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REPORT OF THE SEMINAR ON THE RESULTS OF THE 
SOCIAL VULNERABILITY INDEX 

Introduction

The Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) 
Subregional Headquarters for the Caribbean and secretariat of the Caribbean 
Development and Cooperation Committee (CDCC) has been involved for the past three 
years in the execution of a project NET/00/035: Development of the Social Statistical 
Databases and a methodological approach for a Social Vulnerability Index (SVI) funded 
by the Government of the Kingdom of the Netherlands. The project had been 
conceptualized to produce two outputs, one a social statistical database, and the other, 
the development of a methodological approach for an SVI. The project was in response 
to the articulated needs of governments in the subregion, specifically, and the wider 
international body of policy makers, in general, for greater availability and a better 
quality of social statistical data and indicators to measure the vulnerability of small 
States.

More directly, the ECLAC/CDCC secretariat received its mandate to pursue work 
on the development of a methodological approach for the formulation of a SVI through 
the Global Conference on the Sustainable Development of Small Island Developing 
States, convened in Bridgetown, Barbados, 26 April -  6 May 1994. Paragraphs 113 
and 114 of the Programme of Action states:

"Small Island Developing States (SIDS), in cooperation with national, 
regional and international organizations and research centres, should 
continue work on the development of vulnerability indices and other 
indicators that reflect the status of SIDS and integrate ecological fragility 
and economic vulnerability. Consideration should be given to how such 
an index as well as relevant studies undertaken on small island 
developing States by other international institutions, might be used in 
addition to other statistical measures as quantitative indicators of fragility.”

"Appropriate expertise should continue to be utilized in the development, 
compilation and updating of the vulnerability index. Such expertise could 
include scholars and representatives of international organizations that 
have at their disposal the data required to compile the vulnerability index. 
Relevant international organizations are invited to contribute to the 
development of the index. In addition, it is recommended that the work 
currently underway in the United Nations system on the elaboration of 
sustainable development indicators should take into account proposals on 
the vulnerability index.”;
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and once again, at the inter-regional preparatory meeting of the Alliance of Small Island 
States (AOSIS) for the World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD), held in 
Singapore from 7 -  11 January 2002, representatives called:

"for the early operationalisation of the economic and environmental 
vulnerability indices for the promotion of the sustainability of SIDS and 
other vulnerable States, and the use of these indices at the levels of 
intergovernmental and international agencies, as well as international 
support for the development of a social vulnerability index to complement 
this work.”

A two-day seminar was convened on 24 -  25 June 2004, at the conference room 
of the ECLAC/Cd CC secretariat in Port-of-Spain, Trinidad and Tobago, to bring this 
phase of the project to a close.

The objectives of the seminar were twofold, one, to apprise participants of the 
results of the pilot test of the SVI undertaken among selected Caribbean SIDS and to 
share the methodology used in the process; and, two, to launch the Caribbean Social 
Statistical Databases (CSSD).

It was the ECLAC/CDCC secretariat’s intention that the database would act as 
the overarching mechanism to facilitate the more efficient use of social statistics in the 
subregion, thus strengthening the capacity for monitoring the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs). In that regard, the seminar was additionally designed to address issues 
of harmonization and definitional issues related to social statistics and the indicators to 
be derived.

The seminar had some 41 participants, including directors of statistical offices 
and senior social planners from the following CDCC member and associate member 
countries: Bahamas, Barbados, Belize, Grenada, Haiti, Jamaica, Montserrat,
Netherlands Antilles, St. Kitts and Nevis, Saint Lucia, St. Vincent and the Grenadines, 
Suriname and Trinidad and Tobago. The following organizations participated: the 
Caribbean Epidemiology Centre/Pan American Health Organization (CAREC/PAHO), 
the International Labour Organisation (ILO), the Joint United Nations Programme on 
HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS), the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), the Caribbean 
Community (CARICOM) Secretariat, the Caribbean Development Bank (CDB), the 
Department for International Development (DfID) and the University of the West Indies 
(UWI). Also present at the meeting were the consultants for the project. The list of 
participants of the meeting is attached to this report.

The meeting adopted the agenda as presented:

1. Welcome

2. Demonstration of the database and discussion
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3. Data issues arising out of the construction of the Caribbean Social Statistics 
Database

4. Background to the Social Vulnerability Index

5. Presentation of the results of the pilot testing of the SVI

6. Working groups

7. Plenary

8. Closure of the meeting

Agenda item 1: 
Welcome

Mr. Esteban Perez, Officer-in-Charge, ECLAC Subregional Headquarters for the 
Caribbean, welcomed participants to the meeting, pointing to the importance of the 
gathering. He identified the two outputs of the project - the CSSD and the SVI - as 
fundamental tools for social research, social analysis and policy-making, in the 
subregion.

He advised that the SVI, which was a completely new and original concept and 
measurement tool, should expand and enrich the concept of vulnerability generally.

