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Figure 1: Over three scaffolded sessions, 11 adults with mild intellectual disabilities entered the open wild of VRChat, moving
from low-stimulation scenic worlds like Fallen Books (left) and structured activity spaces like Udon Bird Sanctuary (centre)
to high-traffic social hubs such as The Black Cat (right). Along the way, they pursued their own interests, navigated safety
together, and built confidence through interdependent care. For privacy, we replace participant avatars with checkerboard
silhouettes in all figures; these are conceptual placeholders rather than the avatars participants used.

Abstract
Adults with intellectual disabilities (ID) face systemic social exclu-
sion that narrows autonomy and life opportunities. While social
virtual reality (VR) offers a powerful medium for identity expres-
sion and community belonging, research often adopts a remedial
paradigm, focusing on training functional skills in scripted envi-
ronments. This paper challenges this deficit-based model by treat-
ing social VR as an open world for participation. Following 11
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adults with ID across multi-session engagements with VRChat, we
employed an adaptive, relational method to scaffold participant
leadership. Findings reveal that participants used the platform for
interest-driven discovery, sustained through interdependent care
webs. Crucially, the study demonstrates how social VR supports
transferable confidence and emerging digital citizenship, enabling
some users to transition from novices to community leaders. We
contribute six Disability Justice-aligned design principles articu-
lating a world-making paradigm that reorients Human-Computer
Interaction toward supporting personhood and self-determination
in mainstream digital publics.
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CCS Concepts
ˆ Social and professional topics ! People with disabilities ; ˆ
Computing methodologies ! Virtual reality ; Perception ; ˆ In-
formation systems ! Social networking sites ; ˆ Security and
privacy ! Social aspects of security and privacy ; ˆ Human-
centered computing ! Empirical studies in accessibility .
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1 Introduction
Adults with intellectual disabilities (ID) faceprofound social exclu-
sion, often feeling �left out� even from services designed for their
inclusion [90]. This is not just a feeling, but a measurable real-
ity: they are up to four times more likely to experience chronic
loneliness [39], have smaller social networks [106], and are sys-
tematically under-represented in cultural and community life [42].
These outcomes are a result of persistent social and environmental
barriers from the low expectations and overprotection that limit
autonomy [117] to the quiet, systemic exclusions that narrow a
person's chances to build a connected and meaningful life.

Unfortunately, technology design and research in Human-Computer
Interaction (HCI) often reproduce these same exclusionary patterns.
Despite calls for more justice-oriented approaches, the �eld's en-
gagement with the ID community remains sparse and narrowly
focused. A survey of top accessibility venues (CHI/ASSETS, 2010�
2019) found that only 2.8% of papers addressed ID, with aims skewed
toward �increasing independence� through skills-training and be-
haviour change [82]. This remedial bias positions people with ID
as subjects to be corrected rather than as whole persons with inher-
ent worth, experiences, and the right to lead conversations about
their own lives [14]. A Disability Justice approach challenges this,
demanding that we target the social arrangements that produce
exclusion and instead centre self-determination and the leadership
of those most impacted [102].

This tension between remediation and self-determinationis starkly
visible in research on virtual reality (VR). The dominant approach
applies VR for people with ID as a tool for training functional life
skills in simpli�ed, scripted environments, such as cooking [74],
shopping [29], or transport [91]. Such studies cast VR as a padded
corner for practising de�cits, prioritising control over agency. As
Bennett and Rosner[10] critiqued, these methods create a harmful
power dynamic in which designers' interpretations of disability
override the expertise of disabled people themselves. Across ex-
tended reality (XR) more broadly, critical syntheses similarly argue
that �disability inclusion� is still too often framed as remediation to-
ward normative functioning, and call for approaches that centre dis-
abled people's own ways of living, sensing, and relating [110, 113].

In contrast, research with other marginalised communities shows
what VR can become when users are in control. Work in social VR
has documented how platforms such as VRChat function asthird
placeswhere LGBTQ+ users build safer spaces for identity expres-
sion and mutual support that may be unavailable o�ine [1, 76].
Disabled people are likewise already present in these worlds: they
use avatars and social norms to negotiate visibility, manage stigma,
and experiment with more a�rming self-presentations, sometimes
in ways that spill over into greater con�dence and sustained so-
cial support beyond the headset [28, 31, 36, 47, 121]. These studies
suggest that when VR is treated as an open, interest-driven social
world rather than a closed training tool, it can support identity,
community, and care.

