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Abstract
Research on consumer financial vulnerability (CFV)
was especially encouraged in the aftermath of the 2007–
2008 financial crisis, becoming a phenomenon of global
interest to academics and policy makers. This paper
reviews the existing academic literature on CFV with
the aim of mapping out four research fields (i.e., the
concept, the measures, the methods, and the drivers
of this phenomenon) and providing a roadmap for a
future research agenda for this field. To this end, we
review the last two decades of academic research on
households’ financial vulnerability, thereby presenting
a hybrid literature review. Evidence from a comprehen-
sive analysis of 98 academic papers suggests that this is
still an emerging and highly fragmented field and, there-
fore, a comprehensive future research agenda is offered,
including concrete suggestions for research designs and
measurements. The proposal of a homogeneous defi-
nition of financial vulnerability, the consideration of
measures that include subjective aspects of the phe-
nomenon, the use of qualitative methods, and the
development of more detailed theoretical and empirical
research on the drivers of CFV, are among the authors’
recommendations for future research.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Financial vulnerability has been broadly defined as the situation experienced by households or
consumers who have high debt relative to income, especially when it comes to consumer debt
and unsecured loans (Anderloni et al., 2012; Kim et al., 2016), and/or limited ability to repay (Kim
et al., 2016). In contrast to this “narrow” conceptualization that associates consumer financial
vulnerability (CFV) with high indebtedness, other authors qualify households as fragile if they
cannot afford to do their favorite activities such as eating out with family and friends, taking a
holiday or doing leisure pursuits (Worthington, 2006). Non-indebted consumers can also be con-
sidered fragile when they are unable tomeet an unexpected expense (Demertzis et al., 2020),make
ends meet, or pay their utility bills (Bridges & Disney, 2004). Moreover, the possible exposure to
adverse economic shocks such as changes in interest rates, correction of asset prices (e.g., housing
or retirement accounts), or sudden unemployment (Kim et al., 2016) might leave households in a
financially vulnerable position (Ali et al., 2020a). Thus, the term “financial vulnerability” is very
multifaceted, complex, dynamic and elusive (Ali et al., 2020a).
Since the 2007–2008 financial crisis, policy makers have been paying more attention to house-

hold financial fragility (Azzopardi et al., 2019) due to the increasing levels of indebtedness in
Western households (Angel & Heitzmann, 2015; Livshits, 2015). In 2018, Demertzis et al. (2020)
reported that more than 30% of EU households could be considered financially fragile. Such a
high percentage in a period of moderate growth, and prior to the post-COVID-19 period, explains
why the financial vulnerability of consumers has become a growing concern for governments and
society. Nevertheless, it is not the only reason. This critical state affects consumption levels and,
given that the largest share of wealth in developed economies is held by households (Ampudia
et al., 2016), it has an impact on the economy (Ali et al., 2020a; Ampudia et al., 2016). The sta-
bility of the financial system also depends on families’ ability to meet their financial obligations
(Azzopardi et al., 2019; Noerhidajati et al., 2020). Moreover, financially fragile households tend to
experience deprivation, which may eventually lead to absenteeism and low productivity at work,
as well as financial exclusion (Daud et al., 2019).
Research on household financial vulnerability has increased due to the fact that this issue

has become a major concern for governments and for the financial industry. Nevertheless, we
should note that the existing literature is highly fragmented in terms of theoretical and empirical
approaches. More specifically, the term “financial vulnerability” has been used interchangeably
with others such as “financial fragility” and “financial distress” (Ali et al., 2020a;Daud et al., 2019).
Common empirical CFVmeasurements are lacking. Moreover, while a non-negligible number of
studies address the influence of demographic and socioeconomic driving forces on CFV, only a
few consider other behavioral drivers. On a more practical level, these shortcomings make it dif-
ficult to use the findings of the current literature to design interventions aimed at strengthening
the financial resilience of households.
This paper has a threefold objective: to review the existing academic literature on CFV, to syn-

thesize prior research findings and to identify gaps that could open new and exciting directions for
future research. To this end, we pose the following research question:How is CFV investigated (i.e.,
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SARA et al. 3

in terms of conceptualization, measurements, and determinants used)? To answer this question, we
have conducted a hybrid review (Paul & Criado, 2020).
This study aims to contribute to the existing literature in four ways. Firstly, it is the first attempt

to identify, explore, and systematize the priority areas prevailing in CFV by way of a system-
atic review of 98 academic papers in the field of CFV published in the last two decades (from
January 2000 to July 2022) with the help of bibliometric analyses. Secondly, it further enhances
the literature on financial vulnerability by identifying four main lines of research, namely, the
conceptualization of CFV, its different measures, the empirical methods used in its analysis and
its main drivers (Daud et al., 2019). Thirdly, it provides the basis for progress in the field by orga-
nizing the findings as described above, while it allows us to provide a detailed future research
agenda. Finally, it helps governments and practitioners to design interventions aimed at reducing
the risk of domestic financial fragility as it presents recent findings on the driving forces of CFV.
This paper proceeds as follows: Section 2 presents the methodology; Section 3 details the

descriptive results; Section 4 discusses the findings on the conceptualization andmeasurement of
CFV, as well as on its driving forces, thus leading to the future research agenda, which is discussed
in Section 5; the conclusions are presented in Section 6.

2 THE REVIEW PROCESS: OBJECTIVE ANDMETHODOLOGY

To investigate the state of the art in CFV, a systematic literature review (SLR) has been conducted.
This method carefully identifies and synthesizes relevant research on a specific topic, increasing
methodological rigor and providing objective, replicable, and reliable results (Moher et al., 2009)
from which to draw conclusions (Tranfield et al., 2003).
As previously stated, this paper conducts a hybrid literature review on CFV. Figure 1 depicts

the systematic review flow diagram, consisting of the following five stages:

1. Search. Existing research has contributed to the literature on CFV at both macro and micro-
levels of study. Whereas the former has focused on the resilience of economies and financial
systems during specific periods of financial distress, the latter has placed households at the
center of the analysis. This systematic review focuses on the second level.
Financial vulnerability has been used in the literature interchangeably alongside financial

fragility, financial distress, financial debt burden, and over-indebtedness, to name but a few
(Ali et al., 2020a; Daud et al., 2019). Therefore, a literature search has been conducted using the
following search strings in the title, abstract and keywords: [“financial vulnerab*” OR “finan-
cial distress” OR “financial stabil*”OR “indebt*”OR “financial debt burden” OR “over-indebt*”
OR “financial fragil*”] AND [“household*”].
Initially, two databases (i.e., Web of Science (WoS) and Scopus) have been used for the

systematic search of academic papers. The searches in Scopus have yielded on average 20%
more results than those inWoS. This second database, as Van der Have and Rubalcaba (2016)
acknowledged, does not include less formal, but significant resources in the field of house-
hold finances (e.g., the Social Science Research Network), which can guide the discussion in an
emerging field of knowledge such as CFV.
More specifically, the searches have yielded a total of 989 studies inWoS and 1150 in Scopus.

All studies considered were written in English and published between January 2000 and July
2022, covering, therefore, at least a bare minimum period of 10 years (Paul & Criado, 2020). A
number of inclusion and exclusion criteria have been considered. In this step, studies in areas
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4 SARA et al.

F IGURE 1 Flow diagram of the systematic review. Source: Authors’ own elaboration. [Colour figure can be
viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

of knowledge with little or no relation to finance (e.g., arts, medicine, physics, natural science,
and astronomy) had been discarded through the advanced filtering options of the WoS and
Scopus databases. By doing so, 405 publications have been rejected inWoS, and 476 in Scopus.
After filtering out duplicates, an initial sample of 878 remains.

2. Title analysis. The titles of the remaining publications (878 studies) have been screened to dis-
card any studies analyzing CFV through aggregate variables, such as the country’s level of
consumption or savings, as we consider that these refer to the macro-level of study. At this
stage, 383 papers that do not fit the aim of the research have been excluded.

3. Abstract analysis. The abstracts of a total of 495 publications have been read to eliminate any
that, according to the pre-defined criteria of relevance to the study (Calabrò et al., 2019), are
beyond our scope. More specifically, the publications measuring financial fragility through
non-financial factors, such as consumption habits (e.g., alcohol, tobacco, and car purchases),
chronic diseases and difficulties in accessing the health care system, have been considered
off-topic entries. After discarding a total of 304 publications, this screening results in 191
publications for further consideration.

4. Full-text assessment. A detailed reading of the 191 resulting publications has allowed for the
selection of papers that fit the aim of the research. In doing so, studies that have addressed
financial vulnerability at the individual (household) level, either theoretically (1) or empiri-
cally, whether it be bymeasuring financial vulnerability (2) or by exploring its determinants (3),
have been selected. On the other hand, studies referring to a sampling unit larger than house-
holds (e.g., neighborhood, district, or ward) have been discarded. A total of 82 publications
have been admitted to the next stage.