He informed participants that apart from the collection and harmonization of the 
data sets in the social statistical database, the ECLAC/CDCC project also contained a 
training component. He was pleased to inform the participants that 45 persons, 
including social planners, social policy analysts and statisticians with responsibility for 
socio-demographic data from 20 member and associate member countries were trained 
in 2002. The objective of the training was the enhancement of the skills of senior 
technocrats in the field of social development in evidence-based social policy 
formulation and the workings of the CSSD.

His Excellency, Maarten van den Gaag, Ambassador, Embassy of the Kingdom 
of the Netherlands, thanked the ECLAC/CDCC secretariat for extending the invitation 
for him to attend the seminar and indicated that his Government attached great 
importance to the project and had demonstrated such through their financial support to 
the initiative. He suggested that in light of the fact that globalization had created a 
certain dynamism in the social conditions of Caribbean countries, it required a 
description in such a way that pertinent and relevant information be made available to 
stakeholders for the decision-making processes. In response to this growing demand for 
information, the Ambassador expressed satisfaction that his government had been able 
to provide the necessary means to assist in the establishment of the CSSD that would 
be launched.
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Mr. Neil Pierre, Deputy Resident Representative, UNDP Port-of-Spain Office, 
expressed his pleasure and that of Caribbean Subregional Resource Facility (SURF), to 
be associated with the seminar. Mr. Pierre indicated that progress towards the MDGs 
would not be possible without adequate tools for ongoing monitoring and evaluation. He 
recognized ECLAC’s initiative to establish the CSSD and the construction of an SVI to 
mark a most important milestone, in this regard. He reminded participants of the role 
and necessity for stronger partnerships among regional institutions, United Nations 
agencies and other partners in supporting the development objectives of the 
governments in the subregion and urged them to make their views known especially in 
light of the role of the United Nations system of providing technical support in achieving 
the MDGs and overall development goals.

Dr. Juliet Melville, Chief Research Economist of the CDB recognized the 
significance of the work that ECLAC/CDCC had been spearheading to develop a fully 
searchable social statistics database and the attempt to mainstream evidence-based 
social policy formulation with accompanying capacity-building training for senior policy 
makers and statisticians. She said that by strengthening the social statistics databases 
and championing evidence-based social policy formulation, the work of the 
ECLAC/CDCC secretariat had helped to establish the necessary basis — i.e. the data, 
information and the technical competence — for elevating social development issues to 
the same level as that of economic issues.

Dr. Melville took the opportunity to address the issue of social vulnerability 
indicating that social and economic progress in Caribbean countries was fragile and it 
was this underlying fragility which made operationalising the concept of vulnerability, 
and arriving at an index of vulnerability to juxtapose against progress made, so 
important. She indicated that over the last three to four years the Social and Economic 
Research Unit of the CDB had been participating in a number of the meetings and 
consultations convened by the ECLAC/CDCC secretariat and she commended the 
ECLAC Subregional Headquarters for the Caribbean, Social Affairs Division for its 
valuable work in this area which she hoped, would continue.

Ms Jacquelyn Joseph, Director, Human Development, CARICOM Secretariat, 
also congratulated the secretariat for its establishment of the CSSD and for piloting the 
construction of the SVI. She indicated that both outputs were considered to be 
significant tools that strengthened the capacity in the subregion to better manage the 
social policy processes and to contribute concretely to the debate on the vulnerability of 
small States.

Mrs. Victoria Mendez Charles, Permanent Secretary, Ministry of Planning and 
Development of Trinidad and Tobago, commended the ECLAC/CDCC secretariat for 
the establishment of the CSSD and the pilot testing of the SVI. She indicated that the 
exercise which was being undertaken by the secretariat was invaluable to the work of 
her Ministry in long-term national strategic development planning, and felt sure that the 
end result of the CSSD would strengthen harmonization and standardization of data 
across the subregion. She said that the seminar would make an invaluable contribution
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to building capacity among professionals in the subregion and that the vulnerability 
index could be an excellent tool in helping countries track their progress in meeting the 
MDGs and should provide much needed empirical evidence in the formulating the 
definitions of what constitutes small economies. The two products which were being 
discussed at this forum, the SVI and the CSSD, would provide much needed assistance 
in the formulation and implementation of long-term planning for the Caribbean 
subregion, and she stated, it was time that they became tools to be used in tracking 
progress vis-à-vis the MDGs, but more importantly, they would be tools to track 
progress in developing the most important resource — people. She concluded that the 
seminar underscored the partnerships which the governments enjoyed and the valued 
technical support and capacity building derived from the ECLAC/CDCC secretariat and 
that Trinidad and Tobago looked forward to continued collaboration and cooperation 
with ECLAC and the United Nations system.

The ECLAC/CDCC secretariat thanked the speakers for their kind remarks and 
the meeting proceeded to address the next agenda item.

Agenda item 2: 
Demonstration of the database and discussion

On presenting the CSSD, the secretariat informed the meeting that the idea for 
the database was conceptualized in 1997 with construction beginning in mid-2000. 
From its inception to its launch, the CSSD was continually critiqued by stakeholders and 
professionals across the subregion in order to ensure that it offered exactly what was 
needed in an effective and comprehensive manner. In this regard, the secretariat 
acknowledged the Government of the Kingdom of the Netherlands, the CARICOM 
Secretariat, the National Statistical Offices (NSOs), the UWI and the CDB for their part 
in making the launch of the CSSD possible.

