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REPORT ON THE AD HOC EXPERT PANEL FOR 
THE DEVELOPMENT OF A METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH FOR 

THE CONSTRUCTION OF THE SOCIAL VULNERABILITY INDEX (SVI)

In troduction

The Econom ic Com m ission for Latin Am erica and  the 
C aribbean /C aribbean  Developm ent and  Cooperation Com m ittee 
(ECLAC/CDCC) convened a  one-day m eeting to estab lish  an  ad hoc advisory 
panel for the  construction  of a  Social V ulnerability Index (SVI), 3 Decem ber 
2001, in Port of Spain, T rinidad and  Tobago.

A ttending the m eeting were p a rtic ip an ts  from the C aribbean Com m unity 
(CARICOM), D epartm ent of B ehavioural Science, University of the  W est Indies 
(UWI), Sir A rthu r Lewis In stitu te  of Social and  Econom ic S tud ies (SALISES), 
C entral S ta tistical Office (CSO), Centre for In terdisciplinary  R esearch and  
Developm ent (CIRD) a s  well a s  staff m em bers of the  ECLAC/CDCC Social 
Developm ent Unit. The list of p a rtic ip an ts  is annexed to th is  report.

The agenda of the m eeting w as d iscussed  and  adopted  a s  follows:

1. Welcome and  overview of the project

2. P resen tation  of the  ECLAC/CDCC notions on the  m ethodology for the
construction  of the SVI

3. D em ographic issu es  a s  a  com ponent of social vulnerability

4. Social vulnerability  in the  O rganisation of E aste rn  C aribbean S ta tes
(OECS)

5. R ecom m endations for deepening the  process

6. Closing

Agenda item  1:
Welcome and  overview of the  project

Ms. A sha Kam bon, Social Affairs Officer, ECLAC/CDCC secre taria t 
thanked  p artic ip an ts  for attend ing , w hat w as effectively the second expert 
group m eeting on the  SVI. Ms. Kam bon reported  th a t since the  first m eeting, 
had  been w as convened to d iscu ss  the entire project, consisting  of the SVI and  
the  construction  of social s ta tis tica l d a tab ases , the  ECLAC Subregional
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H eadquarte rs for the  C aribbean had  held th ree  m eetings of the  Ad Hoc 
Advisory Panel for the  construction  of the  Social S ta tistical D atabases (SSDBs).

M s. K am bon highlighted the  im portance of developing a  Social 
V ulnerability Index for Sm all Island  Developing S ta tes (SIDS), and  drew  the 
a tten tion  of p a rtic ip an ts  to the  fact th a t both  the  OECS and  the  Latin Am erica 
and  the  C aribbean D em ographic Centre (CELADE), the  Population Division of 
ECLAC, had  been involved in research  su rround ing  social vulnerability  during  
the  p a s t year. In th a t regard the report of the  Expert Meeting: In ternational 
Sem inar on form s of Social V ulnerability in Latin Am erica and  the  C aribbean, 
held in Santiago, Chile, 20 -21  Ju n e  2001  w as d istribu ted  for inform ation and  
d iscussion .

Ms. K am bon also took the opportun ity  to u pda te  the  m eeting on the 
progress of the  C onstruction  of the  Social S ta tistical D atabases which, she 
explained, w as in the  second phase  of d a ta  collection, having already begun to 
collect d a ta  from the first six coun tries -  B arbados, Belize, Jam aica , Sain t 
Lucia, T rinidad and  Tobago and  Puerto Rico. She reported  th a t the  first o u tp u t 
of th is  project, A Com pendium  of Social S ta tistics from the Survey of Living 
C onditions d a tase ts , would be available by m id December.

Following these  rem arks the  floor w as opened for d iscussion . 
P artic ipan ts indicated the ir sup p o rt for the  project com ponents and  spoke of 
the  necessity  of having com parable and  accu ra te  d a ta  from the subregion. It 
w as pointed ou t th a t organizations w ith funding capacities had  been ask ing  the 
subregion to identify the  problem s encoun tered  in the  collection and  analysis of 
da ta , w ith a  view to providing the  financial w herew ithal for so lu tions to these  
problem s. Among the  problem s identified w as the need for the  tra in ing  of staff 
of the  C entral S tatistical Offices (CSOs) a round  the  subregion, a s  well a s  the 
need for increased  use  of inform ation technology for the  processing of data .