5. Hand searching. Finally, via citation tracking, 16 additional publications have been identified,
resulting in a final sample of 98 publications.
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SARA et al. 5

The final sample has been analysed using an Excel spreadsheet (Calabrò et al., 2019) and a
pre-defined coding scheme (Lock, 2019) has been shared with a scholar from the field in order
to reach an agreement on the relevant information to be included. All authors of the paper have
participated in the data collection and analysis in a collaborative manner. Besides formal vari-
ables (e.g., authors, journal, and citation), a range of previously coded variables (e.g., datasets
used, methodology, and econometric techniques) and the main results and findings have been
gathered for each item. The information collected has been organized and synthesized to pro-
vide a complete picture of the state of art in CFV literature.Moreover,VOSviewer software (Van
Eck &Waltman, 2010), aimed at constructing and viewing bibliometric maps (e.g., co-citation
maps, thematic countrymaps, and keyword concurrence), has been used to process the papers,
visualize, and analyze the main information. This software allows the in-depth review of the
maps thanks to its functionalities and it is particularly helpful for any which contain at least a
moderately large number of items, such as is the case in our literature review.

3 DESCRIPTIVE RESULTS

Before discussing the main findings, it is worth providing some descriptive elements of the
selected publications, as this will also allow us to draw some conclusions. It should be noted that
some of the papers analyzed provide results for different subsamples (e.g., countries, age, and
groups) and, in these cases, the results by subsamples have been treated individually, meaning
that in some of the parameters analyzed, the total number of observations may be greater than
the number of papers (i.e., 98).

3.1 The emerging topic of CFV

The number of publications on CFV displays an upward trend over the period considered
(Figure 2). Specifically, three stages can be identified in this evolution. The first, which spans the
years 2000–2007 and comprises 3% of the studies, is characterized by the scarcity of publications.
This situation could be for two reasons: either the limited interest of the authors in dealing with
the subject of analysis or the lack of databases that would have allowed them to be researched at
an empirical level.
The second stage began in 2008. The outbreak of the financial crisis and the subsequent reces-

sion marked a turning point in the study of this topic and from that year onwards, research on
CFV becamemore constant. The interest probably lay in the social and economic situation at that
time. Not in vain, the 13 papers published in the year 2016, when the number of publications at
this stage peaked, attempted to analyze CFV in the years immediately following the 2007–2008
financial crisis.
The third stage, starting in 2017 and finishing in 20221, which consists of 56% of the studies,

is characterized by a steady growth in the number of publications2. The 17 that were published
in 2021 reached the maximum quantity for the whole period analyzed. This made up almost a
third of all the papers published in this last stage, which might be due to the COVID-19 outbreak.
The most recent studies have sought to analyze more recent data. Thus, there is a peak in data
from 2020 onwards, whichmight be related to the dissemination of the first surveys analyzing the
situation of households after the pandemic began.
This temporal sequencing in the appearance of CFV publications may be for several reasons.

Firstly, there used to be a lack of databases on household finances. It was not until the 1980s and
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the years for which they have data. This SLR analyses papers published up to July 2022. [Colour figure can be
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1990s that these became widespread in developed countries. Secondly, many CFV studies have
used public databases, sources that tend to accumulate a considerable time lag. This has resulted
in a delay between the publish date of papers and the period to which their data refers. As Figure 2
shows, studies on CFV began to be published in 2002, but the earliest ones referred to data from
1990. Thus, 84% of the sample publications have been based on data obtained from public surveys,
with an average delay of 7.21 years between the date of the study’s publication and the year from
which the data were taken. However, the studies that have used self-reported surveys (16%) have
tended to have considerably shorter time gaps (3.66 years). Working with more up-to-date data
may partly explain why this second group of papers has been published in highly ranked journals
(50% of which have been indexed inWoS and 44% in Scopus). The percentage of publications in
highly ranked journals has been slightly lower (89%) for papers using official surveys. Thirdly, the
publication of papers on CFV is related to the economic cycle. Thus, beyond the consolidation of
the topic as a global trend (see Figure 2), themost notable peaks for publications (in 2016 and 2021)
have been associated with the study of the two major economic crises of this century, namely, the
2007–2008 global financial crisis and its subsequent recession, and the COVID-19 crisis. Today’s
households must cope with an increasingly complex and unstable environment, facing different
challenges such as high levels of inflation and loss of confidence. These factors make us expect an
even more pronounced trend in the number of publications on this topic, reaching a new high in
the next few years (or even sooner, perhaps in 2024 or 2025).

3.2 Countries’ characteristics

Figure 3 shows the 15 most analyzed countries, together with the databases where the journals
that published the articles have been indexed. By and large, CFV has been analyzed in the world’s
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most economically developed countries, that is, in Europe and the USA. Italy (with 23% of the
sample publications), the USA (19%), Spain (14%), the UK (13%), Portugal (12%), and Germany
(10%) are the countries that have constituted the geographical focus of most papers. Thus, within
Europe, CFV has been most widely studied in Southern countries (i.e., Italy, Portugal, and Spain)
and in the UK.
Papers on different countries have displayed different levels of academic impact according

to the ranking of the journal. Thus, despite coming top of the most analyzed countries, papers
focused on Italy, Spain, the UK, and Portugal have not had as much academic influence when it
comes to publication in indexed journals. Nevertheless, those focused on Austria, Belgium, Den-
mark, and France, fewer in number, have been publishedmostly inWoS-indexed journals. Among
the most published and best indexed ones, however, are focused on the USA.
Furthermore, the motivation to analyze CFV has seemed to differ across countries. We should

note that studies focusing on the USA have tended to concentrate on specific issues, such as the
situation of racial minorities, while those focusing on Europe have usually had a broader per-
spective, as many of them have analyzed the countries most severely affected by the 2007–2008
financial crisis.

3.3 The performance of publications

3.3.1 Journals’ performance

Of the 98 papers analyzed in this literature review, 86 are articles published in journals indexed
either in the WoS or Scopus databases, which confirms, once again, the intense interest in this
topic. These publications are scattered among 69 indexed journals, of which 12 have published at
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8 SARA et al.

TABLE 1 Top 12 journals with at least two publications on CFV.

Journal
Number of
publications Database

Journal of Family and Economic Issues 5 WoS
Social Indicators Research 4 WoS
International Journal of Social Economics 3 Scopus
Journal of Consumer Policy 3 WoS
Applied Financial Economics 2 Scopus
Economia Politica 2 WoS
International Journal of Bank Marketing 2 WoS
Journal of Business Research 2 WoS
Journal of Economic Studies 2 WoS
Journal of Social Sciences 2 Scopus
Review of Financial Studies 2 WoS
Risks 2 WoS

least two papers onCFV (see Table 1), accounting for 35% of the articles published (i.e., 30 articles).
Namely, The Journal of Family and Economic Issues and Social Indicators Research are the most
productive journals (five and four papers each, respectively), closely followed byThe International
Journal of Social Economics and The Journal of Consumer Policy (three papers each). Other highly
ranked journals, such as The International Journal of Bank Marketing, The Journal of Economics
Studies and The Review of Financial Studies have published at least two papers each.

3.3.2 Citation analysis

Figure 4 shows the number of citations, in absolute terms, automatically extracted from the Scopus
database and supplemented by a manual search on Google Scholar. It also includes the number
of citations in relative terms calculated as the quotient between the number of citations and the
difference between the year 2022 and the year of publication. The total number of citations fol-
lows the same pattern as the number of studies published each year (Figure 2), that is, the higher
the number of publications, the higher the number of citations. However, publications from 2011,
2016, and 2021 stand out for their highnumber of citations in relative terms.While the publications
from 2011 to 2016 have analyzed the financial aftermath of the 2007–2008 financial crisis, those
from 2021 have been contextualized in the COVID-19 crisis and its destabilizing consequences.
Although traditional citation dynamics has acknowledged that papers take roughly 2–3 years after
publication to reach their peak in citations (Wang, 2013), the relative ones obtained by 2021’s pub-
lications have only surpassed by those from 2016. This result confirms a growing scientific interest
in this research topic.
The 98 sample publications have scored, on average, 18 citations according to Scopus whereas

Google Scholar calculates the figure as 51. Analyzing a topic such as CFV, currently under devel-
opment, leads to a relatively lowmedian number of citations (6.5 in Scopus’s opinionwhileGoogle
Scholar believes it to be 15.5). In addition, the Scopus database says that a total of nine papers (9%
of the total) have not received any citation, compared to Google Scholar at 5%. If we look at the
publication dates of these papers, the conclusions are clear; 67% of uncited papers were published
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in 2021 and 2022 while in 2020, it was just 22%, claim Scopus; Google Scholar states that these
figures were 80% and 20%, respectively.
As expected, the scientific impact of the papers according to Google Scholar is greater than

what Scopus calculates. We may note that an increase in Scopus’s citations leads to a more than
proportional increase in Google Scholar’s. As previously acknowledged, articles published more
recently and barely cited should not be considered to have lower scientific quality because if their
number of citations is adjusted for the time elapsed since they were published, those from 2020,
very scarcely cited in absolute terms, are of greater scientific interest than any from 2007, 2008, or
2009, for instance.
Themost highly cited papers are those that have analyzed empirical data from theUSA, theUK,

and Italy, as Figure 5 depicts. However, this conclusion should be treated with caution as it could
be related to the high number of papers analyzingCFV in these countries. In relative terms, papers
focused on the USA and the UK are much more cited than those referring to Southern European
countries such as Italy, Spain, and Portugal. Overall, themost cited papers have analysedNorthern
European countries such as Ireland (in first place), Finland, and the Netherlands.

