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KATE BROWN, Vulnerability and young people: care and social control in policy and practice. Bristol:

Policy Press, 2015, pp 252, ISBN 9781447318170, £70.00 (hbk).

Vulnerability is a notion which serves as a motif, particularly within the fields of social policy and 

practice. However despite its growing use, the concept is of itself vulnerable with both its meaning 

and parameters ƌeŵaiŶiŶg ͚soŵeǁhat elusiǀe͛ ;MuŶƌo and Scoular 2011: 189). In Vulnerability and 

Young People, Brown successfully synthesises the concept of vulnerability from philosophical 

debate, through to policies and interventions, and to lived experiences, guiding the reader along the 

thread and beautifully weaving a captivating narrative. Through investigation of the theoretical and 

real world implications of vulnerability BƌoǁŶ ďƌiŶgs soŵe ĐlaƌitǇ to aŶ otheƌǁise ͚uŶĐleaƌ, ĐatĐh-all 

ĐoŶĐept͛ (Misztal, 2011: 5). BƌoǁŶ͛s ŵessage, as ǁith that of otheƌs, is that vulnerability is a double-

edged sword – whilst it can be used as a tool for effective social change, the manner in which it is 

deploǇed alloǁs ageŶĐies to ĐoŶtƌol aŶd ŵaŶage ͚pƌoďleŵatiĐ͛ iŶdiǀiduals ;see also MuŶƌo aŶd 
Scoular, 2011). Her ͚ĐeŶtƌal ĐoŶteŶtioŶ͛ ;p. 25) within this book ͞is that in a context of economic 

liberalism and welfare retrenchment, the rise of vulnerability in policy and practice can serve to 

fuƌtheƌ ŵaƌgiŶalise those ǁho ŵight ďe ĐoŶsideƌed the ͚ŵost ǀulŶeƌaďle͛͟ (p. 25) – something which 

Brown later reiterates (p. 191). BƌoǁŶ͛s teǆt is diǀided iŶto ϴ Đhapteƌs; eaĐh eǆƋuisitelǇ ǁƌitteŶ ǁith 
wonderfully worded titles which allude to the various themes unpacked and exposed throughout. 

The text combines a literature review of vulnerability (Chapters 1 and 2), an analysis of the rise of 

vulnerability within national policy (Chapter 3), and a case study (Chapters 4-7), thus affording 

adequate attention to both theoretical and empirical discussion.  The empirical element includes 

iŶteƌǀieǁs ǁith Ϯϱ ͚ǀulŶeƌaďle͛ young people aged 12-18 and interviews with 15 providers 

(practitioners and policy makers). The case study also includes ethnographic immersion in 

practitioner worlds. The fieldwork was conducted in a large city in England (with a population of 

aƌouŶd ϳϱϬ,ϬϬϬͿ aŶd aĐĐess ǁas seĐuƌed thƌough siǆ ͚gatekeepeƌ͛ ageŶĐies ;p. 19). 

Discussion begins ǁith the Ŷaƌƌatiǀes of tǁo ͚ǀulŶeƌaďle͛ young people (Brown also ends on a similar 

note). By commencing in such a way Brown achieves two equally important goals. Firstly, she 

prompts the reader to consider the meaning of vulnerability through exploring the lived experiences 

of ͚ǀulŶeƌaďle͛ ǇouŶg people. “eĐoŶdlǇ, ďǇ plaĐiŶg these two narratives at the outset of the text, 

Brown highlights their symbolic significance. These accounts are essential to generating a deeper 

understanding of an inherently problematic concept. BƌoǁŶ͛s iŶteƌest iŶ ǀulŶeƌaďilitǇ, as she 
eǆplaiŶs iŶ Chapteƌ ϭ, ǁas ͞soŵethiŶg that deǀeloped gƌaduallǇ through a mixture of experience 

ǁoƌkiŶg iŶ the ǀoluŶtaƌǇ seĐtoƌ seƌǀiĐes foƌ ͚ǀulŶeƌaďle͛ people, aŶd lateƌ thƌough ƌetuƌŶiŶg to 
uŶiǀeƌsitǇ to leaƌŶ ŵoƌe aďout soĐial appƌoaĐhes to ͚pƌoďleŵ͛ gƌoups͟ ;p. 5). She explains that, 

whilst often deploying the teƌŵ ͚ǀulŶeƌaďle͛ duƌiŶg heƌ eŵploǇŵeŶt, she ďeĐaŵe ͚iŶĐƌeasiŶglǇ 
uŶeasǇ aďout this͛ ;p. 5). Through her work she eǆpeƌieŶĐed the ǁaǇs iŶ ǁhiĐh ǀulŶeƌaďilitǇ ǁas ͞to 
soŵe eǆteŶt ĐoŶditioŶal oŶ ͚appƌopƌiate͛ ďehaǀiouƌ͟ ;p. 5) and linked to the notion of deservingness 

(p. 6).  