The divide between using VR as a de�cit-focused training tool
and embracing it as a platform for social participation points to a
persistent gap in how HCI has imagined the role of VR in the lives of
people with ID. To challenge this, our study explores what becomes
possible when we stop designing for de�cits and instead design
for agency. We take up this question in social VR, a compelling
site for this work for several reasons. Unlike the sterile, controlled
environments common in remedial studies, it is an unscripted,
public world where interaction is socially negotiated. Crucially,
its a�ordances like avatar embodiment allow for new forms of
identity expression and self-presentation, while the virtual space
removes many of the logistical and physical barriers that can limit
participation in o�ine life.

Our study builds on and extends accessibility and social VR re-
search in three ways.First, we focus on adults with mild intellectual
disabilities, a group largely absent from existing social VR acces-
sibility work despite being targeted by remedial VR interventions.
Second, methodologically, we conducted a multi-session, in-situ
qualitative study in a mainstream platform (VRChat), rather than re-
lying solely on retrospective interviews, brief exposures, or bespoke
prototypes. We followed participants as they entered, explored, and
in one case continued to inhabit thewild of VRChat over time (see
Figure 1). Third, analytically, we interpret their trajectories through
a Disability Justice�alignedworld-makinglens that foregrounds
digital citizenship, personhood, agency, and interdependence.

Our contributions are twofold: (1) an empirical account of how
adults with ID participate in a mainstream social VR platform,
together with an adaptive, relational method for sca�olding and
studying this engagement; and (2) six Disability Justice�aligned
design principles that together articulate aworld-making paradigm
for social VR with adults with ID, o�ering an alternative to prevalent
remedial, skills-focused VR training approaches with this group.

2 Related work
This section �rst reviews the remedial legacy of technology for
people with ID. We then introduce the Disability Justice frameworks
that challenge this paradigm, before focusing on VR as a critical
site where the tension between remediation and participation is
clearly visible.
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2.1 The remedial legacy of technology for
people with ID

Historically, society's response to disability has been dominated by
a medical model. This model frames a person's cognitive, sensory,
or physical di�erence as an individual pathology or private `tragedy'
to be `�xed' [79, 85, 104]. By locating the `problem' within the per-
son, this perspective reduces the complex identity of a disabled
individual to their functional limitations compared to a normal
baseline, often framing their disability as synonymous with inabil-
ity [ 21]. Much of the technology designed for people with ID echoes
this model. Rooted in a well-intentioned desire to help, the goal has
often been normalisation: providing support that helps individuals
learn and behave in ways that minimise their perceived de�cits [70].
This has led to a proliferation of tools focused on remedial training,
such as cognitive software for memory skills, educational apps for
repetitive practice, and even behavioural correction systems.

As critical HCI scholars like Frauenberger[46] argued, the philo-
sophical position underlying this remedial paradigm is inherently
reductionist. It presumes that the complex, lived experience of
disability can be adequately understood and addressed by focus-
ing solely on a person's functional limitations. This has shaped
the �eld's dominant understanding of accessibility, often limiting
it to a narrow, functional goal of providing a tool that enables
a user to complete a speci�c, isolated task [38, 114, 123]. While
crucial, this approach fails to account for the rich interplay of so-
cial and emotional factors that truly shape participation [105]. It
overlooks fundamental human needs for community belonging
and identity expression [33]. A narrow focus on task completion
often neglects the crucial question of whether the experience is
genuinely meaningful or empowering, thereby failing to address
broader opportunities for technology to support agency in more
holistic ways [13, 46].

2.2 Rethinking disability in HCI
A foundational shift in disability research has been the move from
the medical model to the social model, which locates disability
in the barriers created by in�exible environments and exclusion-
ary attitudes [111]. Disability Justice, a framework developed by
queer, Black, and Brown disabled activists such as Sins Invalid [66],
extends the social model by foregroundingintersectionality, collec-
tive access, andfull humanity [97]. A core principle iswholeness:
the recognition that �each person is full of history and life expe-
rience� and has inherent worth outside of capitalist notions of
productivity [14]. Disability scholars note that portraying people
only as vulnerable dependents is objectifying and de-agencifying,
whereas acknowledging dynamic agency leads to more inclusive
structures [93]. Another key principle is theleadership of those most
impacted: �nothing about us without us�, which challenges HCI to
centre the lived expertise of people with ID themselves [111].