3.3.3 Articles and authors’ performance

Table 2 lists the publications with more than 60 citations on Google Scholar. Among them, the
most cited article has been by Lusardi et al. (2011), published in Brookings Papers on Economic
Activity and cited 628 times until 2022. This is followed by the article by Allgood and Walstad
(2016), published in Economic Inquiry and cited 485 times, which has also been themost annually
cited article.
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F IGURE 5 Country analysis of the citations of CFV studies. Note: The citation/work ratio has been
calculated by dividing the number of citations of the papers that have analyzed each country by the number of
papers that have generated them. At the geographical level, data have been included for countries that have been
analyzed by a minimum of four studies. The citations found correspond to July 28, 2022. [Colour figure can be
viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

In addition to this, Table 2 shows information about the authors. From the h-index point of
view (e.g., searching on Google Scholar for the first authors listed in the table), most of them have
been prolific authors whose publications have been influential and widely recognized. However,
in terms of CFV, only three authors (viz, Disney, Georgarakos, and Gathergood) have appeared in
more than one paper. In short, the CFV has been an under-researched field, even among authors
with extensive experience in the field of personal finance.
Collaborations between authors are necessary. Most publications have been co-authored by

more than two contributors. Just four papers have been the result of authors of different nation-
alities working together, and only Jappelli et al. (2013) have had their collaboration made
up of authors with nationalities that have had rather different socio-cultural and economic
backgrounds.
Overall, authors have tended to focus on the empirical situations of their home countries. In the

EU, authors have tended to integrate analyses of several countries, while in the USA, they have
oftenmade comparisons at the domestic level, either by focusing on different population groups or
by looking for trends among the federal states. Thus, it can be tentatively concluded that research
activity, at the geographic level, has been much more concentrated than the analysis of the CFV
of the countries studied.
Authors have hardly cited their peers’ articles in their own papers, as reflected in the co-citation

map (Figure 6). At the level of relationships between articles, on the whole, there has been little
connection between the sample articles. Significant links have been found for 90% of the 82 studies
obtained from the Scopus database. Besides this, the bibliometric software has created a relatively
high number of clusters (11 in total), each comprising, on average, 6.7 articles. It can be observed
that the relationships between various clusters have been reserved for a particularly cited article of
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SARA et al. 15

F IGURE 6 Co-citation map. Source: Authors’ own elaboration using VOSviewer. Note: The size of each
circle reflects the proportion of citations of each paper. Some authors have been omitted to make the map clearer.
The citations found correspond to July 28. 2022. [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

non-recent publication in many cases. The remaining papers in each cluster, mostly quite recent,
have had almost no significant relationships with other groups.
Figure 7(a, b) shows two illustrative bibliometric analyses of the top-cited references (Table 2).

The map of keyword concurrence (Figure 7a) suggests that these papers have dealt with indebt-
edness (the yellow cluster) or financial capability (the dark blue cluster). Additional peripheral
clusters have entered the main axis via their relationship with one of these two major keywords.
Whereas the study of indebtedness is usually related to financial literacy, the analysis of financial
capability tends to relate to household consumption. Also, the red cluster related to indebtedness
deals with income and wealth. Finally, the papers dealing with emergency savings (the light blue
cluster) seem to be in an intermediate position between those analyzing indebtedness and those
addressing financial capability.
The nexus role of some keywords could be explained, to some extent, by the co-citation map

(Figure 7b). There is hardly any link density among the top-cited references, which may indi-
cate a certain specialization that each author has chosen by away of adopting a specific approach
to the topic. Even so, three papers have obtained a central role in this network, which are the
most recently published studies. This outcome suggests a certain tendency towards consensus in
research, typical of a more mature field of study.

4 THEMATIC ANALYSIS

4.1 Financial vulnerability: Concept

Financial vulnerability is a term widely used in previous literature, together with financial dis-
tress, financial fragility, financial debt burden, and over-indebtedness (Ali et al., 2020a; Daud
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16 SARA et al.

F IGURE 7 (a) Map of keyword concurrence. Source: Authors’ own elaboration using VOSviewer. (b)
Co-citation map. Source: Authors’ own elaboration using VOSviewer. Note: The bibliometric networks include the
15 papers of Table 2 that have been published in indexed journals. Some terms have been omitted to make the
maps clearer. [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

et al., 2019). Figure 8 depicts the references clustered according to the term they have mostly used
to refer to CFV. As can be seen, over-indebtedness has been the term most frequently used in
the references considered in this systematic review (34.7% of the references), followed by finan-
cial vulnerability (26.5%). What is more, the two phrases have been the most used terms in the
latest references, that is, those published in 2021 and 2022 (34.7% and 26.1% of the references,
respectively).
Similarly, the analysis of keyword concurrence considering all sample publications (Figure 9)

has revealed the existence of five interrelated clusters. While four of them have been associated
with the general terms used in the search process (i.e., financial vulnerability, financial distress,
financial fragility, and debt-burden or over-indebtedness), the fifth cluster has grouped the papers
related to COVID-19. The clusters referring to financial distress (the green cluster) and financial
vulnerability (the red cluster) seem to be themost influential ones, as they have exhibited a higher
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SARA et al. 17

F IGURE 8 Classification of references according to the main term used to refer to CFV. [Colour figure can
be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

number of nodes and more intense relationships. The word “debt” has emerged as the back-
bone term of the studies analyzing CFV, with this relationship being particularly strong between
the terms in the financial distress and over-indebtedness clusters. Thus, consumers’ financial
vulnerability has most often been identified with a situation of high debt burden and/or over-
indebtedness. However, the presence of other scattered and interrelated clusters suggests that to
date there is no widely accepted concept in the literature to refer to financial vulnerability.
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18 SARA et al.

F IGURE 9 Map of keyword concurrence. Note: Only those keywords that have been considered by a
minimum of three papers have been included. Some terms have been omitted to make the map clearer. [Colour
figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

Figure 9 also reveals the presence of other keywords that could be relevant in future research
on CFV. These refer to financial behavior or situations considered as appropriate proxy variables.
Thus, the terms related to financial vulnerability (the red cluster) have been linked to objec-
tive aspects of household financial management (e.g., household income or expenditure), while
the terms associated with over-indebtedness (the blue cluster) and financial distress (the green
cluster) have been mainly related to poverty, financial markets, and financial crises. Authors
addressing financial fragility (the purple cluster) have often related it to emergency savings and
financial literacy. Although this group has been the least extensive in terms of nodes, it has occu-
pied a central position on the bibliometric map, functioning as a link between the other clusters.
Finally, authors mentioning COVID-19 (the yellow cluster) have referred to household income
and wealth for the most part. This is a peripheral cluster, under-developed and barely related to
the over-indebtedness and financial distress clusters, but with great potential for growth.

4.2 Financial vulnerability: Measures

The lack of a common concept may partly explain the large number of CFV measures identified
in the literature, which can be classified using four criteria. The first distinguishes between mea-
sures based exclusively on household debt-related issues and those that consider other financial
aspects (mainly savings and consumption). There is a larger number of papers within the latter
category. However, there are only a few references that have used bothmeasures, which are based
on indebtedness and on saving and consumption capacity (e.g., Anderloni et al., 2012; Disney &
Gathergood, 2011; Yusof et al., 2015).
The second classification criterion refers to CFV measures, which can be classified as either

objective or subjective: the former are factors external to individuals thatmay be reported by them
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SARA et al. 19

or obtained from an outside source (e.g., credit history or financial assets); the latter are factors
internal to individuals that cannot be assessed independently of them (O’Connor et al., 2019). It
is mostly objective measures which have been used in the literature (i.e., in up to 67% of the sam-
ple documents), especially in studies identifying CFV with indebtedness. Furthermore, its use
has gradually increased, as Figure 10(a) shows. Nevertheless, further consideration of subjective
measures enriches the analysis for two main reasons: firstly, in doing so, the extent to which indi-
viduals’ own perceptions of their financial circumstances are aligned with objectivemeasures can
be checked (O’Connor et al., 2019); secondly, individuals’ financial behavior is affected by the per-
ception of their financial situation (Brüggen et al., 2017). In this respect, Figure 10(b) shows that
while in Southern European countries (i.e., Italy, Portugal, and Spain), the authors have mainly
opted for objective measures to approximate CFV (around 80%), in Northern countries (i.e., Den-
mark, Ireland, Finland, and the UK), subjective measures have beenmore frequent (around 35%).
This disparity may be due to cultural differences between countries.
The third classification criterion refers to the number of items on which the CFV measure is

based. Some studies have used measures constructed from a single item (e.g., the ability to cover
living costs or unexpected expenses). By doing it like this, they have understood CFV as a debt or
savings/consumption issue, which may be objective or subjective. In contrast, other papers have
utilized onemeasure calculated from several items (e.g., the debt-to-income ratio or net disposable
income after debt payment and living expenses) or several CFV measures each based on a single
item (Disney & Gathergood, 2011; McCarthy, 2011). Following these paths, the studies have often
given a fragmented view of CFV. To date, only Anderloni et al. (2012) and Daud et al. (2019) have
combined several items into a CFV index, drawing on nonlinear principal component analysis, in
an attempt to construct a measure more in accordance with the multidimensional nature of CFV.
The fourth, and perhaps most important, classification criterion concerns whether CFV is

understood as a binary or a graded phenomenon. Up to now, most research has operationalized
CFV on the assumption that a household either “is or is not” financially fragile rather than assum-
ing that it may experience different degrees of financial vulnerability (O’Connor et al., 2019). This
empirical choice has been largely determined by the information available to measure CFV; that
is, when it shows whether or not a household is able to raise $2000 to deal with an unforeseen
expense in the followingmonth (Lusardi et al., 2011; Friedline &West, 2016;West &Mottola, 2016;
Philippas & Avdoulas, 2020), CFV is measured as a binary phenomenon. However, many papers
that have had continuous variables (e.g., debt-to-income ratio), have often turned them into binary
variables (based on a certain threshold) in order to classify households as financially fragile or the
opposite.

