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This paper develops the concepts of ‘doing’ and ‘undoing’ risk, a new approach
to risk research that echoes the ‘doing gender’ of gender studies. In this way, we
combine intersectional and risk theory and apply the new perspective to empiri-
cal material. To better explore the doing and undoing, or the performance, of
risk, we will refer to practices that simultaneously (re)produce and hide socio-
political norms and positions, played out in contemporary, hierarchical relations
of power and knowledge. The aim is to develop a theoretical understanding of
doing and undoing risk. The study makes use of transcripts from five focus
group interviews with men and women, lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender
people of different ages living in Sweden to develop a theory of ‘doing risk’.
The doing of risk of our informants takes place within the frame of a hegemonic
heteronormativity. The way that risks are perceived and done in everyday life
therefore always needs to be read within a frame of prevailing structures of
power. This counts for all of us as we are all part of the hegemonic power struc-
tures and thereby are both subject to the intersecting doings of risk and
performatively reproducing these power structures in practice.

Keywords: risk theory; doing risk; intersectionality; inequality

Introduction

In my lifetime I’ve been physically assaulted three times and hospitalised once on leav-
ing gay venues. (Michael, 66, London)

I do report the serious ones, but the low level name calling is a horrible but everyday
occurrence really – it messes with your self-confidence and affects your work and
health. (Michaela, 48, South-East England)

Unfortunately I am so severely anxious about being attacked I am permanently
housebound. (Ed, 24, Wales)

Numerous examples like these remind us that who we are and who we love is
entangled with risk. The above quotations from The Gay British Crime Survey 2013
show how hate crimes, discrimination and social exclusion are part of everyday life
for homosexual and bisexual people (Guasp, Gammon, and Ellison 2013). In this
paper, we argue that it is in the interplay between heteronormative structures, sexual-
ity and gender that these risks are created – or done and undone. Over time these
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risks become embodied and lived, and we develop a framework for analysing and
theorising the multiple ways in which people of different sexualities, ages and gen-
ders are doing and undoing risk in everyday life. Our main argument for opening up
the ‘doing gender’ framework is that it makes it possible to create a space in which
to engage theoretically in rethinking the calculations of, for example, health risks
and the ways in which these intersect with, for example, gender, class, sexuality, or
race. In line with an intersectional approach, this paves the way for construction as
well as deconstruction. By taking intersectional theory as a starting point, the
everyday understanding and practices of risk can be understood as an embodied
practice – a site where social meanings and knowledge are inscribed.

During the last decade of risk research, we have witnessed an increase in diver-
sification and a number of new creative contributions to improve understanding of
risk in contemporary society (e.g. Boholm and Corvellec 2011; Hannah-Moffat and
O’Malley 2007; Henwood et al. 2008; Horlick-Jones, Walls, and Kitzinger 2007;
Hunt, Evans, and Kares 2007; Lupton and Tulloch 2002; Macnaghten 2003). One
area that has received relatively little attention in sociology is that of inequality
and risk. Risk perception studies have studied the so-called white male effect
(Finucane et al. 2000; Flynn et al. 1994; Olofsson and Rashid 2011), and there are
a number of other quantitative studies that take an intersectional approach to health
and illness (Hankivsky 2011; Schultz and Mullings 2006; for a review see Giritli
Nygren and Olofsson 2014). However, there are still very few studies within the
field of risk research that integrate a process-oriented understanding of risk with
other theories of inequality and power relations. For example, feminist and gender
research shows how homogenisations of socio-structural categories such as gender,
class and ethnicity ignore the huge variations that result from complex interactions
between such socio-structural factors (e.g. Frerichs 2000; McCall 2005; Knapp
2005). Related debates have resulted in an intersectional approach that is much
more effective for explaining the continuities and complexities of social inequali-
ties in current societies (see e.g. Signs 2013).

The aim of this paper is to further develop the theoretical concepts of doing and
undoing risk by using the example of risk in the everyday lives of gay, lesbian,
bisexual and transgender people. The paper is divided into six sections. The second
section explores the research context and background. In the third section, we
develop the theoretical concepts of doing and undoing risk in relation to current
theoretical debates on risk and inequality. In the fourth section, the empirical mate-
rial, methodology and analytical approach are discussed; in the fifth section, our
analysis and findings are presented, and in the sixth and final section our main find-
ings are discussed in relation to the theoretical concepts that have been developed.

