
This is a self-archived version of an original article. This version 
may differ from the original in pagination and typographic details. 

Author(s): 

Title: 

Year: 

Version:

Copyright:

Rights:

Rights url: 

Please cite the original version:

In Copyright

http://rightsstatements.org/page/InC/1.0/?language=en

The contested concept of vulnerability : a literature review

© 2018 Taylor & Francis

Accepted version (Final draft)

Vironkannas, Elina; Liuski, Suvi; Kuronen, Marjo

Vironkannas, E., Liuski, S., & Kuronen, M. (2020). The contested concept of vulnerability : a
literature review. European Journal of Social Work, 23(2), 327-339.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13691457.2018.1508001

2020



1

To cite the published article: Elina Virokannas, Suvi Liuski & Marjo Kuronen (2018): The

contested concept of vulnerability – a literature review, European Journal of Social Work,

DOI: 10.1080/13691457.2018.1508001

Elina Virokannas

Faculty of Social Sciences, University of Helsinki, Finland

Suvi Liuski and Marjo Kuronen

Department of Social Sciences and Philosophy, University of Jyvaskyla, Finland

The contested Concept of Vulnerability – A literature review

Introduction

The concept of vulnerability is widely used in academic research as well as in policy making,

health and social care services, and in social work (Brown, Ecclestone, & Emmel, 2017;

Hutcheon & Lashewicz, 2014; Schröder-Butterfill & Marianti, 2006). Individuals or groups

who need support with social, health or economic problems are often defined as vulnerable.

Vulnerability is also used to justify the right to receive certain benefits or to gain access to

services or treatment.

However, definitions of who is seen as vulnerable and for what reasons vary

enormously. Children and young people, elderly people, ethnic minorities as well as groups

of people being exposed to hazards like environmental disasters are often understood as being

vulnerable. In fact, vulnerability as an analytical concept first emerged in the environmental

sciences in reference to the impact of natural or economic disasters on human populations

(Wisner, 1993). In addition, the concept is used in medicine and public health as an

epidemiological term (Hutcheon & Lashewicz, 2014). There are also researchers who argue
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that vulnerability should be seen as universal human condition instead of defining certain

people or groups as being vulnerable (Fineman 2008, 2010 and 2013; Herring 2016). Herring

proposes that there are two main schools of thought, with the first emphasising universal

vulnerability and the other focusing on certain people or groups as vulnerable (Herring,

2016).

Because of its various meanings and contexts, the concept of vulnerability has been

criticised by many authors as being contested and unclear. It has been claimed to be too loose

in policy contexts (Kirby, 2006) and in social work and social care practice (McLaughlin,

2007), to lack analytical clarity (Brown et al., 2017) and for being used in a stigmatising way

when referring to individuals or groups and associated with victimhood, deprivation,

dependency or pathology (Fawcett, 2009; Munro & Scoular, 2012).

Our interest in the concept of vulnerability arises from our position as social work

academics who study people in marginalised and vulnerable position in the society and

services directed for them. As social work researchers, we should be theoretically and

ethically careful with our use of concepts, aware of the consequences, and choose ones that

do not label or stigmatise We argue that in most social work literature, vulnerability is used

without properly defining it and the consequences of such naming and conceptualising are

not always carefully reflected on. It is also crucial to acknowledge that the use of concepts

such as vulnerability have firm connections with and consequences to social work practice

(Brown, 2011; Hutcheon & Lashewicz, 2014). However, we are more interested in and

focused on the use of the concept in academic research rather than in social work practice.

More analytical consideration and interest in developing the concept has occurred

recently (e.g. Fineman, 2010; Brown, 2017; Herring, 2016). Our aim is to contribute to that

development and critical discussion. Thus, we undertook a literature review on how

vulnerability has been used and defined in academic articles published in international social
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scientific journals since the year 2000. We decided not to focus only on social work journals

as we wanted to find out if there are new and innovative ways of using and defining the

concept in other contexts and disciplines. We ask what themes and topics are connected to

vulnerability, how gender is related to vulnerability and how vulnerability is conceptualised

in these academic articles, which is the focus of our analysis.

