be fully accessible for diverse people with different types and severity of
disability, and will only include the most basic elements of accessibility
at the LHA’s silver level. As argued by Imrie (2005, p. 14) while the
regulation of accessibility standards is necessary, in and of themselves,
they will fail “to produce the quality of livable spaces responsive to the
differentiated and complex needs of people*, and to address the diversity
of “human concerns that turn houses into a home”.

Acknowledging inaccessible housing as an assemblage is a sobering
reminder that introducing minimum accessibility standards into the
building code is no panacea, rather one piece in a complex puzzle. On
the same token, however, introducing accessibility standards into to the
code should be understood as having potential effects that go beyond
accessibility itself, for instance, on other vulnerabilising assemblages
such as those that exist in employment and healthcare. Exploring these
effects of inaccessible housing might also help reimagine accessible
housing as a de-vulnerabilising assemblage, where home is a place
where exposure to harm is minimised; a place in which to build defenses
against harm, from social resources (e.g. as place for socialising),
through to physical and mental resources (e.g. the home as a place for
rest and mental recovery) and material resources (the home as a space
that facilitates employment opportunities — allowing working from
home, or comfortable travel to and from a workplace elsewhere); and
the home as a place that delegitimates harm, or a place that facilitates
care by self and others (e.g. housing design that facilitates self-care, and
projects an external identity that is socially valued). Again echoing Imrie
(2005, p. 14), such effects go well beyond the remit of existing acces-
sibility standards.

There are several limitations to this paper. First, the research ques-
tions and methods focused on collection of data on harm already
experienced by participants living in accessible homes. But in this paper
we have focused on participants’ concerns about future harm. Further
research on vulnerabilising assemblages will benefit from a more direct
focus of future harm in research design and the collection of data. Sec-
ond, the paper takes an exploratory approach focusing on qualitative
data to develop a conception of vulnerabilising assemblages. Future
research on vulnerabilising assemblages will benefit from additional
quantitative analysis, to discern how widespread, variable and similar
the dynamics identified here are. Third, particular attention is needed in
both qualitative and quantitative research to consider variation in the
vulnerabilising effects of inaccessible homes (or other vulnerabilising
assemblages) on people differentiated not only by ability, but also other
social differences such as gender, race, class, etc.

6. Conclusions

Misrecognising the source of vulnerability can lead to inadequate
and harmful ‘protections’ of people labelled as vulnerable, such as over-
protection and institutionalisation of people with disability. Shifting
attention from the ‘vulnerable’ person to vulnerabilising assemblages is
important to better identify the mechanisms which generate risk of
harm. These mechanisms include giving legitimacy to harm; exposing
people to harm; and breaking down their internal and external defenses
against harm. Further theoretical and empirical research will no doubt
continue to identify other effective mechanisms of vulnerabilising and
particular attention is needed to expose less visible mechanisms,
including those which are unintentional, or which appear to be benefi-
cial in the short term. However, vulnerabilising assemblages are also
sites of resistance, where harms and their causes are exposed and miti-
gated against through various forms and scales of agency. Importantly,
future research in this space should also move beyond mechanisms, to
explore how vulnerabilising (and de-vulnerabilising) assemblages
emerge, territorialise and deterritorialise.
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