Doing, redoing and undoing risk: theoretical concepts

Doing risk is a new approach that echoes the ‘doing gender’ of gender studies,
which can also overcome the dividing lines of risk research and intersectionality
(Giritli Nygren and Olofsson 2014; Montelius and Giritli Nygren 2014; Olofsson
et al. 2014). It is also a theory of the middle range, that is, it does not divide the
world into micro and macro as many of the so-called grand theories tend to do
(Flynn 2006). Doing risk is at the heart of inequality in terms of gender, sexuality
and ethnicity, structures rarely mentioned in, for example, governmentality (Hannah-
Moffat and O’Malley 2007). It highlights the need for analysis of the ‘doings’ of
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risk not only from the perspective of discourses that interpolate individuals into
certain subject positions, but also from a perspective that acknowledges the power
dimensions in the ‘doings’, and also acknowledges that the performativity of risk
takes place along lines of difference.

For those not familiar with the ‘doing gender’ approach, here is a brief descrip-
tion: gender is a dynamic construct of social power relationships under specific his-
torical circumstances, shaping people’s lives in fundamental and often contradictory
ways, and giving rise as much to conflict as to change (Connell 2009). When we
engage with the ‘doing gender’ framework we can draw attention to contestations
and challenges within risk theory and create a space for engaging theoretically in a
rethinking of the calculations of risk in everyday life and how it intersects with, for
example, gender, class, sexuality and race. Risk, by extension, like gender, is often
predefined as having fixed ‘objective’ characteristics, in terms of occurrence, fre-
quency and magnitude, with the aim to make probabilistic calculations of histori-
cally defined and taken for granted objects of risks (Lupton 2014). At the same
time, risk is intimately associated with uncertainty (Zinn 2008). Its orientation
towards the future and the unknown, disguised in objective measurements that are
often oriented to the past, permeates the concept and opens up possibilities for con-
struction as well as deconstruction.

Therefore, we suggest that ‘doing risk’ is a way to construct and act in accor-
dance with norms of risk. ‘Doing risk’ differs from understandings of risk and risk
perception that are more conscious, which in themselves strengthen the norms as
they also become part of doing risk. West and Zimmerman (1987) use Garfinkel’s
1967 ethnomethodological study of Agnes, a transgender person, to illustrate how
gender is created through interaction and at the same time structures interaction in a
taken for granted and continuous way. Agnes has to actively and consciously pro-
duce configurations of behaviour to ‘pass’ as a ‘normal woman’, that is, she adopts
normative gender behaviour, something that most women do without reflecting:
‘Women can be seen as unfeminine but that does not make them “unfemale”’ (West
and Zimmerman 1987, 134). In this way, doing risk is also embodied, as the norms
over time are repeated, inscribed and carved in some peoples’ lives as well as bod-
ies. It is obvious that this idea is derived from the ‘doing gender’ approach, and just
as gender can be distinguished from sex, where sex is often understood and defined
as a biological dichotomy according to which everyone is socially categorised as
female or male, risk can be distinguished from the risk source or object of risk
(Hilgartner 1992; cf. Boholm and Corvellec 2011)1; that is, it can be distinguished
from what poses the risk, such as an illness, a behaviour or an ideology.2 Similarly,
gender being the socially performed conduct of femininity or masculinity, risk is the
social construction of the probability of getting an illness, or of being subjected to
violence. And just as sex never stands alone, but is always interpreted through the
web of social and cultural norms and power relations (McCall 2005), risk objects
and the bodily experience of pain or emotional experience of loss or discrimination
are always socially and culturally mediated (Flynn 2006; cf. Collier 1994). However,
that is not to say that pain and death are not real nor that they do not exist, rather,
that they can only be experienced, studied and analysed through the lenses of situ-
ated norms and experiences (cf. Turner 2000).