The secretariat warned that NSOs in the subregion needed to reduce the 
isolation within which much of their data was produced. More networking between 
NSOs could result in the production of more data that could be used for purposes of 
comparative analysis. The production of data that could be readily analyzed across 
countries needed to be urgently addressed, especially in light of the CARICOM Single 
Market and Economy (CSME). She was of the opinion that the CSSDbs could be an 
excellent tool for the sharing of harmonized social data by the subregion.

The CSSD, which is located at http://cssdbs.eclacpos.org, drew mainly from 
census data, with the intention of incorporating within the coming months the results of 
Surveys of Living Conditions (SLCs), Labour Force Surveys and Household Budgetary 
Surveys (HBSs). It offered two levels of access, fashioned after the CARIBTRAd E 
Trade and Transportation database recently launched by the ECLAC Port of Spain 
office: the Public Access Dataset, and the National Access Area. The latter, while still 
under construction, would require users to have a password or special code that would 
allow them to view census data at the detailed/individual level. This permission would 
be requested from and granted by the relevant director of statistics, at his or her

http://cssdbs.eclacpos.org


6

discretion. The presentation continued with a demonstration of sample data extracts at 
the aggregated level (via the public access domain), a review of the Data Dictionary 
(used to add rigour to the analysis of the data) and a general overview of the various 
user options and menu items.

Discussion

After the presentation, the floor was opened for comments and suggestions. The 
ECLAC/CDCC secretariat was congratulated on the presentation of the CSSD and 
there were many expressions of good wishes for its sustainability.

One recommendation for improving the user-friendliness of the database was to 
make it easier to determine column headings instead of codes used in coding the raw 
data. Also, a suggestion was made to reveal the Data Dictionary as a pop-up control 
instead of having users navigate to it through the menu.

There was a general concern with respect to definitions used in creating the Data 
Dictionary and ultimately in the analyses of micro-level data. With a recognized need for 
greater regional harmony in this area, the participants requested some insight into how 
this problem was addressed by the developers of the Database. The secretariat 
responded that this was one of the main challenges faced in designing and developing 
the database, and thanked the participants for raising the issue because it highlighted 
the urgent need for countries to lend support to the CSSD and, in so doing, strengthen 
the credibility of the data. Participants were informed that the definitions used had been 
provided by the countries themselves, and that there would be a greater level of 
harmonization of variables and definitions observed at the public level than at the 
private level of enquiry of the database. In addition, the Meta Data Dictionary available 
in the database would provide information related to the variables and descriptions used 
in the CSSD, and would also seek to present additional information that might be of 
interest to the NSOs and users.

Also, in regard to the reliability of the database, it was noted that with census 
data emanating from various sources around the globe, the CSSD needed to be 
carefully positioned or introduced on the international arena in a manner that would lend 
confidence in its use and establish it as a reliable source of census data for the 
subregion. In response to this concern, the secretariat indicated that only micro-level 
data would be included in the database that was sourced from Caribbean countries 
themselves. Furthermore, the meeting was reminded that the CSSD would be as 
reliable or unreliable as the countries’ national data, and that it was fundamental that 
participating countries were able to produce their statistics in a timely manner and were 
prepared to let their data be housed in the database. These were factors in establishing 
a reliable and sound database.

Another critical area of concern was the weighing of cases and the production of 
datasets containing a fixed number of records to represent the true population level. 
Care should be taken in carrying out this procedure so as to reduce the number of
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discrepancies and the possible negative impact on smaller areas of the population. The 
representative from Saint Lucia stated that in their analyses, every single case is 
weighed, responses and non-responses alike. There was a call for every participating 
country to provide to the ECLAC/CDCC secretariat its own method of accounting for 
data and the definitions used for the benefit of the users of the database.

Some participants were of the view that the granting of permission to private 
users of the national data, solely by directors of statistics, placed too much control in 
their hands, but this was defended by the fact that each country had laws governing its 
national statistics which the directors were expected to uphold. The power was not that 
of the director per se, but the laws. Secondly, the meeting was reminded that micro
level data is in effect information on individuals, and it was considered illegal to release 
this information without the explicit consent of the individuals themselves. While all 
countries sought to release data in a form that prevented the identities of individuals 
from being revealed, some released data without cost and others for a fee.

In response to questions regarding strategies for the further development of 
reports generated by the database, the meeting was informed that other components 
would be included and that the secretariat would be more than pleased to receive 
recommendations for such. Finally, on the question of including health data, it was 
revealed that consultations had been held with CAREC and PAHO to discuss the 
inclusion of demographic and health surveys, but that these had not yet been 
incorporated into the database.

Agenda item 3:
Data issues arising out of the construction of the 

Caribbean social statistical database

This agenda item took the format of a three person panel, which included Mr. 
Kerwyn Roach, Consultant responsible for the database construction, Mr. Roger Moe, 
Consultant for web design and a representative of the ECLAC/CDCC secretariat, who 
had undertaken the task of the harmonization of the data sets.

