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Abstract

A Barbados cave-in contributed to several deaths and residential evacuations; 
there was also an unprecedented social service mobilisation. This study 
examines the preparedness of social workers responding to the disaster and 
examines challenges in coordinating and delivering psychosocial services 
to affected community members. A case study design, which includes a 
survey of affected community members, a focus group with responders and 
interviews with agency managers is utilised. Data indicates poor service 
coordination, communication challenges and lack of preparedness of 
workers and agencies to meet the needs of the affected.
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Introduction 

On August 26, 2007 an apartment building in the district of Arch Cot, St. 
Michael, Barbados collapsed into a nearly 100 foot underground limestone 
cavern.  A family of five persons occupying an apartment unit lost their lives.  
The rescue and eventual recovery of the bodies involved an unprecedented 
multi-sectoral approach.  Organisations involved included the Royal 
Barbados Police Force, the Barbados Defence Force, the Fire Service, 
Ministry of Public Works, the Department of Emergency Management 
(DEM) and medical personnel.  The Barbados Government also received 
assistance from the United States, Miami-Dade County Rescue, which led 
the search and rescue operations and eventually the recovery efforts.  Over 
30 persons from public and private social service organisations also sought 
to meet the psychosocial needs of affected community members. 

Besides the grief and loss affecting the relatives and neighbours of the 
deceased persons, there was uncertainty about the geological stability of the 
community.  Fifty persons in the community were affected by the cave-in 
and over 20 persons living in the vicinity of the cave-in were evacuated. 
Two community primary schools were temporarily relocated outside of the 
affected area. Eventually, the Government took a decision to cordon off the 
collapsed apartment building and nearby residences.

Social services are important components of the formalised disaster 
management procedures and are included in the national Disaster Emergency 
Management’s (DEM) response system.  Social service personnel were 
significantly involved in the aftermath of the Arch Cot cave-in.  This case 
study of the psychosocial responses of Barbadian social service organisations 
to the cave-in disaster will contribute to an understanding of the level of 
preparedness of social service professionals responding to disasters and 
examine the challenges experienced in coordinating and delivering services 
to affected community residents.

This literature review will examine the psychosocial impact of disasters 
on community members exploring the roles of social service organisations 
involved in disaster response and management, and some issues that may 
impact on their ability to effectively respond to the psychosocial needs of 
community members affected by disaster situations.
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The	Psychosocial	Impact	of	Disasters

Disasters often have social and psychological implications for survivors; 
which are often significantly interrelated.  As Wiest, Mocellin and Motsisi 
(1994) note they are interactive variables beginning with the characteristics 
of the event itself (whether natural or conflict-induced disaster), individual 
character traits, the socially and culturally conditioned response repertoire, 
and the mediating effect of sensitisation, education and training in mitigation 
measures. (p. 25) 

Social dimensions often include significant losses for disaster-impacted 
households.  Charvériat (2000) notes significant losses can include household 
and income generating assets.  Persons who are already vulnerable maybe 
more severely affected by disasters.  These includes the poor who may reduce 
spending on many essentials in order to cope.  There is a gender dimension; 
women may be more vulnerable, they may experience more social and 
economic losses and have longer periods before returning to normalcy 
(Wiest, Mocellin and Motsisi, 1994).  In Grenada after Hurricane Ivan 
the perilous living circumstances of many underprivileged female-headed 
families were made worse by the disaster situation (Kambon, Pargass, Noel-
De Bique, Massiah and Barnes, 2005).

Epidemiological research indicates the majority of persons involved 
in traumatic events, like disasters, will not develop any problematic 
psychological responses (Galea, Vlahov, Resnick, Ahern, Susser and Gold, 
2003).  However, some persons in disaster situations will develop marked 
initial reactions that are resolved over a few weeks, while others will have 
little or no initial reaction and will not develop any difficulties (Bonanno, 
2004). A minority may develop mental health problems that may necessitate 
psychological or pharmacological intervention (Bisson, Brayne, Ochberg, 
Everly and George, 2007). Critics have noted the medicalisation of normal 
distress and the possible harm of believing Western models of illness and 
healing are valid across cultures (van Ommeren, Saxena and Benedetto, 
2005).

There have been few published Caribbean studies that have examined 
the psychosocial impact of disasters on survivors (Matthews, 2006; Stair 
and Pottinger, 2005).  In one such study Matthews, utilising a qualitative 
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exploratory research design, examined the psychological impact on the 
Guyanese citizenry of massive flooding in 2004.  Matthews highlighted links 
between persons’ psychological difficulties and their social circumstances 
like loss of significant personal resources.  These resources include housing, 
family separation, inability to engage in everyday activities like schooling 
and employment, disturbance of community activities and generally loss 
of control.  Ring and Carmichael (2006) who focused on the resiliency of 
female survivors of the Langs Soufriere volcanic eruptions in Montserrat 
disasters, noted that participants in the longitudinal, qualitative study 
reported having benefited from the numerous challenges and losses they 
experienced over six years. 

Social service workers and persons providing emergency health services to persons 
affected by disasters also face a number of risks. One such risk is the possibility of 
secondary traumatic stress (STS).  Figley (1995) notes STS is the likely consequent 
behaviours and emotions that result from knowledge about a traumatising event 
experienced by a significant other or from providing assistance to a traumatised 
person.  Internationally, significant research has focused on the effects working in 
disaster situations can have on relief workers, however, there has been little published 
research in the Caribbean.  Matthews (2006), examined the emotional experiences 
of social service workers after the 2004 Guyanese flooding. He states that some of 
these individuals were at risk of developing STS.  This was complicated because the 
same severe flooding affecting the clients also personally impacted many of these 
workers.

A review of the published Caribbean social work literature on the psychosocial 
effects of disasters points to the exploratory and descriptive nature of many 
of these studies. There is clearly a need for more empirical research on the 
psychosocial effects of disasters on survivors both in the short and long term.  
There is also a need for research that tackles the psychosocial interventions 
of social service organisations to alleviate distress and help survivors return 
to some sense of normalcy.

Social	Services	Disaster	Relief	Management	and	Response

Social services are often critical components of disaster management and 
relief efforts; this fact has been well established in the Caribbean. For 
example Rock and Corbin (2007) argue there has been a long association 
between social work and disaster relief in Barbados with social workers 
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being involved in relief efforts even after Hurricane Janet in 1955.  Barbadian 
social workers are part of the formalised disaster relief planning process and 
are members of the planning and response teams of the DEM (Rock and 
Corbin).
Social services if they are to be effective in delivering services in disaster 
situations must be adequately resourced.  The American Psychological 
Association (APA) (1997) notes that agencies need to be equipped to work 
in disaster management situations.  The APA also points to the importance 
of quality education and consultation for administrators of mental health 
services and service providers in disaster management situations.  The APA 
stresses that inexperienced workers need to have adequate supervision. 

Social service preparedness to serve in disaster situations is an issue in the 
Caribbean.  For example Holder-Dolly (2007) notes the lack of disaster 
training for many local social service personnel working in Grenada after 
Hurricane Ivan.  Similarly, Rock and Corbin (2007) in a survey assessing the 
disaster training needs of social work students and practitioners in Barbados, 
found that 80% of the respondents had no training in disaster management 
although they thought such training was important and necessary. 

Effective coordination processes are important in post-disaster situations.  De 
Vita (2007) notes the importance of relief organisations working together and 
having formalised networking procedures.  De Vita notes that ideally these 
networking processes should commence before a disaster occurs.  Similarly, 
Liu (2007) points out that relief agencies operating in disaster situations 
should have an organised network.  The need for effective network practices 
in pre and post disaster planning in the Caribbean has been well established 
(Caribbean Disaster Emergency Management Agency, 2007). Yet effective 
networking often remains a challenge when disasters occur.  Holder-Dolly 
(2007) in an assessment of psychosocial responses four to six months after 
Hurricane Ivan struck Grenada notes that at the systemic and policy level, 
coordinating responses were a major problem.

For disaster responses to be effective social service agencies must consider 
cultural issues.  DeWolfe (2000) argues that disaster relief must fit the 
community that is being served.  This includes readily accessible information 
in the native language.  The Sphere Project (2004) stresses that the availability 
of information is not only a human right but also access to information can 
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reduce unnecessary community anxiety and suffering.  DeWolfe notes relief 
workers should be respectful of the difference between themselves and 
community members and interventions should include trusted community 
leaders.  However, in the Caribbean in many disaster situations foreign 
professionals have provided a range of psychological services whose efficacy 
is unclear and are not integrated into native communities (Kutcher, Chehil 
and Roberts, 2005). DeWolfe notes that disaster mental health workers 
should identify and challenge issues that contribute to community members 
needs not being adequately addressed.  Services also need to be flexible 
since the needs of disaster survivors will change.  Hence, there needs to be 
an awareness of phases of disaster responses (APA, 1997). 

If social service responses are to be effectively organised in disaster situations 
there must be an awareness of larger contextual issues, which may impact on 
their ability to deliver services.  These larger contextual issues can increase 
the vulnerability of communities to disasters and impair the delivery of 
effective psychosocial services.  Several writers have sought to distil the 
multiple factors that contribute to vulnerability. For example, Cardona 
(2007) notes in Latin America and the Caribbean several issues may increase 
vulnerability including the country’s macroeconomic and financial situation; 
local social and environmental risks that may typically affect the most socially 
and economically vulnerable populations; socioeconomic weaknesses and 
lack of social capital; and a country’s risk management performance.  Risk 
management performance includes the level of organisation, development, 
capacity and the action taken by institutional actors to reduce vulnerability 
and losses, to prepare for crisis situations and to recover efficiently from 
disasters.  Political actors are also an important contextual issue political 
complacency can impair the ability of communities to effectively recover 
from disaster situations (Özerdem and Barakat, 2000). 

Within the region and in Barbados there is a significant gap in the published 
research, which examines the actual delivery of social services in disaster 
situations and a consideration of the contextual issues that may impact on 
the post-disaster operations of social service organisations.
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Theoretical	Framework

Sementelli (2007) identifies four major types of disaster theories. These 
categories include: decision, administrative, economic and social theories. 
One such social theory, an important framework in social work, is the 
ecological model. This model will be utilised as a framework to understand 
the psychosocial responses to the Arch Cot cave-in.  

Ecological theory and thinking differs greatly from linear thinking in 
that it ‘…examines exchanges…that shape, influence, or change both 
(variables) over time’ (Germain and Gitterman, 1987, p. 489).  There is less 
emphasis on causal relationships and more interest in the significance of 
exchanges between variables (Germain and Gitterman).  This perspective 
also emphasises people’s connections to their contexts, which are seen as 
a ‘unitary system within a particular culture and historic context’ (Germain 
and Gitterman, p. 489). As Zakour (2000) notes equal importance should be 
placed on the physical and social contexts and their potential impact upon 
human well-being. 

This model stresses the systemic and mutual interconnectedness and 
complexity of the various levels of disaster management during each phase 
of the disaster life cycle (Beaton et al, 2008).  Thus, adaptation and level of 
fit between variables involves continuous adjustment of the environment, 
people and systems. 

A major ecological concept is life stressors.  An external stressor, like a 
natural disaster, greatly disturbs the existing fit; people may also perceive the 
disaster as exceeding their personal and environmental resources and their 
management of these resources (Germain and Gitterman, 1987).  It has been 
argued the most suitable frameworks for disaster investigation are grounded 
on a stress construct and the study of the association between the disaster 
as a stressor incident and its ensuing outcomes on affected persons and 
related systems (Dodds and Nuehring, 1996).  Whether people experience a 
disruption of their relationship fit as a positive challenge to their adaptation 
is dependent on personal, environmental, and cultural differences and these 
interactions and dynamics may affect all levels of systems. 
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The multiple levels of systems that are addressed in this study include the 
individual/family (micro system), the community/organisational (meso 
system) and the societal/structural (macro system).  The individual/family 
variables were explored through a survey of persons living in the vicinity 
of the cave-in disaster.  They were asked to identify their needs as a result 
of the sudden changes in their environment.  Their subsequent reactions, 
how they perceived the agency workers (meso system) who interacted with 
them and their relationship with their current and new environments were 
investigated.  The communication of information and the coordination of 
psychosocial services were examined, as were residents’ relationships with 
government authorities, the media and other community members. 

The meso systemic issues were explored through a focus group with agency 
workers. This focus group attempted to identify their roles and functions 
and their level of environmental fit with micro and macro systems as well 
as their own assessment of their ability to respond effectively to the needs 
of the individuals and families they served in the Arch Cot community. 
Additionally, the emotional and physical needs of agency workers after their 
initial contacts with community members were explored.  Communication, 
access to information and resources, workers’ knowledge and skills and 
their ability to adapt to the complexity of the various relationships at various 
systemic levels were explored. 

At the macro systemic, level the overall coordination of the psychosocial 
services for individuals, families and the larger community by social service 
agencies; the roles of these agencies; their access to economic resources; 
the application of disaster policy and procedures; the management of 
interactions between agencies, government and political authorities and the 
ability of agencies to meet the emotional and physical needs of families and 
social service workers were the variables explored in the interviews with 
agency directors.  This multiplicity of relationships, need for environmental 
fit and adaptation in all of these systemic levels highlights the need for a 
practical, workable and overarching framework for understanding responses 
to this event.  Becker (1997) has noted the complexity of the social service 
context, 

Different goals and values, challenging external relations, and 
resources scarcity and competition are often normal dimensions in 
the activities of human service organisations (p. 1558). 
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As a result the importance of a strong and a flexible theoretical underpinning 
for viewing natural disasters cannot be underestimated, especially when it 
pertains to ‘exposure to hazards, personal and societal losses, and profound 
and enduring life changes’ (Shultz, Espinel, Galea and Reisman, 2007, p. 
69).

Methodology

A case study methodology was used for this project. Yin (2003) describes 
the case study as a ‘…method covering the logic of design, data collection 
techniques and a specific approach to data analysis’ (p. 14). Yin further notes 
that case studies use multiple sources of evidence, with the intention of data 
triangulation. Data came from several sources including a survey amongst 
residents affected by the cave-in disaster, a focus group with social service 
responders and interviews with persons who might have coordinated services 
for residents affected by the cave-in. Survey respondents were purposively 
sampled. This was necessitated by the small size of the population affected 
by the cave-in. A list of all of the affected persons, generated by the Ministry 
of Social Transformation, was utilised and the researchers attempted to 
contact all of the affected adults. There were 38 affected adults. The survey 
instrument was a 15-item interview schedule (see Appendix A). 

Focus group participants were chosen utilising a purposive sample. Patton 
(1990) noted that purposive samples are useful in qualitative research because 
they facilitate information-rich examples of the larger study population. 
The Ministry of Social Transformation identified 47 responders from nine 
Government and community based agencies that responded to the needs of 
the community members affected by the cave-in. In all twelve persons were 
contacted regarding their interest in participating in the focus group.

The focus group methodology was chosen to capture the experiences of 
social service personnel who provided services to affected residents. As Berg 
(1995) notes focus group provide the opportunity to view: ‘…participants 
interacting and sharing specific attitudes’ (p. 72) with regards to their 
experiences providing services to affected community residents. The focus 
group guide consisted of thirteen open-ended questions developed by the 
authors (see Appendix B) followed-up with appropriate probing. 
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Participants for the agency manager/coordinator interviews were purposively 
sampled. The sample was selected from fourteen senior personnel from 
seven social service agencies who participated in the disaster response. Ten 
of these persons were contacted to participate in interviews. The interviewers 
were guided by an interview schedule (see Appendix C). 

Data	Analysis	Procedures

Data from the survey questionnaires were reviewed by one of the researchers. 
Due to the small number of participants data were tabulated manually. Basic 
descriptive statistics were used and the open-ended responses were reviewed 
for basic themes.

The audio digital audio recording of the focus group discussion was reviewed 
by two of the researchers. Key quotes were noted for each question and then 
two members from the research team extracted recurrent themes. Responses 
from each researcher were then compared and examined in terms of inter-
rater reliability. The team then discussed the variation among the themes and 
sought consensus on the themes identified. 

The data collectors wrote interview responses from the agency managers’ 
interviews at the time of data collection. The members of the research team 
then reviewed the data team to extract major themes.