Yet another analogy to sex and gender is that of sex categorisation (Fenstermaker
and West 2002; West and Zimmerman 1987). Sex ‘categorisation’ is intimately
related to the individual and her or his performance of passing as female or male,
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according to which others more or less intuitively categorise that individual as a
woman or man. There are also norms related to risk objects which are intimately
related to how people understand and act upon risks, or how they are ‘doing’ risk.
Hence, some objects are defined as risky and others are not, which is closely related
to hegemonic norms which alter over time and context (e.g. Lupton 2014). Or, as in
the case of Agnes, passing as a woman is important (Connell 1987), but hiding the
secret of her biological sex is even more important (West and Zimmerman 1987),
since revealing it is not only a matter of being identified as something she does not
identify with but a matter of risk: ‘Hence, producing actions that would be seen as
those of a bona fide female served to preserve her secret and, arguably, her life’
(West and Zimmerman 2009, 119). West and Zimmerman are here referring to the
killings of transgender people who had revealed their secret.

Therefore, we argue that risk objects are inter-categorised with gender, sexuality,
ethnicity and other relations of power dependent on time and place. Risk is done
in the interaction with others based on social norms reflected in institutional
inter-categorised risk objects creating normative risk behaviour. Behaviour becomes
self-regulating, embodied and ever-present; it is the doing of risk at the same time
as it is the doing of gender, age, ethnicity, sexuality etc., and it creates a complex
and situated understanding of risk in everyday life.

To do risk is to act in the knowledge that something unwanted might happen and
at the moment one acts to pass according to the hegemonic norm to avoid the
unwanted, one does risk as well as reproducing the systems of power, that is, gen-
der, sexuality, ethnicity, class, and age. Hence, risk is construed and (re)produced in
power relationships (Heyman, Alaszewski, and Brown 2012), and when we ‘do’ risk
we simultaneously ‘do’ gender, ethnicity, class and sexuality and their intersections.
Furthermore, the study of ‘doing risk’ entails taking an intersectional approach to
the study of society and of risk. Intersectionality has emerged as a vital theoretical
tool to explore hierarchy, hegemony and exclusions. Many feminist researchers have
provided rich descriptions of the concept’s origins and the varied ways in which it
has been understood and applied (Hancock 2007; Lutz, Herrera Vivar, and Supik
2011; McCall 2005; Prins 2006; Signs 2013). According to Choo and Ferree (2010),
intersectionality signifies the importance of including the perspectives of multiply
marginalised people; it is an analytical shift from an additive model of factors of
social inequality such as race, class and gender to an analysis of their interactions,
and it signifies a readiness to understand the relationships between multiple charac-
teristics (cf. McCall 2005). It also highlights the importance of analysing unmarked
categories and how power (and privilege, as much as disadvantage) is constituted.

What we are suggesting is that ‘doing risk’ means the socialisation of normative
constructs of risk, anchored in deeply rooted but time-space-dependent power rela-
tionships, which will influence the life of the individual as well as society at large.
In this way, certain individuals are ascribed certain risks and are framed (Henwood
et al. 2008) as ‘at risk’ or ‘risky’, while others are not (Flynn 2006). It is a process
since the notion of risk is constantly changing and negotiated, ‘done’, ‘redone’ and
sometimes ‘undone’ (cf. Butler 2004). In the discussion on how to undo gender,
various arguments have been put forward; some follow the side of the debate that
argues that the gender binary can be subverted (see e.g. Connell 2009; Deutsch
2007), whereas others argue that gender can never be undone but might instead be
redone (West and Zimmerman 2009). Theoretically, it might be possible to differ-
entiate between doing, redoing and undoing by thinking of the doing of risk as the
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way risks are performed, the redoing of risk as reproducing risk but reshaping the
accountability structures and undoing risk as disrupting and making it irrelevant.
Translated into our discussion on doing and undoing risk, we believe that it is not
necessarily either/or, and that it may be possible to redo the everyday risks without
challenging any structures of power, but rather to reflexively embrace the risk with
the ambition to develop practices and live life in a preferred way despite the risk,
putting the risk in brackets. In the following sections we will analyse these concepts
further by examining some empirical examples.

Research method

Based on the aim and theoretical point of departure, a qualitative design was chosen.
Focus group interviews were used to get a deeper understanding of how people
identifying themselves as being homosexual, bisexual or transexual are doing and
undoing risks in their daily lives. This could be identified, in line with Choo and
Ferree (2010), as a group-centred intersectional study starting with the perspectives
of a particular group and theorising the ways in which their lived understandings of
risk cannot be separated into single issues of, for example, sexuality and gender, but
are instead mutually constituted. The choice to use a focus group design is based on
the theoretical assumption that risk is a result of different social processes. One
of the advantages of focus group interviews is that they provide an opportunity to
study the process of producing collective meaning (Wibeck 2000). Further, group
interviews, and particularly focus group interviews, have been a common choice of
method in previous qualitative studies of risk and related concepts (see e.g.
Burningham and Thrush 2004; Horlick-Jones, Walls, and Kitzinger 2007;
Macnaghten 2003).