Methodology

There are several ways to conduct a literature review, and they can be applied to multiple

types of questions (e.g. Van Wee & Banister, 2015). We adopted for a systematic approach

(Aveyard, 2014; Petticrew & Roberts, 2006) (see Figure 1). Test searches in electronic

databases such as Academic Search Elite, Sociological Abstracts, Social Services Abstracts,

JSTOR and IngentaConnect showed that there has been a huge amount of publishing related

to vulnerability from many perspectives. The substantial number of publications underpinned

the need to limit the search results to a manageable size.

Alongside our research questions, the test searches helped us to determine the

appropriate inclusion and exclusion criteria (Aveyard, 2014). We decided to focus on articles

in which vulnerability is conceptualised, not just briefly mentioned or taken for granted.

Thus, the final inclusion criteria for the articles were that they should be peer-reviewed

articles published in English-language in scholarly journals in which the concept of

vulnerability applies to people or their life situations and is being defined. To concentrate on

recent publications and to limit the search results, we only included articles that were

published from 2000 onwards. The search term used was vulnerability OR vulnerable

(=keyword). The search was conducted in October 2016 using Sociological Abstracts and

Social Services Abstracts databases.



4

The search yielded 479 articles without duplicates. Two of the authors scanned

through the publications to find out if they met our inclusion criteria and placed the relevant

articles to be included into several categories according to their topic. At this point, we

excluded papers which were not research articles, could not be found as full text or were

subject to charge, did not concern people or their life situations or in which the concept was

not defined at all. The latter two were the most common reasons for exclusion. For example,

we excluded articles in which vulnerability was used only as a synonym for risk and which

therefore had a distinct perspective, often concerning health issues such as vulnerability to

certain disease or to environmental problems (e.g. Blumstein, Benyamini, Boyko & Lerner-

Geva, 2015; Maziarz, Chertow, Himmelfarb & Hall, 2014; Adelekan, 2012). After this phase,

113 articles were left. During the next stage, we scrutinised these articles more carefully and

wrote short summaries of them from the scope of our research questions. More articles were

excluded after this closer examination.

Eventually, 86 articles were included in our review. Most of these articles, classified

by the first author, came from the US and UK: 30 and 23 respectively. In addition, five

articles came from Canada, four from South Africa, three from Australia, three from Belgium

and three from Ireland. The remaining 15 articles came from a wide range of European

countries (France, the Netherlands, Norway, Slovenia, Sweden, and Switzerland) and beyond

(India, Kenya, New Zealand, South Korea, Tanzania, and Trinidad).

Figure 1: The process of literature review (to feature here)

Literature reviews have their limitations. Our review does not necessarily contain all

the relevant studies although it was accomplished following good ethical practice and

methodological guidelines. Data collection required balancing between including all the
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relevant articles and limiting the number of the most relevant. Formulating the search term

was a challenge because we wanted to limit the results to studies in which vulnerability

applies to people or their life situations. Eventually, we had to scan through all the articles to

decide if they met our criteria - most of them did not. Thus, we decided to search for articles

by keyword since keywords are good indicators of the content and have been chosen by the

authors themselves. However, this means that the review missed articles in which the search

term is not keyword.

Another limitation is that our data consist only of journal articles and not of books and

book chapters. Furthermore, our decision to limit the search into articles written in English

excluded publications in other languages. However, there were also studies undertaken

outside the English-speaking countries. Despite these limitations, we found that the review

covered well the use and conceptualisation of vulnerability in social scientific research.

Who are vulnerable?