Building on these shifts, a growing body of justice-oriented HCI
scholarship critiques the �eld's own remedial legacy. Researchers
have noted how technologies, particularly for neurodivergent play-
ers, often adopt a medical framing that reduces engagement to
a form of therapy, undermining autonomy and play for its own
sake [108]. In contrast, competency-based approaches highlight

how everyday digital practices can sca�old con�dence and self-
determination [6, 7, 107]. Reimagined co-design methods create
space for genuine in�uence [16? ], while artefacts like Talking-
Box surface overlooked strengths and interests [17]. As Safari et al.
[101] found, participants report pride and ownership when design
aligns with their interests, demonstrating that technology designed
around curiosity and identity resists the de-agencifying tendencies
of de�cit-based models.

Critical perspectives likecrip technosciencefurther inform this
trajectory by emphasising how disabled people creatively hack and
repurpose technologies to �t their own desires [60]. Within HCI,
this has inspired critiques ofindependenceas a default design goal,
proposing insteadinterdependenceas a more realistic and just ori-
entation [9]. Such work aligns with Bircanin et al. [16]'s notion
of �co-designing in the middle,� which reframes design as a rela-
tional and ongoing practice that resists the neurotypical impulse to
parse complex social realities into a series of controlled events. By
challenging designers to abandon �xed agendas and instead navi-
gate the ambiguities of themiddle, meaning is allowed to emerge
from the encounter itself [16]. Together, these justice-oriented ap-
proaches in HCI connect directly with Disability Justice principles
by foregroundingwholeness, collective access, and theleadershipof
those most impacted.

2.3 Virtual reality from remedial tool to a world
of participation

VR is an inherently experiential technology. Its core a�ordances of
immersion and presence o�er unique opportunities for learning and
interaction. For researchers working with people with ID, VR has
been compelling because it provides a controllable and engaging
medium to simulate real-life scenarios, o�eringlearning by doing
opportunities that are di�cult to replicate in traditional settings.
However, as Gerling et al. [53]critiqued,accessibility research has of-
ten failed to engage with the very experiential qualities that make VR
powerful. Recent years have seen a surge in research using VR with
people with ID, but as systematic reviews con�rm,this work has
largely perpetuated a remedial paradigmthat reduces the technol-
ogy to a tool for procedural skills-training [94, 122]. This includes
training for daily living skills like cooking [29, 74], shopping [109],
and transport or navigation [5, 34, 72, 91]; vocational skills like
job interviews [23]; and therapeutic interventions for cognitive
functions like attention [15], physical �tness [77], and emotional
regulation [51]. While research has successfully demonstrated that
VR is an engaging medium for these tasks, its scope is profoundly
limited. The cumulative body of work essentially answers a limited
question:Can people with ID learn a procedure in a controlled virtual
space?This is no longer a su�cient goal for HCI. As Gerling et al.
[53] argue in a powerful call to action, we must a�ord research
with disabled people �the same nuance and care as when addressing
non-disabled persons, placing the same emphasis onexperience as
an outcome parameter.� To answer this call requires shifting the
research context from bespoke training applications to the kinds of
open-ended, social worlds where rich experiences can unfold.
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2.4 Accessibility and social VR
Social VR platforms like VRChat represent such a world. For many
users, they serve asthird placesthat overcome geographical barriers
and enable a powerful sense of co-presence for social interaction.
This potential is leveraged by speci�c marginalised communities.
Research in HCI has documented how LGBTQ+ users, for exam-
ple, use social VR to �nd social support and create safe spaces for
identity formation that may be unavailable to them o�ine [1, 76].

Accessibility research shows that disabled people are not waiting
to be included into social VR, they are already present and actively
reshaping these spaces. Because mainstream platforms often centre
normative bodies and communication styles, disabled users develop
rich, self-directed practices to negotiate access and safety [80]. This
agency is most visible in avatar systems, which serve as a primary
site for identity work [75]. Customisation is not treated as cos-
metic, studies show how disabled users leverage avatars to manage
stigma, selectively disclose disability, and experiment with a�rm-
ing self-presentations [58, 119]. This world-making extends beyond
individual representation to the social infrastructure of the platform
itself. Recent work explores how embodied interaction is made fea-
sible through sighted or AI-powered guides, as well as haptic and
audio cues that convey non-verbal signals otherwise inaccessible in
virtual environments [30, 32, 67]. Together, these practices demon-
strate that access in social VR is an active, ongoing negotiation of
both self and the virtual space.