Research	Findings

Survey	Results

Between October, 2008 and January, 2009, 38 persons, affected by the 
Arch Cot cave-in, were contacted to participate in a confidential survey.  
Eleven persons agreed to be interviewed. The response rate was affected 
by a number of issues beyond the researchers’ control including community 
members being fearful of participating because it might affect the benefits 
they expected to receive.  Participants in the survey included six males and 
five females between the ages of 28-64 years.  Their income ranged from 
$0-$1300.00 per week. Three persons were homeowners in the affected area, 
while the others were renting properties. 
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The participants identified at the time of the tragedy their most pressing 
needs in order of frequency. These included grief counselling, assistance in 
moving household possessions, financial assistance, prayers, housing, food, 
water, information and spiritual support. 

Seven of the 11 research participants did not seek services after their 
initial contact with social services and seven persons stated that no service 
provider contacted them or followed-up after their initial contact. This last 
point is important since some respondents stated that information was not 
forthcoming regarding any services available to them. Neither were they 
privy to efforts by government agencies to assist them with the dislocation 
and emotional distress they might have experienced after the cave-in. Some 
participants indicated that social service authorities seemed confused about 
services particularly about what was being done and who was performing 
those tasks. Participants said initially meetings were held but they were 
not informed about subsequent meetings and they felt that they were not 
provided with adequate information. 

Some persons were still struggling to find affordable housing a (major 
challenge in Barbados). They noted that the process of applying for assistance 
was time-consuming and stressful given what they had to cope with during 
the adjustment period after the disaster. Some individuals were living in 
temporary housing with the belief that the government assistance would be 
forthcoming. Others just gave up and made their own housing arrangements. 
The uncertainty of not knowing what was happening caused by the lack 
of communication and information from service providers and little or no 
follow-up from workers, who initially contacted them promising assistance, 
led to frustration. Persons also thought the lack of responses were reflective 
of a lack of concern from authorities. 

In some cases respondents felt that they should be reimbursed for lost or 
missing household items since authorities were responsible for securing the 
area and they had prevented them in some instances from retrieving their 
personal belongings. At least two persons thought that financial assistance 
should be provided. Three of the participants thought grief counselling 
would be provided with one participant reporting being traumatised by the 
incident and in need of additional grief counselling. 
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A year and a half after the cave-in, ten of the eleven respondents stated that 
some of their needs still not addressed. Besides the initial lack of information, 
they reported that information specifically concerning what is to happen with 
the affected property and plans for its future was still not available. A few 
respondents said they had received no information about compensation for 
lost land, structures and income. 

Respondents rated 18 service providers on the overall quality of services 
they provided. The highest rated were volunteer clergy (who provided a 
variety of services) and the Ministry of Transport and Works which moved 
household possessions. The lowest rated (fair-poor) provider was the Welfare 
Department. Overall coordination and timeliness of response to the cave-in 
were rated poorly, as were the responses of the local media and the general 
public.

Participants commented on their negative experiences with service providers 
and authorities regarding the cave-in and the subsequent relocation efforts. 
Some participants reported rude and insensitive treatment. For example, one 
person stated 

they were…inhumane, didn’t know how to handle the situation, 
were not trained and told us you should be happy you’re alive. 

Participants felt that there was no coordinator of services during and after 
the disaster. As a result they experienced confusion and uncertainty. One 
respondent commented 

with media attention during the first two weeks there was some 
assistance, but then no one followed-up.

Some respondents felt that the police and government authorities for the 
most part did not manage the situation well and were not responsive to 
their needs. Participants reported that the authorities did not understand the 
emotional trauma and stress community members experienced following the 
cave-in. Residents also mentioned the lack of counselling services. 

A number of the participants stated that the general public converged on 
the scene and made the situation more difficult. They said the media were 
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insensitive at times and ran conflicting stories. Several residents were 
concerned about the transparency of fundraising efforts. For example, one 
resident reported that several weeks after the cave-in there were fundraising 
events for those affected by the disaster but many persons did not receive 
any of these funds.

There were also positive comments about relief efforts that indicated that 
at-the-site response to the tragedy was prompt. Some participants said that 
some providers were understanding and empathic. Social workers, from 
the Welfare Department, were described as encouraging and a few of the 
government authorities were seen as responsive in providing temporary 
assistance and emotional support. Persons praised those who provided meals 
and moved household items. 

Focus	Group	Results

Eight respondents participated in the focus group discussion. Five persons 
worked at the Government Welfare Department, one at the Community 
Development Department, one person was from Royal Barbados Police 
Force’s Victim Support Services, and one person worked with Network 
Services Centre, a private employee assistance provider. An analysis of the 
focus group responses provided the following major themes: (1) lack of 
coordination; (2) problems with information; (3) little preparation to serve 
in disaster situations; (4) lack of resources; and (5) the emotional needs of 
both affected residents and social service providers.

Lack of Coordination

Many participants stressed the frustration they experienced because of poor 
coordination of the delivery of social services after the cave-in. As one 
participant noted, 

you go to the site and there are so many people there. The residents 
don’t know who we are, we don’t know them…I don’t think there 
was any structure.
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Another issue complicating the coordination of services was the power 
struggles between various agencies. Participants said the police, may have 
believed that they should be exclusively responding to the cave-in; as one 
participant noted, 

I got the impression that the police believes everyone else could go. 

The issue of power appeared to become even more complicated when 
politicians arrived at the scene of the disaster. As one of the focus group 
participants pointed out 

After the Ministers came it was like you had to step back although 
we were the people that were in the district first they didn’t want to 
hear us!

Another participant noting the power disparities said 

The big shots they stay there and they drink and they eat; they keep 
the tent over their head and they are well rested.

Participants were almost unanimous in their suggestion about the need for 
a point person; someone whose office had enough authority to coordinate 
services on the ground. As one social service provider noted 

We needed someone with a certain office, someone with a certain 
amount of power who could ask Chief Fire officer what is the latest 
here? Chief Nursing Officer what is the latest here? 

Another participant noted, 

A system should be in place in case of a natural disaster, a crisis of 
this nature, this person will be in charge. 

Problems with Information

Focus group participants noted the lack of information.  Lack of information 
was problematic for both the social service responders and the affected 
community members.  As one participant noted there were many questions 
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that the relatives of the deceased family and affected residents wanted 
answers for: 

Any headway finding the relatives?  What is going to happen next?  
They genuinely wanted to know what was going on. 

Responders also thought the lack of information hampered their effectiveness 
as one participant humorously said 

I wanted to know too even though I was at Arch Cot.  

The participants suggested there was the need for an on site general 
information centre that catered to the information needs of the affected 
community members.

A major impediment to effective on-site communication was the lack of 
access to modern communication technology. One participant shared: 

you didn’t have a laptop…a computer on site and at first no 
telephones. It was all cell phones and then your own personal credit 
so the information gets mixed up. 

Another social service responder suggested, 

Social workers should have phones that the department will pay 
for. 

Similarly, another participant shared the benefits she and her co-workers 
gained when they were able to obtain a laptop to use at the site 

…it made life a whole lot easier. 

Little Preparation to Serve in Disaster Situations

A recurring point made by the participants was their lack of preparation to 
work in disasters. As one worker noted the Arch Cot cave-in challenged 
people’s general perception of what a disaster was – 
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Most Barbadians when they talking about disaster, they talking 
about storms. 

Another worker said it 

stretched our imagination. 

Most responders said they had little exposure to working in disaster situations 
and they had little training in disaster response; knowledge largely came 
from their academic training  

We all drew from what was our experience and what we learned 
at U.W.I. (University of the West Indies) and Community College 
(Barbados Community College); the different counselling courses.  

Participants also shared that they had little on-the-job training.  Persons were 
even unsure of what their duties might consist of when they were sent to the 
Arch Cot community: 

As for preparation there was not much of that at all. I just remember 
getting the call – there is a tragedy at Arch Cot report there. And I 
mean do what and to whom? 

The lack of preparation experienced by the government responders strongly 
contrasted with the level of preparation felt by one participant, who worked 
for the private employee assistance programme where he regularly received 
training in Critical Incident Stress Debriefing. 

Workers shared that their lack of preparedness was tempered by their team 
spiritedness and their enthusiasm about serving the community.  As one 
participant noted 

When we got the call we were there…even persons who were 
attending church at the time.  

Another worker shared that 

we really hung in there...I don’t know if it is the rigours of our job 
that prepare us.
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Lack of Resources

A major challenge faced by the agency personnel was the lack of resources 
to meet the needs of the affected community residents and for facilitating 
their responsiveness to the disaster situation.  One participant, noting the 
lack of material resources for the affected community residents, shared 

…what do you tell a person? And you can’t tell him how you going 
to give him back the tools (who had lost their work tools in the cave-
in) that he can start back working…you don’t have the wherewithal 
to do that which is what he needs.  

Storage of the personal items for persons who had been displaced was an 
issue; there was no secure place to store the possessions of residents. As one 
participant noted 

People had challenges with somewhere to store their stuff and what 
happened to it after that.  

The lack of emergency housing was a major challenge for the social 
service agencies.  Some residents would have needed sustained services, 
however many focus group participants noted that effecting a follow-up was 
problematic.  As one participant notes 

We help them up to a certain point but afterwards we wash our hands 
of the whole thing. 

Many of the social service agencies personnel had difficulties working in 
the affected community because of the lack of basic physical supports.  
Participants noted that their departments did not even have facilities to meet 
their needs. One participant for example contrasted the rest facilities and 
refreshments available to members of the media and social workers 

You can’t say you will bring people out there in the hot sun and not 
provide for their physical needs…the next morning they (the media) 
had breakfast and we had to wait on the hotels (to donate meals). 
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The focus group participants made several suggestions about basic resources 
that needed to be made available to social workers in the future, 

If we had our own mobile unit, washroom and everything it would 
have made life a whole lot easier.  

Another focus group participant suggested dedicated funding to acquire 
resources for disaster situations, 

If an island wide disaster takes place like this there should be some 
budget so we can take it from there.

The Emotional Needs of Affected Residents and Social Service Providers

Both community members and social service personnel were emotionally 
affected in the aftermath of the cave-in.  One focus group participant noting 
the emotional needs of the community members shared:

Emotional needs were high maybe even higher than the physical. 

Focus group participants noted that the deaths and general uncertainty after 
the cave-in made it difficult for community members to cope.

Some participants described strong emotional reactions caused by witnessing 
the recovery efforts and providing services to the affected community 
members. One participant who was responsible for debriefing the rescue 
personnel noted how the experience shook his own sense of safety: 

I started to reflect on my own family. I remember going home and 
taking a chair to the children’s rooms and watching my children for 
like two hours and imagining if I am in one room and my children 
and my wife are in another room and my children slept in my bed for 
three nights after that. 

Another participant noted, 

I went home looking under (the house) to see if there was a cave. 
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Social service workers noted that there was little organisational support to 
address their emotional reactions.  One worker shared: 

I didn’t get help from my organisation I talked about it a lot with 
friends and family. I was numb for a good couple weeks. 

Another participant noted that a debriefing for the staff of her department 
who served came several months after the tragedy and only after she had a 
strong emotional reaction to something else:  

I’m saying it (the debriefing) was nothing that was planned and if that 
(strong emotional reaction) didn’t happen they probably wouldn’t 
have bothered. 

One participant shared that the focus group was the first time that she got the 
opportunity to share her emotions after the tragedy: 

I took mine a little bit personal. I don’t know if that is wrong. I don’t 
even know I have dealt with it.

Key	Informant	Results

Ten persons were contacted however only three persons agreed to participate 
in these interviews; they were interviewed in March 2009.  Generally persons 
who were contacted appeared fearful that they might be implicated in making 
negative comments about the Government’s response to the cave-in.  Two 
of the interviewees were male and one was female.  The female interviewee 
was working in Government social services for over 20 years and the males 
were working in the Government service for five and eight years respectively. 
Participants cited coordination as a major challenge, particularly in two main 
areas. The first was the overall coordination of responses to the disaster; this 
included organising and directing the various groups involved in the rescue 
and recovery efforts. Other issues included contact with and coordination of 
agencies and volunteers, experts, equipment, food, local and international 
press, bystanders and general logistics such as liaising with the Command 
Centre operated by the Royal Barbados Police Force and conferring with 
government officials. 
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The second coordination challenge was serving families and determining 
how many were affected, their information needs, relocation decisions, and 
assisting them to cope with the shock and other overwhelming emotions 
they experienced.  In the area of information dissemination, interviewees had 
little knowledge themselves about what was occurring or what should have 
been done. They reported that the most important needs of residents were 
advice, counselling and information. Interviewees noted rumours added to 
the confusion; they believed these rumours circulated because of a lack of 
clear information. 

Interviewees indicated that the lack of clearly defined roles amongst agencies 
and volunteers contributed to a lack of effective collaboration.  Agencies 
either did not know what were their roles or did not understand how to 
operationalise them.  Professional territorialism and personality clashes added 
to the already difficult situation generated by this unprecedented event.  These 
issues contributed to disjointed efforts and poor communication.  There were 
questions about who was in command of the social service delivery aspect of 
the emergency efforts, especially in the early post-disaster stages. 

Informants reported that many of the social service personnel were 
emotionally overwhelmed. They did not know what to say to the affected 
persons, were distracted by the recovery efforts, were not organised and 
had little professional direction.  In some instances, social workers seemed 
to react personally to the situation rather than follow protocol or respond 
with professional skills or initiative. There were some positive aspects of 
the disaster relief these included a proliferation of persons who were willing 
to assist and an increased sense of community, as the whole country was 
concerned about and absorbed by the unfolding events.

The two main criticisms made by the informants about the response of 
social services centred around staffing and debriefing issues. On the subject 
of staffing, it seemed that almost all of the social service personnel from 
the major government agencies were sent to the site, which meant the site 
was overrun with more workers than persons needing assistance. It also 
meant clients at the agency locations were without assistance and the agency 
personnel unavailable to provide regular services. 
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With regards to debriefing, it was the opinion of the interviewees that little 
or no immediate debriefing or follow-up was available to social service 
personnel affected by the cave-in. Although individual counselling was 
offered as an option, few workers took advantage of the offer. It was also 
thought that all personnel should have been required to participate in some 
type of formal debriefing and workers should have been contacted at a later 
date to assess their psychological condition. 

Discussion

The findings of this case study are based on the subjective experiences of 
residents affected by the cave-in disaster and social service providers and 
agency managers who provided psychosocial services in response to the 
crisis. The quantitative and qualitative data highlighted the challenges of 
responding to a disaster situation and supports the current literature regarding 
the challenges and complexity of disaster response. This discussion will 
examine the psychosocial disaster responses from multiple levels – micro 
(individuals), meso (organisations) and macro (the larger community).

To comprehend the complexity of this disaster, it is important to consider 
how the individual residents and social service personnel responded and 
how their experiences were related to other systems. The disruption caused 
by the cave-in was a surprise to many.  In all systems, but particularly on an 
individual level, persons do much better at handling crises or disasters when 
they have had some prior experience with such events (Ring and Carmichael, 
2006). No one had the prior experience of a cave-in such as this. 

At some time uncertainty, loss of control and death are personal challenges 
all persons struggle with.  In the intensity of disaster situations, these issues 
are magnified to an extent that persons maybe deeply affected or even 
traumatised.  Although the social service personnel had a professional role to 
play they indicated that they were personally affected by the cave-in.  Their 
reactions indicate the importance of monitoring the psychological needs 
of responders throughout various phases of the disaster (Matthews, 2006).  
Additionally, an argument can be made for the importance of accurate and 
timely sharing of information. The residents and the social service providers 
all reported that a lack of information was an ongoing concern throughout 
the various phases of the disaster response.  Communication can reduce the 
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anxiety and uncertainty of persons involved in a disaster situation (DeWolfe, 
2000; Sphere Project, 2004).  Increasing effective communication and 
psychological and social support to individuals in disaster situations can 
increase the micro system’s strengths and prepare persons for future disasters 
(Ring and Carmichael, 2006).