Focusing on the individual’s doing of risk means investigating his or her embed-
dedness in day-to-day experiences, where family, friends and work colleagues play
an important role, together with the physical setting and community relations in the
place where the individual lives. At the same time, this approach indicates the extent
to which individuals associate different risks with shared norms and values in the
social context in which they find themselves (cf. Douglas and Wildavsky 1982). The
method has disadvantages as well. It does not necessarily create a situation where
individual participants’ views are revealed, since norms might develop within the
group that determine what can and cannot be said. Similarly, some participants
might not feel comfortable sharing their inner feelings or concerns with people they
do not know.

Overall, our material consists of five group interviews conducted with a total of
22 respondents. The interviews were carried out in Sweden during the winter and
spring of 2007/2008. To recruit participants we used a combination of methods,
from contacting interest groups to asking friends’ friends to suggest participants (cf.
Wibeck 2000). Each group consisted of four to six people, and the sessions lasted
between two and three hours. Two researchers participated during the interviews,
one leading the interview and one taking notes and following up on issues that the
interviewer might have missed. All of the interviews were facilitated by a semi-
structured interview guide and were recorded on tape and transcribed. The respon-
dents talked as freely as they wanted to. Although this freedom sometimes resulted
in the discussion of unexpected issues, the intention was to capture the respondents’
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descriptions, their words and their associations, and not, as mentioned above to
encapsulate their understandings into a theoretical language.

Our ambition when setting up the focus groups was to illustrate and further
develop our theoretical concepts of doing, redoing and undoing risk, and our view
that risk is done when it is talked about, acted on and used, in its context
(Eisenhardt 1989). To explore the doing and undoing of risk in the daily lives of our
informants, and within the context of power, we will focus on practices that simulta-
neously (re)produce and obfuscate socio-political norms and positions, as they occur
in the informants’ stories. Based on the focus group interviews, we will analyse how
the interaction in the interviews disclosed how the participants do and undo risk in
everyday life.

Doing risk – the mutual constitution of risk and hegemonic structures of power

The open question ‘What comes to mind when you hear the word “risk”?’, which
was asked at the beginning of each interview, prompted people to begin talking
about risk. A variety of different risk objects were mentioned in the discussions,
ranging from biking in a big city to illnesses and financial speculation. Rather soon,
and sometimes immediately, someone in the group began to mention the kind of
risks they perceived as being associated with sexual minorities, or as one of the par-
ticipants put it, ‘gay risks’; HIV and other sexually transmitted diseases were men-
tioned, but so were personal understandings and how these differ between
generations and genders. From the focus group interviews, it is obvious that the link
between HIV and homosexuality are very much gendered; as other studies have also
highlighted, it is more common for masculine homosexuality to be entangled with
sickness and sexually transmitted diseases (cf. Dworkin 2006; Svensson 2007).

The interviews then moved on as a conversation where the participants
exchanged views and understandings and discussed these together. Much of the dis-
cussion revolved around doing risk, which can be described as acting at risk of
being judged according to the heteronormative gender order and the redoing and/or
undoing of these risks in terms of resistance, which sometimes leads to new risks of,
for example, violence or discrimination. To undo risk, as one participant explained
it, is to overcome a kind of fear. When you do not know the reaction of others,
everyday life is permeated by uncertainty, which in turn can be perceived by the
individual as a constant fear, or anxiety. The skill of calculating risk was described
as operating on some kind of automatic level, for example, in the quick scan of the
area in order to identify where it is safe or unsafe to sit in a public transport vehicle.
The kind of calculated risk of openly showing one’s relationship to a partner of the
same sex in risky public places is for many a risk not to be taken:

There are certain risks you just don’t take, even if they’re not major. I wouldn’t hold
hands with a girl downtown at some place where I think there are too many jerks
nearby. I think then I’d prefer to just walk beside the person and not hold her hand,
and not kiss a girl somewhere where I think there are jerks around.