In Chapter 1 Brown provides crucial context for the remainder of the book, with a detailed and 

broad literature review that enables the reader to capture the esseŶĐe of ͚The VulŶeƌaďilitǇ 
)eitgeist͛. This is elaborated upon further in Chapter 2 (͚MakiŶg “eŶse of VulŶeƌaďilitǇ͛) where 

Brown unpacks this troublesome concept and identifies five ͚diffeƌeŶt, if oǀeƌlappiŶg͛ themes (p. 28), 

discussing these each in turn. She explores the nuances within the concept and carefully unifies 

eclectic and diverse literature from a range of disciplines. In doing so, Brown allows the reader to 

gain a firm grasp on what is otherwise an often intangible notion. These manifestations are 

identified by Brown as natural or innate vulnerability (linked with child development – see pp. 29-

31); situational vulnerability (bound-up ǁith ͚deseƌǀiŶgŶess͛ – see pp. 31-33); social disadvantages 

(tied to spaces of vulnerability – pp. 33-36); universal vulnerability (pp. 36-ϯϵͿ; aŶd ͚ǀulŶeƌaďilitǇ as a 



concept closed ƌelated to ƌisk͛ ;page ϮϴͿ ǁhiĐh Brown deems its ͚ĐoŶĐeptual ĐousiŶ͛ (see pp. 39-43). 

It is heƌe BƌoǁŶ dƌaǁs atteŶtioŶ to hoǁ ǀulŶeƌaďilitǇ is ͚iŶtƌiŶsiĐallǇ liŶked to ideas aďout ǁeakŶess 
aŶd fƌailtǇ͛ ;p. ϰϮͿ, ĐoŶŶeĐtiŶg this to the idea of ͚peƌfoƌŵiŶg ǀulŶeƌaďilitǇ͛ ;p. 43), something to 

which Brown later returns (see Chapter 4). Brown then moves on to chart ͚The ‘ise of Vulnerability 

iŶ “oĐial PoliĐǇ͛ pƌoǀidiŶg ͚a ďƌief oǀeƌǀieǁ of histoƌiĐal patteƌŶs͛ (p. 49) from the 1950s, with the 

Wolfenden report, to the exponential rise of the use of the concept in the mid-2000s, before 

examining the use of ͚ǀulŶeƌaďilitǇ͛ in housing policy (pp. 50-52), adult social care (pp. 52-53), crime 

and anti-social behaviour (pages 54-56) and in children and young people͛s seƌǀiĐes ;pp. 56-59). 

Brown also cites sex work and terrorism as examples where this term has been deployed (pp.  55-

56). The former example is important in two key dimensions. Firstly, there are clear links with sex 

work and BƌoǁŶ͛s eŵpiƌiĐal study – such as the interplay between vulnerability and transgression 

and the idea that notions of vulnerability are often inextricably bound-up with gender (see Chapters 

4 and 7). Secondly, sex work serves as an excellent example of how the concept of vulnerability can 

be used to serve a dual purpose (see also Munro and Scoular, 2011). The inclusion of the latter 

example is perhaps slightly more difficult to appreciate. 

Theƌeafteƌ BƌoǁŶ addƌesses hoǁ ǀulŶeƌaďilitǇ is used aŶd iŶteƌpƌeted ďǇ those ǁho ͚design and 

deliǀeƌ seƌǀiĐes͛ ;p.71) ͚ǀulŶeƌaďle͛ ǇouŶg people (Chapter 2). Here she draws attention to the dual 

purpose of vulnerability – the label brings with it the potential for increased support for young 

people and can also conversely result in tougher punitive sanctions (see pp. 84-5). Brown also 

highlights how the ͚ǁideƌ stƌuĐtuƌe, sǇsteŵs aŶd pƌoĐesses͛ ;p. 89) such as performance indicators 

ĐaŶ ƌesult iŶ ͚ĐheƌƌǇ-piĐkiŶg͛ ;pp. 89-90). The impact of structure is also explored later (Chapter 7 - 

͚The “oĐial MediatioŶ of VulŶeƌaďilitǇ͛) but fƌoŵ the peƌspeĐtiǀe of the ͚ǀulŶeƌaďle͛ ǇouŶg people, 

ǁheƌe BƌoǁŶ Ŷotes the ͚ďalaŶĐiŶg aĐt͛ ďetǁeeŶ Đaƌe, ĐoŶtƌol, aŶd ĐoŶsultatioŶ ;pp. 161-165). These 

two chapters, taken together, contain important lessons for policymakers or those involved in 

͚VulŶeƌaďilitǇ MaŶageŵeŶt͛ who would be wise to heed BƌoǁŶ͛s findings. 