On a meso or agency level the need for preparation and training of social 
workers was apparent.  Social work personnel were ill prepared to respond 
to the cave-in. This lack of preparation supported the assertions of Rock and 
Corbin (2007) who identified disaster management training as a need for 
social workers in Barbados. This lack of training reduced the capacity of 
the social workers to respond appropriately and adapt to the changing needs 
of the individuals and families affected by the cave-in.  Most social service 
providers experienced little support at the varying phases of the event and 
lacked closure with the residents and their own experiences surrounding the 
cave-in. This lack of support, including professional supervision, educational 
information, debriefing groups and emotional support, reduced the ability of 
social service agencies to effectively respond to this disaster. As noted by 
the APA (1997), effective support systems are integral if workers and their 
organisations are to perform effectively. 

Another challenge at the meso system level was the lack of staffing plans and 
resource allocation for managing emergency situations.  Many providers from 
numerous agencies were initially summoned to the site, with those trying to 
assist, at times, outnumbering residents. The deployment of staffers did not 
effectively take into consideration their already over burdened caseload at 
their agencies, thus compromising the overall functioning of social services. 
The staffing challenges meant organisations had difficulty responding in the 
longer term to the needs of the affected community members.  Thus, the meso 
system was compromised and this affected the other systems throughout the 
various phases of the disaster life cycle (Beaton, et al, 2008).

A lack of planning and preparation affected not only the meso system, but 
also the macro system.  This was apparent in the sometimes confusing 
organisation of the recovery efforts. While at the organisational level 
procedures might have been in place, operationally persons may not have 
known many of these procedures. Therefore, leadership responsibilities 
at the scene were not necessarily taken by those accountable for disaster 
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management, but by those in positions of power. The leadership and power 
struggles, seemingly inherent in disaster situations, occurs when personnel 
have not worked together as a team prior to the disaster (De Vita, 2007). 

The previously discussed communication weaknesses also contributed to 
challenges at the macro level particularly with regards to the transfer of 
information to community members, the sharing of information between 
service providers and those at the level of management in the various 
responding organisations. The importance of timely and accurately 
disseminated information has been well documented (DeWolfe, 2000; The 
Sphere Project, 2004). Residents, service providers and organisational 
managers confirmed the residents’ need for information.  Accurate 
information was vital for residents at all stages of the disaster (Ring and 
Carmichael, 2006). For example community members were not kept abreast 
of search and rescue or recovery. Many of the affected persons felt that 
the plans and procedures for obtaining personal items in their homes and 
their evacuation or relocation were not forthcoming, thus adding more 
uncertainty and stress to their situation. Miscommunication also contributed 
to the confusion that some persons experienced since they were told services 
would be available but there was no information about who to contact or 
any follow-up communication from service providers. Political leaders, 
themselves under pressure in the disaster situation, at times took charge of 
the communication efforts; service providers reported having to wait for key 
personnel in authority to inform them of what they were to do.  The poor 
communication is an example of a poor environmental fit and adaptation 
at the macro-level and is symptomatic of what happens when a system has 
difficulty managing external stressors (Germain and Gitterman, 1987).

A lack of coordination of social services emerged as a significant issue from the 
data and this issue potentially compromised the ability of these organisations 
to effectively serve the needs of the disaster survivors.  Coordination of not 
only service providers but also all responders needed to be organised (Liu, 
2007).  Most research participants rated the coordination of services as poor 
with no apparent leadership. Leadership challenges - the reported territorial 
conflicts between agencies and political interference - affected the ability of 
service providers to promptly respond to the needs of community members 
and to collaborate in effectively delivering services.
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Despite the weaknesses of the systems, some affected persons did get help, 
social work interventions continued and agencies returned to pre-disaster 
levels of functioning. However, improving disaster relief efforts, better 
allocation of economic and social resources, and maximising coordination 
efforts is key to reduce future vulnerability and increase Barbados’ risk 
management performance (Cardona, 2007). 

Limitations	of	the	Study

There were limitations in relation to the methodology and administration 
of the survey, focus group and manager interviews.  There was less than 
ideal participation due to a number of factors. The survey was administered 
about 16 months after the event due to prolonged efforts to secure funding 
and resources for the project. Many of the affected persons did not want to 
participate in the survey because they had ‘moved on’, did not want to revisit 
the experience, or were fearful of jeopardising the possibility of obtaining 
assistance by saying anything negative about services. 

Ideally, another focus group would have added to understanding the challenges 
experienced at the micro, meso and macro systems levels, but there was a 
lack of willingness by the service providers as well as the agency managers 
to participate in the study. This may have been due to time constraints and 
maybe even fear of reprisals from authorities. 

Recommendations

This case study identifies significant issues that need to be addressed if social 
services are to effectively meet people’s psychosocial needs in disaster relief 
situations.  The recommendations presented here are to improve social 
service responses to disasters in Barbados and potentially the rest of the 
Caribbean 

Firstly, the development of a coordinated disaster relief and management 
plan needs to be initiated that includes the establishment and maintenance 
of an ongoing network of community agencies, government Ministries 
and departments, non-governmental organisations, churches, and other 
stakeholders. This network should explore and establish policies and 
procedures that minimise political involvement and interference in the disaster 
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management process and increases community members’ involvement in the 
planning and decision-making process. Additionally, an agency and a person 
should be given leadership and coordination responsibilities for the plan of 
action above. 

An increase in funding for disaster management relief in general, and 
specifically in the areas of social service provision, education, and modern 
communication technology is vital.  Consideration needs to be given to 
social service funding for housing and relocation costs for persons affected 
by disasters. Financing for social work education and training at all levels in 
preparation for all types of disasters needs to be assessed and increased. 

Finally, the development of continuous training for social service providers in 
the area of crisis intervention and disaster management is vital in establishing 
a standard for practice excellence. 
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APPENDIX A

ARCH COT COMMUNITY RESEARCH QUESTIONNAIRE

1. Sex  Circle one:  Male Female

2. Age  __________

3. Weekly Salary  Circle One: 
  0-199.00  200.00-299.00  
  300.00-399.00 400.00-499.00
  500.00-599.00 600.00-699.00 
  700.00-799.00 800.00-899.00
  900.00-999.00 1000.00-1300.00
  >1300.00 No Answer

4. Arch Cot Community landowner/homeowner?   Circle One:  
  YES NO

5. Arch Cot Community renter?  Circle One:   
  YES NO

6. No. of persons in household  Adults  ______       
 Children ________

7. Current residence contact information:
  
  Address
  
  Phone
  
  Email

8. At the time of the cave-in what were your most important needs in the   
 following categories:

A. Physical: (Examples: shelter/housing, food, water, medical attention, 
money, transportation, moving services, child care, etc.)
 
B. Psychological/Social.: (Examples: information, crisis intervention, grief 
counselling, reassurance, emotional support, community meetings, etc.)  
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C. Spiritual: (Examples: prayers, meetings with clergy, a place of quiet/
peace)

D. Any other needs:

9. Which service providers met any of the above needs? Please name specific  
 agencies or persons?

10. What needs stated in Question 8 went unmet at that time?

11. Have you sought services since your initial assistance?   
  YES NO

12. Has any service provider contacted you since the initial assistance?  
  YES NO

13. What services and service providers have assisted you or continue to  
 assist you? 

14. As of today, are there any services you think you need to assist you with  
 the Arch Cot tragedy that have not been previously provided?

15. On the following scale please rate the quantity and quality of services  
 provided to you  by:

        Excellent=1     Good=2        Fair=3     Poor=4           Not Available=5

Welfare Department  1 2 3 4 5

Child Care Board   1 2 3 4 5

NAB/Bereavement Services 1 2 3 4 5

Bureau of Gender Affairs  1 2 3 4 5

Community Development Dept. 1 2 3 4 5

RBPF    1 2 3 4 5
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Barbados Fire Service  1 2 3 4 5

Barbados Defense Force  1 2 3 4 5

QEH Emergency Services  1 2 3 4 5

CERO    1 2 3 4 5

MTW    1 2 3 4 5

Network Services   1 2 3 4 5

Ministry of Home Affairs  1 2 3 4 5

Local Clergy   1 2 3 4 5

Local Media   1 2 3 4 5

General Public   1 2 3 4 5

Overall Coordination  1 2 3 4 5

Timeliness   1 2 3 4 5

16. Briefly share any positive/negative experience you had with service  
 providers during and following the cave-in.
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APPENDIX B
Arch Cot Focus Group Guide

1. What activities did you engage in while responding to the incident at Arch   
 Cot?

2. How have you been prepared for responding to a disaster?

3. What in your estimation were the central needs of persons affected by the   
 incident at Arch Cot?

4. What was the major challenge you experienced responding to the incident at  
 Arch Cot?

5. What did you see as the major challenges experienced by your organisation   
 responding to the incident at Arch Cot?

6. What did you see as the strengths of your organisation with regards to   
 responding to the incident at Arch Cot?

7. What did you see as the weaknesses of your organisation with regards to   
 responding to the incident at Arch Cot?

8. Describe your experience of agencies coordinating services for persons   
 affected by the incident?

9. What follow-up services did you provide to persons affected by the incident at  
 Arch Cot?

10. What organisational issues provided challenges in terms of providing follow- 
 up services to persons affected by the incident at Arch Cot?

11. How would you suggest social services disaster responses could be improved?

12. How were you personally affected by the incident and how deal you deal with  
 this experience?

13. Is there anything pertinent to your experience that we have not covered in this  
 discussion?

 



32 Journal of Eastern Caribbean Studies

APPENDIX C

ARCH	COT	COMMUNITY	RESEARCH	AGENCY	MANAGER/
DIRECTOR	INTERVIEW

1. Sex  Circle one:  Male Female

2. Age  __________

3. Position in the Agency at the time of the 
 Cave-in ________________________

4. Length of time in that position __________________________

5. Length of time at the agency ____________________________

6. What is the assigned role of your agency in disasters

7. At the time of the cave-in what did you consider were the most important   
 needs of community residents?

8. How did your agency meet the needs of affected community members?

9. What did you see as the major challenges experienced by your organisation   
 responding to the cave-in at Arch Cot?

10. What did you see as the strengths of your organisation with regards to   
 responding to the cave-in at Arch Cot?

11. What did you see as the weaknesses of your organisation with regards to   
 responding to the cave-in at Arch Cot?

12. Describe your experience of coordinating services with other agencies for   
 persons affected by the cave-in? 

13. How did other agencies cooperate with your agency in serving persons   
 affected by the cave-in?

14. What organisational issues provided challenges in terms of providing follow- 
 up services to persons affected by the incident at Arch Cot? 
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15. What policy issues provided challenges in terms of providing follow-up   
 services to persons affected by the incident at Arch Cot? 

16. What challenges you experienced in operationalising the assigned role of your  
 agency during the disaster response?

17. What were the successes you experienced in operationalising the assigned role  
 of your agency during the disaster response?

18. What staffing issues provided challenges in terms of providing services to   
 persons affected by the incident at Arch Cot?

19. How was the disaster response affected by power relationships between the   
 various response agencies?

20. How would you suggest social services disaster responses could be improved?
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Introduction 

The purpose of this research is to explain the decline in output volatility in 
Barbados and Guyana over the past two decades.  In the wake of the global 
economic crisis of 2008, both countries face the daunting challenge of re-
invigorating and sustaining economic growth, perhaps in the presence of 
higher external shocks.  It is therefore important for economic planners in 
each country to have some insights as to the factors that have contributed to 
the relative stability of their respective economies.  It would be important to 
know if the moderation in output fluctuations has been as a result of smaller 
external shocks, positive structural shifts, or improved macroeconomic 
policies.  With stronger structural and economic policy architectures, each 
country can fortify its shock absorption capacity to ensure that the scope 
for continued stability is not significantly diminished in the event of higher 
external shocks in the future.  

While there has been a plethora of studies examining the causes and sources 
of macroeconomic fluctuations in developed and developing countries, 
there are few studies that focus on small states.  A notable exception is 
Easterly and Kraay (1999).  Moreover, there are even fewer studies that 
specifically investigate the causes of declining output volatility.  Therefore, 
this study is motivated by the need to narrow a gap in the extant literature 
on macroeconomic volatility in small states by focussing on two Caribbean 
countries.  By isolating the main drivers of the decline in output volatility 
in Barbados and Guyana, policymakers in each country can benefit from the 
insights evinced from this study, which might enable them to better consolidate 
policies and efforts geared towards building economic resilience.  

The remainder of this paper proceeds as follows: section 2 examines stylised 
facts on output volatility in each country; while section 3 reviews the empirical 
literature on the sources of output volatility. The methodology and data are 
detailed in section 4 and section 5 presents the empirical results.  Section 6 
discusses the results and policy implications and section 7 concludes.
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Output	Volatility:	Stylised	Facts

Both Barbados and Guyana have a small open economy with a narrow 
production base.  Both economies are heavily dependent on external trade 
and as such, are highly vulnerable to external shocks.  Indeed, high trade 
openness1  ratios have been a distinct feature of both economies, but more 
so for Guyana.  Trade openness ratios averaged 67.2% and 161.7% in 
Barbados and Guyana respectively, over the period 1970-2008.  Apart from 
their economic vulnerabilities, both countries are prone to natural disasters.  
Guyana is particularly prone to flooding.  Conventional wisdom is that such 
vulnerabilities increase macroeconomic volatility in small open economies.  

However, output volatility (as measured by a five-year rolling standard 
deviation in real GDP growth) has fallen in both countries. In Barbados 
for example, output volatility averaged 2.5% during the period 2000-2008 
compared with an average of 4.0% during the period 1990s. In Guyana the 
decline in volatility has been more marked. For example, output volatility 
averaged 3.9% during the period 2000-2008, compared with 10.5% and 
19.7% in the 1980s and 1990s respectively. Although there have been 
episodes of rising and falling volatility over the entire sample period, the 
general trend, especially since the mid 1990s, has been downwards.  

At a disaggregated level, volatility has also been on the decline.  For Barbados, 
the volatility of each component of GDP has fallen significantly, with the 
reduction in the volatility of public consumption being most pronounced, at 
least up until 2001.  In Guyana, the decline in the volatility of net exports and 
more recently, consumption volatility (both private and public) have been 
marked.  [See Figures 1 and 2.]

The foregoing demonstrates that smallness and openness do not automatically 
equate to sustained high output volatility.  Of interest therefore, is the relative 
importance of domestic and external factors in driving the moderation in 
output volatility in each country, especially since the 1990s.  

1Total exports plus total imports as a share of GDP.



Decline in Output Volatility 37

Empirical	 Literature	 on	 the	 Sources	 of	 Macroeconomic	 Volatility:	A	
Brief	Review

The extant literature on the determinants of macroeconomic volatility in 
developing countries is a rich one.  Indeed, macroeconomic volatility is 
an important development issue, especially in small open economies.  The 
negative welfare consequences of volatility have been well documented 
empirically in Ramey and Ramey (1995), Fatas (2002) and Acemoglu, 
Johnson, Robinson, and Thaicharoen (2003).  A cohort of explanatory 
variables has been identified as key determinants of output volatility.  These 
fall under two rubrics: external shocks and domestic factors.  Some of the 
more important explanatory variables categorised under external shocks 
include: output volatility in foreign economies, terms-of-trade shocks, 
sudden stops in capital inflows, interest rates shocks, financial and trade 
openness, and natural disasters.  Important domestic determinants include: 
institutional quality, macroeconomic policies, and financial depth.  

The debate on the relative importance of external shocks and domestic 
factors in driving output volatility in developing countries remains unsettled.  
On the one hand, studies such as, Calvo (1998) and Hoffmaister, Roldos 
and Wickham (1998) provided evidence that external shocks are the main 
determinant of volatility in developing countries.  Zeroing-in on the work 
of Hoffmaister et al (1998), the study provided compelling evidence that 
external shocks have a greater impact on the real exchange rate, the trade 
balance and the inflation rate in the (CFA) Communaute Financiere d’ Afrique 
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(African Financial Community) Franc countries than in the rest of the Sub-
Saharan countries.  On the other hand, evidence from Ahmed (2003), Raddatz 
(2005), and Becker and Mauro (2006) on other small developing countries 
suggested that internal shocks have a much larger effect on volatility.  The 
evidence provided by Ahmed shows that relative performance of trading 
partners, international interest rates and terms-of-trade shocks account for 
a small fraction of output volatility in six Latin American countries.  Prati 
and Tressel (2006) presented evidence that foreign aid volatility magnifies 
fluctuations of the recipients’ export receipts and in turn, the trade balance, 
through a Dutch-disease type mechanism.  Sosa and Cashin (2009) in their 
investigation of the sources of macroeconomic volatility in six countries 
in the Eastern Caribbean Currency Union (ECCU)2  reported that external 
shocks explain more than half of the region’s macroeconomic fluctuations.  
They found that changes in climatic conditions, as well as external demand 
shocks and oil prices contribute significantly to macroeconomic volatility. 
Craigwell, Moore and Jackman (2009) examined the impact of remittances 
on output volatility in 20 Small Island Developing States (SIDS) over the 
period 1986-2005 and found that remittance inflows tend to stabilise the 
volatility of output and investment, but the volatility of remittance inflows 
amplify consumption volatility in those countries. 