The understandings of and risk of encountering hate crimes were widely discussed
in the focus groups, and the subject appears to be something the participants often
think of in their everyday lives. All of the participants calculate their risk of encoun-
tering hate crimes, mainly the risk of being victims of violence. It was usually
described as unprovoked violence; for instance, just walking down the street, some

Journal of Risk Research 423



were attacked for no reason other than being gay, because of the expression of sym-
bols and/or actions associated with being a gay, lesbian, bisexual or transgender per-
son. The possibility of being seen as ‘transgender’ by, for example, wearing
particular clothing and occupying risky spaces, especially after dark, is constructed
as a ‘high risk’ in relation to the risk of violence and therefore also something that
needs to be carefully managed.

Furthermore, people who do not fit into the dual gender system are often seen as
extremely provoking, but they are also ‘at risk’ in many other contexts, for example,
in health care. Here, risk is a result of the interplay between societal expectations of
how and with whom one should live one’s life and various risk objects. However, it
is ‘not only’ the social risk of discrimination that is done in this context; we also
find the risk of mistreatment and non-treatment.

I don’t know if you could call it an overhanging threat, but I believe there are many
people in the trans world, most of them in any case, who have at some time felt that
they consider it a threat or a risk that they may not receive the care, treatment and legal
rights that they feel they more or less require in order to feel okay. That’s what the
healthcare establishment promises – you’re supposed to receive this and that care, say
the politicians – ‘care guarantees’. Here in my city it’s difficult for transsexuals to get
any care – the situation has remained unchanged from 2003 or so.

Furthermore, this risky environment is seen as so hostile that people would rather
avoid seeking care than face the risk of being mistreated. In this way, the risk of
mistreatment is made bigger than the risk to one’s health and becomes a part of the
larger web of discrimination and exclusion that is part of everyday life for the
interviewees.

You also get this really skewed experience of health care: I had kidney stones a few
years ago and it was during that time I had problems with health care. Then I was sup-
posed to go for a follow-up visit, but in the end I didn’t go, ’cause it was such a small
part of all the other stuff, for which I don’t get help.

The health of gay people is mixed with notions of certain diseases, which in turn is
associated with particular sexual preferences (Schiller, Crystal, and Lewellen 1994).
This makes it difficult for gays and transgender people to seek health care, and the
health care environment becomes a risky one (cf. Fish 2006; Herrick et al. 2010).
However, this example not only shows how the risk of mistreatment for homosex-
uals, bisexuals and transgender people is done in health care, it also shows that how
this risk is done by the individual might have serious consequences for her or his life
and health. The uncertainty, or even fear, of being denied is the main reason, a doing
of risk through the enactment and signifying of a heteronormative discourse which
disciplines their silence as well as produces it (cf. Butler 1993). Hence, the informant
adapts her or his behaviour according to the potential risk of discrimination.

The risks of discrimination, mistreatment and disadvantage become a part of the
participants’ daily life, it is a constant companion that needs to be reflected upon,
calculated and managed, comparable with what, in doing gender analyses, is
described as ‘[engaging] in behaviour at the risk of gender assessment’ (West and
Zimmerman 2002, 13), but here related to acting ‘at risk’ of being judged according
to heteronormativity. Theoretically, the concept of doing risk here moves our atten-
tion to, and sheds light on, how social interactions operate to sustain inequalities
and how these inequalities produce risk in daily life (Kitzinger 2002; West and
Zimmerman 2009). Questions about family situation, spouses etc. can be hard to
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answer, and it can come down to a choice between revealing one’s sexuality or
avoiding answering or even lying.

If you’re at a job interview, for example, or on probationary employment somewhere,
you get this getting-to-know-you stage – you have to deal with questions, personal
questions. You actually skirt around those questions because you don’t want them to
influence things – you might be afraid of not getting hired on account of such preju-
dice, while at the same time you don’t want to work at a place that is like that, but per-
haps you do want the job.

Some of the interviewees had, after several years at the same workplace, still not
told colleagues or their employer about their same-sex partner out of fear of discrim-
ination or repudiation. Also, comments and jokes about gays in the workplace make
some of the interviewees reluctant to tell their colleagues about their own sexuality,
since they fear a negative response. The doing of risk, in this light, is the ongoing
creation of affects, of unaccountable outcomes and uncertainty in relation to others.