The two IT Consultants provided an update on the creation of the database, 
giving an account of the six elements of database development. The elements were:

(a) Inventory;

(b) Data conversion process;

(c) Database relationships;

(d) Web Interface;

(e) Storage utilization; and
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(a) Inventory

Inventory involved an analysis of the type of survey undertaken and the countries 
who had conducted them; the year(s) in which the surveys were conducted; and, of 
particular significance, the format in which the data was stored. The main formats used 
for storing data were found to be Statistical Package for Social Scientists (SPSS), 
Integrated Microcomputer Processing System (IMPS) and Database Format (DBF). In 
order to undertake a comparative analysis of data from the different countries, it was 
therefore necessary to convert the data to one common format or target database, in 
this case, the SQL 2000. The tools used in this conversion process were Excel, Word, 
MS Access, FoxPro and SQL Server 2000.

(b) Data conversion process

In the case of data stored in DBF, it was noted that direct conversion was 
possible via the Data Transformation Services Package that was a part of Structured 
Query Language (SQL) Server 2000. However, for data stored in SPSS format, SPSS 
Open Database Connectivity (OBDC) drivers were needed. It was also necessary to 
first transfer the data and input into Access before conversion to SQL 2000. 
Transferring data from IMPS to SQL 2000 requires the use of a Data Dictionary from 
which a list of variables and corresponding lengths could be derived. The Data 
Dictionary was also used to create reference/lookup tables, which was also necessary 
because "reference/lookup information could be lost during the conversion exercise. 
For example in IMPS a variable relationship such as 1. Head and 2. Spouse-Partner
would be available after conversion. The derived list then needs to be used to create a
table in the DBF format into which the data from IMPS was imported. The resultant 
table was then exported to SQL Server 2000.

(c) Establishing database relationships

The Consultant suggested that establishing database relationships referred to 
the way in which tables were connected to each other and was an essential part of the 
comparative process. The main issues identified in establishing database relationships 
were primary key selection/construction; duplicate records and referential integrity. The 
primary key was defined as an attribute (or combination of attributes) that uniquely 
identified each record. The identification of a primary key was very important in 
establishing database relationships. For example, a primary key might be given as a 
concatenation of Parish + ED + Household # in one survey, when the actual primary key 
should be a concatenation of Parish + Village + ED + Household#. If "Village” was not 
included as part of the primary key, then the result would not be an accurate 
comparison.

Duplicate records occurred when more than one record had the same primary 
key. The consultant explained a person data set with primary key as Household #+

(f) Harmonization of social statistics.
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Person # having two or more records with Household #1271 and Person #1. By 
establishing database relationships duplicate records could be easily identified.

Referential integrity was defined as a condition in which an attribute (or 
combination of attributes) in one table whose values must match the primary key in 
another table. For example, each record in a "Persons” table must correspond to 
exactly one record in the "Household” table. A table showing examples of duplicates 
and absence of referential integrity was shown.

(d) Web interface

A web interface was one of the approaches to gathering elements from the 
database and assembling them into a virtual table. This was menu-driven and user 
friendly. These were explained as predefined queries -  micro level data sets or 
harmonized data sets. This approach was used on a computer other than the database 
server and it allowed for controlled access to the database, data catching and a high 
level of security. An ADSL 64K/128K ISP (TSTT) Internet connection, isolated from 
ECLAC’s internal network was used.

(e) Storage utilization and benefits

Details on the type of storage used for the data generated by the different 
surveys conducted by ECLAC were provided to participants. Information was also 
provided on the amount of memory or storage space that had been used, to date. One 
of the major benefits of the project was the fact that all the data on social statistics 
available in the Caribbean was housed in one location and because a standard 
database environment -  SQL Server 2000 -  was used, data could be easily 
exported/imported using non-propriety tools and there was also the capability of storing 
over 1 million terabytes of data.

(f) Harmonization of social statistics

A PowerPoint presentation on the harmonization of social statistics was provided 
using the 1990 and 2000 population census data sets. The presentation began with the 
suggestion of a definition of harmonization as a ‘classification of methods and 
procedures for data collection and processing that are compatible with each other’. It 
was further suggested that such a process included the standardization of 
terminologies, sampling procedures, classification systems, methods of quality control 
and quality assurance, data reliability indices, etc. Topics covered under harmonization 
were:

(a) Objective of the harmonization exercise;

(b) Why harmonize; and

(c) Harmonization of the population census.
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Examples from the 1990 census data showing those countries that were 
harmonized and countries that were not harmonized when the exercise was completed 
were given. Harmonized countries included Antigua and Barbuda, the British Virgin 
Islands and Guyana, among others, while a list of countries whose data were not 
harmonized included Bahamas, Trinidad and Tobago 2000 data, Jamaica and Belize, 
among others.

Issues that could account for non-harmonization included differences in data 
collection methods, differences in terminology and classification, cultural and non- 
cultural obstacles and use of grouped data. Examples of each of the above-mentioned 
issues were provided.