4.3 Financial vulnerability: Methods

Themethodological approach of the sample studies has been dominated by quantitative methods
(98% of the publications), whereas about 2% of the reviewed literature could be labelled as “theo-
retical”. The predominant choice of quantitative methods has been consistent with both the type
of research question posed by the papers (i.e., identifying the drivers of CFV) and the data used
to answer it.
Thus, a large number of studies have used official surveys (85% of the sample studies) carried

out by organizations such as the Bank of Italy, the Federal Reserve System, theUniversity of Essex,
Eurostat, the FINRA Foundation, the European Central Bank, the German Research Foundation,
and the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics (Table 3).
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F IGURE 10 Objective vs. subjective measures. (a) Temporal analysis (2002–2022). Source: Authors’ own
elaboration. Note: The temporal distribution is due to the year of publication of each paper. (b) Geographical
analysis. Source: Authors’ own elaboration. Note: Whenever papers have studied data from more than one
country, these investigations have been registered for all the countries analyzed. Comparative analyses of regional
areas have been omitted. This figure lists the countries analyzed by a minimum of four investigations. [Colour
figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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SARA et al. 21

TABLE 3 Official data sources used in two or more publications.

Survey Entity
Number of
articles

Survey on Household Income
and Wealth (SHIW)

Bank of Italy 8

Household Finance
Consumption Survey (HFCS)

European Central Bank 8

Survey of Consumer Finances
(SCF)

Federal Reserve System 7

European Union Statistics on
Income and Living Condition
(EU-SILC)

Eurostat 5

British Household Panel Survey
(BHPS)

University of Essex 4

China Household Finance
Survey (CHFS)

Southwestern University of
Finance and Economics

4

National Financial Capability
Study (NFCS)

FINRA Foundation 3

Household Integrated Economic
Survey (HIES)

Pakistan Bureau of Statistics 3

European Community
Household Panel (ECHP)

Eurostat 3

Vulnerability in Southeast Asia German Research Foundation 2
Survey of Health, Ageing and
Retirement in Europe
(SHARE)

Munich Center for the
Economics of Aging

2

One of the advantages of using official data sources is the sheer size of the samples, in order, the
largest coming from Peking University in China (n = 61,046), the Bank of Italy (n = 52,793), and
the FINRA Foundation in the United States (n= 25,509). The sample size of the studies using cus-
tomized surveys has been smaller, where, for example, there have been 1647 British households
(Kempson, 2002), 1300 Polish households (Kurowski, 2021), and 1006 Zimbabwean households
(Chamboko & Chamboko, 2020). In contrast, customized surveys have not only tended to have
more up-to-date data, as noted previously, but have also tended to consider more qualitative
variables (i.e., capturing the perceptions of individuals) than official surveys have done.
Another potential advantage of official surveys is their regularity over time, which makes it

possible to take advantage of the longitudinal nature of the data. However, the analyzed papers
relying on official surveys have used either a single wave of data (49%) or several waves as cross-
sectional data (i.e., pooled), whichmakes it difficult to obtain causal relationships (see, e.g., Baugh
and Correia (2022), and Emmons and Noeth (2013)).
This review also reveals the extent to which quantitative methods have been used for research

on CFV, despite the fact that they are less likely to identify perceptions of financial circum-
stances. Among the quantitative methods on offer, probit or logit binary methods have been used
in 34% of the publications, OLS regressions in 17%, and probit or logit ordered regressions in 10%.
Less common have been papers using the ANOVA test or K-means clustering algorithm (5%),
those using tobitmodels (3%), and those applying more recent quantitative techniques related to
microsimulation and machine learning (3%).
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22 SARA et al.

4.4 The drivers of financial vulnerability

From the review of the literature, different driving forces of CFV have been identified. Table 4
summarizes these main drivers, as well as the references that have included these variables in
their analyses. Most of these factors refer to household or respondent level (i.e., the micro-level of
analysis), although a few references have also considered variables connected to neighborhoods
(i.e., the mezzo level) and to the country or region in which the household is located (i.e., the
macro level).
Macro-level variables classify large population groups according to specific characteristics, their

scant ability to discriminate being the reason for their anecdotal presence in the sample publica-
tions. These are mostly categorical variables relating to a range of geographical areas (countries
and regions) in studies that have disaggregated and compared at a spatial level. Evidence points
to a reduction in financial vulnerability in the most economically developed areas.
Micro-level variables, the ones considered in this systematic review, can be divided into

socio-demographic, economic, and to a lesser extent, behavioral variables. Some of the most
relevant variables identified in the literature on CFV will hereinafter be presented. Among the
socio-demographic drivers, the following are the most common:

1. Age. Most references within this systematic review have included this driver (81% of the
analyses2 to be precise) and just over 50% of the papers that have found a statistically sig-
nificant relationship have proven that it is a negative one. This scenario has been seen to
a greater extent when age interacts with other demographic characteristics, such as being
female or living alone.

2. Gender. This is a relatively common variable, included in 69% of the analyses, even though
most of the estimates have failed to obtain statistically significant results. Among those that
have found a statistically significant effect, estimates that positively relate financial vulner-
ability to males (23%) have slightly outnumbered those that have associated it with females
(21%).

3. Educational attainment. Overall, the longer spent in education, the lower the probability of
becoming financially vulnerable, as corroborated by 46% of the analyses that have included
this variable. This relationship hasmost often been confirmed for higher education, while the
effect of basic or intermediate education has, in most cases, not been statistically significant.
In this regard, most of the references have analyzed countries belonging to The Organization
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), where basic and intermediate edu-
cation is widespread, and does not act as a differentiating factor. The underlying argument
is that higher education leads individuals to better paid and more stable jobs and/or to the
development of cognitive skills that allow a better understanding of households’ financial
management to be gained.

4. Marital status. Being married or living with a partner reduces the risk of financial vulnerabil-
ity, especially when it is measured through subjective variables, unlike objective ones; with
the latter, it has been found that couples tend to suffer from a higher level of indebtedness
(especially if they have children), although their ability to make ends meet is higher than for
single people. Marital status, rather than being a stand-alone variable, is often studied as a
moderating variable for others, such as household size.

5. Household size. The greater the number of dependent children, the greater the level of
indebtedness and financial stress, as noted by 43% of the analyses that have considered this
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SARA et al. 23

TABLE 4 Main drivers of CFV and references that have considered them.

Driver Studies
Age Allgood and Walstad (2016), Anderloni et al. (2012), Aristei and Gallo (2016),

Azzopardi et al. (2019), Baldini et al. (2020), Bertocchi et al. (2023), Betti et al.
(2007), Bricker and Thompson (2016), Brown and Taylor (2008), Brown (2015),
Bruce et al. (2022), Brunetti et al. (2016), Camões and Vale (2020), Cao-Alvira
et al. (2021), Cavalletti et al. (2020), Chamboko and Chamboko (2020), Chen
and Jin (2017), Chhatwani and Mishra (2021), Chichaibelu and Waibel (2017),
Chichaibelu and Waibel (2018), Chotewattanakul et al. (2019), Cifuentes et al.
(2020), Comelli (2021), Coste et al. (2020), Daud et al. (2019), Del-Río and
Young (2008), Disney et al. (2008), Disney and Gathergood (2011),
Dorsey-Palmateer (2020), Emmons and Noeth (2013), Fasianos et al. (2014),
Fernández-López et al. (2022), French and McKillop (2016), Georgarakos et al.
(2010), Georgarakos et al. (2014), Giannetti et al. (2014), Giarda (2013), Haq
et al. (2018), Kempson (2002), Kim and Wilmarth (2016), Koulischer et al.
(2022), Kurowski, 2021, La Cava and Simon (2005), Lee and Mori (2021), Loke
(2016, 2017), Lusardi et al. (2011), Marsellou and Bassiakos (2016), McCarthy
(2011), Midões and Seré (2022), McCloud and Dwyer (2011), Mutsonziwa and
Fanta (2019), Noerhidajati et al. (2020), Ntsalaze and Ikhide (2016), Philippas
and Avdoulas (2020), Ray et al. (2019), Russell et al. (2013), Sánchez-Martínez
et al. (2016), Smith et al. (2012), Taylor (2011), Togba (2012), West and Mottola
(2016), Wiedemann (2022), Yue et al. (2022), Yusof (2019), Zhou (2022).

Age squared Allgood and Walstad (2016), Aristei and Gallo (2016), Baldini et al. (2020),
Bertocchi et al. (2023), Brunetti et al. (2016), Chotewattanakul et al. (2019),
Cifuentes et al. (2020), Coste et al. (2020), Fasianos et al. (2014), Koulischer
et al. (2022), McCarthy (2011), McCloud and Dwyer (2011), Mutsonziwa and
Fanta (2019), Sánchez-Martínez et al. (2016), Taylor (2011), Togba (2012), Yue
et al. (2022).

