
6th European Conference for Social Work Research

March 30-April 1st 2016

Theme: 4. Social Work and Social Policy: interrelations, challenges and impacts in times of crisis

Type: Oral paper presentation

How to study transforming welfare service system from the standpoint of women in vulnerable life situations

Marjo Kuronen, Elina Virokannas, Suvi Krok & Ulla Salovaara

Abstract (500 words or less)

The aim of our paper is to introduce the theoretical framework and research agenda of our ongoing research
project studying the transforming Finnish welfare service system from the standpoint of women in vulnerable life
situations.  The Finnish welfare service system is undergoing a major transformation to gain better cost-
effectiveness, quality and regional availability. It includes stronger integration of social and health services,
centralisation and a move to larger service-provider areas. Service users are increasingly seen as consumers that
are expecting to choose and purchase the services and who are aware of their legal rights. This requires
knowledge, social and economic resources that people in vulnerable life situations do not often have. Thus, the
ongoing transformations might make access to and availability of services even more difficult for them. The needs
of people in vulnerable life situations have not been the priority in planning the service system reforms. The
research focuses on women because gender specific issues are often ignored when social problems, welfare
services and vulnerable groups are studied. Unlike for men, there are strong cultural and moral expectations
regarding adequate womanhood and motherhood of these women.
In our paper we argue that there is a missing link between research studying experiences of women in vulnerable
life situations and research analysing structural transformation, policies and practices of the welfare service
system, and it is important to find new ways, theoretically, methodologically and empirically, to connect these
and thus to combine social work and social policy approaches. We suggest that a possible approach to achieve
this is institutional ethnography (IE), a research strategy developed by a Canadian feminist sociologist Dorothy E.
Smith. IE means a commitment to beginning the inquiry from the standpoint of women and analysing how
experiences and actualities of their everyday world are organised by social relations, structures and institutions,
such as the welfare service system, to make this organisation visible and help them to understand “how it actually
works”. The standpoint of women means very concretely, a local and particular place where people are physically
and socially situated, thus shifting the ground of knowing, In IE, experiences of women are not studied as such but
as the “point of entry” to social relations and structures. Institution in IE is not just a specific local setting (e.g.
school, hospital or prison), but it is used to identify a complex of relations forming part of the ruling apparatus
that is organised around a distinctive function in society.
What we are aiming to show with this research approach is that there are ruptures between women’s own
understanding of their situation and service needs and the logic and the functioning of the welfare service system
in how these women are seen and met, their life situations defined and services provided, how women’s local and
particular experiences are transformed into abstract definitions of social problems and vulnerability that lose
connections to their everyday world.