Redoing and/or undoing risk – resisting and avoiding hegemonic structures of
power

Following West and Zimmerman’s descriptions of how to understand doing gender,
the previous section gave examples of how risk is done, however, drawing on the
same theory, taking a greater risk and challenging norms can be understood as
ways to undo risk, or at least to redo risk, ways to not always be scared and
risk-conscious. As the following quotation suggests, publicly showing one’s
sexuality when it is not in accordance with the hegemony can feel like a small
protest or demonstration:

From the perspective of being gay, you can provoke by just being gay. You do not
have to be an especially provocative person, just being a fag is enough. And it can lead
to different types of harassment or even violence. Like last weekend when we walked
hand in hand downtown, then John said that this is a little demonstration … and it is
every time you do it.

Every one of the informants agrees that gays are more likely to be victims of vio-
lence than lesbians, and in one of the focus groups they even explicitly talk about
how ‘Men holding hands challenges hierarchies, in another way’.

Um, I don’t know if I’ve mentioned it but gay men are somehow vulnerable in a com-
pletely different way than lesbians are in terms of violence, that’s what I think. I avoid
lots of places, I’ve experienced a number of things … and … so I avoid going to cer-
tain places – suppose a gang comes along – I’ve talked about this before, drunk guys,
gangs of guys hollering on the sidewalk. I often switch over and walk on the other side
of the street to avoid them, because it’s enough just to be in the way, and I don’t think,
perhaps it’s … I mean it’s my perception of myself, so maybe I don’t give so many
signals that I’m homosexual, like, I don’t know if you can tell in different ways, I
myself don’t find I give such signals particularly strongly or I avoid giving such sig-
nals, of course.

Not revealing one’s sexual orientation at work, for example, is a strategy to handle
the risks of everyday life. Following the definition of Deutsch (2007), we do not
understand this as a kind of undoing risk since it does not involve attempts to chal-
lenge the norms or the situations in which the risks are created, but rather it is a risk
management strategy to make it possible to continue with life without risking dis-
crimination or maltreatment, to put ‘risk’ in brackets and in this way ‘doing risk’ as
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making it possible to live with. Learning to ‘hide’ is the process of actively monitor-
ing behaviour in situations where it is not supported or the feeling of ‘being at risk’
is present. One way to redo risk is to move or seek contexts, or situations, which are
described as ‘unrisky’:

For me, the social aspect has been greater: I’ve made more new friends than I’ve lost
old friends, and all that. And then you get a kind of group belonging – a large majority
has no such group belonging in the same way, I believe.

As the quotation above demonstrates, the informant somehow accepts a kind of out-
sider status, expressing an emotional connection and belonging to the group of similar
minded people, ascribing to them a certain kind of connection which differentiates
them from the majority. If we view this result in the light of Deutsch’s (2007) discus-
sion on undoing gender then it could be interpreted both as a way to do and undo risk.
It is both a way to actively resist being ‘othered’ by acknowledging their sexual ori-
entation and to actively choose to be part of non-heterosexual communities, or at least
communities where the heterosexual hegemony is weakened, but it is a kind of silent
opposition. Taking a step towards trying to undo the risk, not only for one’s own sake
but also for the sake of others in the same situation, is discussed in the interviews as
something important. However, the fact that the consequences of undoing and chal-
lenging a risk are borne by the individual, while the benefits are collective, makes
people reluctant to act on their wish to change. Nevertheless, the ‘avoidance’ strategy,
on the surface similar to the way some of the informants describe how they avoid cer-
tain places at certain times, or certain people, that is, avoiding the risk of violence,
also involves a kind of cost for the individual (cp. Hequembourg et al. 2015; Scheer
2002). Not being allowed to be, or to stand up for, who you are or who you love,
results in feelings of exclusion, sadness and even self-loathing. One of the transgender
focus group participants pointed particularly to this problem, but also to the fact that
resistance, or trying to undo the risk, is in fact a risk:

… it might happen then that I raise my level of risk and maybe take higher risks by
going out in make-up or dressing up the way I like to, going around in drag and cross-
dressing, and so it happens … I’m aware that I take a greater risk but I sort of look at
it this way: it’s somehow worth it, or you have to stick up for yourself first and you
can’t go around being afraid all the time and think about the worst that can happen,
and have that as your first priority …