Some identification of vulnerable groups was found in almost all the articles. Authors usually

focused on a specific group of people. Brown (2017) makes a distinction between approaches

that focus on either natural or innate vulnerability or situational vulnerability. The former

tends to position certain groups of people in permanent risk situations, whereas situational

vulnerability refers to particular circumstances. In our data, vulnerability was categorised

either by ‘natural’ characteristics of people, such as age, sex or disability, or by situational

aspects like social, economic and living conditions.

Concerning specific groups, the largest number of articles (19) discussed children

and young people. Geographically, those studies were located on six different continents

including Africa, Europe, Australia, South America, North America and East Asia. Groups of
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children and young people categorised and studied as vulnerable included orphans (Baaroy &

Webb, 2008), street children (Malindi & Cekiso, 2014), child soldiers in Africa (Johannessen

& Holgersen, 2014) and young people in transition to adulthood (Berzin, 2010).

The second largest group seen as vulnerable comprised elderly people (11 articles).

These studies had mainly been undertaken in European countries. Elderly people were

defined as vulnerable due to their frailty and their often-unmet need for care. The aspects of

vulnerability addressed were low income, socio-economic status, poor social relationships,

weak autonomy, chronic illness and poor quality of life. (E.g., Grundy, 2006; Kreager &

Schröder-Butterfill, 2007.)

The third topic concerned women in different life situations. There were seven such

articles, three of which were studies of motherhood. These studies were located in the US and

Europe, with one from Africa. Various groups of women were defined as vulnerable, such as

female war survivors in Kosovo (Kellezi & Reicher, 2014) or, as in the context of the US

abortion policy, adolescents, women of colour, women living in rural areas or suffering from

economic disadvantage (Ely & Dulmus, 2010). Articles also covered topics such as refugee

women in Africa (Jaji, 2015) and incarcerated mothers (Few-Demo & Arditti, 2014).

Vulnerability was often connected with other concepts, especially victimhood and

risk. In four articles, vulnerability was viewed from the perspective of being a risk of

becoming a victim of crime, particularly violence and abuse. These studies included hate

crime victimisation and its conceptualisation (Chakraborti & Garland, 2012) and the

interrelationship between criminal victimisation, vulnerability and resilience (Walklate,

2011). Hollomotz (2012) studied the risk of violence related to disabled people, and argues

that individual vulnerability is often seen as an explanation for an increased risk of violence

which ignores the social conditions, such as power imbalance and marginalisation behind the

violence and its risk.  These articles had an analytical and sometimes a critical tone
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concerning victimhood and its connection with vulnerability. The concept of risk was used in

various meanings in relation to vulnerability (e.g., Fawcett, 2009; McLaughlin, 2007), with it

often referring to Beck’s (1992) concept and idea of risk society.

One specific topic was the vulnerability of research participants. Three of the articles

focused explicitly on research ethics when doing research with vulnerable informants such as

psychiatric patients (Oeye, Bjelland, & Skorpen, 2007), impoverished youth in a South

African township (Swartz, 2011) and refugees (Perry, 2011). In these articles, it was taken for

granted that these groups are vulnerable, and the authors discussed how to develop and use

research strategies that would allow their active participation. Oeye, Bjelland and Skorpen

(2007) criticised the situation that required researchers to follow medical ethical guidelines

when studying certain vulnerable groups (such as patients in psychiatric hospitals), and

demanded guidelines that would fit better into social science research. It was also

acknowledged that participants defined as vulnerable might not perceive themselves in the

same way (Aldridge, 2014). These ethical considerations are important for social work

research, but they should go even further to discuss the actual use and definition of the

concept of vulnerability.

Less often mentioned groups of people defined as vulnerable were men in different

life situations, such as young fathers with low educational and income levels (Devault et al.,

2008), and young men in relation to women’s emphasized femininity (Korobov, 2011). There

were also studies concerning poverty, people with learning difficulties, transgender people,

HIV-positive people and immigrants. Single topics were prisoners, substance abusers, and

social workers and their clients, families and widows.