The link between the degree of openness and output volatility has been 
extensively studied.  Calderon and Schmidt-Hebbel (2008) devoted an entire 
study on the effects of trade and financial openness on growth volatility.  
Using a sample of 82 countries over the period 1975-2005, they found that 
financial openness lessen growth volatility in countries with low debt-equity 
ratios and that trade openness stabilises output fluctuations in countries 
with well diversified economic structures.  Calderon and Schmidt-Hebbel’s 
findings were similar to Cavallo (2007) who also found that trade openness 
reduces output volatility in high-income countries and Loayza and Raddatz 
(2007) who found that financial openness acts as a shock absorber.  These 
findings are in contrast to Easterly and Kraay (1999) who found that the 
volatility of GDP growth in small states is high due to greater volatility of 
terms of trade shocks.  They noted that the terms of trade-based volatility 

2Comprises the following Eastern Caribbean countries: Antigua & Barbuda, Anguilla, 
Dominica, Grenada, Montserrat, St Kitts & Nevis, St Lucia and St Vincent and the 
Grenadines.
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is in turn due to the greater openness of small states.  O’Donnell (2001) 
also reported a positive link between trade openness and output volatility.  
Recently, Giovanni and Levchenko (2006) also provided evidence in support 
of the view that more open countries tend to be more volatile.  Based on 
the foregoing, it appears that the relationship between openness and output 
volatility remains unsettled.

Regarding domestic determinants, on the relationship between 
macroeconomic policies and output volatility, the consensus is that more 
stable macroeconomic policies lower output volatility.  Fatas and Mihov 
(2006) showed that more stable fiscal policies can help to lessen output 
fluctuations.  A synthesis of the literature points to the pro-cyclicality of 
fiscal policies as the key driver of output volatility in developing countries.  
Gavin and Perotti (1997) showed that fiscal policy pro-cyclicality exacerbates 
output and consumption volatility.  By contrast, counter-cyclical policies tend 
to lower output fluctuations through the workings of automatic stabilisers.  
Gali (1994) provided compelling evidence of a negative relationship between 
public expenditure and output volatility.  This result was reinforced by Fatas 
and Mihov (2001) who showed that even after econometrically controlling 
for endogeneity, the negative correlation between public spending and 
output volatility still exist.  Regarding monetary policy and exchange rate 
volatility, Blanchard and Simon (2001) reported a positive relationship 
between output volatility and inflation volatility, while Aghion, Bacchetta, 
Ranciere and Rogoff (2006) provided evidence that exchange rate volatility 
amplifies output fluctuations and lowers growth in countries with relatively 
low financial development; however, they found no significant effect in 
countries that are financially developed.  Olaberria and Rigolini (2009) 
suggested that more sophisticated and developed domestic financial markets 
help to dampen the volatility of output growth by improving an economy’s 
capability to reallocate resources as necessary in the case of shocks.  
Regarding the structural features of an economy, Raddatz (2005, 2007) found 
that internal conditions and domestically-induced shocks account for much 
of the volatility in output in poor countries.  Olaberria and Rigolini shared 
Raddatz’s (2007) view that domestic structural features such as product and 
labour market reforms can amplify shocks in poor countries.  However, they 
duly acknowledged that improved domestic structural features, for example, 
strong institutions and financial market depth, might also increase a country’s 
ability to absorb shocks. 
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On the specific matter of falling output volatility, particularly in developed 
countries, four main factors have been proposed to explain the decline: (a) 
improved monetary and fiscal policies; (b) structural reforms; (c) changes 
in both the composition of GDP and the behaviour of its components; and 
(d) more benign shocks.  However, there appears to be ambiguity as to the 
precise factor(s) responsible for the reduction in output volatility that started 
in the early 1980s.  Studies that have been done for the United States (US) 
show conflicting results.  For example, McConnell and Quiros (2000) found 
that changes in the behaviour of durable goods production explained most 
of the decline in output volatility.  A few years later, Stock and Watson 
(2004) found that less frequent and smaller global shocks accounted for the 
decline in output fluctuations in the US.  Simon (2001), in examining the 
phenomenon for Australia, attributed the reduction in output volatility to 
more benign shocks hitting the economy.  Kent, Smith and Halloway (2005), 
in their study of 20 OECD countries, found that stricter monetary policy 
regimes and less product market regulation played key roles in reducing 
output volatility.  With respect to the Caribbean, Rasmussen and Tolosa 
(2005) looked at the issue for the ECCU.  They provided strong evidence 
that counter-cyclical fiscal policies were the key reason for the reduction in 
output volatility in the ECCU over the period 1985-2000.  

Explaining	the	Decline	in	Output	Volatility:	the	Cases	of	Barbados	and	
Guyana

Methodology	and	Data

To conduct the formal empirical investigation, country-specific Vector Error 
Correction models (VECMs) are used.  This empirical strategy is justified 
because the main research question, which is, what accounts for the fall in 
output volatility in Barbados and Guyana, can be answered by analysing 
the variance decompositions from the VECMs.  Variance decomposition is 
a useful tool for quantifying the relative importance of specific shocks on 
output volatility in each country. 

The methodological approach entails three steps.  First, the order of 
integration for each variable is determined using two standard unit root 
tests: Augmented Dickey-Fuller (ADF) and the Phillips-Peron (PP).  The 
Kwiatkowski et al (KPSS) stationarity test is also used.  For the ADF and 
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PP tests, the null hypothesis is that the variable in question is non-stationary 
in levels, while the null hypothesis for the KPSS test is that the variable is 
stationary in levels.  Second, variables are tested for cointegration using the 
Johansen technique in a Vector Autoregressive (VAR) model constructed in 
levels.  In small samples, cointegration test results may be biased (Cheung 
and Lai, 1993).  To address this matter, the study follows Ang (2009) who 
multiplied the Johansen Trace and Maximum Eigevalue statistics by a scale 
factor: (n-pk)/n, where n is the sample size, p is the lag order of the VAR and 
k is the dimension of each VAR.  Third, the long-run relationship between 
variables that are cointegrated is estimated, using a VECM of the form:
                                  

(1) 
Where, ∆ is the first difference operator, Xt= [уt

sd,agt , ext
sd, fat, fdit, fdt, flt, fpt

sd, 
fyt

sd, net
sd, pet, pet

sd, rmt, sert, tat, tot] and εt is the error term that is identically 
and independently distributed, with zero mean and constant variance. λ is 
the rank of the X matrix, and is equivalent to the number of cointegrating 
vectors.  By normalising yt

sd , the cointegrating vector essentially becomes 
the long-run equation for the output volatility equation. 
The variables chosen are informed by the empirical literature on developing 
countries as well as the economic idiosyncrasies of each country.  They are 
defined as follows:

1. ysd is output volatility and is measured by a five-year rolling  
 standard deviation of real GDP growth; 
2. ag is the share of agriculture in GDP; 
3. exsd measures the volatility of export earnings, proxied by a five- 
 year rolling standard deviation of the change in the value of total 
 exports;
4. financial openness is proxied by the ratios of total foreign assets3 to  
 GDP (fa) and total foreign liabilities4  to GDP (fl);
5. financial depth (fd)5  is measured as the ratio of total monetary  
 liabilities (M2) to GDP in the case of Guyana, and by the ratio of 
 private sector credit to GDP in the case of Barbados;
6. capital inflows are proxied by the ratio of foreign direct investment  
 (FDI) inflows to GDP (fdi);
7. external shocks are proxied by a five-year rolling standard deviation  
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 of international oil prices (fpsd) and a five-year rolling standard 
 deviation of US real GDP growth (fysd);
8. nesd proxies the volatility of the nominal exchange rate and is  
 measured by a five-year rolling standard deviation of the change in 
 the nominal exchange rate;
9. pe is the ratio of annual public expenditure to GDP, which is the  
 proxy for fiscal policy, while pesdproxies fiscal policy volatility 
 and is measured as a five-year rolling standard deviation of the  
 ratio of public expenditure to GDP;
10. rm is the ratio of net annual remittances to GDP;
11. ser is the share of services and industry in GDP;
12. ta is total annual tourist arrivals; and  
13. to is trade openness, measured as total exports plus total imports as  
 a ratio of GDP. 

For each country four separate VAR models in levels are estimated and 
tested for cointegration.  [Presentation of these models are attached as an 
appendix once cointegration is found, the vector error correction estimation 
is carried out and the variance decomposition analysis is done to estimate 
the impact of each variable on output volatility.  Given the idiosyncrasies 
of each country, the variables fdi, ser and ta are used only in the Barbados 
context, while ag,nesd and rm are used only in the case of Guyana.  

For Guyana:    For Barbados:
Model A is [exsd, Ysd, ag, fd]  Model A is [exsd, Ysd, ser,fd]
Model B [Ysd, pe, pesd, nesd]  Model B [fdi,Ysd, pe, pesd]
Model C [fa, fl, to,Ysd]                Model C [fa, fl, to,Ysd]
Model D [fysd, fpsd, rm,Ysd]  Model D [fysd, fpsd, ta,Ysd]

3In Barbados, foreign assets are balances due from banks and financial institutions abroad, 
foreign cash, foreign investments, foreign commercial bills, and foreign interest receivable. 
In Guyana, foreign assets are balances with foreign Banks: deposits of the Central Bank with 
foreign banks, as well as holdings of foreign notes and gold.
4In both countries, foreign liabilities are balances due to foreign banks and institutions. 
5The difference in proxies is due to data quality issues. Indeed, both variables have been used 
in the literature as standard proxies of financial development. See Calderon and Schmidt-
Hebbel (2008).
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For each model, the Choleski ordering reflects the fact that domestic variables 
do not influence external ones, hence, external variables precede domestic 
ones.  This ordering is consistent with the small open economy assumptions 
(Sosa and Cashin, 2009).

Model A is intended to capture the effect of structural changes on output 
growth volatility.  Indeed, a shift away from more volatile sectors such as 
agriculture and manufacturing towards the service sector might explain 
lower output volatility.  In the early 1970s, the agriculture sector dominated 
both economies.  However, Barbados made the structural shift to services; 
in particular, tourism and financial services, which are currently the key 
economic drivers.  In Guyana, while agriculture is still the dominant economic 
activity, services and industry have grown in prominence. These structural 
changes in the economies should be reflected in developments in the export 
sector as well as in the domestic financial markets, hence the inclusion of 
proxies for export volatility and financial depth.  As Figures 1 and 2 show, the 
volatility of net exports has fallen significantly in each country, underpinned 
mainly by the decline in export volatility; perhaps attributable to generally 
stable export prices, particularly for sugar exports and relatively large and 
stable tourism inflows.  The indicators of financial depth suggest that in 
each county, domestic financial markets have deepened over the years.  In 
Barbados, the ratio of private sector credit to GDP increased to 95.0% in 
2008 from 49.0% in 1970, while in Guyana, M2 as a ratio of GDP rose from 
30.0% in 1970 to 78.1% in 2008.  Of special interest is the extent to which 
these structural developments have dampened output volatility. 

Model B is intended to capture the effect of macroeconomic policy and 
policy volatility on output fluctuations. There is consensus in the literature 
that erratic fiscal policies are a major source of output growth volatility 
(Fatas and Mihov, 2006).  Fiscal policies play an important role in small 
open economies like Barbados and Guyana, especially Barbados, with 
a fixed exchange rate regime.  Indeed, counter-cyclical policies have 
been found to have a dampening effect on output volatility in the ECCU 
(Rasmussen and Tolosa, 2005).  The ratio of public consumption to GDP 
has grown steadily in both countries, exhibiting strong counter-cyclical 
tendencies in recent years.  For example, real GDP growth averaged 1.4% 
and 2.4%, while public consumption to GDP ratios averaged 25.9% and 
25.4% in Barbados and Guyana respectively, over the period 2005-2008.  



44 Journal of Eastern Caribbean Studies

These are compared with averages of real GDP growth of 2.9% and 5.2% 
and ratios of public consumption to GDP of 22.5% and 24.2% in Barbados 
and Guyana correspondingly, over the period 2000-2004.  It is against this 
background that the fiscal policy variables are included to determine their 
impact on domestic output fluctuations. The FDI variable is included in the 
Barbados model as a gauge of macroeconomic stability. Indeed, conventional 
wisdom is that more stable economies tend to attract capital inflows.  FDI 
has grown in prominence, with its share of GDP increasing to just around 
10% on average over the period 2000-2008, from an average of 1.7% during 
the period 1970-1999. In Guyana, macroeconomic stability is better gauged 
by movements in the nominal exchange rate, especially given Guyana’s 
recovery from its economic crisis of the 1970s and 1980s, which saw large 
swings, (mainly depreciations) in the nominal exchange rate.  Policy reforms 
undertaken as part of Guyana’s Economic Recovery Program of 1988 have 
resulted in relative exchange rate stability, among other achievements.  The 
volatility of the nominal exchange rate fell from its peak of 90.3% in 1992 
to 1% in 2008. It would be interesting to find out whether such improvement 
has contributed to lower output volatility in Guyana.

Model C is intended to capture the effect of trade and financial openness on 
output volatility.  Although the literature is divided on the impact of trade 
openness on output volatility, there is a general sense that high trade openness 
increases output volatility, with the impact being particularly large for low 
and middle income countries (O’Donnell, 2001).  A distinct feature of both 
economies is their high dependence on external trade.  Therefore, it would 
be interesting to find out how much trade openness contributes to output 
volatility, especially in the context of falling volatility.  There appears to be 
less contention in the literature on the impact of financial openness on output 
volatility.  The consensus seems to be that high financial openness dampens 
output fluctuations, especially in economies with low external liabilities.  The 
financial openness proxies for both economies suggest that the economies’ 
financial integration in the international markets has grown over time.  The 
ratio of foreign assets to GDP moved from 20.2% and 8.4% in Barbados and 
Guyana respectively in 1970, to 66.8% and 48.0% correspondingly in 2008.  
Meanwhile, the ratio of foreign liabilities to GDP increased from 10.8% 
and 2.0% in Barbados and Guyana correspondingly in 1970, to 31.2% and 
13.0% respectively in 2008.  Indeed, both countries, but more so Barbados, 
have been able to access the international financial market to either borrow 
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or invest, and it would be useful to determine the impact on output volatility 
as a result.

Model D aims to capture the effect of external developments on output 
volatility. Both economies, but more so Barbados, are closely linked to the 
US economy. Over the study period, the correlation coefficient between real 
GDP growth in Barbados and that of the US was 33%, while that for Guyana 
and the US was 8%.  Indeed, the growth performance of a trading partner 
has significant bearing on the growth performance of an open economy.  It is 
true that the volatility of US GDP growth has fallen significantly within the 
past three decades; a phenomenon referred to as the ‘great moderation’ (see 
Blanchard and Simon, 2001).  It is against this background that this variable 
is included to specifically determine how the ‘great moderation’ has affected 
output volatility in the two economies.  Due to the unavailability of terms-
of-trade data for both countries, the volatility of oil prices has been included 
to proxy the effect of external shocks on both economies.  The tourist 
arrivals variable in the Barbados model is intended to capture the effect of 
tourism inflows on output volatility. The tourism industry has developed 
into the main economic driver and foreign exchange earning industry of the 
Barbadian economy. Indeed, activity in this industry is inextricably linked 
to developments in the source markets in North America and Europe.  The 
conjecture is that lower output volatility in Barbados might be explained by 
the relative stability of its large tourism sector, which can help to smooth 
consumption volatility, through employment and income generation.  The 
same rationale is used to justify the inclusion of the remittances variable 
in the Guyana model.  Remittances play an important role in the Guyanese 
economy.  During the crisis period (1970-1992), outward remittances were 
noticeably high, a result of mass emigration.  However, since the economic 
recovery, remittance flows have mostly been inward; Guyana’s ratio of net 
remittances to GDP increased from 0.2% in 1983 to 28.3% in 2008.  