Discussion

It was suggested by participants that the presentations were of particular 
significance because they clearly demonstrated the differences between economic 
statistics and social statistics. It was emphasized that whereas in economic statistics, 
definitions as well as data were standard, this was not the case for social statistics.

The role that agencies such as the ECLAC and other international organizations 
played was therefore deemed very important, especially as there was no agreed upon 
system for the storing and compilation of statistical data. The participants expressed a 
desire to see the next steps in the programme fulfilled, which should include the 
harmonization of the LFS, the SLC and other surveys.

With regard to the SLC, it was noted that the CDB, was one organization that 
encouraged standardization of the process leading to comparability. It was agreed by 
participants that harmonization was easier fulfilled when it occurred in the design phase 
of data collection, given the varying definitions for terms that existed. The description of 
the variables should be more rigorous. For example, it was suggested that the variable 
"head of household” had different interpretations. Sometimes it was defined as the 
person in the household who made the decisions and, in some cases, it was understood 
to mean the person who made the biggest financial contribution to household expenses. 
The subject of religion was another example where harmonization was absolutely 
necessary. The range of religious denominations in the Caribbean was quite wide and 
in some cases the same denomination might have a different name in different 
countries, thereby creating some degree of confusion and possible distortion in 
analysis. To minimize the above, a detailed listing of all possible instances, as in the 
case of religion, had to be reviewed. Transformation exercises, therefore, needed to be 
included as an important part of harmonization. In transformation exercises, conflation, 
expanding and extending of categories were performed. It was also recommended 
that a core set of indicators be developed for the subregion that was indicative of the 
type of survey, for example, if there was a survey on HIV/AIDS, then indicators specific 
to the subject could be developed.
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The subject of data quality was also raised and was described as a major 
challenge, especially in meeting the United Nations MDGs. It was generally agreed that 
social statistics were underdeveloped compared to economic statistics and given the 
question of quality of data, there was an urgent need for national offices to improve the 
quality of the statistics that were collected. It was also important to pay more attention 
to the data arising out of line ministries both in terms of the quality of the data and the 
timeliness of the information. The latter was especially important to obtain good and 
accurate comparisons between countries and regions.

Rigorous protocols

The meeting agreed that rigorous protocols ought to be set and observed in the 
collection of data. This was identified as another dimension to ensuring data quality, 
which was also deemed important. It was noted, however, that the collection of data on 
specific issues was only done when the need arose, as in the case of statistics on 
domestic violence, which were was only collected when it became necessary to report 
on gender-based violence.

To properly address issues of data quality, national statistical offices, as 
important parts of the legislative framework, needed to take a proactive role if social 
statistics were to be comparable with those existing in the economic arena. It was 
recognized that this was a challenge for national offices, because most times, the need 
for data was externally driven. This, together with scarce resources, made it difficult, 
however, with the human resource capacity that existed in the Caribbean this should be 
sufficient to influence the outcome.

Comparative analysis

It was agreed that because comparative analysis was very important, it was 
necessary to ensure that there was not too much innovation over too short a period of 
time. In order to keep up with what was taking place in developed countries, changes in 
formats, for example, were sometimes pursued. This however, could impinge on the 
production of sound comparative analysis and therefore an accurate picture of the 
situation at any given time.

Multiplicity of agencies

Another challenge in obtaining quality data was the number of agencies 
collecting social statistics. In some countries there were as many as three or four 
agencies collecting data, each with a different protocol in some cases. It was therefore 
the responsibility of the NSOs to be proactive and bring some kind of coherency to the 
process.

Data quality
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(a) A special forum should be established to address issues of harmonization;

(b) Identify areas for strengthening social statistics as a priority area for 
national agencies and donor agencies; and

(c) Linkages among the various agencies should be created. Issues for 
agreement could involve resolving questions such as: When the data is collected, what 
is done with such data? Who makes use of the data to inform policy?

The ECLAC/CDCC secretariat explained that they approached the data 
management process with a view to strengthening social policy formulation and, 
therefore, it was interested in many of the issues which were raised by the participants. 
It was further explained that the secretariat encouraged an evidence-based approach to 
policy formulation and thus sought to forge better relationships between the users and 
the producers of social statistics at the national level. The agency representatives in 
attendance were encouraged to provide the participants with information regarding their 
areas of work in the development of social statistics and it was reiterated that there was 
a need for closer collaboration both among countries and between countries and 
agencies.

Agenda item 4: 
Background to the social vulnerability index

In introducing the pilot test of the SVI, the secretariat noted that work on the 
development of an SVI was relatively new and was undertaken, like its counterparts the 
economic vulnerability index (EVI) and the global environmental index (GEVI) based on 
the Small Island Developing States Programme of Action (SIDSPOA) and the AOSIS. 
The SVI, once thoroughly tested was expected to play a complementary role to its 
partner indices, the EVI and the GEVI, and to eventually form part of the composite 
vulnerability index which would provide one measure of vulnerability.