In addition, some of the articles discussed vulnerability from quite diverse

perspectives, some dealing with multiple groups of people (e.g. Buck, Balmer, & Pleasence,

2005) and some not focusing on any specific group but assessing larger geographical or other
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populations (e.g. Galea, Ahern, & Karpati, 2005). However, this overview of the themes and

topics in the articles reviewed shows the huge variety of individuals, groups or life situations

that have been studied under the ‘label’ of vulnerable or vulnerability. The countless fields of

study, methodologies and ways of using the concept overall vary to such an extent that it

raises a critical question concerning the analytic power of the concept since almost anything

or anyone can be defined as vulnerable (see also Herring 2016). It would be important to

analyse further, what these people, groups, or situations share in common, and what is the

common ground of the concept of vulnerability.

Vulnerability and Gender

Our analysis of the themes and topics of the articles showed that women or men in certain

social situations or life stages have been defined as vulnerable. One of our research interests

concerns how gender is related to vulnerability, and whether and how the connection between

gender and vulnerability has been theorised. We find this to be important, as there is often no

proper theorising of gender when social problems, welfare services and people in vulnerable

life situations are studied (Orme 2003). There are strong cultural and moral expectations

regarding adequate womanhood and motherhood, which influence the ways women are seen

as service users (e.g. Smith, 2006; Lavee, 2017). Several previous studies have shown that

men and women are met and worked with differently in the welfare service system. For

example, women with substance use disorders are more likely to face multiple barriers

affecting access and entry to treatment (Stone, 2015; Tuchman, 2010).

Half of the studies in our literature review did not address gender at all. Gender was

either not mentioned, or both sexes were empirically studied without analysing or

conceptualising gender and its connections to vulnerability. In most of the studies concerning
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children and young people, or when vulnerability was related to disabled people, gender was

not discussed. In almost a quarter of the studies, vulnerability was related to gender to some

extent, but not problematised any further. For example, gender was used as an empirical

variable, but in the findings or discussion, gender differences were not considered in relation

to vulnerability (Anderson-Butcher & Cash, 2010; Hall & Hardill, 2016; Noble-Carr, Barker,

Mcarthur, & Woodman, 2014; Taylor, 2011). Some of the articles were based on empirical

studies that included either men or women. In these, vulnerability was related to themes such

as old age, widowhood, widowerhood, motherhood, fatherhood, victimhood, transgenderism,

poverty and marginalisation (e.g. Devault et al., 2008; Few-Demo & Arditti, 2014; Van de

Walle, 2013).

In some of the articles, men and women were compared, and either women or men –

mostly women –were defined as being more vulnerable. For example, Kellezi and Reicher

(2014), who studied the psychological effects of war, argued that women are psychologically

more vulnerable than men in extreme situations because women are more likely to experience

identity-undermining events. However, they suggested that vulnerability is not inherent

 'of the female psyche, nor does it derive entirely from something inherent in the

events that women experience. In part at least, it is tied to gender norms, to the ways

in which these govern the interpretation of events in war and the response to them.’

(Kellezi & Reicher, 2014, p. 502.)

Vikström (2006), in her historical study concerning vulnerability among paupers in

the nineteenth century in Sweden, also defined women as more vulnerable than men. Unlike

Kellezi and Reicher (2012) who stressed psychological vulnerability, Vikström showed how

women’s vulnerability resulted from their economic and social dependency on menPoor

widows or single mothers struggled in combining lone motherhood and work. Men were

more protected against vulnerability.
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Widowhood was also mentioned in relation to vulnerability in other articles. Van de

Walle (2013), who studied the situation of widows in Mali, Africa, stated that widow-headed

households were in a considerably weaker, and persisting, welfare position compared to other

households. Van Eeuwijk (2006), who identified old-age vulnerability in relation to risk to

inadequate care provision in Indonesia, found that unmarried women and poor widows were

the most vulnerable due to their weaker social position in their family and kin.