Education level Ali et al. (2020a), Ali et al. (2020b), Allgood and Walstad (2016), Anderloni et al.
(2012), Aristei and Gallo (2016), Azzopardi et al. (2019), Baldini et al. (2020),
Bertocchi et al. (2023), Bricker and Thompson (2016), Brown and Taylor
(2008), Brown (2015), Bruce et al. (2022), Brunetti et al. (2016), Camões and
Vale (2020), Cao-Alvira et al. (2021), Cavalletti et al. (2020), Chamboko and
Chamboko (2020), Chen and Jin (2017), Chhatwani and Mishra (2021),
Chichaibelu and Waibel (2017), Chichaibelu and Waibel (2018), Cifuentes et al.
(2020), Comelli (2021), Coste et al. (2020), Daud et al. (2019), Del-Río and
Young (2008), Disney and Gathergood (2011), Disney et al. (2008),
Dorsey-Palmateer (2020), Emmons and Noeth (2013), Fasianos et al. (2014),
Fernández-López et al. (2022), French and McKillop (2016), Friedline and West
(2016), Georgarakos et al. (2010, 2014), Giannetti et al. (2014), Giarda (2013),
Haq et al. (2018), Keese (2012), Kim and Wilmarth (2016), Koulischer et al.
(2022), Kuhnen and Melzer (2018), Kurowski, 2021, Loke (2016, 2017), Lusardi
et al. (2011), McCarthy (2011), McCloud and Dwyer (2011), Midões and Seré
(2022), Mussida and Parisi (2021), Mutsonziwa and Fanta (2019), Ntsalaze and
Ikhide (2016), Parise and Peijnenburg (2019), Philippas and Avdoulas (2020),
Ray et al. (2019), Russell et al. (2013), Sánchez-Martínez et al. (2016), Smith
et al. (2012), Šubová et al. (2021), Taylor (2011), Togba (2012), West and Mottola
(2016), Wiedemann (2022), Yue et al. (2022), Yusof et al. (2015), Yusof (2019),
Zhou (2022).

(Continues)
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24 SARA et al.

TABLE 4 (Continued)

Driver Studies
Employment status Ali et al. (2020a), Ali et al. (2020b), Allgood and Walstad (2016), Anderloni et al.

(2012), Aristei and Gallo (2016), Azzopardi et al. (2019), Baldini et al. (2020),
Bertocchi et al. (2023), Bricker and Thompson (2016), Brown and Taylor
(2008), Brown (2015), Bruce et al. (2022), Brunetti et al. (2016), Camões and
Vale (2020), Cao-Alvira et al. (2021), Cavalletti et al. (2020), Chamboko and
Chamboko (2020), Chhatwani and Mishra (2021), Chen and Jin (2017),
Chichaibelu and Waibel (2017), Chichaibelu and Waibel (2018),
Chotewattanakul et al. (2019), Cifuentes et al. (2020), Comelli (2021), Czech
and Puszer (2021), Del-Río and Young (2008), Disney et al. (2008), Fasianos
et al. (2014), Fernández-López et al. (2022), Friedline and West (2016),
Georgarakos et al. (2010, 2014), Giannetti et al. (2014), Giarda (2013), Haq et al.
(2018), Jappelli et al. (2013), Keese (2012), Kempson (2002), Kim and Wilmarth
(2016), Koulischer et al. (2022), Krumer-Nevo et al. (2017), La Cava and Simon
(2005), Lusardi et al. (2011), Marsellou and Bassiakos (2016), McCarthy (2011),
McCloud and Dwyer (2011), Midões and Seré (2022), Mussida and Parisi (2021),
Mutsonziwa and Fanta (2019), Ntsalaze and Ikhide (2016), Parise and
Peijnenburg (2019), Philippas and Avdoulas (2020), Russell et al. (2013),
Sánchez-Martínez et al. (2016), Smith et al. (2012), Šubová et al. (2021), Taylor
(2011), Togba (2012), West and Mottola (2016), Yusof (2019), Zhou (2022).

Ethnicity Allgood and Walstad (2016), Azzopardi et al. (2019), Bertocchi et al. (2023),
Bricker and Thompson (2016), Brown and Taylor (2008), Bruce et al. (2022),
Chen and Jin (2017), Chhatwani and Mishra (2021), Chichaibelu and Waibel
(2018), Coste et al. (2020), Emmons and Noeth (2013), Friedline and West
(2016), Georgarakos et al. (2010), Kim and Wilmarth (2016), Loke (2016, 2017),
Lusardi et al. (2011), McCloud and Dwyer (2011), Ntsalaze and Ikhide (2016),
Philippas and Avdoulas (202020), Smith et al. (2012), Togba (2012), West and
Mottola (2016), Wiedemann (2022), Yusof et al. (2015), Yusof (2019).

Financial literacy Allgood and Walstad (2016), Anderloni et al. (2012), Cao-Alvira et al. (2021),
Chhatwani and Mishra (2021), Chotewattanakul et al. (2019), Daud et al.
(2019), Disney and Gathergood (2011), Friedline and West (2016), Giannetti
et al. (2014), Kurowski, 2021, Loke (2016, 2017), Lusardi et al. (2011), McCarthy
(2011), Mutsonziwa and Fanta (2019), Parise and Peijnenburg (2019), Philippas
and Avdoulas (2020), Ray et al. (2019), West and Mottola (2016), Yusof et al.
(2015).

Gender Ali et al. (2020a), Ali et al. (2020b), Allgood and Walstad (2016), Anderloni et al.
(2012), Aristei and Gallo (2016), Baldini et al. (2020), Bertocchi et al. (2023),
Brown and Taylor (2008), Brown (2015), Bruce et al. (2022), Brunetti et al.
(2016), Cao-Alvira et al. (2021), Chamboko and Chamboko (2020), Chen and
Jin (2017), Chhatwani and Mishra (2021), Chichaibelu and Waibel (2017, 2018),
Cifuentes et al. (2020), Coste et al. (2020), Daud et al. (2019), Disney et al.
(2008), Fasianos et al. (2014), Fernández-López et al. (2022), French and
McKillop (2016), Friedline and West (2016), Georgarakos et al. (2014),
Giannetti et al. (2014), Giarda (2013), Keese (2012), Kurowski, 2021, La Cava
and Simon (2005), Lee and Mori (2021), Loke (2016, 2017), Long (2018), Lusardi
et al. (2011), Magli et al. (2020), Marsellou and Bassiakos (2016), McCarthy
(2011), McCloud and Dwyer (2011), Midões and Seré (2022), Mussida and Parisi
(2021), Mutsonziwa and Fanta (2019), Ntsalaze and Ikhide (2016), Philippas
and Avdoulas (2020), Sánchez-Martínez et al. (2016), Smith et al. (2012),
Šubová et al. (2021), Togba (2012), West and Mottola (2016), Wiedemann
(2022), Yue et al. (2022), Yusof et al. (2015), Yusof (2019), Zhou (2022).

(Continues)
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TABLE 4 (Continued)

Driver Studies
Household size Allgood and Walstad (2016), Anderloni et al. (2012), Aristei and Gallo (2016),

Azzopardi et al. (2019), Baldini et al. (2020), Bertocchi et al. (2023), Bricker and
Thompson (2016), Brown and Taylor (2008), Brown (2015), Bruce et al. (2022),
Brunetti et al. (2016), Camões and Vale (2020), Cao-Alvira et al. (2021),
Chichaibelu and Waibel (2017, 2018), Cifuentes et al. (2020), Disney et al.
(2008), Dorsey-Palmateer (2020), Emmons and Noeth (2013), Fasianos et al.
(2014), Fernández-López et al. (2022), French and McKillop (2016), Friedline
and West (2016), Georgarakos et al. (2010, 2014), Giannetti et al. (2014), Giarda
(2013), Haq et al. (2018), Keese (2012), Kempson (2002), Koulischer et al.
(2022), La Cava and Simon (2005), Loke (2016), Loke (2017), Lusardi et al.
(2011), Marsellou and Bassiakos (2016), McCarthy (2011), Midões and Seré
(2022), Mussida and Parisi (2021), Mutsonziwa and Fanta (2019), Ray et al.
(2019), Russell et al. (2013), Smith et al. (2012), Šubová et al. (2021), Taylor
(2011), Togba (2012), West and Mottola (2016), Wiedemann (2022), Yusof et al.
(2015), Zhou (2022).

Income Ali et al. (2020b), Allgood and Walstad (2016), Anderloni et al. (2012), Aristei and
Gallo (2016), Azzopardi et al. (2019), Baldini et al. (2020), Baugh and Correia
(2022), Bertocchi et al. (2023), Betti et al. (2007), Bricker and Thompson (2016),
Brown and Taylor (2008), Brunetti et al. (2016), Camões and Vale (2020),
Cao-Alvira et al. (2021), Cavalletti et al. (2020), Chamboko and Chamboko
(2020), Chhatwani and Mishra (2021), Chen and Jin (2017), Chichaibelu and
Waibel (2017, 2018), Chotewattanakul et al. (2019), Comelli (2021), Coste et al.
(2020), Daud et al. (2019), Del-Río and Young (2008), Disney et al. (2008),
Dorsey-Palmateer (2020), Emmons and Noeth (2013), Fasianos et al. (2014),
Fernández-López et al. (2022), French and McKillop (2016), Friedline and West
(2016), Georgarakos et al. (2010, 2014), Giannetti et al. (2014), Giarda (2013),
Haq et al. (2018), Kempson (2002), Koulischer et al. (2022), Kuhnen and
Melzer (2018), Kurowski, 2021, La Cava and Simon (2005), Lee and Mori
(2021), Loke (2016, 2017), Long (2018), Lusardi et al. (2011), Magli et al. (2020),
McCloud and Dwyer (2011), Marsellou and Bassiakos (2016), McCarthy (2011),
Mussida and Parisi (2021), Mutsonziwa and Fanta (2019), Noerhidajati et al.
(2020), Ntsalaze and Ikhide (2016), Parise and Peijnenburg (2019), Philippas
and Avdoulas (2020), Ray et al. (2019), Russell et al. (2013),Togba (2012), West
and Mottola (2016), Wiedemann (2022), Yusof et al. (2015), Yusof (2019).