The ECLAC Subregional Headquarters for the Caribbean accepted the challenge 
to develop a methodology for the construction of a measure of social vulnerability that 
could be used globally. Work began in 2000 with a panel of experts to reach agreement 
on the definition of social vulnerability and methodological approaches best suited to 
achieve the task of measurement. By February 2003, tentative agreement had been 
reached around notions of social vulnerability and on the purpose of a measurement. It 
was agreed that such a measure could be applied at the national level, similar to the 
EVI or the GEVI, although it was agreed that the measurement could also have 
relevance to understanding the situation at the level of the person, household, or 
community. It was further agreed that the best approach to such a measure was one 
which strove to achieve simplicity, feasibility and parsimony, as had been recommended 
by Dr. Godfrey St. Bernard, in his earlier presentation in 2003.

Recommendations
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Dr. Godfrey St. Bernard, Acting Director of the Sir Arthur Lewis Institute of Social 
and Economic Studies (SALISES) was invited to present the results of the pilot test of 
the SVI. He thanked the ECLAC/CDCC secretariat for the opportunity to undertake the 
study and eagerly awaited feedback. He noted that, in establishing the proposed SVI, 
the methodological framework was predicated upon stakeholders’ roles and responses 
that mixed and combined in five subnational domains to facilitate the survival and 
attainment of equilibrium within the nation as a whole. The five subnational domains 
included education, health, security, social order and governance, resources allocation, 
and communications architecture.

Dr. St. Bernard explained that within each of the key domains, the roles and 
responses of the stakeholders produced outcomes that could be interpreted as 
functional, if they were consistent with prospects for the survival of the system; or 
dysfunctional, if they were consistent with the likely onset of pathological conditions. 
For the purposes of his paper, he indicated that social vulnerability was discussed in the 
context of defenselessness and insecurity resulting from threats encountered within 
specific social institutional settings. He reminded participants of the Strength, 
Weakness, and Opportunity, Threats (SWOT) framework, which he had used in further 
operationalizing social vulnerability in his previous paper. In accordance with such a 
framework, it was acknowledged that social institutional settings had their strengths and 
weaknesses. Moreover, it was noted that interactions between their strengths and 
weaknesses were likely to be complemented by opportunity structures and could permit 
nations, as social systems, to overcome their threats. In the Caribbean subregion, he 
suggested that it was likely that several countries would face a common set of threats 
but their strengths, weaknesses and opportunity structures were likely to vary, resulting 
in differential outcomes. These outcomes could be captured in accordance with 
selected indicators that could be standardized and combined linearly to yield social 
vulnerability indices.

Before presenting the results of the pilot test, Dr St Bernard explained that it was 
necessary to speak to the availability and quality of the data and how it was used. He 
indicated that the pilot test relied upon data that were readily available from five 
countries -  Belize, Grenada, St. Kitts and Nevis, Saint Lucia and St. Vincent and the 
Grenadines. In the realm of education, none of the countries with the exception of St. 
Vincent and the Grenadines had undertaken a Survey of Adult Literacy. This meant 
that data on adult literacy had to be obtained from another source and a proxy was used 
based upon 1998 estimates gleaned from the 2000 Human Development Report 
published by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). The 2000 Human 
Development Report was also the source of data on life expectancy at birth and the 
derivation of a proxy to capture computer literacy. While the countries published data 
pertaining to life expectancy at birth, estimates were only available according to sex with 
no specific provision being made for a global estimate irrespective of sex. Such a

Agenda item 5:
Presentation of the results of the pilot testing of the SVI
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situation prompted a search for an alternative source in the form of the 2000 Human 
Development Report. In the absence of a direct measure to determine computer 
literacy, a proxy measure was drawn from the 2000 Human Development Report. This 
measure provided an estimate of internet hosts per 1 000 population and was 
considered to have face validity as it could be a function of levels of computer literacy.

Dr. St. Bernard explained that in gauging countries’ vulnerability status with 
regard to the preservation of security and the maintenance of social order, the number 
of indictable crimes per 100,000 persons appeared to be elusive insofar as such a 
measure was often based upon reported crime. With the exception of crimes, such as 
murder, the coverage of reported crimes could be misleading despite the ready 
availability of such data from the respective police services. As a result, it was not 
surprising that the methodological framework had adopted homicides per 100,000 
persons as a key indicator that was less sensitive to non-responses. The SLC had 
been the source of much of the data that were examined to treat with social vulnerability 
in the context of the education system. It also permitted the collection of data for each 
of the four indicators instrumental in gauging social vulnerability with regard to resource 
allocation. Since the SLC instrument could be considered a standardized data 
collection instrument that made allowances for country-specific circumstances, Dr. St. 
Bernard advised that it was a worthy source of data. This, he further argued, was a 
critical requirement in the quest for the harmonization of methodological processes that 
were instrumental in the derivation of the proposed indicators.