The studies that addressed widowhood highlighted the significance of women’s

societal and cultural position in producing or protecting from vulnerability. This was found

also in articles that were studies of poverty and social participation where women were seen

to be in a vulnerable position and at risk of social exclusion (Bernabè & Kolev, 2005; Lombe

& Sherraden, 2008; Trani, Bakhshi, Noor, Lopez, & Mashkoor, 2010). Vulnerability was

seen as being related to the weaker and less protected economic situation of women in certain

life situations, and also to their care needs.

By contrast, Williams (2009) considered that gender, alongside ethnicity and social

class, also had a significant role in men’s experiences of vulnerability. He addressed

vulnerability from the scope of fatherhood, health concerns, difficulties in relationships and

stress. Williams argued that men’s experiences were linked to ‘uncertainty, confusion, and

contradictions about what it means to be a man’ (Williams, 2009, p. 459). Due to

conservative forms of masculinity, men shared solitary discourses and ways of dealing with

their vulnerability to prevent its disclosure to others. However, especially in the context of

fatherhood, the discourse was negotiated and challenged. (Williams, 2009.)

Vulnerability was studied not only in relation to actual, tangible social and economic

situations or as individual experiences, but also as cultural discourses connected to women

and femininity. Such discourses were seen to produce differences and disparity (Schrover,

2009), marginalization of women’s experiences (Carlson, 2014) and belittlement of women’s
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agency (Jaji, 2015). Victimhood, vulnerability and womanhood were often linked together.

For example, Schrover (2009) studied how ‘family’ had been deployed in Dutch migration

policy and argued that migrant women had been constructed in the context of family and

victimhood discourse. In part this enhanced their rights, but on the other hand, it labelled

them as more vulnerable and in need of protection and hence defined them as ‘other’ in

relation to Dutch women. This kind of analysis recognises differences within gender and does

not simply make distinctions between them. Schrover (2009) discussed her findings as

follows:

‘[v]ulnerability is – of course – a staple element in the construction of (Western)

femininity, as is the construction of women as mothers and wives, while men are not

primarily constructed as vulnerable, or as fathers and husbands, but as economic

actors. Not surprisingly, ideas about proper roles for men and women and about

femininity and masculinity affected migration and integration policies.’ (Schrover,

2009, p. 200.)

Also, Jaji (2015), who had studied femininities among East and Central African

refugee women, argued that refugee women’s femininity was not just about vulnerability and

‘victimhood’. She stated that while refugee women were vulnerable to sexual and gender-

based violence due to their gender, some of them might use their femininity as a resource to

gain financial benefits through ‘strategic dating’. Therefore, they were not to be seen only as

victims, since it would understate their capability to make choices and create alternative

femininities.

Carlson (2014) also discussed critically the connections between gender, victimhood

and vulnerability and how they are socially constructed. In the context of the US gun policy,

she saw the vulnerability discourse as a gendered means to strengthen men’s rights and

position and marginalise women’s experiences.
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Based on our review, there were two main approaches connecting gender and

vulnerability in these articles. The first one emphasises social and economic conditions that

cause vulnerability and effect women and men differently, while the other one studies

vulnerability as socially constructed and related to discourses of femininity and masculinity.

However, the definition of the concept of vulnerability itself is not explicitly discussed as

gender specific.

Conceptual analysis of vulnerability

The main focus of this literature review is to find definitions of vulnerability and approaches

that do not simply connect vulnerability with certain individuals or groups but that analyse

the concept more theoretically and in depth. Many of the articles criticised the way the

concept had been used in previous studies (e.g. Hutcheon & Lashewicz, 2014), in certain

practices or in political rhetoric (Heap, 2016), also commenting on its conceptualisation

(Aldridge, 2014). Such critique focused for example on ignoring the structural grounds

producing vulnerability. Three articles specifically considered structural vulnerability (Koch,

2015; Mishra, 2014; Szkupinski Quiroga et al., 2014) demonstrating how the concept is often

used in classifying people in the way that overlooks

‘the structural and social processes and institutions that originally created and

sustained that very vulnerability’ (Koch, 2015, pp. 141).