Data are sourced from the International Monetary Fund’s Financial Statistics 
Database and various Statistical Digests of the Central Bank of Barbados 
and Bank of Guyana.  The data span the period 1970-2008 and all variables 
are transformed into natural logarithms in all models except rm6 .
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Empirical	Results

Unit Root and Cointegration Tests Results

Table 2 in the Appendix presents the unit root and stationarity test results 
for all variables in each country. The ADF and PP test results for Barbados 
show that all variables are integrated at order one (I (1)), in other words, 
first-differenced stationary at normal levels of significance.  There are three 
instances where the KPSS results conflict with the results of the other two 
tests; however, correlograms7  of the three variables (fdi, fl, pe) confirm that 
the variables are non-stationary in levels.  For Guyana, the KPSS results 
conflict with the other two tests with respect to four variables (ag, pe, 
pesdand rm).  However, correlograms of the variables show that they are 
non-stationary in levels, but stationary in the first difference, as indicated by 
the ADF and PP test results. 

Prior to conducting the Johansen cointegration test, a number of likelihood 
ratio (LR) tests were done on the VARs to determine their optimal lag 
lengths, since the Johansen cointegration test is very sensitive to the choice 
of lag length. Given the small sample size (n=39), a maximum lag length 
of two was considered and the optimal lag length was chosen based on 
the Akaike Information Criterion at the 5% level of significance.  For the 
Barbados estimations, a lag length of 1was used for Models A, B, and C and 
a lag length of 2 was used for Model D.  For the Guyana estimations, a lag 
length of 2 was used for Model A and a lag length of 1 was used for Models 
B, C, and D.

Cointegration tests were then performed on the four VARs in levels, for each 
country.  Tables 3 and 4 in the Appendix show that both the Johansen trace 
statistic and the maximum eigenvalue statistic confirm that there is only 
one cointegrating vector for each model in both countries at the 5% level 
of significance.  In small samples, cointegration test results may be biased 
(Cheung and Lai, 1993).  To address this matter, the study follows Ang (2009) 
who multiplied the Johansen Trace and Maximum Eigevalue statistics by a 
scale factor: (n-pk)/n, where n is the sample size (in this case, 39), p is the 

6An extended period of negative values precludes logarithmic transformation.
7Not shown for brevity. 
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lag order of the VAR (in this case, 1 or 2 depending on the model) and k 
is the dimension of each VAR (in this case, 4).  The numbers in the square 
brackets in Tables 3 and 4 are the adjusted Cointegration test results, which, 
for the most part, also confirm the presence of one cointegration vector at 
normal levels of significance.  

Variance Decomposition Analysis

Barbados

Tables 6A to 6D report the results of the variance decomposition analyses at 
a horizon of five years.  The models perform well.  Diagnostics tests results 
reported in Table 5 support the null hypotheses of normality of residuals, no 
first-order serial correlation and homoscedastic errors for each model.

Structural Changes and Real Output Volatility: Model A

Table 6A shows that transition to a more service-oriented economy and 
financial sector deepening have been important in lowering output fluctuations 
in Barbados.  Indeed, services and industry’s (including manufacturing and 
mining) share in GDP has grown from around 80% in 1970 to 93% in 2008.  
Likewise, the ratio of private sector credit to GDP (the proxy for financial 
development) rose steadily over the sample period, almost doubling from 
49% in 1970 to 95% in 2008.  These structural improvements have together 
contributed to about 17% on average to the decline in output volatility.  
Although exports volatility has fallen significantly, moving from a peak of 
29% in 1987 to a low of 5% in 2008, it has played a modest role in lowering 
the variance of output growth, accounting for less than 1% of the decline in 
output fluctuations. 

Macroeconomic Policy/Policy Volatility and Real Output Volatility: 
Model B

Public expenditures as a ratio of GDP have increased steadily over the 
sample period exhibiting strong counter-cyclical tendencies, especially in 
recent years and have helped to lower the variance in real GDP growth by 
around 13% on average (Table 6B).  Moreover, improved macroeconomic 
management as implied by the relative stability of fiscal policy is another 
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reason underpinning economic stability in Barbados.  The decline in the 
volatility of fiscal policies has contributed close to 5% of the decline in 
output volatility, with its impact increasing over longer horizons.  Foreign 
direct investment inflows have also helped to smooth output fluctuations 
somewhat, accounting for about 8% of the variance in real output growth 
on average.  However, the overriding result from this model is that the 
variance in output growth is mostly explained by itself, which suggests that 
the relative stability that Barbados has enjoyed might be better explained by 
other factors.

Trade/Financial Openness and Real Output Volatility: Model C

The results of Model C (Table 6C) suggest that the relatively high degree 
of financial openness of the Barbadian economy has played a modest role 
as a shock absorber.  Indeed, financial openness has been identified in the 
literature as an important mitigator of shocks to GDP.  Governments can 
either tap into their foreign reserves or increase foreign liabilities to reallocate 
resources where needed in the case of shocks (Calderon and Schmidt-
Hebbel (2008) and Olaberria and Rigolini(2009)).  Barbados’ foreign assets 
to GDP ratio increased from 20% in 1975 to 67% in 2008, while the ratio 
of foreign liabilities to GDP rose from 10% to 31% over that same period.  
Greater financial openness has contributed an average of about 15% to the 
decline in output volatility.  Trade openness accounted for an average of 5% 
of the variability in output growth; therefore, in the context of falling output 
volatility, trade openness appears not to have been an important contributor 
to the reduction in output fluctuations.

External Developments and Real Output Volatility: Model D

Turning to the results of Model D (Table 6D), large inflows from tourism 
receipts appear to be the dominant factor explaining the fall in output 
volatility, accounting for close to 20% of the decline in the variance of real 
GDP growth on average.  The volatility of US GDP growth and fluctuations 
in oil prices have also driven output fluctuations in Barbados, accounting for 
13.7% and 8.4% of the variance of real GDP growth respectively on average.  
Therefore, in the context of falling output volatility, these results suggest that 
a more favourable external environment (smaller external shocks), especially 
within the past decade, has resulted in lower macroeconomic fluctuations in 
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Barbados.  The moderation in US GDP volatility would have undoubtedly 
helped to reduce output fluctuations in Barbados, given the strong economic 
ties between the two countries.  In addition, for most of the sample period 
(1970-2005) oil prices were relatively stable, with the volatility averaging 
4.2% over that period. Low volatility of oil prices would have also helped 
to reduce the variability of net exports and in turn, GDP growth.  Moreover, 
the more benign external environment would have also contributed to large 
tourism inflows and the relative stability of the industry.

Guyana

Tables 7A to 7D report the results of the variance decomposition analyses at 
a five-year horizon.  Diagnostics tests results shown in Table 5 suggest that 
all models are empirically robust.   

Structural Changes and Real Output Volatility: Model A

The results of Model A (Table 7A) show that financial development, as 
implied by the persistent increase in the degree of monetisation in the 
banking system, has acted like a shock absorber, accounting for about 40% 
of the decline in output fluctuations, on average.  The ratio of M2 to GDP 
moved from around 30% in 1970 to close to 80% at the end of 2008, which 
would have allowed private agents to tap into deposits in the banking system 
to smooth fluctuations in consumption, and by extension, fluctuations in 
output growth.  Regarding exports, in spite of the decline in its volatility, for 
example, from a peak of 100% in 1989 to 12% in 2008, which is perhaps 
associated with years of preferential prices for sugar and rice; its contribution 
to the reduction in output volatility has been minimal, accounting for just 
under 2% on average.  Indeed, it appears that limited diversification within 
the agricultural sector feeds external shocks into the economy; the results 
show that agriculture’s share in GDP accounted for only 4% of the decline in 
output fluctuations, on average. 

Macroeconomic Policy and Policy Volatility and Real Output Volatility: 
Model B

From Model B (Table 7B), nominal exchange rate stability has been the 
dominant source of smaller output fluctuations, contributing around 40% 
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of the decline on average.    Fiscal stability has been another important 
factor in smoothing output fluctuations, accounting for just over a quarter 
of the variance in real GDP growth, on average.  Public finances in Guyana 
improved markedly throughout the sample period, showing strong counter-
cyclical tendencies, especially over the past decade.  This outturn appears to 
be a key reason for the moderation in Guyana’s output volatility.  

Trade and Financial Openness and Real Output Volatility: Model C

The results of Model C (Table 7C) suggest that financial openness of the 
Guyanese economy has played a modest role in smoothing output fluctuations.  
Guyana’s foreign assets to GDP ratio increased from 9% in 1975 to 48% in 
2008, while the ratio of foreign liabilities to GDP rose from 0.7% to 12.7% 
over that same period.  Financial integration with the rest of the world has 
contributed an average of about 15% of the decline in output volatility in 
Guyana.  Trade openness appears not to have been an important contributor 
to the reduction in output fluctuations, accounting for an average of 6% of 
the variability in output growth. 

External Developments and Real Output Volatility: Model D

The results of Model D (Table 7D) show that relative oil price stability 
over the sample period has been an important factor explaining the relative 
stability of the domestic economy, contributing on average of 17.5% of the 
decline in output volatility. Indeed, the extended period of low volatility of 
oil prices would have also helped to reduce the variability of net exports and 
in turn, GDP growth.  The volatility of US GDP growth accounts for around 
2.4% (on average) of the decline in the fluctuations of domestic output.  This 
result suggests that the ‘great moderation’ has not been an important factor 
in explaining the relative stability of the Guyanese economy. Remittances 
contributed around 5% (on average) to the reduction in output volatility. 

Discussion	of	Results	and	Policy	Implications

On the contribution from external factors, specifically, the volatility of real 
GDP growth in the US, it appears that it affects the Barbadian economy more 
than the Guyanese economy.  This result is not entirely surprising given that 
the Barbadian and the US economies are more closely linked.  Therefore, 
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the decline in the volatility of US GDP growth was not as important in 
moderating output fluctuations in Guyana as was the case in Barbados.  
Regarding the impact of the oil prices on domestic output fluctuations, it is 
a rather interesting result that the decline in the volatility of oil prices had a 
stronger effect in moderating output fluctuations in Guyana than it did for 
Barbados.  This result might be reflective of the differences in the magnitude 
of fuel imports of each country.

Another interesting result is that both trade and financial openness seem 
not to have been important in lowering output volatility in both countries.  
From this result, one can infer that had it not been for improvements in 
macroeconomic policies and positive structural changes, which have acted 
like shock absorbers, the volatility of output in both countries would have been 
much higher, given the high degree of openness of both economies.  It is also 
noteworthy that in spite of the decline in export volatility in both countries, 
it has contributed modestly to lowering output volatility of both countries.  
This suggests that there is scope for further export diversification.  

The study evinces key insights, which might have policy relevance.  
Policymakers in both countries are encouraged to continue building economic 
resilience so as to ensure that the scope for continued stability is increased.  
As part of the policy agenda going forward, focus should be given to 
designing productive development policies that will boost competitiveness.  
Additionally, stimulating further private sector development and unlocking 
the untapped potentials that exist in both countries would be important.  
Maintaining strong macroeconomic fundamentals and strengthening 
institutions should also form part of the policy agenda going forward.  

Conclusion

This study employed country-specific VECMs for Barbados and Guyana to 
assess the relative importance of internal and external factors in explaining 
the marked decline in output volatility in each country over the past two 
decades. On the relative importance of internal and external factors in driving 
the moderation in output fluctuations, it appears that internal factors that are 
distinct in each country have played the greater role.  In Barbados, structural 
changes, which have resulted in the expansion of the tourism industry, appear 
to be the dominant factor contributing to the moderation in output volatility.  
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In Guyana, output stability appears to be inextricably linked to exchange 
rate stability and high levels of monetisation in the domestic banking 
system.  Fiscal improvement also appears to be an important antecedent of 
the smaller fluctuations in output growth in Guyana.  

The analysis used in this study can be prodded and extended.  Indeed, the 
variance decompositions are very sensitive to the ordering of variables in the 
VECMs and model specifications.  Additionally, some of the models used 
may suffer from omitted variables biases.  Due to data unavailability, no 
account was taken of the effect of natural disaster shocks on output volatility.  
This would have been a useful inclusion since economic performance of 
the two economies is vulnerable to natural hazards.  Therefore, there is an 
opportunity for further research.  There is also an opportunity for policymakers 
in each country to consolidate their efforts at improving the internal policy 
environment, in particular, strengthening macroeconomic fundamentals and 
institutions in addition to building economic resilience so as to ensure that 
the scope for continued stability is increased.  
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APPENDIX

Table 2: Unit Root and Stationarity Test Results

Notes: * and ** indicate significance at the 1% and 5% respectively.  For the ADF 
and PP Tests, the null hypothesis is that variable is non-stationary in levels, while the 
null hypothesis for the KPSS Test is that the variable is stationary in levels. 
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Table 3: Johansen Cointegration Test Results: Barbados

Notes: r is the number of cointegrated vectors.  [ ] contains the adjusted Johansen 
statistic.  * indicates significance at the 5% level.  Due to data quality issues, the 
estimation period for Model C is 1975-2008 and 1972-2008 for Model D.
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Table 4: Johansen Cointegration Test Results: Guyana

Notes: r is the number of cointegrated vectors. [] contains the adjusted 
Johansen statistic.  * indicates significance at the 5% level. 
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Table 5: VECM Diagnostics Results

Notes: χ2
Jarque-Bera

 is the Jacque-Bera Normality Test statistic, for which 

H0 is normal residuals.χ
2
SerialLM is the Lagrange Multiplier Test statistic for 

serial correlation, for which the H0 is no first order serial correlation. χ
2
White  

is the White Test statistic for homoskedastic errors.
* and ** indicate level of significance at the 5% and 10% respectively. 
Figures in {} are p-values.

Table 6A: Variance Decomposition of Real Output Volatility: 
Results for Barbados: Model A

(in percent)
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Table 6B: Variance Decomposition of Real Output Volatility
Results for Barbados: Model B

(in percent)

Table 6C: Variance Decomposition of Real Output Volatility
 Results for Barbados: Model C

(in percent)
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Table 6D: Variance Decomposition of Real Output Volatility
 Results for Barbados: Model D

(in percent)

Table 7A: Variance Decomposition of Real Output Volatility
Results for Guyana: Model A

(in percent)



Decline in Output Volatility 61

Table 7B: Variance Decomposition of Real Output Volatility
Results for Guyana: Model B

(in percent)

Table 7C: Variance Decompositions: Results for Guyana
Model C

 (in percent)
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Table 7D: Variance Decompositions: Results for Guyana
Model D

 (in percent)
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Abstract

In this paper, I examine three separate, but related themes on women’s 
experiences of violence in intimate heterosexual relationships: sexual 
infidelity as a rationalisation of men’s violence against women; the 
construction and surveillance of women’s sexuality; and narratives of sexual 
violence. The analysis is drawn from interviews with 34 women and men 
from St. Vincent and the Grenadines. Using a feminist post-structuralist 
approach to discourse analysis, I argue that acts of physical violence 
against women, as well as other forms of control, coercion and abuse, 
are indeed embedded within broader asymmetrical gendered relations of 
power.  Violence against women is often rationalised and justified as a 
means of responding to threats to traditional arrangements of gender and 
sexuality.  
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version of this article.

