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Supporting people

to make connection

Karin & David Swift are a young married couple who, in writing this article, have reflected on their lifetime of experience of living with disability. They both work in the sector in various roles and offer some insights into how people can be supported to make connections with each other.

O

ur relationships with others is often what makes life worth living, providing us with a sense of self and a sense of belonging to family, friends and community. Both of us have had experiences with others who have a disability, and whose profound dis-connectedness from family, friends and community has taught us the value of these connections – within our own lives and for others. In looking at how individuals in the community can make person-to-person connections with someone who has a disability, we reflected on a number of questions.    

For example, if the question is asked, What does it take to break down barriers so that two people can get to know each other, when one person has a disability, there is danger in assuming that there will be difficulties for people with disability forming friendships with others in their community. This is a negative self-fulfilling prophecy. It is far more positive and valuing of the person to hold a basic belief that friendships are possible for all people. In other words, there is no disability that precludes friendship.  

One suggestion to family, friends, advocates, support workers and people with disabilities is to spot opportunities that enable connections and friendships to form naturally, by asking themselves: Where are the places that people meet in the community; what clubs or interest groups exist in the community; what hobbies or skills would the person like to develop? These questions should always be based on ensuring that the person with the disability is actually interested in a particular activity and that the focus of coming together is the activity itself. Most importantly, activities need to be real and natural – for example going to watch a local game of footy on a Saturday afternoon – and not a human service program where a bus-load of people with disabilities go line-dancing at an isolated venue. A person might use a service to go to the activity, but it is important for the activity itself to be real – something that all community members could go to.

In almost all life experiences and personal relationships there are elements of risk-taking. Unfortunately, many people with disabilities are not generally given opportunities to take these ordinary risks in life. Rigid service structures have often meant that a person’s choices are narrowly constructed and that if a person tries something once and it fails, the person is never given that opportunity again. This is unrealistic and unfair because in real life most people make a number of attempts at such things as moving out of home, or getting a driver’s license, but there is an  unrealistic  expectation  that  people with a disability have to get it right the first time. People need to be supported in the risk-taking that is involved in their personal development and finding direction in life. This requires a commitment from family, friends and support workers to go outside their own comfort zones and keep supporting the person to take up the opportunities that are perceived to be risky, given the person’s disability. In our experience, one of the major ways a person can grow is through having a sense of achievement by being encouraged to make their own choices about their lives. Paradoxically, the sort of risks that people with disabilities have so often been exposed to are ones that are known to cause harm – for example there is plenty of evidence of the harmful effects of institutional life. 

Given that attraction is a big part of what brings people together, what is it that makes a person’s qualities shine beyond their disabilities so that others will be attracted, and want to be with that person? There is no one ‘it’, rather there is a collage of qualities that shine beyond a person’s disability and provide the inspiration for others to stay connected to that person. Attraction between two people is often found in shared life experiences such as enjoyment of one another’s company, genuinely wanting to be in one another’s lives, acknowledgement of individual gifts, shared love and pain, companionship, acceptance, appreciation of differences, healthy conflict, forgiveness, and a willingness to try new things. Some attractions between two people are often found in things as simple as finding a person to be a good listener or having a beautiful smile.

When thinking about some of the things that could be done when genuinely wanting to assist a person to make authentic connections with others, support workers need to value basic things such as the personal image that they portray of the person they are supporting. If this is done well and with dignity, other people will want to make connections with the person.  In contrast, things are often said about a person with a disability in a joking manner (and even by those who are there to support them) that cause harm by presenting the person in a negative light, making relationships uncomfortable and awkward. Valuing a person always involves communicating in ways that positively promote that person. It is important to remember that positive settings can also enhance a person’s image. For example, if a person has a nice home, people are more likely to want to visit.

Knowing when to ‘fade out’ is an important judgment-call for anyone wanting to assist a person to make authentic connections with others, especially in social situations that are intended to promote natural connections. When opportunities arise, it is the role of support workers to step back and let natural relationships occur even though there may be costs involved to the workers based on a belief that they may no longer be required in their support role.    

The struggle to make real connections for people who are vulnerable in our community is one that concerns all of society, not just those who are vulnerable. It is only when we contemplate our own vulnerability to isolation, loneliness, and dis-connectedness that we can begin to understand the lived experience of a person who has never had the opportunities to develop meaningful relationships with others.