He then described the pilot test as a process which sought to measure the 
vulnerability of social institutions in five Caribbean countries where all of the input data 
were readily available. The results suggested that, social institutions in St. Kitts and 
Nevis were found to be the least vulnerable while those in Grenada were found to be 
the most vulnerable. The vulnerability of social institutions was observed to be just as 
high in Saint Lucia as it was in Grenada. When examining the variations in the 
vulnerability of the key sub-systems across the five countries, the findings suggested 
that with respect to the vulnerability of the education system, the estimates indicated 
that it was highest in St. Vincent and the Grenadines and lowest in St. Kitts and Nevis. 
In regard to the vulnerability of health systems it was lowest in Belize and highest in St. 
Kitts and Nevis and Saint Lucia. The data suggested that the greatest threat to security 
and social order appeared to be in Saint Lucia and to a somewhat lesser extent in 
Belize. In contrast, the threat was lowest in Grenada. With respect to resource 
allocation, by far the greatest threat had been evident in Grenada. Finally, Dr. St. 
Bernard suggested that there appeared to be little or no variations across the countries 
with regard to threats overcoming the interplay between strengths, weaknesses and 
opportunities in the arena of information and communications technology. Unless some 
mechanism could be found to standardize transformed scores to make allowances for 
variable ranges associated with observations for the respective input indicators, it would 
be difficult, he suggested, to evaluate the relative impact of the different social sectors 
on the vulnerability status within each of the five countries.



15

In his concluding remarks, he reminded the participants that the ideas and 
findings presented were at best exploratory and subject to further empirical tests. 
Similar data, based on additional regional SLCs needed to be obtained and analyzed 
using multivariate techniques such as factor analysis. To this end, the SLCs in the 
Caribbean subregion ought to be making provision for the generation of the relevant 
input indicators proposed in the paper. He further argued that such SLCs ought to be 
conducted on a regular basis, perhaps once every five years at a minimum. In addition 
to the SLCs, he suggested that there was a need for surveys targeting reading, writing, 
numeracy and computer literacy among adults in the various islands. In each case, 
there should be a core instrument that could be modified to meet country-specific 
needs. There should also be overall inquiries into the Information Technology (IT) 
attributes that were characteristic of communications and technological capabilities of 
the countries within the subregion. All of these inquiries should be pursued at a 
minimum triennially. In order to more adequately treat with the health dimension of the 
index, the National Statistical Offices (NSOs) should, on an annual basis, construct, 
present and publish life table functions reflecting global estimates (i.e. both sexes) in 
addition to those that were sex-specific. Due consideration should also be given to the 
generation of indicators targeting governance issues. These should include an index of 
rule of law, a measure of minority groups’ participation in the economy and a measure 
of new governments’ respect for previous governments’ commitments.

The representative of the CDB thanked Dr. St. Bernard for a remarkable 
undertaking and for its rigorous and comprehensive nature. She too indicated that this 
was preliminary, but exciting, work which was necessary for the subregion. The floor 
was open for discussion.

The representative of UNDP was then invited to present a paper, The 
Measurement o f Vulnerability: A Probability Approach, using the example of Haiti, in 
which he proposed the use of statistical probability in measuring a country’s perceived 
level of vulnerability as it related to poverty. This approach was being explored in 
assessing the delicate situation in Haiti. He defined vulnerability as the perception of 
being on the verge of poverty because of factors that drew an unusual state of 
precariousness -  that the environment no longer provided a comfortable level of support 
to a country’s (or individual’s) well-being or survival. He suggested that this created a 
feeling of abandonment, the first step towards the belief that poverty was imminent. 
Applying Bayes’ Theorem to the formula Risks (Poverty) = Threats x Vulnerability, he 
offered an explanation of vulnerability either through an assessment of threats, or of 
poverty.

The representative also offered a number of definitions of threats as they 
pertained to their effect on income, and the resulting impact on the calculation of 
vulnerability. He acknowledged that while this formula for assessing poverty and 
vulnerability had its disadvantages, it was an attempt to assist the subregion in defining 
and predicting vulnerability.



16

The participants commended him on a thought-provoking and insightful 
commentary on the measurement and predictability of vulnerability as it related to the 
nature of poverty in the Caribbean subregion.

The discussion that followed centered around Dr St Bernard’s presentation on 
the results of the pilot testing of the SVI. Dr. St. Bernard was applauded for his path- 
breaking work on the construction of the SVI and participants indicated that they would 
eagerly await the fuller undertaking of measurement that would include many more 
countries.

Clarification was sought on the similarities and/or differences between the 
adjusted Human Development Index (HDI) as presented in the Organisation of Eastern 
Caribbean States (OECS) Human Development Report (HDR) and the SVI. Dr. St. 
Bernard informed the meeting that although the SVI and the HDI shared a number of 
common indicators, there were some that were indeed unique to the development of the 
proposed SVI. Further, he suggested that the fewer the number of indicators, the more 
robust an index, and thus he had sought to create a robust index through the selection 
of a small number of indicators. He reminded participants that the while the adjusted 
HDI took into account many more indicators than the SVI, there could still be space to 
incorporate into the SVI additional indicators on issues such as governance.