Introduction

For the past four decades the problem of violence against women has generated 
considerable research and policy responses globally.  Women’s experiences 
of violence in the family is a major area around which feminist and women’s 
rights activists have organised in the Caribbean since the 1970s (Lazarus-
Black, 2007; Mohammed, 1991; Pargass and Clarke, 2003; Reddock, 2008).  
In spite of the attention that intimate partner violence (IPV) receives as a 
major social problem within the region, there remains a dearth of scholarly 
research on the sociology of violence in intimate unions, particularly in 
the smaller Eastern Caribbean territories. This uneven treatment of IPV 
as a phenomenon worthy of research is evident when we consider work 
coming out of Trinidad and Tobago that investigates issues related to the 
treatment of domestic violence survivors within the judicial system and the 
legal responses (Lazarus-Black, 2001, 2003 and 2007), the distribution and 
patterns of IPV perpetration (Le Franc et al, 2008), the formal and informal 
support systems available to women who survive IPV (Hadeed El-Bassel, 
2006), and explanations women and men offer about why IPV occurs 
(Danns and Parsad, 1989; Gopaul and Cain, 1996; Lazarus-Black, 2007).  
In addition, studies on IPV have emerged from Guyana (Danns and Parsad, 
1989; Red Thread, 2000), Jamaica (Arscott-Mills, 2000; Gibbison, 2007; Le 
Franc et al, 2008), and Barbados (CADRES, 2010; Le Franc, 2008; Le Franc 
and Rock, 2001; Robinson, 1999).  There has been no similar study seeking 
to assess the problem of IPV in the St. Vincent and the Grenadines (SVG), 
a country within the Eastern Caribbean.  This imbalance reflects, in part, 
the greater research capacity of Jamaica, Trinidad and Tobago, Barbados 
and Guyana, as these countries benefit from local university facilities.  The 
current interpretive study of IPV is both important and timely given the lack 
of research attention on various forms of violence against women in SVG.
In this article I am interested in exploring three separate, but related themes 
on violence against women in intimate heterosexual relationships: women’s 
actual or presumed sexual infidelity as a rationalisation for men’s violence; 
the masculinist1 construction and surveillance of women’s sexuality; 
and narratives of sexual violence against women.  The analysis is based 
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on interviews with 34 women and men from SVG.2  I argue that acts of 
physical violence against women, as well as other forms of abuse, are indeed 
embedded within broader asymmetrical gendered relations of power.  Men 
often construct binary and value-laden sexualised scripts for women, moving 
between the Madonna image as an ideal, and notions of women’s innate 
carnal desires.  The latter is associated with the threat of emasculation, which 
is in turn used as a rationale for policing the boundaries of physical space, 
gender and sexuality.  Women are often wont to defend notions of a virtuous 
femininity in their declarations of monogamy.  The emerging dynamics 
of power in these relationships are discursively constructed as effects of 
traditional gendered and (hetero)sexualised practices that are often cast as 
normal and natural.  Physical violence against women is thus rationalised and 
justified as a means of responding to threats to these traditional arrangements 
of gender and sexuality.  

I use a feminist post-structuralist approach to discourse analysis to unpack 
the narratives of violence and control presented in the interviews.  Feminist 
poststructuralism synthesises feminist theories of gender and power with post-
structuralist insights on language, subjectivity, social processes (Weedon, 
1998).  To this, Gavey (1992) adds that it is an approach to feminist analysis 
which seeks to unpack the hegemonic discourses used to subjugate women.  
This particular framework will be discussed for its utility in examining the 
emergent power relations in violent heterosexual relations and the meanings 
of such relations for women’s quality of life.

1The term ‘masculinist’ is a derivative of the concept ‘masculinism’.  Masculinism is best 
described as an essentialist ideology of biological determinism (Aronowitz 1995).  This 
ideology serves to justify and naturalise men’s power and domination of the resources of society 
(Brittan 1989; Aronowitz 1995).  Masculinism normalises and naturalises heterosexuality, the 
sexual division of labour, and the private/public dichotomy which promotes the restriction of 
women to the domestic sphere, while supporting men’s freedom to traverse freely between 
public and private spaces (Brittan 1989).
2This paper forms part of a larger study which explored the interstices of gender and 
violence through the application of feminist discursive frameworks.  Between 2007 and 
2008, I interviewed 19 women and 15 men from four state agencies in the Eastern Caribbean 
country of St. Vincent and the Grenadines.  Within this group there were eight couples who 
participated in the project.  Special thanks to the women and men who gave of their time very 
generously.
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Situating	 the	Study	of	Sexual	Violence,	Control	and	Coercive	Acts:	A	
Review	of	the	Literature

Caribbean Socio-Sexual Unions

Caribbean feminist scholarship addresses a wide cross section of social 
phenomena in an attempt to construct situated knowledge about the lives 
of women in the region.  These include motherhood, sexual unions and 
the family (Barriteau, 2008 and 2011; Barrow, 1996; Kempadoo, 2004; 
Mohammed and Perkins, 1999; Rowley, 2002; Wekker 2006; Trotz, 2002); 
women, work and the economy (Barriteau, 2001 and 2002; Freeman, 2003; 
Hodge, 2002; Kempadoo 1999; Reddock 1994); violence against women 
(Danns and Parsaud, 1999; DeShong, 2010; Haniff, 1998; Lazarus-Black, 
2001, 2003 and 2007; Robinson, 1999 and 2000); and popular culture (Bryce, 
2003; Barnes, 2006; Cooper, 1995; Lewis, 2003; Mahabir, 2001; Mohammed 
1991).  More recently this work has expanded to include the study of men 
and masculinities (Chevannes, 2001; Davis and Thomas, 2006; Hope, 
2010; Lewis, 1994, 2001, 2003a, 2003b, 2004 and 2005; Mohammed 2004; 
Reddock, 2003 and 2004; Roheler 2004; Sampath, 1993).  Gender3  is often 
applied in much of these works as a tool of analysis for understanding the 
asymmetrical relations of power between women and men, among women, 
and among men in socio-sexual relationships, economic arrangements and 
socio-cultural contexts.  

In this regard, Caribbean feminists have challenged the stereotypical scripts 
produced about Afro-Caribbean women and men by anthropologists and 
sociologists writing in the mid 20th century on the composition and orientation 
of gender roles within families (Barriteau 2003; Barrow 1996; Hodge 2002; 

3 The scope of this article does not permit me to engage in a thorough-going analysis of the 
concept ‘gender’ and its analytical value.  In brief, the term ‘gender’ usually signifies those 
culturally specific practices we associate with being a woman or man.  Contemporary scholars 
point to the importance of capturing the intersectional experience even as we seek to accent 
gender.  A person’s ideas about what it means to be a man or woman is indeed influenced 
by socio-economic conditions, exposure to various media messages, age, profession, race, 
geographic location inter alia. To this Barriteau (2001) adds that even as we acknowledge 
the personal in the construction of gendered meanings, it is also important to consider the 
interactions of the political, economic and ideological dimensions of gender and the forms of 
social injustices that emerge within gender systems.
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Kempadoo, 2004; Lindsay 2002; Reddock 1994; Rowley 2002).  These early 
works (Smith, 1963) have been critiqued for their reliance on the Parsonian 
and other structural-functionalist models of the family when analysing 
kinship networks in the Caribbean.  In her essay, ‘Reconceptualising Voice: 
The Role of Matrifocality in Shaping Theories of Caribbean Voices’, Michelle 
Rowley (2002) explains that Afro-Caribbean women and men are often 
pitted against each other in a putative arrangement of role reversal within 
the family, in which these women are stereotyped as strong emasculating 
matriarchs.  Brice-Baker (1994) makes a similar observation in relation 
to popular portrayals and perceptions of African American women.  In 
Rowley’s (2002: 22) view, the construction of matriarchy ‘disguises the 
subtle and meandering flows of patriarchal exercises of power’.  Similarly, 
both Barriteau (2003) and Lindsay (2002) caution that it is erroneous to 
assume there exists a correlation between household headship by women 
and social and economic power in households where father figures are either 
absent or in visiting relationships with mothers.  

Discussions of socio-sexual unions in the Caribbean takes into account 
the social construction of gender, sexuality, race and class.  The literature 
speaks to the existence of a number of relationship types, including, visiting, 
common-law and marital relationships (Barrow 1996; Senior, 1991).  
Both motherhood and marriage are key markers of women’s subjectivity 
(Barriteau 2011).  The difference across class in women’s perception of 
socio-sexual unions is evidenced in the value attached to marriage.  In her 
analysis of data from the Women in the Caribbean Project (WICP), Senior 
(1991) suggests that although the rate of marriage is low in the Caribbean 
when compared to Europe, the marriage rate within the Caribbean varies 
significantly across classes and ethnic groups.  The frequency of marital 
relationships in Caribbean middle and upper classes tends to be considerably 
higher than that of the working class, and there is also a comparatively higher 
rate of marriage in Guyana and Trinidad, where there are large East Indian 
populations (Senior 1991).  Whereas marriage is regarded as desirable to 
middle and upper class women for reasons related to improved social status, 
the findings of the WICP suggest that the desirability of marriage among 
working class women is dependent on whether marriage would ‘guarantee a 
change in  their material level of comfort’ (Barriteau 2011, 82). 
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In addition to relationship status, Wekker’s (2006) ethnographic study of 
Surinamese working class women points to the complexity of women’s 
expectations in heterosexual unions.  She explores the paradoxical realities 
and aspirations of women who express a desire for ‘economic independence 
from men’, while trading ‘sex for money’, and generally prefer ‘not to be 
tied to a man in the form of marriage’ (Wekker, 2006: 118). For Barriteau 
(2011), the tenuous nature of many sexual relationships and the recognition 
of the asymmetrical relations of power in heterosexual unions might explain 
the seeming ambivalence by many women towards marriage.  

Caribbean feminist writers are careful to demonstrate that although 
gendered relations of power, which favour men for the most part, feature in 
these heterosexual unions, women’s narratives often subvert conventional 
stereotypes of gender and sexuality (Kempadoo, 2004).  Kempadoo (2004) 
historicises the early to late twentieth century research on the Afro-Caribbean 
family and women’s sexuality.  She points to a tendency in this literature 
to subsume sex and sexuality under discussions of gender.  Although ideas 
about gender figure in everyday discussions of sex and sexuality, there is 
some analytical value in separating the two.  This is exemplified in Wekker’s 
(2006) study on Surinamese working class women’s sexuality.  She uses the 
term mati work to describe these women’s sexual relationship with both men 
and women.  According to Kempadoo (2004: 27), Wekker’s description of 

this female sexuality does not behave in accordance with the 
dominant norm of femininity and therefore cannot be completely 
subsumed into or explained by gender. 

These works complicate Peter Wilson’s (1969) paradigm of ‘reputation’ 
and ‘respectability’ for understanding Caribbean man-woman sexual 
relationships. In his schema, women’s subjectivity is contingent on notions 
of sexual respectability, while men are esteemed for their sexual virility.  
The fragility of masculinity is evidenced by the possibility of emasculation 
through female infidelity.  While there is some utility in applying notions 
of reputation building in the construction of masculinity and the threat to 
men’s reputation has been used to rationalise violence against women, both 
Kempadoo (2004) and Wekker (2006) are concerned about the reductionist 
reading of gender and sexuality offered by Wilson.  In fact, Wekker (2006) 
presents women as desiring sexual subjects whose sexuality is characterised 
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by heterogeneity. She also suggests that ‘reputation’ is also an important 
aspect of women’s subjectivity, although the source of women’s and men’s 
reputation may in fact differ.  

Feminist theorising of Caribbean socio-sexual unions provides an important 
point of departure in the study of sexual violence against women in 
heterosexual unions.  The presence of physical acts of violence in these 
relationships often obscures those moments in which women articulate 
personal autonomy and sexual agency.  These instances are sometimes 
muted as we seek to analyse women’s experiences precisely because the talk 
on women’s violent victimisation overwhelms their narratives of resistance.  
The extent to which violence is used to secure women’s conformity to 
stereotypical gendered and sexualised norms, and, women’s resistance is 
examined in this article.

Sexual Violence, Control and Coercion in Intimate Unions 

Intimate partner violence (IPV) against women usually takes place in the 
context of a range of controlling and coercive acts (Wolf-Smith and LaRossa, 
1992; Dobash and Dobash, 2004) in situations where unequal relations of 
power are exploited.  In fact, Dutton and Goodman (2005) explain that 
within this framework of IPV, violence (physical and sexual) is viewed as a 
tool within patterns of coercive control among other tools including financial 
deprivation, threats, intimidation, abuse of children and other relatives, and 
isolation.  To this contextual view of violence, Yodanis (2004: 658) adds that 
a ‘culture of fear’ of men’s violence against women, secures men’s status in 
intimate heterosexual unions.  This fear is reinforced by the various stories, 
images and symbols of men successfully using violence; thus creating 
boundaries for women’s actions.  As a consequence of the differential social 
construction of manhood and womanhood, similar boundaries do not exist 
for most men in these relationships.  In her discussion of women’s fear of 
crime, Yodanis (2004: 658) argues that 

‘not every man must be violent toward every woman for violence to 
control women’s behaviour.  Rather, knowing that some women are 
victims of horrific violence is enough to control their behaviour and 
limit the movement of all women in society’.  
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She notes that although most violent crimes are committed against men, 
women tend to be considerably more fearful of violent crime than men.  This, 
she explains, is a result of women’s greater vulnerability to sexual violence 
and intimate partner violence.  The fear of being violently victimised creates 
subordinate subject positions for some women, particularly women who 
have experienced violence in their current or previous relationships.

Violence against women in intimate unions also involves sexual coercion 
and sexual violence against women. Forced sex4  is estimated as occurring 
between 40% and 45% of cases in which women also experienced various 
forms of physical violence by a male partner in a community (Bergen and 
Bukovec, 2006; Campbell and Soeken, 1999).  Similarly, a study done on a 
perpetrator intervention programme for violent men in a metropolitan area 
in the northeast of the US found that 53% of the 229 men interviewed had 
sexually assaulted their partner at least once (Bergen and Bukovec, 2006).  
More specifically, Bergen and Bukovec observed that 28% of these men 
used physical violence to rape their partners and 13% used violent threats 
to force their partners into having sex.  Research also indicates that often, 
after women are beaten, they are forced and/or intimidated into having sex 
by their partners (Bergen and Bukovec, 2006; Gelles, 1977).  The problem 
of criminalising forced sex in intimate relationships as rape or sexual 
assault is related to the historical location of women as the property of 
‘their’ husbands (Dobash and Dobash, 1981; Gelles, 1977; Russell, 1990; 
Yllo, 1999).  This is a reflection of the traditional asymmetrical relations 
of power between women and men.  The underlying assumption about 
men’s bodily entitlement in relation to women, tied to the idea of women 
as ‘passive’ sexual subjects, may explain why several women and most 
men avoid naming these acts of forced sex, rape or sexual assault (Bergen 
and Bukovec, 2006; Gelles, 1977).  Notwithstanding a public loathing of 
various forms of violence against women and the efforts by activists to have 
the laws criminalising rape extended to women’s experiences of forced sex 

4 Campbell and Soeken (1999b) distinguish between forced sex and rape by arguing that 
the latter term is usually associated with sexual assault by a stranger.  They also avoid the 
use of the terms marital rape and wife rape since these fail to capture the frequency with 
which forced sex occur in non-marital relationships.  Notwithstanding these issues it should 
be noted that a women is more likely to be raped by someone known to her and the term rape 
is valued in its politicised uses for purposes of activism against violence against women.
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in intimate relationships5 (Robinson 2010), the resonance of certain socio-
legal patriarchal practices expose women in the Caribbean, particularly 
those in violent relationships, to sexual abuse.  In other words, the historical 
construction of women as property of husbands under English common law, 
socio-religious narratives on women’s responsibility to satisfy their partners’ 
sexual and everyday needs, and general socio-cultural practices which 
support asymmetrical relations of gender, continue to sustain the practice of 
and silence around sexual violence against women in heterosexual unions 
(Allison and Wrightsman, 1993; Dobash and Dobash, 1979 and 1981; 
Finkelhor and Yllo, 1985; Gavey, 2008; Hague and Wilson, 2000; Russell, 
1990; Yllo, 1999). Difficulties associated with identifying and analysing 
sexual violence are well documented in the literature (Bergen and Bukovec, 
2006; Campbell and Soeken, 1999; Gavey, 1992; Gelles, 1977; Hague and 
Wilson, 2000).  