Indebtedness Anderloni et al. (2012), Aristei and Gallo (2016), Azzopardi et al. (2019), Baldini
et al. (2020), Bricker and Thompson (2016), Brunetti et al. (2016), Camões and
Vale (2020), Chichaibelu and Waibel (2017, 2018), Chotewattanakul et al.
(2019), Cifuentes et al. (2020), Coste et al. (2020), Daud et al. (2019), Del-Río
and Young (2008), Dorsey-Palmateer (2020), Emmons and Noeth (2013),
Fasianos et al. (2014), Fatoki (2015), Georgarakos et al. (2010), Gerth et al.
(2021), Giannetti et al. (2014), Giarda (2013), Jappelli et al. (2013), Kurowski,
2021, La Cava and Simon (2005), McCarthy (2011), Noerhidajati et al. (2020),
Philippas and Avdoulas (2020), Russell et al. (2013), Sánchez-Martínez et al.
(2016), Smith et al. (2012), Šubová et al. (2021), West and Mottola (2016).

(Continues)
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TABLE 4 (Continued)

Driver Studies
Marital status Ali et al. (2020a), Ali et al. (2020b), Allgood and Walstad (2016), Anderloni et al.

(2012), Aristei and Gallo (2016), Azzopardi et al. (2019), Baldini et al. (2020),
Bertocchi et al. (2023), Bricker and Thompson (2016), Brown and Taylor
(2008), Brown (2015), Bruce et al. (2022), Brunetti et al. (2016), Camões and
Vale (2020), Cao-Alvira et al. (2021), Chamboko and Chamboko (2020), Chen
and Jin (2017), Chichaibelu and Waibel (2017, 2018), Chotewattanakul et al.
(2019), Cifuentes et al. (2020), Comelli (2021), Coste et al. (2020), Daud et al.
(2019), Disney et al. (2008), Emmons and Noeth (2013), Fasianos et al. (2014),
Fernández-López et al. (2022), French and McKillop (2016), Friedline and West
(2016), Georgarakos et al. (2010, 2014), Giannetti et al. (2014), Kim and
Wilmarth (2016), Koulischer et al. (2022), La Cava and Simon (2005), Lee and
Mori (2021), Loke (2016), Lusardi et al. (2011), Magli et al. (2020), McCloud and
Dwyer (2011), Marsellou and Bassiakos (2016), McCarthy (2011), Mutsonziwa
and Fanta (2019), Ntsalaze and Ikhide (2016), Russell et al. (2013),
Sánchez-Martínez et al. (2016), Smith et al. (2012), Taylor (2011), Togba (2012),
West and Mottola (2016), Wiedemann (2022), Yusof (2019), Zhou (2022).

Population density Ali et al. (2020a), Ali et al. (2020b), Azzopardi et al. (2019), Chamboko and
Chamboko (2020), Chen and Jin (2017), Mutsonziwa and Fanta (2019), Togba
(2012).

Credit card holding Cavalletti et al. (2020), Fasianos et al. (2014), Gerth et al. (2021), La Cava and
Simon (2005), Noerhidajati et al. (2020), Russell et al. (2013).

Real assets Anderloni et al. (2012), Baldini et al. (2020), Bertocchi et al. (2023), Brunetti et al.
(2016), Camões and Vale (2020), Cavalletti et al. (2020), Chen and Jin (2017),
Chichaibelu and Waibel (2018), Chhatwani and Mishra (2021), Cifuentes et al.
(2020), Comelli (2021), Daud et al. (2019), Del-Río and Young (2008), Fasianos
et al. (2014), Fatoki (2015), French and McKillop (2016), Georgarakos et al.
(2014), Giannetti et al. (2014), Giarda (2013), Haq et al. (2018), Kuhnen and
Melzer (2018), La Cava and Simon (2005), Lee and Mori (2021), Loke (2017),
Lusardi et al. (2011), Mussida and Parisi (2021), Mutsonziwa and Fanta (2019),
Noerhidajati et al. (2020), Ray et al. (2019), Russell et al. (2013),
Sánchez-Martínez et al. (2016), Smith et al. (2012), Šubová et al. (2021), Taylor
(2011), Togba (2012), West and Mottola (2016), Yusof et al. (2015).

Risk aversion Bertocchi et al. (2023), Chichaibelu and Waibel (2018), Fasianos et al. (2014),
Fernández-López et al. (2022), Giarda (2013), Kuhnen and Melzer (2018), Loke
(2016, 2017), Parise and Peijnenburg (2019), Yusof et al. (2015).

Saving Ali et al. (2020b), Bricker and Thompson (2016), Chamboko and Chamboko
(2020), Chichaibelu and Waibel (2018), Chotewattanakul et al. (2019), Comelli
(2021), Disney et al. (2008), Emmons and Noeth (2013), Giannetti et al. (2014),
Kim and Wilmarth (2016), Marsellou and Bassiakos (2016), Noerhidajati et al.
(2020), Philippas and Avdoulas (2020), Russell et al. (2013).

explanatory variable. Debtors with dependents need to spendmore to sustain their household
members.

6. Ethnicity. Considered by 29% of the analyses, it is far from being regarded as a widely stud-
ied driver. Its inclusion, mainly in the case of countries with high immigration rates, such
as the USA and Malaysia, has revealed that ethnic minority groups usually have a greater

 14676419, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/joes.12573 by U

niversidade de Santiago de C
om

postela, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [20/06/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



SARA et al. 27

risk of financial vulnerability, possibly because of their greater difficulty in achieving social
integration.
Among the economic drivers, the following stand out:

7. Indebtedness. This tends to be used as a dependent variable to objectively measure financial
vulnerability; hence, its presence as an independent variable is infrequent (with half of the
analyses having omitted it). Nevertheless, when used, it has been one of the drivers with the
clearest effect upon financial vulnerability. Not in vain, 73% of the analyses that have consid-
ered it, have confirmed a positive relationship, that is, the higher a household’s indebtedness,
the higher the probability of its members becoming financially vulnerable.

8. Credit card holding. This is a variable that approximates household indebtedness, albeit par-
tially. Only 8% of the analyses have included it, finding in almost half of the cases (46%) that
holding a credit card increases households’ risk of financial vulnerability. Cavalletti et al.
(2020) has warned of the risk of cardholders using this means of payment inappropriately,
as it would increase their level of indebtedness.

9. Income. This is a widely analyzed determinant, 78% of the analyses having used it. On the
whole, the higher the income, the greater the capacity to pay off debts, to save and to make
ends meet, as well as the better the households’ perception that they can live more comfort-
ably. However, it would be wise to note that the source of income also plays an important
role (La Cava & Simon, 2005), that is, anyone receiving public aid may be at greater risk of
financial vulnerability.

10. Employment status. Like the income variable, this has also been widely used (73%). As is the
case with the findings of Cavalletti et al. (2020), 37% of the papers considering this variable
have found that unemployment or self-employment indicates a more favorable financial situ-
ation. Broadly speaking, these two groupsmanage their resources better; that is, as they suffer
from greater job instability, they tend to avoid indebtedness. Nonetheless, the percentage of
papers finding the opposite relationship is almost the same (36%).

11. Real assets. Studies have considered either a household’s net wealth or the ownership of
certain assets, such as housing and jewelry. Although few studies have found a statistically
significant relationship, those that have done (35%), have noticed that owning real assets
decreases the risk of financial vulnerability. Nevertheless, some authors have stated that
homeownership makes it difficult to make ends meet, while living as a tenant makes it easier
to cope with unexpected expenses.
Last but not least, we have found some variables that do not clearly fit within the

socio-demographic or economic variable parameters. There are a few variables that refer to
personality traits or other aspects which could be classified as behavioral drivers, two of which
are:

12. Financial literacy. This variable is usually defined as categorical according to the number of
correct answers to questions concerning financial knowledge (e.g., compound interest and
risk diversification). Few of the analyses (22%) have included this determinant, but its influ-
ence upon vulnerability is negative (51% of these cases), that is, the greater the level of financial
literacy, the lower the probability of financial vulnerability.

13. Risk aversion. This driver has only been considered by 14% of the analyses, 32% of which have
noticed a negative relationship. Therefore, the empirical evidence has confirmed that, over-
all, those who prefer safety and liquidity to profitability tend to be at lower risk of financial
vulnerability.
In general, most of the reviewed papers have not introduced a clear theoretical framework

from which to approach the study of CFV. The life-cycle theory has been the most common
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28 SARA et al.