In Chapter 5 Brown explores the life stories of young people, detailing the difficulties they have 

encountered, the relationship between transgression and vulnerability (an important thread to 

uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg ǀulŶeƌaďilitǇͿ, aŶd theiƌ ͚iŵagiŶed futuƌes͛, before moving on to examine the lived 

eǆpeƌieŶĐes of ͚ǀulŶeƌaďle͛ ǇouŶg people ;iŶ Chapteƌ ϲͿ. IŶ the aptlǇ Ŷaŵed ͚VulŶeƌaďle IdeŶtities?͛
(Chapter 6), Brown discusses her most notable finding – the rejection, by these young people, of the 

͚ǀulŶeƌaďle͛ laďel ;p. 134). Chapter 6 is brilliantly written and generates a deeper understanding into 

what vulnerability means. For example, whilst vulnerability is a subjective term, Brown identified a 

common thread whereby the notion ͚ǁas assoĐiated ǁith peƌsoŶal ǁeakŶess aŶd defiĐit͛ ;p. 127).  

Brown also explores the relationship of vulnerability with agency, choice, resilience, control, and lack 

of physical power. VulŶeƌaďilitǇ is appƌeĐiated as a teƌŵ ǁhiĐh has ͚geŶdeƌed diŵeŶsioŶs͛ (p. 92) for 

providers and users of services (see pages 92-5 and 127-9), viewed as a ͚ŵasĐuliŶitǇ defiĐit͛ ;p. 128) 

aŶd tied to the ͚seǆualitǇ of ǇouŶg ǁoŵeŶ͛ ;p. 128). It is also ͚soĐiallǇ ĐoŶstituted͛ ;pp. 130-1), 

͚suďjeĐt to ƌeǀisioŶ aŶd ƌeassessŵeŶt͛ ;p. 140) and ͚iŶflueŶĐed thƌough ƌelatioŶs ǁith otheƌs͛ (p. 

140).  

Whilst vulnerability may denote positive characteristics, it may also have negative connotations (see 

Levine, 2004: 396). The latteƌ ǁas tƌue foƌ all ďut oŶe of the ͚ǀulŶeƌaďle͛ ǇouŶg people (pp. 141-4). 

Most of the young people ǀieǁed theiƌ liǀes as oƌdiŶaƌǇ aŶd the ͚ǀulŶeƌaďilitǇ͛ laďel posed a 
significant challenge to this. Moreover, the label was rejected by the young people as it undermined 

their strength and ability to overcome adversity. This resonates with a quote from Fineman where 

she Ŷotes that ǀulŶeƌaďilitǇ ĐaŶ haǀe the effeĐt of ŵaƌkiŶg iŶdiǀiduals ͚as lesser, imperfect, and 

deǀiaŶt͛ theƌeďǇ placing ͚them somehow outside of the protection of the social contract as it is 

applied to otheƌs͛ (Fineman, 2013: 16). Linked with this, Brown thus suggests that vulnerability is 

͞ŵoƌe of a ͚top doǁŶ͛ ƌatheƌ thaŶ ͚gƌass ƌoots͛ pheŶoŵeŶoŶ͟ ;p. 147), commenting that resistance 



is ͞uŶsuƌpƌisiŶg giǀeŶ hoǁ faƌ depeŶdeŶĐǇ has ďeeŶ positioŶed as the aŶtithesis of ͚Ŷoƌŵal͛ aŶd 
aĐĐeptaďle͛ ĐitizeŶship͟ ;p. 147). Brown ties the threads together in ͚VulŶeƌaďilitǇ, Caƌe aŶd “oĐial 
CoŶtƌol͛ (Chapter 8) and draws upon Foucault͛s idea of ͚goǀeƌŶŵeŶtalitǇ͛. “he also sets out three 

sensible recommendations (pp. 192-3) which have implications for policy, practice, and research. 

Firstly, she calls for greater scrutiny of vulnerability-based approaches. Secondly, she seeks a ͞ŵoƌe 
oǀeƌt aĐkŶoǁledgeŵeŶt that ͚ǀulŶeƌaďilitǇ͛ aŶd ͚tƌaŶsgƌessioŶ͛ aƌe Ŷot ŵutuallǇ eǆĐlusiǀe states͟ (p. 