In Gavey’s (1992 and 2008) analyses of women’s talk on unwanted and 
coerced sex in heterosexual relationships, she observed that women’s decision 
to comply with their partners’ demands for sex, in spite of their own sexual 
desires, can be understood in the context of the dominance of heterosexual 
discourses.  She uses the notion of ‘technologies of sexual coercion’ to explain 
why women often engage in unwanted sex (Gavey, 1992, 325).  It is Gavey’s 
(1992: 325) contention that the ways in which discourses on sexuality are 
produced ‘have the power to effect the material practice of heterosexuality 
in ways that subordinate women’.  Technologies of heterosexual coercion 
reproduce unequal power arrangements in which men’s sexual desires take 
precedence.  She deploys Foucault’s (1995) metaphor of the Panopticon to 
explain how men’s surveillance of their partners and women’s consequent 
self-surveillance secures women’s compliance to men’s sexual requests/
demands (Gavey, 1992 and 2008).  The Panopticon is a watch tower located 

5 Robinson (1999 and 2010) explains that in an effort to enact marital rape legislation several 
Caribbean countries inadvertently legislated for the acknowledgement of rape in intimate 
relationships within a limited framework.  Rather than an expansive approach to the law in 
which rape is considered rape (regardless to the legal status of the relationship) conditions 
were attached outlining the circumstances under which a person could be deemed to have 
perpetrated the act of rape.  These included cases in which the parties were separated or in 
instances where they had begun divorce proceedings. Robinson (1999) cites the Barbados 
legislators who failed to adopt 1991 House of Lords ruling in R v R in which marital rape 
exemptions were deemed archaic, offensive and not reflective of English common law.
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in the centre of the prison which allows the guard/s to monitor the compound 
without being visible to the inmates.  Even in the absence of someone inside 
of the watch tower surveillance is guaranteed.  The Panoptican, Foucault 
explains, ensures the automatic functioning of power (Foucault, 1995).  

The metaphor provides a compelling illustration of the functioning of 
disciplinary power particular when we consider women’s sense of being 
constantly monitored in violent relationships.  When applied to their 
experiences of violence, we can imagine how women learn to self-regulate 
as a means of staving off their partners’ further use of violence. Men’s 
coercive acts exist on a continuum, ranging from subtle acts to the use of 
direct force.  

Like Foucault, Gavey (1992) rejects a unitary approach for understanding 
power in which individuals are repressed and denied by some force from 
above.  She finds particularly useful his notion of disciplinary power which 
orders human activities and produces ‘subjects’ and ‘docile’ bodies.  In this 
schema, power is seen as constitutive of human practices.  According to 
Gavey (1992, 328), ‘in this model, power is both visible and unverifiable’.  
Gavey (1992) admits that while the concept of disciplinary power might 
be useful for understanding sexual coercion, particularly subtle forms, in 
heterosexual relationships there are indeed differentials in the operation of 
power based on ideas about gender.  In other words, surveillance enacted by 
men has greater constraining and controlling effects than women’s attempts 
to monitor their partners.

In relation to her research on women’s experiences of coerced sex, Gavey 
(1992) suggests that dominant narratives of heterosexual unions might 
account for why some women felt it necessary to agree to have sex with 
a partner after some time had elapsed in the dating relationship.  These 
narratives positioned women as passive and compliant, but non-desiring 
participants in sex.  She noted that women were often unaware of the view 
of consent as a matter of choice.  Gavey (1992: 348) considers this an effect 
of ‘normative prescriptions for heterosexual practice . . . given that women’s 
sexual desires are often invisible [and] unspoken’. 

Gavey’s work provides a useful point of departure for my research.  Whereas 
she focuses on the more subtle functions of power as opposed to the direct 
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use of force, I am interested in analysing gendered power in its various 
manifestations.  Threats of violence coupled with women’s memories of 
violent episode, and the range of controlling practices enacted by men serve to 
curtail women’s activities within intimate relationships; this notwithstanding 
women’s expression of sexual agency and their desire for personal autonomy.  
The acts of physical and sexual violence ought to be studied in the context 
of a range of other coercive and controlling practices.  Also, it is difficult 
to separate understandings of gender ideologies and power from research 
that examines the practice of intimate partner violence, particular when we 
consider the asymmetrical distribution of this phenomenon between men 
and women (Dobash, et al 1998; Walby and Allen, 2004).

Method

The data analysed for this article is drawn from in-depth interviews with 
women and men from SVG.  Fieldwork was conducted in two phases 
between 2007 and 2008.  When I first met with agency officials, I gave 
a brief description of my project, with a view of answering any questions 
about different aspects of the research.  Access to research participants 
in qualitative research is greatly reliant on informants (Miller and Bell, 
2005).  Persons were contacted with the help of officials from four different 
state agencies: the counsellors at the Family Court6, family case workers 
(social workers) at the Family Affairs Division7, senior prison officers at 
Her Majesty’s Prison for male offenders and a community police station.  I 
explained that I was interested in talking to persons about their experiences 
of IPV. To be more precise, I spoke about my desire to understand both 
women’s and men’s experiences of IPV.  During the interviews questions 
were posed to respondents about their own as well as their partner’s social 
networks; their image of themselves and how they viewed their partners; 
their experiences in the relationship; whether there was any history of family 

6 Family Courts were established throughout the 1990s in some of the Anglophone Caribbean 
territories including St. Vincent and the Grenadines, St. Lucia, Grenada, Trinidad and Tobago, 
Belize and Jamaica.  There are trained personnel at these specialised courts.  In addition to a 
specialised court that hears family issues there are also probation, counselling and mediation 
services at the Family Courts.  In this sense these specialised courts offer both legal and social 
responses. For more on the Family Courts see Lazarus-Black (2007) and Pargass and Clarke 
(2003).
7 The Family Affairs Division attends to the social welfare needs of Vincentians.
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violence; and violence in the relationship.  This article focuses on those 
aspects of the interviews in which we discussed control, coercion and sexual 
violence.
  
A purposive sampling approach was used in order to find cases that would 
facilitate the exploration of a specific phenomenon.  My intention in this 
study was not to generalise about the population of persons who experience 
violence in their relationships, but rather to investigate how ideologies of 
gender and violence intersect in individuals’ accounts.  A purposive sample 
must be able to provide access to enough data to enable the researcher to 
address her/his research questions (Mason, 2002).  In an interpretive sense, 
the sample should be able to provide access to the phenomenon under 
question (Mason, 2002).  Persons were chosen based on their experiences 
of IPV.  

Participants were contacted with the help of state officials from the 
organisations mentioned earlier.  Initially, I wanted to interview couples 
(each partner separately). The intention was to interview 40 persons from 
20 couples.  I had to reconsider this approach during my first visit because 
there was a greater response rate from women.  Since the central concern of 
the study was to compare women’s and men’s accounts of IPV, the issue of 
them being interviewed as part of a couple was not an absolute requirement.  
I told informants that although I wanted to interview couples (women and 
men separately) I would also be willing to interview individuals who have 
had experiences with IPV, whether they were part of a couple or not.  

In all, 34 persons were interviewed, including 19 women and 15 men.  I 
contacted 19 (12 women and seven men) interviewees through the Family 
Court, seven (four men and three women) through the Family Services, 
three men were interviewed at Her Majesty’s Prisons, and a further four 
women and one man were reached with the assistance of a senior officer 
at a community police station.  Within this group there are eight couples.  
Pseudonyms are used in order to protect the identity of respondents, and also 
to differentiate between them.
Interviews were transcribed verbatim. Transcripts were read several 
times before any close analysis began.  As a result of these readings, my 
understanding of the starting points and statements behind different ways 
of talking, increased. A thorough analysis of a few of the interviews was 
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undertaken initially in order to come up with a uniformed approach to the 
study of all of the interviews.  Tentative analytical frames were written in the 
right and left hand column of the pages of the interview transcripts in order 
to signal certain possibilities for broader topics.  Later a full document of 
the analytical frames and the portions of the interview transcripts to which 
they applied were created.  There were instances in which speech passages 
applied to more than one theme, and these were also identified.  This process 
was followed for all 34 interviews.  The data were interrogated with a view 
of identifying strategies used by women and men in their talk about IPV.  The 
excerpts below, chosen from the emerging transcripts, form the basis of the 
analysis on women’s experiences of control, coercion and sexual violence in 
intimate heterosexual relationships.

Feminist	Poststructuralist	Analysis

Language-in-use provides an important site for the analysis of power relations.  
These relations of power can be examined as individuals use language to 
construct various versions of violent episodes.  A feminist poststructuralist 
framework (Weedon, 1998) allows for an examination of how persons 
employ a range of social discourses, as a means of positioning themselves 
(and others) in relation to other individuals and events.  It is concerned with 
the ways in which gendered relations of power are (re)produced, maintained 
or even subverted in speech.  Of particular interest are the ways in which 
individuals present themselves as gendered subjects in these narratives.   In 
the context of this article, I ask, what kinds of gendered subject positions are 
created in these accounts of IPV?  By gender, I refer to the social scripts that 
are often dichotomously ascribed to male and female bodies (Mohammed, 
2004) and the associated social (re)production of gender sustained by a series 
of performative acts (Butler, 1993, 1999, 2000 and 2004); personal, social 
and institutional practice with their differential material and ideological 
effects for women and men (Barriteau, 2001); the ways in which notions 
of womanhood and manhood are contingent on other indices of difference 
such as class, race, able-bodiedness and geography (Brah and Phoenix, 
2004; Collins, 1991; Crenshaw, 1991; Harding, 1991; Yuval-Davis, 2006); 
and the associated gendered relations of power which results from these 
arrangements. 
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Discourse analytical techniques were used to examine these accounts.  
Discourse analysis (DA) involves a particular reading of texts by focusing on 
how speakers use culturally available narratives to position themselves and 
others (Avdi, 2005).  It is concerned with what language is used for (Brown 
and Yule, 1983).  In fact, DA examines the ways in which talk and texts are 
used to perform actions (Potter, 2003 and 2004).  Gavey (1997) suggests 
that as an analytical tool, discourse analysis is compatible with a feminist 
poststructuralist approach, given their shared focus on the power relations 
embedded in speech.  In the context of this article, feminist poststructuralism 
functions as a theoretical resource, while discourse analysis implies both a 
theoretical and analytical framework. 

Findings	and	Analysis

Surveilling Women’s Sexuality

The single most common motivation cited in men’s and women’s accounts 
for men’s violence against women is the presumption of women’s sexual 
infidelity.  Women document various measures used by men to monitor and 
ultimately restrict their movements between the home and socially designated/
public spaces.  There is an overall sense in which the construction of the 
public represents a means through which women might be seduced away 
from the esteemed Madonna image.  From attempts to regulate women’s 
attire to outlining specific boundaries of space, a number of signifiers appear 
in both men’s and women’s accounts that point to a perceived need to monitor 
women’s sexual practices and, by extension, women’s sexuality.

The first example is taken from two separate interviews with Linda and 
Lance who lived together for a period of five years before Linda ended the 
relationship.  Both participants use attire as a signifier for ‘good’ and ‘bad’ 
femininity with implicit reference to dress as a marker of women’s sense of 
sexual morality.  In both instances, they lament the loss of modesty among 
women as a turn to a vile femininity.  In particular, Lance describes what, in 
his view, is a loss of modesty by his partner. 
 

Int.: In your opinion what do you think your partner thinks it means 
to be a woman?
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Lance: Well of late I started looking at her and the way she start 
carrying herself like, like than before.
Int.: What do you mean, what was different before?
Lance: Before the kind o’ [of] clothes she used to wear, like of late 
now she start wearing some pieces o’ pants going down the road 
now.  She was even leaving home without underwear.  She never 
used to do that before so I have to say something wrong.

He suggests that his partner’s view of womanhood shifted from one in 
which she valued modesty in dress to wearing clothes that, in his view, were 
revealing and sexually suggestive.  Lance describes the act of leaving home 
without underwear as signifying a change in her moral purview.  He alludes 
to a loss of respectability and her subsequent (suspected) sexual infidelity.  
There are points of convergence and variance in the accounts of Lance and 
his partner.   Linda posits that 

A woman should be a decent woman, and I think nowadays women 
not doing that anymore.  They tend to be doing all sorts o’ dirty 
things, you know.  I think decency is what they should show . . . And 
respect, but good behaviour is what they should have . . . lack of self 
esteem is a problem.  Come on the way some o’ them does dress and 
so on it’s just sick. (Linda)

Linda laments a loss of decency among women, and supports the idea that 
women’s identity should embody the idea of respectability.  In particular, 
both Linda and Lance, advocate a dress sense for women based on the 
principle of modesty.  In both accounts, dress is used to symbolise an 
inappropriate and over-sexualised woman who has departed from the iconic 
image of the Madonna, with its allusion to a pure/virginal femininity.  It is 
worth considering that Lance’ and Linda’s reference to dress might indeed 
represent a suberversion of dominant ideologies of women’s subjectivity, 
that is, the possibility that women use their attire as an expression of sexual 
autonomy.

Rationalisations of violence were often linked to the discourse on a 
villainous femininity and the possibility of sexual looseness among 
women if left unregulated.  Men described being provoked into violence 
because of women’s (presumed) sexual infidelity.  In fact, women outlined 



78 Journal of Eastern Caribbean Studies

various forms of violence and controlling practices meted out against them 
because their partners believed they were having sexual intercourse outside 
of their relationships.  Men’s talk point to a desire to suppress women’s 
perceived proclivity for sexual intercourse, with women’s sense of dress 
used as a measure for such desires.  The regulation of women’s dress thus 
becomes one of the many practices used to police femininity in an effort to 
maintain respectability, avoid emasculation and affirm dominant masculine 
performances.  

This motif is tied to historical discourses on what it means to be a man and what 
it means to be a woman.   The nexus between gender and violence emerged 
as a salient feature of these interviews as the excuses, rationalisations and 
justifications offered for men’s violence against their partners resonated with 
traditional notions of men’s entitlement to power and women’s obligation to 
obey.  

Women’s ability to navigate the public/private divide was significantly 
curtailed in situations where men’s violence was frequent in these 
relationships.  Janet documents the extent to which her partner set clear 
boundaries for her.  She explains that she was denied the option of seeking 
work, and she became isolated from her family and friends.  In the following 
excerpt she talks about her experience 

He was always like I cannot go certain places, even with his cousin.  
If I go to town with her it was like what we doing in town so long 
[why are spending so much time in the city]?  Where we were and 
that kind o’ stuff.  Even when I was doing the course sometimes he 
would pass and check to make sure I’m there.  He would be like 
‘right after class make sure you go home’ and stuff. (Janet) 

Men’s surveillance of their partners, as described in the example provided by 
Janet, was a prominent theme discussed in the interviews with women.  There 
is a sense in which such surveillance ensures that women remained wedded 
to notions of sexual respectability.  In other word, policing the physical 
boundaries of space was intended to secure men’s control of women’s sexual 
and gendered identities.  Besides the obvious attempts to monitor, Janet’s 
statement conveys images of confinement and control.  Similarly, in Linda’s 
view of her own relationship she says that it was ‘like you’re living in jail, 



Gender, Sexuality and Sexual Violence 79

doing a five year sentence where you only having a visitor once in a while’.  
Notwithstanding Linda’s expression of personal autonomy in her attempts 
to end a relationship in which she experienced regular and severe forms of 
violence, the prison trope signals the extent to which she felt disempowered 
within this relationship.  This tendency by men to use a range of physical 
and symbolic acts of violence to preserve unequal relations of power was a 
major feature of these accounts.

It should be noted that women reported experiencing violence in situations 
where they questioned their partners’ sense of entitlement to freedom.  This 
was the case as Sharon talks about her violent victimisation.  Her narrative 
highlights the double standards of spatial boundaries in these intimate 
relationships by demonstrating how violence is rationalised as a response to 
the questioning of men’s freedom.