In this section we emphasise the articles from our data that address what the

concept of vulnerability theoretically has to offer. Of the 86 articles included in the review,

we found 10 articles that best meet this requirement. The articles focused on vulnerability as

a concept in diverse and wide-ranging ways. Some of the authors had a quite critical

perspective on how the concept has been used, but others found it particularly useful.
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Three articles discussed the concept of vulnerability through analysing the work of

some other theorists (Chouliaraki, 2013; Ferrarese, 2011; Kirby, 2006). Ferrarese (2011)

analysed the concept of ‘constitutive vulnerability’ in Judith Butler’s theory of

performativity. Chouliaraki (2013) situated her discussion in the context of Habermas’ idea

of the public sphere, and Kirby (2006) analysed the concept of vulnerability in the context of

globalisation, also situating it within Karl Polanyi’s social theory.

Two of the articles were by the same author (Jordan 2008a; 2008b). As a therapist,

Jordan viewed vulnerability from a psychological perspective, and argued that vulnerability

appears as an essential part of the contemporary society. She clarified her perception by using

examples from therapy sessions. Jordan argued that fear, vulnerability and the need for

connection, or rather isolation and marginalisation, are linked together. In our contemporary

societies, people have been ruled by fear, and isolation has been the primary force of

suffering. Vulnerability for Jordan was something that should be recognised and valued, not

hidden and feared:

 ‘Vulnerability defines our humanity. Fear signals our vulnerability. Denial of fear

and vulnerability creates our most profound alienation from others and ourselves and

generates our worst isolation.’ (Jordan, 2008a, p. 239.)

Where Jordan saw vulnerability in psychological terms as an inevitable part of being

alive, as social scientists, Fawcett (2009) and Brown (2011) discussed vulnerability from a

quite different and critical point of view. Both also discussed it not only as a scientific

concept, but as a concept that is closely linked with policy and practice. Referring to Dunn,

Clare and Holland (2008) Fawcett described how the concept of vulnerability has been

incorporated into legislation and embedded within policy and practice frameworks in a way

that can ‘reduce a person’s life to a series of risk factors’ (Fawcett, 2009, p. 474).
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Social work and social policy researchers in the UK have often connected their

critical analysis with the national, official legal and administrative definition of ‘vulnerable

people’, which has had consequences for the service provision and professional practice (e.g.

Brown, 2011; Fawcett, 2009; Hollomotz, 2009). Their aim has been not only to theorise the

concept, but to analyse its use in practice and the consequences of such a definition. Both

Fawcett (2009) and Brown (2011) have stated that assessing people as vulnerable was meant

to ease service provision for people needing support. However, vulnerability has often been

associated with negative conditions and implies weakness. Thus, paying attention to

weaknesses rather than strengths has created dependency and passivity and eroded autonomy.

In her article, Brown (2011) has made a detailed analysis of the concept and presents

arguments why it ‘should be handled with care’. First, the concept has been used in

patronising and oppressive ways, especially concerning disabled people and people with

learning difficulties. The use of the concept has strengthened the impression of individuals as

incapable, limited and deficient. Secondly, she considered the concept to have controlling

functions as it justifies interventions and ‘knowing better’ what is best for people defined as

vulnerable. Thirdly, it has acted to exclude and stigmatise individuals or groups. Brown

emphasised that the concept is by no means value-free, but that there are strong ethical

implications tied to it. In addition, she stated that ‘…presumed inherent vulnerability can

function as an excuse for failing to tackle structural vulnerabilities’ (Brown, 2011, pp.