192). FiŶallǇ she asks foƌ fuƌtheƌ iŶǀestigatioŶ iŶto ͚hoǁ ǀulŶeƌaďilitǇ ĐoŶŶeĐts ǁith aŶd is shaped ďǇ 
Ŷoƌŵatiǀe assuŵptioŶs aŶd pƌaĐtiĐes͛ (p. 193). 

Although I ǁould desĐƌiďe BƌoǁŶ͛s ǁoƌk as utteƌlǇ ďƌilliaŶt, there are some broad-brush statements 

that I find rather troublesome.  The gƌoupiŶg togetheƌ of ͚offeŶdeƌs͛ aŶd ͚ǀiĐtiŵs͛ is somewhat 

problematic as it is well-established that the former do not attract the same level of protection on 

account of their vulnerabilities when compared with the latter (Brown briefly mentions the 

protection for witnesses and victims – see p. 10). The ŶotioŶ of a ͚ǀulŶeƌaďle͛ ǀiĐtiŵ is Ŷot a 

particularly thoƌŶǇ issue. ͚VulŶeƌaďle͛ ǀiĐtiŵs aƌe affoƌded protection through the ͚special measures͛
(Youth Justice and Criminal Evidence Act 1999). By contrast, ͚vulnerable͛ suspects and defendants 

provide a perfect example of the interplay between vulnerability and transgression. By virtue of 

being suspected of committing an offeŶĐe, aŶ iŶdiǀidual͛s ǀulŶeƌaďle ideŶtitǇ is somewhat 

compromised. This links nicely with the idea of ͚peƌfoƌŵiŶg͛ ǀulŶeƌaďilitǇ. On a related point, Brown, 

when discussing offenders, does not differentiate between the categories (e.g. detaiŶee, ͚suspect͛, 
defeŶdaŶt, aŶd ͚ĐoŶǀiĐt͛Ϳ. The sigŶifiĐaŶĐe of this distiŶĐtioŶ is tǁo-fold. Firstly, at a practical level, 

the protection afforded to an individual is dependent upon his/her status i.e. the ͚ǀulŶeƌaďilitǇ 
Đƌiteƌia͛ foƌ ͚suspects͛ differs to that for defendants at trial. Secondly, at a conceptual level, even 

defendants in the criminal process may not necessarily be offenders in the sense that they may 

never have actually offended. Whilst greater exploration may have overcomplicated discussion, 

these important distinctions should nevertheless be made. Moreover, these examples provide 

interesting comparative discussion for exploring the deployment of vulnerability – the concept is 

used for different purposes depending on its context.  

Vulnerability and Young People is essential to anyone exploring and interacting with the concept of 

vulnerability (particularly Chapters 1-3). It is an important read for those who are interested in social 

policy, young people, youth justice, and (albeit to a lesser extent) gender or criminal justice. Brown 

has ĐaƌefullǇ stƌuĐk the deliĐate ďalaŶĐe ďetǁeeŶ ǀieǁiŶg ǇouŶg people as ͛͞fƌagile͛ aŶd 
ŵaƌgiŶalised iŶ soŵe ǁaǇs͟ aŶd affoƌdiŶg theŵ autoŶoŵǇ as ͚poteŶtiallǇ skilled soĐial aĐtoƌs͛ ;p.18). 

With the exception of the criticisms (above) and a typo on p. 56, BƌoǁŶ͛s ǁoƌk is sophistiĐated aŶd 
engaging yet easily digestible and accessible. The text is both theoretically and empirically relevant. 

The empirical analysis is rich, thick, nuanced, and carefully situated within the existing literature. 

BƌoǁŶ͛s account of vulnerability is both convincing and credible, particularly as she does not shy 

away from exploring the negative case.  By involving practitioners and young people, Brown provides 

a holistic and multi-faceted account of vulnerability. She has admirably tackled an important, 

sensitive, and highly contentious topic with rigour, attentiveness, empathy, and understanding. 

Leaving the reader with a quote from JohŶ ;Male, ϭϲͿ uƌgiŶg that ǁe ͚tƌǇ aŶd figuƌe it out fiƌst͛ ;p. 
195) BƌoǁŶ͛s eŶdiŶg as is poǁeƌful as heƌ ďegiŶŶiŶg aŶd seƌǀes to fuƌtheƌ highlight that ǀulnerability 

should be approached with scrutiny, caution, and care.  
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