However, undoing the primary risk (not being seen as who you are) can sometimes
result in secondary risks (social exclusion). This is illustrated in the quotation below,
in which undoing implies an acknowledgement that the heterosexual norm is no
longer something to which the respondent feels accountable, as he chooses to take
what he refers to as a psychological risk:

I also think there’s a difference that has to do with being a gay man. You take greater
personal psychological risks if you’re out. For example, when I moved here, I had to
come out all over again. I would get questions about whether my whole family was
going to move here, too – it was as if it was taken for granted that I was heterosexual.
If you’re openly gay, you expose yourself more. … psychologically …

The risk referred to above are related to their fears that family and friends will turn
their backs on them, that they will be hurt and/or lose the people they love. As
Ambjörnsson (2011) discusses, making their sexuality visible is a continued process,
negotiated in every situation and meeting. This contributes to an understanding of
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how people who belong to sexual minorities or who are transgender can both
actively construct their identities, for example, by taking risks3 and contesting estab-
lished risk discourses, and at the same time continue to be constrained by dominant
discourses which represent them as ‘others’ (see e.g. Borgström 2011, for similar
results). Therefore we find this an example of redoing risk; the risk is managed but
still exists.

Conclusions

In this paper, we have developed the theory of doing risk further by conceptualising
how risk, together with norms of gender, sexuality, ethnicity and class, is socially,
performatively, and intersectionally inscribed in our minds and bodies (cp. Butler
1990; Giritli Nygren and Olofsson 2014). Risk is part of the normative power that
maintains hegemonic structures of society through people’s everyday actions (cf.
Heyman, Alaszewski, and Brown 2012; West and Zimmerman 1987). This means
that when risk is interpreted and (re)produced in contemporary society we simultane-
ously ‘do’ risk as well as sexuality, gender and ethnicity, and intersections in
between. To ‘do’ risk means reproducing normative constructions of risk, anchored
in time- and context-dependent beliefs about society and its inhabitants, which influ-
ence both how society is organised and governed and how we as individuals live
our lives. In this process – it is a process because the notions of risk are constantly
negotiated and thus changing – risk is ‘done’, ‘redone’ and ‘undone’, and certain
groups and individuals are attributed risk and portrayed as ‘risky’ or ‘at risk’, while
others are not (Flynn 2006; Henwood et al. 2008). Those with greater power/money/
privilege might have the possibility do/undo/redo risks in ways which resolve these
issues fairly straightforwardly – while others face new risks as a result of this (cf.
Olofsson et al. 2014).

As mentioned at the beginning, our main argument for opening up the ‘doing
gender’ framework is that it makes it possible to create a space for engaging theo-
retically in rethinking the assessment of, for example, risk in everyday life. It is clear
in our material that everyday risks are done in relation to the ability to move in and
between places as well as other normative power structures. Fear and apprehension
of risk can also serve as a powerful mechanism of self-exclusion from public spaces
and places (see also Pain 2001; Tiby 1999). The contribution of the ‘doing risk’ the-
ory is that it shows that the construction of a single risk object, for example, sexu-
ally transmitted diseases, is ‘done’ by the majority society as a ‘gay risk’, which in
fact means that for a gay person heteronormativity is a risk object per se, and at the
same time recognises how risk is in fact embedded in the everyday lives of people
who do not conform to heteronormativity (cf. Flynn 2006). What this means for
risk, then, is that it is important not only to understand how different risks are insti-
tuted, naturalised, and established as pre-suppositional but to also trace the moments
where they are disputed and challenged. By analysing how risk is done and the prac-
tices of risk performativity we can not only see the relational aspects of risk, but
also how the norms that govern reality are reproduced and transformed in the course
of those practices. This makes heteronormativity, and its expressions in terms of hate
crimes, discrimination and exclusion, a risk object performed by perpetrators of
violence, researchers for not acknowledging heteronormativity as a source of
risk, and those exposed to these normative structures by acting accordingly.
Hence, heteronormativity is a source for the construction of risk, ‘risky’ and ‘at risk’
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individuals and groups, and the experiences of marginalisation and exclusion as well
as the ‘risk reputations’ put into play. For our informants risk is ever present, since
in the same moment that a gay person, for example, makes his preferences clear to
those around him, and stops trying to pass according to the heteronormative expecta-
tions, he is at risk of exposure to ignorance, discrimination and/or violence (hate
crimes). And the risk of encountering violence that homosexuals are subjected to
because of their sexual orientation is dependent on how much their sexual orienta-
tion is exposed in public (see also Borgström 2011; Connell 2010; Tiby 1999).