318-319). She concludes, in line with our argument, that

‘It’s time to sharpen up the research agenda on vulnerability. Academics in the social

sciences need to stop concentrating on it as something that is pre-existing in reality

and able to be identified by scientific or social measurement and indicators, and start

interrogating the conceptual boundaries of the notion.’ (Brown, 2011, p.319)
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Still, Brown does not go further in defining how vulnerability should be

conceptualised and used as a social science concept. However, she has more recently

continued her critical analysis and development of the concept (Brown, 2017).

Brown (2011) called for more knowledge and awareness of how service users

themselves find labelling as vulnerable. Also Fawcett (2009) emphasised the importance of

working in partnership with people, instead of presenting vulnerability as an objective fact

and labelling individuals or groups from the outside. According to her, authorities and

professionals should acknowledge the personal experiences of individuals concerning their

needs and strengths instead of focusing on their functional incapacity. This is also an

important reminder for researchers.

Schröder-Butterfill and Marianti (2006) developed a systematic framework for

approaching vulnerability in the context of old age. They recognised the same risks as

Fawcett (2009) and Brown (2011) when using the concept, as it might be used as an ‘ill-

defined descriptor’ (p. 14), which confirms disadvantages of individuals or groups. They also

stated that the views of older people might differ from outside definitions and ask who is

supposed to define who is vulnerable, and vulnerable to what. However, Schröder-Butterfill

and Marianti (2006) found the concept remarkably less risky and emphasised its positive

potential. In their framework, vulnerability

‘arises from combinations of characteristics and, importantly, from interactions

between exposure, threats and coping in specific contexts’ (Schröder-Butterfill &

Marianti, 2006, p. 18).

They argued that vulnerability differs from other social science concepts that

describe ‘negative states’ (p. 28). Instead, the emphasis has been on preventing the negative

and undesirable outcomes through focusing on coping capacities.
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While Schröder-Butterfill and Marianti (2006) emphasised the usefulness of the

concept, Carlson (2014), in the very different context of gun politics, shared the concerns of

Fawcett (2009) and Brown (2011). As mentioned earlier, Carlson criticised connecting

victimhood and vulnerability. Instead, she used the concept of ‘vulnerability politics’ as a

theoretical framework to explain and understand how social construction of crime reproduces

masculine privilege. Carlson described vulnerability politics as ‘a particular kind of political

frame for making universalistic claims based on embodied vulnerability’ (Carlson, 2014, p.

61) and sees vulnerability as a ‘rallying cry for privileged interests to wedge political claims’

(p. 64).

Like Jordan (2008a; 2008b), Carlson (2014) defined vulnerability as a universal

aspect of human life. However, in contrast to Jordan who addressed vulnerability as an

inherited characteristic, Carlson (2014) emphasised that vulnerability is socially constructed

as ‘universal’ by dominant interests and can thus be used in a way that enables only certain

standpoints and experiences to be recognised and leads to marginalising and ignoring others.

In the context of gun and crime discourses, according to Carlson, it means marginalising

feminine voices, experiences of domestic violence and intersectional differences.

Kirby (2006), whose viewpoint differs considerably from that of previous

researchers, addressed vulnerability from the perspective of globalisation. He found the

concept to be a useful tool for analysing the distinctive social impacts that globalisation is

having on societies. For him, the potential of the concept lies in its relational nature:

Unlike security, the concept of vulnerability does not express a state to be achieved

‘[...] It therefore points, not to the attempt to make ourselves invulnerable which is

unattainable, but to strengthen the means by which we might cope with the threats to

which we are vulnerable.’ (Kirby, 2006, pp. 645-646.)
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As Kirby emphasised the importance of strengthening coping mechanisms, his

understanding of vulnerability comes close to that of Schröder-Butterfill and Marianti (2006),

even though the contexts of the two studies are quite different.

Both Kirby (2006) and Vikström (2006) considered vulnerability to be a multi-

dimensional concept. It can contribute to capturing both individual and structural aspects of

poverty and the factors leading to it. Thus, Vikström (2006) related vulnerability not only to

poverty as such, but also to environmental, societal and socio-economic factors during an

individual life cycle. She saw vulnerability as limiting individual agency but there are also

opportunities to act and negotiate, which highlight the importance to acknowledge our own

preconceptions of people in certain situations.

