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Abstract  
 
Social work is working with individuals and groups that are often defined as vulnerable. The 
concept of vulnerability is also widely used in social work research. However, vulnerability is 
rarely defined in a definite way in social work practice and research. Vulnerability is also a 
contested concept and has been criticized by many authors. It is often used in a stigmatising 
way referring to individuals or groups associated with victimhood, deprivation, dependency 
or pathology.  
The aim of our ongoing research project is to use vulnerability as a critical concept. We 
argue that research should focus on vulnerable life situations instead of vulnerable 
individuals or groups. We want to turn the attention towards society, social conditions and 
institutions, including the welfare service system and even social work that are generating 
vulnerability, instead of seeing individuals as vulnerable. Thus, we argue that there is a need 
to reconsider and reformulate the way in which vulnerability is defined and used in social 
work practice and, in this case, especially in social work research.  
In our paper, in order to search for an alternative, critical conceptualisation, we will present 
a systematic literature review on how vulnerability as a concept has been used and defined 
in academic articles published in the international social work research journals and in 
journals of other relevant disciplines since the year 2000. We will ask 1.) What are the 
themes and topics studied that are related to vulnerability, 2.) What are the service user 
groups that are seen as vulnerable, 3.) How gender is related to vulnerability, and 4.) How 
the concept of vulnerability is defined in these academic articles. 
We find it important that social work researchers choose and use their concepts and 
theoretical approaches in a way that is not stigmatizing or victimizing service users, but 
instead, are empowering for them and helping them to see how social relations, structures 
and institutions are working and organising their everyday world. Our paper addresses the 
conference theme Connections, diversities and controversies between social work research 
and policy makers, practitioners or service users. 
The paper is part of the research project “Transforming welfare service system from the 
standpoint of women in vulnerable life situations” (Academy of Finland, project no 294407, 
2016-20). 