Ms. Jacqu lyn  Jo sep h , of the  CARICOM S ecre tariat acknowledged the 
increasing  n u m b er of initiatives th a t had  been tak ing  place in the  subregion 
w ith regard to the  collection and  process of social s ta tis tics , b u t felt th a t there 
w as a  g rea ter need for coordination of these  activities. In th is  regard, she 
announced  th a t CARICOM w as p repared  to a ss is t the  subregion in the 
m obilisation of resources. Some of the  organizations and  in s titu tio n s th a t were 
seen a s  critical to the  success of a  coordinated approach  to the  collection, 
processing and  analysis of social s ta tis tic s  were the  UWI, CARICOM, ECLAC, 
the  United N ations Developm ent Program m e (UNDP), the  E aste rn  C aribbean 
C entral B ank  (ECCB), and  the  OECS.

Professor Elsie Le Franc, SALISES, also called for a  technical team , 
organized on a  regional basis, to provide a ssis tan ce  to coun tries in the 
subregion in the  processing and  analysis of social data .
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In th is  context, p a rtic ip an ts  raised  the  issue  of the  lack of 
institu tionalised  tra in ing  in the  a reas  of s ta tis tic s  and  dem ography. It w as felt 
th a t there  w as a  definite need to develop courses in s ta tis tics , especially on the 
Cave Hill and  St. A ugustine cam puses of the  UW, along the  lines already 
estab lished  a t the  M ona C am pus.

Agenda item  2:
A pproaches to the  m ethodology for the  construction  of the  SVI

Ms. L inda Hewitt, C o n su ltan t to the  project on the  Social V ulnerability 
Index, p resen ted  a  background  paper on approaches to the  creation of a  
m ethodology for the  construction  of a  Social V ulnerability Index. In speaking  to 
the  first section of the  paper, Ms. Hewitt p resen ted  an  extensive lite ra tu re  
review related  to the  issu es  of vulnerability. In th is  context, she highlighted 
previous s tud ies  on econom ic vulnerability  a s  being very usefu l and  suggested 
th a t there  w as a  need to exam ine the  issue  of vulnerability  a t the  national, 
household  and  individual levels. In addition to outlin ing the  various sources 
from w hich d a ta  a t these  levels could be obtained, the  C onsu ltan t also 
identified som e of the  issu es  th a t needed to be taken  into consideration  a t the 
various levels. These included issu es  of em pow erm ent in the  context of 
com m unities and  social g roups and  a  focus on poverty a t the  household  and  
individual levels. In th is  section she also outlined the approach  to be taken  in 
conceptualising  vulnerability  in order to co n stru c t the  index m easure . To th is  
end she suggested  th a t there  were th ree  im portan t s tep s to be followed. These 
were:

(a) D eterm ine the  levels (un its  of analysis), in w hich vulnerability  w as 
to be estab lished ;

(b) Select s ta tis tic s  and  ind icators th a t rep resen ted  and  described 
conditions of vulnerability  and  provided m easu res of change; and

(c) D eterm ine the  m eans by w hich these  could be worked into a  
com posite index.

This w as followed by a  d iscussion , on p a rt two of the  paper in w hich Ms. 
Hewitt p resen ted  an  exam ination of o ther system s and  indexes w hich also 
provided usefu l m ethodological direction for the  developm ent of the  SVI.

Im portan t to the  developm ent of a  vulnerability  index were the  risk  
factors th a t inhibited  and  constra ined  the ability of coun tries to develop and  
benefit from opportun ities th a t bu ilt capacity  and  prom oted well-being, a s  well 
a s  to w ith stand  or recover from adversities and  the ir respective tran sm ission  
m odes. Having highlighted issu es  su ch  a s  (1) the  need to assign  sta tistica l 
m ethods to variab les in order to reduce the  initial n u m b er of variab les th a t 
were significantly associated  w ith conditions th a t induced  and  tran sm itted
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vulnerability; (2) the  need to stan d ard ise  variab les; and  (3) the  im portance of 
assigning  w eights in order to indicate the  relative streng th  of each variable, Ms. 
Hewitt p resen ted  a  prelim inary  set of indexes and  associated  variables th a t 
could be used  to create  the  com posite Social V ulnerability Index.

The com ponents of the  com posite index based  on the  conditions likely to 
constitu te  risk s to social well-being were poverty, crim e, n a tu ra l d isasters , 
m igration, health  s ta tu s  and  social m arginalization. Ms. Hewitt concluded her 
p resen ta tion  by recom m ending th a t fu rth er w ork w as needed for the 
construction  of the  SVI for SIDS, based  on these  com ponents and  the 
associated  variables.