F IGURE 11 Outline of terms, measures, databases, quantitative methods, and groups of CFV determinants.
[Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

theoretical lens for looking at the phenomenon [e.g., Fasianos et al. (2014), Ali et al. (2020a),
and Keese (2012)]. Less common have been the permanent income hypothesis (Friedman,
1957) and the relative incomehypothesis ofDuesenberry (1949),mentioned byRay et al. (2019),
and Georgarakos et al. (2014), respectively. Exceptionally, some authors have related finan-
cial vulnerability to personality traits, which has paved the way for behavioral theories to be
introduced.
By way of summary, Figure 11 illustrates the main results discussed above. Thus, the lack

of a common definition of CFV has forced its measures to be largely conditioned by the avail-
ability of data. In practice, researchers havemostly used the information from official surveys,
which often contain quantitative and objective information on household debt, and income
and consumption. This would explain why these have been the most common types of mea-
sures used to proxy for CFV in the empirical analyses. To be more precise, studies defining
financial vulnerability based on debt burden or over-indebtedness have mainly considered
objective measures (70%), whereas subjective measures have been more frequent in studies
focused on financial distress (15%) and financial fragility (41%).
Moreover, official surveys often contain socio-demographic and economic data and, to

a lesser extent, information on the personality traits or behavior (either financial or non-
financial) of respondents. The latter may partly explain why it has scarcely been used in the
study of CFV determinants.
The range of CFV measures explain the use of different quantitative methods in empirical

analyses. Thus, continuous variables provide greater flexibility in the selection of quantitative
methods, by allowing the application of OLS or Heckman models, as well as logit or probit
models after they have been converted into dichotomous or categorical variables. The latter
type of variable (and, consequently, model) has been more frequent in research that has used
subjective CFV measures.
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SARA et al. 29

5 AGENDA FOR FUTURE CFV RESEARCH

Studies regarding CFV have delved into some of its aspects, which have been reviewed through-
out this paper. In about 20 years of research, academics have uncovered key features, measures,
methodology, and drivers or determinants of CFV. Here we propose directions for future research
for each of the main fields of which this review comprises.

5.1 The concept of CFV

Despite the increasing use of the term “financial vulnerability” by authorities, practitioners, and
academics, there has been little debate about the concept in research on household finances. The
indiscriminate use of a set of terms to refer to the financial vulnerability of households (Ali et al.,
2020a; Daud et al., 2019) leaves questions unanswered about what the actual boundaries of CFV
are. Firstly, a more homogeneous and comprehensive definition of the term should be agreed
upon. More specifically, the first step should be to consider financial vulnerability as a graded
phenomenon rather than a binary one. In other words, stating whether or not a household is
financially vulnerable is not straightforward, so it would be better to assume that any household
could be financially vulnerable to some degree (O’Connor et al., 2019). Given that CFV is multi-
faceted, the second step should deal with decisions upon which issues to include for CFV, such as
debt-related ones alone or incorporating other financial circumstances related to households (e.g.,
income, emergency funds, and financial capability). Thirdly, a consensus should be sought on the
role that the (subjective) perception of the individual should play when it comes to the concept of
financial vulnerability. Coming to such decisions may become even more challenging when the
debate opens up as to whether CFV should go beyond the financial scope of a consumer’s own
household to include other topics such as the option of borrowing from friends and family to pay
off debts (Demertzis et al., 2020).
Secondly, even if a homogenous definition of CFV is achieved, it is not clear whether it will

be valid for all contexts. As noted, most of the literature has referred to economically developed
countries, leaving others with high rates of poverty and probably a high proportion of financially
fragile households in the background. It does not seem credible that the same concept of CFV can
be applied to households in the USA and in Malaysia alike, meaning that the debate should go
further to construct a context-dependent definition of CFV.
Defining household financial vulnerability more precisely and comprehensively remains a

major challenge. If it is not tackled, the statistics provided by various studies may cause cynicism
among society at large and, more worryingly, among the authorities responsible for designing
appropriate policies aimed at reducing CFV.

5.2 The measures of financial vulnerability

Financial vulnerability is a multifaceted phenomenon and is, therefore, difficult to measure. Per-
haps the Achilles heel in the design of CFV measures is the lack of prior debate about what it
means. To illustrate this lack of consensus, the following question could be asked: Which house-
hold is more vulnerable: one with a high debt-to-income ratio due to a mortgage or one with a
low debt-to-income ratio but whose debts are owed to several moneylenders?
In the absence of an in-depth debate about the term “financial vulnerability”, researchers have

designed and constructed CFVmeasures from the information available. There have been several
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30 SARA et al.

drawbacks of the CFVmeasures in household finance literature, causing a non-negligible number
of studies to have used single-itemmeasures, which refer to a single dimension of CFV (either debt
or savings/consumption, and either an objective or subjective perspective). Even the studies with
measures constructed from two or more items have often had the same problem in that only one
CFVdimension is shown (mostly savings and consumption-related fromanobjective perspective).
Moreover, in most papers, CFV has been measured in binary terms (classifying households as
financially vulnerable or the opposite). Therefore, directions for future research point to the need
for CFV measures that include subjective as well as objective indicators, while balancing debt-
based and consumption- and savings-based issues. Lastly, a continuous or graded indicator of
financial vulnerability should be provided.

5.3 The methodological approaches to the study of financial
vulnerability

Most studies have been conducted with quantitative methods and relatively large samples,
because they add robustness and representativeness to the results and allow consistency with the
mainstream research goal (i.e., identifying CFV drivers). With this in mind, we have made three
broad observations on the quality of the research on CFV in terms of the methodologies used.
Firstly, studies have taken a considerable amount of information from official surveys from cen-
tral banks and other supranational bodies such as Eurostat. This approach provides quantitative
information, especially on the volume of debt, and household income and expenses. However,
it has several drawbacks, one of which, as previously acknowledged, is that the data are usually
published with a considerable delay in relation to the period to which it refers. This reduces the
timeliness of the analyzed phenomenon, as well as the speed of proposing measures to mitigate
CFV. Another disadvantage is that the use of secondary data often lacks the necessary information
to consider, in addition to household debts and income, other aspects that would help to construct
subjective or mixed measures of the phenomenon of CFV. A further issue is that although official
surveys are usually published periodically, they do not always allow panel data to be constructed.
The availability of longitudinal data would let the same household or individual be analyzed at
different points in time (e.g., before and after COVID-19), in turn enriching the study of the effect
that macroeconomic shocks may have on microeconomic units. Finally, if developed economies
already make a considerable effort to design these types of surveys and the data obtained has cer-
tain drawbacks, in less economically developed countries, these problems may be aggravated by
the shortage or absence of information. This may partly explain the bias of the studies towards
countries with more developed economies. The institutions responsible for these official surveys
should ensure that, besides quantitative (objective) information, they incorporate subjective ques-
tions, and that the information is readily available and comparable with similar surveys in other
countries.
A second downside is that the methods used provide little guidance for coping with poten-

tial endogeneity or understanding the direction of causality between CFV and its driving forces.
Endogeneity may arise for four reasons (Wooldridge, 2010): omitted variable bias, simultane-
ity, measurement error, and selection. As a result, the coefficients of conventional regressions
are biased, failing to capture the real effect of the explanatory variables on the dependent vari-
able. Endogeneity problems must be considered in the empirical study of CFV for the reasons
previously mentioned. There are unobservable (omitted) variables that will potentially affect
both the financial vulnerability and its determinants. Additionally, it is very likely that there
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SARA et al. 31

will be simultaneity in the determination of the dependent and independent variables; that is,
it is expected that consumer indebtedness will increase the probability of CFV, but simultane-
ously higher CFV may increase consumer indebtedness (i.e., reciprocal causality). Last of all,
when measuring CFV by answering questions in a questionnaire, measurement errors may exist.
Statistics provide different methods to overcome the endogeneity problem and to establish causal
relationships. These extensive methods can be used to address specific causes of endogeneity and
include experiments with random assignments of participants, estimation by double differences,
propensity score matching, instrumental variable estimations and panel data techniques to name
a few.
Thirdly, the literature on CFV should make more room for qualitative research. CFV is a mul-

tifaceted phenomenon that is difficult to measure. Using qualitative methods (e.g., interviews
or observations) would help to achieve a more complete description of the phenomenon and to
advance theory building as well.