At the same time, social VR platforms are not utopias. The same
openness that enables connection and world-building also exposes
users to harassment, exclusion, and sensory overwhelm [49, 78].
Disability signi�ers on avatars can invite targeted abuse. In re-
sponse, communities have evolved tactics such as �staying mute�
or carefully curating worlds to manage social anxiety and con-
�ict [ 28, 119]. Because of these complexities, the dominant research
paradigm has favoured keeping people with ID in tightly controlled,
safe training simulations rather than open social worlds. However,
disability advocates argue that such overprotection can be inher-
ently harmful by denying disabled people the dignity of risk [96].
By moving beyond scripted environments, we uphold the right
of people with ID to encounter complex social situations and to
develop their own judgments, relationships, and coping strategies
in the wild of a mainstream platform.

3 Methodology
We adopted a qualitative, exploratory design grounded in Disabil-
ity Justice and a practice ofbeing withparticipants to study par-
ticipation in an open-ended social VR world rather than a task-
based, remedial exercise. We �rst outline the approach, then partic-
ipants/ethics, and �nally data collection and analysis. Methodolog-
ically, we remain cautious about how �ndings from VR settings
travel beyond VR.

3.1 Study design and rationale
Our work explored how people with ID encounter an open-ended,
socially immersive virtual environment for the �rst time. Unlike
most VR studies with this group, which focus on one-o�, skills-
based training, our methodology was designed around a three-
session structure that unfolded over multiple days. This decision

was a commitment to embracing temporal �exibility, a core prin-
ciple of relational co-design [16]. While we began with a �exible
plan of potential worlds to visit, the study's trajectory was funda-
mentally shaped by the participants themselves. In conversations
between sessions, we actively solicited their preferences and ideas,
asking what they had enjoyed and what they might like to explore
next.

Our exploratory approach was structured around commitments
from accessible HCI [11], disability studies [55], and the princi-
ples of Disability Justice [14]. Unlike standardised protocols, which
often �lter out unpredictability, our methodology embraced par-
ticipants' unique embodied and relational styles as a central site
of inquiry. It thus served a dual purpose: beyond data collection,
it functioned as a practice of inclusion, deliberately designed to
prioritise participant agency and embrace the contextual richness
that standardised methods typically discard.

This approach was realised through a collaborative and iterative
process grounded in interdisciplinary and lived expertise. Our team
included researchers with backgrounds in VR and ID, a long-term
VRChat user, and an autistic public contributor, who co-developed
materials and piloted the full protocol. To conduct our study, we
selected VRChat for its unique capacity to support open-ended
exploration, allowing us to tailor experiences to individual interests
while using private instances to manage safety in the beginning.
VRChat is a multi-user social VR platform in which people ap-
pear as avatars and move between user-created `worlds' that vary
in activities, aesthetics, and social density. Worlds can be public
(open to anyone), friends-only, or private instances. Users commu-
nicate primarily through spatialised voice chat, simple gestures,
and in-world objects. This structure made it possible for us to select
lower-stimulation or more structured worlds for initial sessions,
then gradually move towards busier public hubs as participants'
con�dence grew.

Although prior comparative work in other domains suggests that
some virtual �eld studies can reproduce high-level behavioural pat-
terns seen in corresponding real-world deployments, it also shows
that VR can systematically shift behaviour (e.g., increased explo-
ration/interaction, device/controller constraints, and the absence
of everyday distractions such as smartphone use). We therefore
treat our �ndings as situated in social VR and interpret transfer to
non-VR contexts cautiously [84].

3.2 Participants and ethical considerations
Here we outline how participants were recruited and deemed el-
igible, who took part, and the ethical safeguards put in place to
enable informed, ongoing, and as-safe-as-possible engagement with
VRChat.

3.2.1 Recruitment and eligibility.Participants were recruited through
ID services and community organisations in the region surround-
ing the University of Kent in the UK. Recruitment was carried out
in collaboration with local support networks and community cen-
tres in a mix of urban and coastal areas in the UK. A public-facing
poster, outlining the study's aims, procedures, inclusion criteria,
and contact details in accessible language, was distributed across
these networks. Researchers also visited day centres and drop-in
programmes that regularly support adults with ID. During these
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