But it is not all about ‘doing’ risk; risk is also ‘redone’ and ‘undone’, for
example, by acting as if the risk does not exist, or in spaces which are not
overly controlled and governed by heteronormativity, where some kind of ‘resis-
tance’ can be practised to ‘undo’ the risk, or at least redo it. The ‘undoing’ is
not to avoid what is seen as a risk – in the interviews, it was also related to
how risk is circumvented, for example, by passing as heterosexual or by avoid-
ing certain places – but rather to lay claim to what ought to be a right, the right
to be treated as an equal, as ‘everyone else’. Since the risk object is a belief
system, ‘undoing’ risk is the fight against the manifestations of the norms that
constitute the system with the purpose of redefining the system. This extends our
understanding of the structural and interactional processes involved in the produc-
tion of risk and inequality, acknowledging that they are contested, reconstituted
and negotiated in everyday life. The fear of violence and discrimination in a
heteronormative society results in particular everyday behaviours, behaviours that
become embodied and automatic and over time part of the self and me as an
individual. The result is an ever-present sense or awareness of this risk, an
awareness that leads to an embodied self-regulation. To do risk is to act with the
possibility that something unwanted will happen and to undo risk is to act with
the intention of disrupting and making the dominant notions of normativity
irrelevant. To redo risk can be to contest the established risk discourses by
reshaping the accountability structures within the dominant discourses, for exam-
ple by performing ‘risky’ acts.

Our informants define themselves as belonging to a sexual minority, and of
course, in their everyday lives the doing of risk very much takes place within the
frame of a hegemonic heteronormativity. However, we believe this example is of
theoretical relevance for all analyses of everyday risks. The object of risk in our
empirical material is about not conforming to a norm, a risk that is not always
immediately recognised as a risk and in turn constitutes a complex relation between
the risk object and risk subject, or object at risk (cf. Boholm and Corvellec 2011).
Being gay or lesbian means being at risk of being judged according to that norm,
but for those who are driven to mistreat and violate someone for not confirming to
the norm the gay or lesbian are perceived as ‘a risk’ to the norm. The way that risks
are perceived and done in everyday life always needs to be read within a frame of
prevailing structures of power. People develop a situated consciousness of their posi-
tion within relations of power and act strategically to reproduce or resist the specific
discursive and practical relations that locate them. Hence, this counts for all of us as
we are all part of the hegemonic power structures and thereby are both subject to
the intersecting doings of risk and performatively reproducing these power structures
in practice (cf. Butler 2004).
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Notes
1. Compared to the relational theory of risk (Boholm and Corvellec 2011), which makes an

important contribution to the theoretical field of risk research, the doing risk approach
both broadens the definition of what a risk is, or the object of risk, including norms as
risks, and more importantly acknowledging the mutual constitution of risk and structures
of power.

2. It is important to stress that a risk object can be anything from a physical object (e.g. a
gun, nuclear accident or storm) to a behaviour (e.g. smoking, violence or bullying) or a
societal norm (e.g. being thin, straight or white), and that the risk itself is a social con-
struction of the object in question (e.g. whiteness, or war and violence), understood
through time-/place-dependent lenses of power hierarchies and constructed, reconstructed
and sometimes deconstructed).

3. To undo risk by taking higher risks might have some similarities to what has been
referred to as voluntary risk taking and/or edgework (Lyng 1990), particularly the more
recent developments by, for example, Lyng and Matthews (2007), Laurendeau (2008)
and Olstead (2011) who argue that risk-taking activities are themselves part of the way
in which individuals produce gender and identity. From their point of view, voluntary
risk taking can be seen as activities through which normative notions on gender can be
negotiated. These are important contributions to the field, but they are framed in relation
to particular forms risks, for example extreme sport. Our point here is that by someone
not confirming to hegemonic norms taking risks (edgework) is done on daily basis i.e.
transgressing gendered, classed, racialised, religious and/or sexual boundaries are every-
day life risks and the degree of voluntariness can certainly be questioned.
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