Agenda item  3:
D em ographic issu es  a s  com ponent of social vulnerability

Dr. D ennis Brown, UWI, p resen ted  aspec ts  of h is c u rren t w ork w hich 
addressed  the  issue  of socio dem ographic vulnerability  in the  C aribbean 
th rough  an  exam ination of the  w ays in w hich dem ographic variables in teracted  
w ith social and  in stitu tiona l fac to rs/capab ilities  to create  vulnerability. Dr. 
Brown rem inded p artic ip an ts  th a t even while dem ographic factors were 
considered a s  sources of risk  and  vulnerability  in the  society and  econom y of 
the  C aribbean, the  rela tionsh ip  betw een the  social and  the  dem ographic w as 
an  iterative one, and  the  exam ination of dem ographic p rocesses a s  a  
com ponent of social vulnerability  w as m erely to highlight one side of an  
ongoing in teractive process.

The d iscussion  of the  paper w as set w ithin the  context of efforts a t 
developm ent in the  C aribbean and  in th is  regard  Dr. Brown pointed to the 
effects of s tru c tu ra l ad ju s tm en t policies and  o ther neoliberal policies aim ed a t 
correcting ‘governm ent failure’, also know n a s  the  W ashington C onsensus. He 
pointed ou t th a t paradoxically som e of these  policies them selves destroyed 
in s titu tio n s th a t were im portan t to the  proper w orking of the  m arket. It w as 
against th is  background  th a t the  paper a ttem pted  to analyze the  extent to 
w hich dem ographic p rocesses and  s tru c tu re s  con tribu ted  to the  m ain tenance  
of ignorance, poverty and  inequity  in C aribbean society.

The m ajor variables in th is  p resen ta tion  th a t were regarded as 
dem ographic th re a ts  included:

(a) Lagging fertility, in w hich fertility decline ap p aren t in the  wider 
society w as not a s  evident am ong ado lescen ts and  poor wom en. This had  
placed them  and  the ir com m unities and  househo lds in a  position w here they 
were unab le  to cope w ith the  exigencies of life;

(b) Age structure, looking a t issu es  of ageing and  dependency;
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(c) Migration, bo th  in te rnal and  external; and

(d) Mortality, w ith a  focus on H um an Im m une-Deficiency 
V irus/A cquired  Im m une Deficiency Syndrom e (HIV/AIDS).

The floor w as opened for d iscussion  on both  p resen ta tions. The 
observation w as m ade th a t the  issue  of population  m ovem ent a s  a  th re a t/r is k  
to coun tries in the subregion needed careful consideration  since it could also 
be viewed a s  beneficial. Some of the  benefits of m igration th a t were highlighted 
included rem ittances and  increased  skills and  knowledge am ong re tu rn  
m igrants.

The m eeting also welcomed the a ttem p t to develop a  social vulnerability  
index w ith predictive pow ers a t several levels. Some p artic ip an ts  however 
adm itted  to feelings of uncerta in ty  ab o u t using  poverty a s  one of the 
com ponents of the  SVI. C onsum ption  ra th e r  th a n  incom e w as one of the 
m easu res used  to calcu late  poverty, and  it w as pointed ou t th a t th is  m ethod 
had  several lim itations w hich im pacted on poverty a s  a  sensitive indicator.

P artic ipan ts also d iscussed  the several variables suggested a s  su b 
com ponents of the  principal com ponents of the  SVI. C om m ents included:

(a) The need for any  construction  of the SVI to take into consideration  
the  issue  of in traregional m igration.

(b) In relation to the  u se  of HIV/AIDS, a s  an  ind icator of th rea t u n d er 
the principal com ponent of H ealth S ta tu s , it w as suggested th a t o ther chronic 
d iseases su ch  a s  d iabetes m ellitus and  hypertension  m ight also be considered.

(c) M orbidity should  be included a s  a  risk  variable u n d er Health 
S ta tu s , because  it im pacted on productivity.

(d) Infant m ortality  ra te s  m ight need to be replaced by low b irth  
weights. The justification for th is  w as th a t overall im provem ent in in fan t 
m ortality  ra te s  due to im provem ents in science and  technology had  m ade th is 
indicator less sensitive.

O ther com m ents included suggestions th a t the m easu rem en t of crim e as 
a  principal com ponent of the SVI should  include crim es again st the person  and  
th a t the m easu rem en t of governance should  be included a s  a  sub-com ponent 
of social m arginalization.

The m eeting agreed th a t a  complex exercise of th is  n a tu re  ought to stick  
to the m axim  of keeping the developm ent of the SVI a s  sim ple a s  possible. The 
question  to be asked  in th is  regard w as w hat were the m axim um  variables 
needed to keep the index sim ple, yet valid. Ms. Jo sep h  of CARICOM felt th a t
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th is  would depend on w hether the  SVI w as m ean t to serve a s  a  ‘stan d -a lo n e ’ 
indicator or w hether it w as in tended  to be used  w ith o ther indicators.