As shown in this analysis, the articles that discussed the concept of vulnerability in

more depth approached it from very different angles. Most of the articles share the criticism

of the individualistic use of the concept, and instead point out structural causes and social

processes that construct vulnerability.

Conclusions

This literature review confirms assumptions concerning vulnerability as a ‘fashionable’

concept, not only in social work research but also in several other disciplines, or as Herring

even puts it ‘vulnerability has become one of the words of the age’ (Herring 2016, p.5).

The main aim of this review was to find new and more theoretically firm ways to

conceptualise vulnerability. What we found instead was that in most of the articles,

vulnerability was used in a self-evident manner, referring to certain people or groups.

However, we also found interesting and important critical commentary on the concept

(especially Brown, 2011; Carlson, 2014; Fawcett, 2009; Kirby, 2006). Even if some authors
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found the concept of vulnerability useful and promising, many of them discussed the danger

of using it in a stigmatising, labelling, marginalising and objectifying way, denying the

agency and voice of those seen as vulnerable. This is serious critique, which raises

theoretical, methodological and ethical challenges for social work research, which is often

studying people labelled as vulnerable, their everyday life, social problems, and services

directed for them. As social work researchers, we should choose concepts and theoretical

approaches that are empowering for the people we are studying. This should begin with their

own experiences and understanding, but should also helping them to see how social relations,

structures and institutions control and organise their everyday world (Smith, 1987). It should

be acknowledged that people, including those considered and constructed as ‘extremely

vulnerable’ are capable of acting and expressing their own thoughts concerning their

presumed ‘vulnerability’, if only that opportunity is given to them (Hoffman, 2012;

Wernesjö, 2012).

We argue that there is still a need to take a step further from these critical concerns. In

the Introduction, we referred to Herring (2016) according to whom there are two major

schools of thought in conceptualising vulnerability. The first school, which defines certain

people or groups as vulnerable, was dominant in our review. The other, which emphasises

universal vulnerability (Fineman, 2008, 2010, 2013; Herring 2016), was almost non-existent,

and when it was referred to, it was done in a psychologically or even therapeutically oriented

manner (Jordan 2008a and b).

We find the idea of universal vulnerability to be very promising to further

conceptualise and study vulnerability, especially the way in which it has been developed by

Martha Fineman. Fineman (2010) defines universal, human vulnerability that ‘arises from our

embodiment, which carries with it the imminent or ever-present possibility of harm, injury,

and misfortune’ (p. 267). Still, she does not deny that some individuals or groups are more
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vulnerable than others. For her, vulnerability is both universal and particular. It is a complex

phenomenon, which manifests itself in many forms, and can be accumulated and transferred

generationally. Fineman also uses vulnerability as a relational concept, referring to

relationships between individuals but especially between individuals and the society

(Fineman, 2008 and 2010).

What we find most important in her conceptualisation is that she focuses on the social

processes generating vulnerability and the responsibility of the state and its institutions in

reducing the risks and consequences of vulnerability. Consequently, she argues that

‘vulnerability analysis must consider both individual position and institutional relationships.’

(Fineman, 2010, p. 269.)

Following Fineman, we argue that in analysing vulnerability, attention should be

turned towards vulnerable life situations, social processes, society and its institutions,

including social work and the entire welfare service system. These compensate for, but

possibly also generate and (re)produce vulnerability. It is also important to recognise the

temporal, situational, relational and structural nature of vulnerability. We further argue that

gendered practices and relationships in the society should be an essential part of this type of

analysis, a factor that too often seems to stay unproblematised when vulnerability is in

question. We suggest that this is a promising way forward to reconsider and reformulate the

concept of vulnerability of social work research.
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