5.4 The drivers of financial vulnerability

Studies exploring the determinants of CFV have provided a rich set of answers to the ques-
tion of what the most common profile of financially vulnerable households is. Nevertheless,
more detailed theoretical and empirical research on these determinants could benefit not only
the literature on the topic, but also the policy-makers responsible for addressing such a great
challenge.
One shortcoming lies in the fact that there has been no clear distinction among the groups of

determinants tested in studies on CFV. Most of the publications have not grouped factors into
categories, but when they have done, socio-demographic and economic factors, which have been
the most widely analyzed variables, have not been explicitly differentiated.
A second weakness is that there are some gaps in the review, which we have identified. The

first set of them refers to the behavioral determinants of CFV. To our knowledge, only three
publications have analyzed the relationship between financial capability and CFV, even though
the former has proved to be more decisive in explaining some financial behavior than financial
literacy has (Friedline and West, 2016), which has been used in 24% of the analyses. Similarly,
behavioral variables such as individuals’ self-control have been overlooked despite their playing
a leading role in much financial behavior, such as indebtedness (Gathergood, 2012; Strömbäck
et al., 2017), which can lead to financial vulnerability. This could be partly due to the scarcity
of data linked to behavioral aspects in official surveys. Therefore, it is necessary to incorporate
more behavioral variables as drivers of CFV in order to obtain a complete picture of the profile
of vulnerable households. This requires the prior inclusion of such variables in the CFV survey
questionnaires.
The second set of gaps pertains to macroeconomic factors. Just as CFV may jeopardise the sta-

bility of the financial system and the economy (Ali et al., 2020a; Ampudia et al., 2016; Azzopardi
et al., 2019; Noerhidajati et al., 2021), macroeconomic shocks can trigger CFV (IMF, 2021). There-
fore, it would be interesting to explore how CFV changes after adverse shocks in the financial
system and/or in the employment market. In addition, it is relatively easy to have longitudinal
aggregate indicators to subsequently test them in empirical analyses.
The third set of gaps pertains to social factors. A relevant stream of literature in household

finance has analyzed debt, which constitutes an essential ingredient in most definitions and CFV
measures from a sociological and/or cultural approach, focusing on issues such as the Joneses
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effect (Georgarakos et al., 2014), the influence of religion (Renneboog & Spaenjers, 2012) and the
social stigma attached to high indebtedness (Mewse et al., 2010). These aspects, along with others
such as unexpected life events, medical problems and political preferences, should be consid-
ered in future research as local culture and norms have been shown to strongly influence stigma
perceptions about over-indebtedness. It might be beneficial for future research to obtain infor-
mation (through questionnaires and/or qualitative methods) that allows these types of variables
belonging to the sociological and/or cultural domain to be constructed.
The incorporation of macroeconomic and sociological/cultural factors opens up a new line of

research at the methodological level. Thus, the literature on CFV has mostly focused on a sin-
gle level of analysis, either at the macroeconomic level, when studying aggregate indicators by
country, or at the microeconomic or household level. However, in practice, CFV is likely to be
a result of forces at all levels of analysis. Future studies could consider more than one level of
analysis; for instance, financial vulnerability can be negatively related to consumers’ financial lit-
eracy at the micro level, and positively related to the existence of a large informal credit market
(e.g., moneylenders and pawnbrokers) at the country level. Using multilevel modelling in empiri-
cal analyses would facilitate the exploration of effects across levels. This methodology would also
allow different theoretical perspectives to be applied, thus complementing the view of the CFV
phenomenon. Consequently, while the life-cycle hypothesis of consumer saving and consump-
tion behavior looks at the household (or individual) level, the institutional theory points to the
influence of norms and regulations at the institutional level (e.g., interest rates and credit ratings
for individuals).
In addition, the determinants of CFV could be studied separately, distinguishing between dif-

ferent subsamples. To date, most studies have considered global samples of the adult population
and only some of them have focused on specific subsamples (Friedline & West, 2016; Philippas
& Avdoulas, 2020; Smith et al., 2012). This latter group of studies has mainly used demographic
criteria to construct the subsamples, although it would be enriching to apply other criteria. Thus,
given that social norms and values can affect stigma perceptions associated with debt (Mewse
et al., 2010) and that these aspects are shared by different groups, it would also be worthwhile
to explore the degree to which the drivers identified for the general population still hold across
religions or generations. With regard to the latter, it has been documented that millennials tend
to be highly consumption-oriented (Burnsed & Bickle, 2015), which could affect their financial
vulnerability.

6 CONCLUSIONS

Although the financial vulnerability of households has been a concern since the mid-1990s (Rus-
sell et al., 2013), much more attention has been given to it in the last few decades. This is due to
the dire consequences of the 2007–2008 financial crisis for household finances (Azzopardi et al.,
2019), the subsequent instability of the financial system and the economy, and most recently in
the wake of COVID-19. Over the course of two decades, academic research has attempted to pro-
vide a more complete picture of CFV and, particularly, of its determinants. Despite these valuable
contributions, CFV is still an emerging and highly fragmented field, yet “financial vulnerability”
remains an ambiguous concept for its plurality of terms, which are used interchangeably to refer
to it.
To date, no systematic reviewonCFVhas beenpublished. Therefore, this paper aims to promote

a greater understanding of the CFV phenomenon and provide a roadmap for future research on
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this challenging field. We have attempted to do so by basing the study on bibliometric analyses
and systematic review methodologies, thus creating a hybrid review in accordance with Paul and
Criado (2020).
When it comeswhat the results have revealed, we have observed several points. Firstly, research

on CFV is relatively recent in the academic literature, but it is attracting the interest of researchers
from different fields of knowledge, whose academic papers are increasingly being published in
international indexed journals. This interest initially spiked in Western countries following the
increase in household indebtedness in the aftermath of the 2007–2008 financial crisis, which
exacerbated financial stress formany households.More recently, the interest on the topic has been
fueled by concerns about what the consequences of COVID-19 will be for household finances. The
effects of high inflation since 2021, especially for resources such as energy, suggest that interest in
CFV will increase by the end of this decade.
Secondly,most of the current literature refers to economically developed countries. Fundamen-

tally, three large countries/regions can be highlighted: the USA, the UK and the European Union
countries with Italy at the forefront. Moreover, in the EU, a significant percentage of publications
refer to Southern economies, which have been hardest hit by the Great Recession of the 21st cen-
tury. Based on these first two conclusions we can infer that the growing interest in CFV is highly
context-dependent.
Thirdly, the authors’ review shows that CFV is quite an unexplored field, even by the most

experienced authors who specialize in the topic of household finances. Authors have tended to
publish in teams of two or more, and have not usually collaborated with each other or cited their
colleagues’ research in their own. Evidence also reveals that authors have tended to focus on the
empirical reality of their home countries. These features confirm therefore that CFV is still a
highly fragmented field of research.
Fourthly, CFV refers to a wide range of terms (e.g., financial fragility, financial distress, debt-

burden, over-indebtedness and so on), but there has been neither debate nor agreement about
what the “financial vulnerability” means. In this sense, it is essential to establish a definition of
this concept that takes into account that any household can be financially vulnerable to some
degree and that does not just consider them in financial or indebtedness terms. Such a conceptu-
alization needs to be context-dependent and regularly reviewed (i.e., the symptoms of financial
fragility associated with the 2007–2008 financial crisis may not be the same as those associated
with COVID-19 or high levels of inflation).
Fifthly, this systematic review reveals that there are some important drawbacks to CFV mea-

sures, one of which is that a large number of studies have used those constructed from just
one item, meaning that they have captured a single dimension of CFV (either debt or sav-
ings/consumption, and either an objective or subjective perspective). Even when they have been
calculated from two or more items, they have often reported only one dimension of CFV in binary
terms (i.e., either a household is financially vulnerable or it is not). Itmight be beneficial for future
research to construct continuous CFV measures that include subjective and objective aspects
based on debt and consumption as well as savings-related issues.
Sixthly, many studies have used quantitative methods and relatively large samples often

obtained fromofficial surveys. However, these data sources have significant shortcomings, includ-
ing outdated information due to how long it takes for it to be released, lack of data for many less
developed economies and shortage of subjective characteristic details that would provide a more
comprehensive view of the concept of CFV. Those responsible for these official surveys should
strive to ensure that, together with quantitative (objective) information, subjective information be
captured by way of questionnaires, and that the information be up-to-date and comparable with
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similar questionnaires. Furthermore, researchers should, whenever possible, take advantage of
the longitudinal nature of the data included in such surveys to test causal relationships. Qualita-
tive methods such as interviews, observations or experiments are needed so that the research can
advance.
Finally, the determinants of CFVhave been extensively investigated at themicro level; although

the socio-demographic and economic drivers have received wide attention in the literature, the
study on behavioral drivers has been rather limited. This, as previously stated, has probably been
due to a lack of information on these aspects in the datasets used (mostly official surveys). In the
previous section of this paper,many new and promising research paths to enrich the study of these
determinants have been proposed. This is undoubtedly an ongoing process.
Despite the efforts to embrace much of the research on financial vulnerability at the household

level, we recognize that this review could not be completely inclusive bearing inmind the research
that is currently available. It is the research method in particular which has been applied in the
sample selection that has its limitations. For instance, there may be relevant contributions that
have been published in languages other than English. Furthermore, the need to balance scope,
scale, and depth has led us to discard studies in which financial vulnerability has “worked” as an
independent variable, especially in the fields of health economics and labor economics. In this
regard, future review studies should connect these different fields of research on CFV together
and analyze how they relate to the results in this study. The drivers of CFV lack a discussion of
methodological issues such as potential endogeneity problems that could be addressedwith future
research.Another limitation is that our findingsmaynot hold in the future asCFV is such a rapidly
growing field of knowledge, especially fueled by the financial stress experienced by households
during and after economic shocks. As previously noted, a growing number of studies analyzing
the consequences of the COVID-19 crisis or high inflation rates for household finances could be
expected in the near future.
Despite these limitations, we believe that this paper makes an interesting contribution to the

CFV literature. Through our review, we havemapped the different terms, methods, and empirical
measures used to proxy for the CFV, while also explaining how socio-demographic and economic
households’ characteristics may impact financial vulnerability. Based on a non-negligible stock of
publications in the field, we have developed a research agenda suggesting unexplored directions
for future research. We also hope that the findings related to the drivers of CFV provide policy
makers and practitioners with valuable insights to support households in their quest to adapt
their financial behavior in order to improve their financial resilience in the face of unpredictable
economic and non-economic shocks.
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on the country or region studied. Therefore, we have accounted for 98 papers in this systematic literature review
even though the number of estimations is higher, which, in this section, we refer to as analyses.

3This SLR analyses papers published up to July 2022.
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