Agenda item  4:
Social vulnerability  in the  OECS subregion

Professor Le Franc, SALISES, explained th a t the  guiding them e of the 
study  th a t had  been u n d ertak en  on behalf of the  OECS w as how to build 
capacity  to improve com petitiveness in the  in te rnational environm ent. One of 
the  a im s of the  study  w as to a ttem p t to fill the  gaps left by w hat w as perceived 
to be the difficulties and  deficiencies of u sing  the  HDI, constructed  by UNDP. 
At the  m ethodological levels she pointed to the  questions th a t had  been raised  
abou t the  real accuracy  and  u sefu lness (at country-level) of the  various indices 
u sed  in the  HDI. Beyond th is, were also observations abou t the  im portance of 
including ind icators th a t were of relevance and  w hich were deem ed to be 
peculiar to sm all island  S ta tes w ith open econom ies. In th is  context, the 
p resen ta tion  focused on issu es  associated  w ith the  developm ent of a  
m easu rem en t of h u m an  developm ent in the  OECS subregion.

According to Professor Le Franc, th is  ad ju sted  index had  a t its core, the 
concept of vulnerability, w hich incorporated  concepts of w ant, defencelessness 
and  capacity  for su s ta in ed  developm ent. A part from vulnerability, however, Dr. 
Le F ranc noted th a t any  ad ju sted  indices m u st also speak  to issu es  associated  
w ith resilience and  susta inab ility  in th rea tened  environm ents.

D uring the  p resen ta tion , Professor Le Franc outlined som e of the 
variables associated  w ith each of these  th ree  basic  d im ensions of the  concept 
m entioned before, and  spoke to som e of the  challenges involved in the 
construction  of the  ind icators needed to develop the  com posite indexes. She 
concluded the  p resen ta tion  by giving exam ples of w ays in w hich the  final 
indexes would m easu re  the  degree of exposure, a s  well a s  the  degree of 
resilience th a t selected coun tries possessed . Professor Le Franc also p resen ted  
the  re su lts  obtained  w hen the  indexes were applied to som e of the  coun tries 
th a t were used  in the  study.

She concluded by bem oaning the  lack of ro b u st d a ta  in the  subregion 
and  suggested th a t a  team  of experts be given the  ta sk  of bringing the  d a ta  se ts 
in the  subregion up  to stan d ard .
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Agenda item  5:
D iscussion and  recom m endations for deepening the  process

The p artic ip an ts  congra tu la ted  Professor Le F ranc on her p resen ta tion  
and  acknowledged the  great effort th a t had  gone into the  study. Partic ipan ts 
highlighted the  a reas  of com m onality betw een the  ECLAC/CDCC w ork on the 
construction  of the  SVI and  the  m easu rem en t of h u m an  developm ent in the 
OECS subregion, a lthough  the  two had  different objectives.

Ms. Jacqu lyn  Jo sep h  of CARICOM questioned  w hether a  SVI w as needed 
in the  context of the  study  th a t w as done by SALISES on behalf of the  OECS. 
T his viewpoint received sup p o rt from som e p artic ip an ts  in the  m eeting. She 
also noted th a t the  guiding them e of building capacity  to improve 
com petitiveness in the  subregion w as the right approach , and  one for w hich 
she w as in full agreem ent.

Some p artic ip an ts  expressed the  view th a t an  ad ju sted  HDI and  the 
proposed SVI were substan tia lly  different. On the one hand , it w as noted, the 
ad ju sted  HDI had  descriptive value while, on the o ther, the  SVI w as in tended  to 
have predictive value. P artic ipan ts were rem inded of the  notion w hich 
suggested th a t the  SVI should  resu lt in a  m easu re  of p roneness to crisis (Sen).

Ms. Jo sep h  congra tu la ted  the  ECLAC/CDCC secre taria t on the 
collaborative approach  w ith w hich it h ad  u n d ertak en  the  ta sk  of developing an  
approach  for a  m ethodology for the  construction  of an  SVI and  expressed a  
desire to see su ch  p rocesses continue.

Agenda item  6:
Closing

Ms. Kam bon th an k ed  p a rtic ip an ts  for having taken  the tim e to a tten d  the 
m eeting and  a ssu red  them  of the  high value placed on the ir in p u t to the 
progress of the  project. She a ssu red  them  th a t it w as ECLAC’s in ten tion  to 
con tinue to deepen the collaborative process and  looked forward to their 
con tinued  support, th roughou t the  life of the  project.

She w ished those who had  travelled from outside of T rinidad and  Tobago 
a  safe onw ard journey and  the  m eeting ended w ith the  u su a l exchange of 
courtesies.
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