On the question of reference period and the fact that the SVI was an interspatial 
index that compared countries with one another, participants sought to determine 
whether any further development of the index would allow countries to discover their 
future potential for vulnerability so that they could be adequately prepared. Dr. St. 
Bernard confirmed that countries undertook the SLCs at different times, using different 
enumerations and collecting data on different attributes, but that these differences were 
not adjusted for. Nevertheless, most of the figures for all countries used in the SVI 
reflected the last half of the 1990s. With respect to predicting vulnerability, the goal of 
the SVI was to target social change as part of a slow process and not change that 
occurred drastically over a relatively short period of time. Nevertheless, in order for 
countries to forecast their vulnerability in the short term, the reference periods will have 
to synchronized. He thus concluded that data limitations were mainly responsible for 
reduced predictability of the measure.

Dr. St. Bernard’s background research paper was highly praised, especially the 
usefulness of the categories of social indicators of vulnerability and the treatment of risk 
versus resilience in the context of vulnerability. Participants agreed that while the 
methodology of the construction of the index had not fully included the phenomena of 
social capital, governance and security, the reality of the Caribbean situation was such 
that measurement of these were near impossible at present, due to the inadequacy of 
the data. It was agreed that the SVI could be a yardstick by which countries could rank 
their level of vulnerability; an additional descriptor of countries’ circumstances; and a 
qualifier to the current standard economic indicators at the disposal of the subregion. 
The commonly used indicators, such as GDP growth indicators, by themselves failed to
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adequately capture the essence of Caribbean societies’ attainment, but the SVI helped 
to make the adjustment.

In conclusion, Dr. St. Bernard reminded the meeting that his proposed framework 
of constructing the SVI was in the process of being articulated, it was not cast in stone, 
neither was it a gold standard by which all future work should follow. He reminded 
participants that it was a pilot exercise with tremendous credit and merit, nevertheless, 
and should not be discounted in favour of other approaches aimed at creating a social 
vulnerability index. Secondly, keeping in mind issues of resilience and exposure, his 
validation of the SVI was based purely on face validity, since regional data did not 
permit or facilitate development at the construct validity level. As data systems 
developed, the subregion could begin to pursue other concepts of assessing the validity 
of the framework. He thanked the participants for their many questions and the 
ECLAC/CDCC secretariat, once again, for the opportunity to be of service.

Agenda item 6:
Working groups

The meeting broke into three working groups which addressed the following 
issues: Group one - Data availability and quality, Group two - Selection of Indicators, 
and Group three -Uses of the Social Vulnerability Index for social policy.

Agenda item 7:
Plenary

The plenary opened with a presentation by the representative of Haiti on the 
country’s recently concluded SLCs. He informed the meeting that the Haitian Living 
Conditions Survey was undertaken by the Haitian Institute of Statistics with the financial 
support of UNDP and the technical support of the Food and Agriculture Organization of 
the United Nations (FAO) in 2001. It included all the nine geographic departments and 
used a sample of 7,812 households. It explored three main domains:

(a) Habitation and infrastructure, economy of household, agricultural 
resources;

(b) Demography, education, labour force, health and nutrition; and

(c) Perception of health, attitude and perception, domestic violence.

Some of the key findings were the following:

(a) In terms of poverty -  67% of rural population live in extreme poverty;
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(b) In terms of ownership of homes - 90% of the rural population owned their 
own homes while the majority in the urban areas rented;

(c) Adult literacy indicated a 54% rate and women have caught up to men. 
The net primary enrolment rate was reported to be 60%; and 75% of the children have 
more education than their parents; and

(d) In terms of the labour force, 79% of the work force is self employed; only 
45% of adults are employed and total labour force participation rate is 59%.

He concluded that the results of the SLC indicated that special emphasis in the 
future would need to be placed on the development of the rural sector and livelihood 
security issues.

His presentation was followed by reports from the working groups. Most 
significantly was the agreement by the groups on the following:

(a) The subregion could benefit from the work on the SVI and that participants 
looked forward to the eventual integration with the economic vulnerability and the 
environmental vulnerability index;

(b) In regard to social statistical data, it was noted that more work on 
monitoring and evaluation was required in the subregion, which depended on more and 
better social statistics; and

(c) Greater harmonization of data sets were required including 
synchronization in the conduct of surveys and more frequently conducted surveys in 
order to enable forecasting and time series analysis;

The meeting concluded that it was important to ensure ownership of the SVI at 
the national level and for policy makers to appreciate the SVI as a tool that could 
complement other planning tools and measures.

Agenda item 8:
Closure of meeting

The meeting closed with agreement on a number of recommendations. These 
included:

(a) The conduct of SLCs should be undertaken between three-five years so 
that timely and adequate data could be available for the construction of measures such 
as the SVI;

(b) Countries should consider the undertaking of adult literacy, numeracy, and 
computer literacy surveys; and



(c) Closer collaboration between users and producers of social statistics 
should be encouraged at the national level, in order to more strategically drive data 
collection needs.

The ECLAC/CDCC secretariat was encouraged to continue testing of the SVI.

The meeting then closed with the usual exchange of courtesies.
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