Well there was a time that he went partying and I can’t remember 
what I told him, you know.  Something I said and he started to 
argue.  I asked him if he’s not fed up with the partying and he has 
the children to help with and he beat me that time . . . My skin was 
swollen and I felt really sick. (Sharon)

Her effort to question a traditional social act associated with men’s sense 
of freedom is met with the most extreme sanction in the context of intimate 
relationships.  The view expressed in her account is performative of the 
socio-historical idea of men’s role as providers.  Having to deal with the 
harsh realities that many working class families face she reminds him of 
his familial responsibilities in their living arrangement.  Her admonishment 
of his actions is an indication that she rejects the unchecked freedom some 
men enjoy.  Men appear not to be constrained by the same spatial limitations 
that are used to restrict women in their day-to-day lives. Whereas women’s 
domestic responsibilities and positioning as ‘docile’ sexual subjects function 
to curtail their movement between public and private spaces, men’s failure 
to satisfy their socially constituted role as provider does not have a similar 
effect.  Challenges to men’s freedom of movement are punished sometimes 
by violence which serves to reinforce ideas about men’s entitlement and 
autonomy in relation to their families.  
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Men used a range of violent, controlling and coercive acts to regulate women’s 
ability to navigate between culturally demarcated public and private spaces.  
Often, in these narratives of violence and control, women were objectified 
and positioned as the possession/property of men. On the other hand, men 
were depicted as regulators of these two separated domains.  The spatial 
limits carved out for women by no means extend to men.  Personal autonomy 
is normalised as a feature of men’s entitlement. This dichotomisation of 
gender and power (re)produces notions of men’s right to authority, and 
women’s obligation to defer to their partners.  Spatial limits set for women 
also reinscribe masculinised constructions of gender and sexuality.  
 
Sexual Infidelity?: Justifying Violence against Women 

In this section I explore the oft repeated theme of women’s sexual infidelity 
as a justification for men’s violence (Dobash and Dobash, 1997; Hearn, 
1998).  I am less concerned about the veracity of men’s claims of women’s 
sexual infidelity or women’s insistence on their own sexual fidelity.  Instead, 
the ways in which accounts of women’s promiscuity become associated 
with the practice of violence is of greater analytical purchase in unpacking 
the nexus between gender, power, sexuality and violence. Women find 
themselves in a constant struggle to prove their virtue and monogamy in 
violent heterosexual relationships.  Masculinities, enacted in these men’s 
narratives engage cultural ideas about male sexual prowess.  This is achieved 
when they are able to keep their partners satisfied, thus preventing them 
from seeking sexual satisfaction elsewhere (Wilson, 1969).  On the one 
hand, men’s narratives support what Wilson refers to as the double-standard 
of sexual morality which justifies promiscuity among men, but insists on 
women’s fidelity.  This arrangement ensures that women’s respectability is 
kept intact in order to preserve men’s reputation (Wilson, 1969).  On the other 
hand, Wilson’s paradigm homogenises women’s sexuality within a hetero-
patriarchal matrix and there is a tendency in this and other works deploying 
the reputation/respectability paradigm to conflate gender and sexuality 
(Kempadoo 2004; Wekker 2006).  The dominance of the discourse on men’s 
sexual prowess in the construction of masculinities as well as overt displays 
of sexual agency by women help us to understand the salience of suspected 
sexual infidelity both as a form of emasculation and as a rationalisation for 
men’s violence.  Implicitly, violence is justified as a means of preserving and 
restoring masculine identity.  
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In this first example Randy, who is in a long-term relationship with Janet, 
describes his reasons for using violence in his relationship against his partner, 
Janet:

She was the first person who actually gave me a birthday party and 
she invited another man at my birthday party . . . It wasn’t right, but 
I was kind o’ angry seeing that I was trying to get out and she, it just 
flashed back to me that this guy was checking her out and the way 
that she was dressed, she look so sweet and I was wondering if she 
dressed that way for me or if she was dressed for guy.  That is why 
I hit her.

In the previous section, Janet refers to the extent to which her actions were 
regulated by Randy.   She cites his jealousy as resulting in her loss of friends.  
In my interview with him Randy talks about his views on women’s roles 
and responsibilities in the context of intimate relationships.  Pregnancy and 
menstruation were cited as debilitating and he used these bodily conditions 
as a rationale for women’s confinement to the home.  Men tend to situate 
their controlling behaviours and perpetration of violence within the context 
of protecting some notion of feminine virtue.  There is dual and oppositional 
depiction of femininity in operation in these accounts.  A virtuous femininity 
preserves male reputation; the image of the whore or the loose woman when 
attached to female bodies is described by men as having an emasculating 
effect.  Men allude to the idea of an embodiment of this binary, so much 
so that violence and threats of violence are seemingly enacted as a means 
of suppressing/eradicating a vile femininity in order to shore up feminine 
virtues.  In the above extract, Randy describes his rationale for questioning 
Janet’s motivation for organising the party as a consequence of the presence 
of an unknown man.  It unsettles his masculine identity.  In his reckoning of 
the events, her dress sense is symbolic of this constant threat of her sexual 
infidelity and its associated threats to his masculine identity.  His reference to 
her manner of dress also resonates with the archetype of woman as temptress 
which, in a binary scheme of things, is located as part of a vile femininity.  
This symbolic act, coupled with his misgivings about her reasons for hosting 
the party, contribute to his emasculation, as he questions his exclusive ‘right’ 
to her.  However, he claims that his motivation for violence was because 
she prevented him from leaving.  Notwithstanding this justification, the fact 
that he focuses on his suspicions would imply that this has some significant 
bearing on the meanings he attaches to his violence.   
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In the following two examples, I compare the narratives produced by Lance 
and Linda in which they both account for his use of violence against her in 
their relationship:

Int.: Could you tell me what happened?
Lance: Her cousin used to leave and go to Canada to spend some 
time.  This last time he left her in the house again {mm hmm}.  What 
she was doing before was going around there and then coming back 
a little later, but this time around she wasn’t doing that.  She was 
going around there and not coming back.  I didn’t have a problem 
with that, but every time I would go somewhere, like when I go to 
the gas station somebody would always tell me well they see my 
girlfriend with another man, and a guy came and told me that he saw 
my girlfriend in Rockley in a car.  Then one day I was coming down 
the road and I saw her in the car and I stopped the car and I ask her 
to get out, but she never got out {mm hmm}.  The guy told her not 
to get out, so I left and I just went about my business.  So when I 
came home now she told me that our relationship was over.  I said 
‘just like that’?  I ask her ‘if we’re over where do you want me to go 
now’?  She didn’t care.
Int.: You asked her where did she want you to go?
Lance: Yeah, she doesn’t care.  So I left and I went away.  No, I didn’t 
go away.  I slept in the house the same night and in the morning left 
and I went away.  So I came back in that night and I was talking to 
the girl.  I said ‘girl’, I ask her how long has this thing been going on 
{mm hmm}.  She turned to me and told me that’s her effing [instead 
of cursing, he uses this term] business, and at the time I slapped 
her.

In his account of the events, Lance describes changes in his partner’s 
behaviour as prompting their split and his subsequent use of violence.  His 
use of violence centres on what he deems as her sexual infidelity, and refusal 
to provide justifications for her actions.  His loss of power in influencing 
her decisions is captured in the following ‘I stopped the car and I asked her 
to get out, but she never got out . . . the guy told her not to get out’.  The 
presence of another man and what he perceives as an act of disobedience 
represent a challenge to his authority in the context of the relationship. This 
is accentuated by her decision to terminate their relationship.  In the second 
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part of the extract he questions her about his belief that she was unfaithful.  
He presents his violence as a reaction to her dismissal of his request for an 
explanation about her perceived sexual infidelity.  The details of the incident 
provided by Linda, Lance’s partner, vary from that which he presents.  
However, their accounts converge on the issue of his perception that she was 
unfaithful.  She says

Actually I had ended the relationship because of the way he was 
treating me and the kids, you know, so I decided that this thing must 
end and in order for it to end I have to do it myself and I have to be 
serious about it . . . It was a week since I put him out . . . When I 
was inside I heard my door lock, like it clicked, so I jump up out of 
me sleep and I said ‘what’?  I had to alert the child.  I said ‘get up.  
Lance is in the house’.  He started pulling me outside now.  He got 
me out there.  He began asking me ‘how many times you’ve you 
been having sex with that guy’?  I said ‘what kind of guy you telling 
about’?  ‘I hear people tell me you have this guy’, you know, so I 
said ‘actually I don’t know what you’re talking about’, so he slapped 
me. [She goes on to describe extreme violence perpetrated by Lance 
against her, the details of which cannot be disclosed for purposes of 
anonymity] 

Although there are differences in the cataloguing of events between Linda 
and Lance, the purpose here is not to determine the veracity of their 
claims, but to analyse the meanings produced about gender, sexuality and 
violence in these accounts.  Linda’s narrative is one of both resistance and 
disempowerment.  Her decision to end the relationship exemplifies her quest 
for personal autonomy even as she acknowledges the severity and frequency 
of her partner’s violence and control.  However, in her talk on the violent 
event there is an overall sense of powerlessness as she attempts to secure her 
own safety and that of her children.  Linda’s and Lance’s accounts reflect 
his need for an explanation of rumours that she is intimately involved with 
another man, a demand that implicates ideas about the terms and conditions 
of intimate relationships, that is, the need for closure.  The inclusion of what 
she presents as a direct question from him, ‘how many times you’ve been 
having sex this with that guy?’ positions her as whore because it implies 
that she has compromised her ‘virtue’, while simultaneously damaging his 
masculine reputation.  
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Comparing the historical justifications for IPV between England (Dobash 
and Dobash, 1981) and the Caribbean (de Moya, 2004) there are important 
parallels to be drawn.  Referring to activities which date as far back as 
the 15th century Dobash and Dobash (1981) describe practices of publicly 
ridiculing men who were thought to have allowed ‘their’ wives to get out 
of control.  De Moya (2004) makes reference to the Fiesta de Cuernos 
(cuckolding festival) held yearly in the Dominican Republic in which the 
man whose wife was thought to bring him the greatest public shame, because 
of her continued infidelity, is usually dubbed the Cuckold of the year and 
made to wear the ‘Crown of Horns’.  It is worth noting that state officials 
only made such a festival illegal in the year 2000 due to the level of public 
violence perpetrated during this period.  In both instances, public beatings 
of women were justified as a means of restoring men’s reputation.  Although 
such antiquated practices no longer attract the same level of public support, 
there are resonances.  Justifications for violence that centre on rumours of 
women’s sexual infidelity and the resulting public emasculation appear as 
vestiges of the practice of cuckolding.  It positions women as the objects of 
men, reinforcing beliefs about men’s power in relationships.  The meanings 
people attached to practices, such as being seen in a vehicle with another 
man if a woman is in a relationship, speaks to certain codes of behaviour to 
which women are expected to adhere.  It also signals an attempt to curtail 
women’s sexual decision-making.

Women’s Experiences of Sexual Violence

Asymmetries of power are overtly expressed in women’s reports of sexual 
violence in their relationship.  Several women explained that they were 
coerced into sexual intercourse by their partners.  In extreme cases women 
reported being raped by their partners.  It is important to note that there 
were no admissions by men of committing acts of sexual violence against 
their partners, which might reflect a social loathing of this form of violence 
against women.  This is what I refer to as conspicuous, deliberate and strategic 
silences in men’s accounts or non-accounting on their use of violence to force 
women into having sex.  This section explores the interstices of violence, sex 
and sexuality in intimate relationships.

Women reported that men engaged in both physical and verbal coercive 
tactics to force them into unwanted sexual intercourse.  In some instances, 
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women named their experiences rape.  In fact, some of their descriptions 
of sexual violence matched legal definitions for rape.  Women sometimes 
explained that they engaged in unwanted sexual activities in order to avoid 
conflict in their relationships.  These depictions often positioned women as 
the objects of men’s sexual desires, rendering them powerless to make their 
own sexual choices.  Eve explains that ‘if I don’t want to do it.  He would 
argue and when he’s done arguing he would come and do it’. Eve’s statement 
exemplifies how men used physical force to exert power over women’s 
bodies thus compromising women’s sexual autonomy.  In the following 
extract, Janet (Randy’s partner) illustrates her experience of sexual violence 
in the relationship:

I was having a problem.  Sexual intercourse started hurting.  I 
explained this to him.  If I didn’t give him he would hold me down 
and take it.  He would drink.  He would come home and start beating 
me and telling me I have to give it to him and I can’t say no and that 
sort o’ stuff.

 
In this account, Janet describes extreme forms of sexual violence.  In fact, the 
experience she presents satisfies legal definitions of rape.  Her talk evokes 
the image of a robbery, and her attempts to thwart his intentions are futile.  
He is presented as lacking compassion as, in spite of her explanation that she 
was experiencing pain during sexual intercourse, he appears unconcerned.  
In part, she rationalises his violence as a result of his use of alcohol, ‘he 
would drink’.  This is not presented in an overt way, in that, she does not say 
that it is the cause per se.  However, the fact that she mentions that he was 
drinking suggests that this has some bearing on the meanings she attaches 
to his use of violence.  His perpetration of physical violence explains how 
he establishes control over her sexuality and her daily life, positioning her 
as his possession.

Similarly, Isis chronicles her partner’s use of violence to force her into 
unwanted sexual intercourse:

Int.: Have you ever been sexually abused as an adult?
Isis: Well you know that they usually say, what, what, what –  You 
know how they would say, well with my boyfriend.  Lately, I never 
used to want to have sex with him and he used to rape me.  I would 
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say rape because I never used to want to have sex with him.  And he 
used to hit me.  He used to fight me just to get sex and that wouldn’t 
be physical abuse.  It would be sexual abuse.
Int.: Yes.  How often would this happen?
Isis: Real often.  Remember, like I said, we used have arguments 
like say five times a week and after we finish arguing he used to 
want to have sex with me.  How would I feel about it?  How would 
I – I wouldn’t feel comfortable to, you know, give him, so I used to 
like put up a resistance and he would still fight me.

Isis names her experience of sexual violence, rape. She describes experiences 
similar to those of Janet.  Explaining these events, she talks about him using 
physical violence to force her to have sexual intercourse with him.  In fact, 
she distinguishes between ‘physical abuse’ and ‘sexual abuse’. There is a 
tendency to use the umbrella term abuse to capture various forms of violence 
and coercive act.  In everyday talk on violence individuals use the terms 
abuse and violence interchangeably.  For her, the use of physical force as a 
coercive tactic by her partner to force her into unwanted sexual activity is 
part of her overall experience of sexual, and not physical, abuse. In spite of 
her efforts to resist his sexual solicitations, she describes being overpowered.  
This is another example of how men’s exercise of force is used to demonstrate 
and sustain their positions of power in relationships.  It serves as a means 
through which women are objectified and violated in these unions.

Deidre explains what happened once when she agreed to go out socially with 
her partner once she had ended their relationship:

He started asking me why I went to Trinidad.  I said ‘that doesn’t 
have anything to do with you.  We’re not together’, and then he start 
to carry on and quarrel . . . asking why did I go to Trinidad, accusing 
me of going to Trinidad to give another man sex and telling me that 
I’m not giving him any.  The relationship was over, but he always 
had this thing that although we were broken up he is still supposed 
to be able to get sex from me because he took my virginity . . . I 
told him that nothing happened.  Eventually, I just started to tell him 
things that he wanted to hear to get to go home.  Then he raped me. 
(Deidre) 
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She presents her partner as acting in a way that would suggest he had 
some exclusive right to her because he was the first to have had a sexual 
relationship with her.  This accounts for her objectification and positioning 
as his possession. Historically, a woman’s first sexual experience is treated 
as something sacred, something to be held on to until marriage, which is 
in contrast to men’s first sexual experience which is treated as a right of 
passage from boyhood to manhood.  There is a sense in which her ‘loss of 
virginity’ is linked to his attempts to govern her body and sexuality.  Sex is 
often commodified in these accounts as something women possess that has 
the power to construct and maintain dominant versions of manhood.  The 
desire associated with sex is usually represented as the preserve of men.  
These accounts of sexual violence reinforce the duality of gender identities.  
Masculinities performed in these accounts centre on men’s power and 
dominance relative to women’s bodies and sexuality. Conversely, women’s 
identities are linked to notions of submission and obedience.          

The coercive practices that women reported that men used to force them into 
having sexual intercourse did not always involve explicit physical violence.  
This is exemplified in the extract from Yvette:

There are times at nights that if I don’t want to have sex with him 
he would harass me all night and the children would be in the other 
room and they would be listening because I know that they would 
know that it’s something we’re fighting over {mm hmm} so I say I 
have to stop this thing, this arguing and so on.  Sometimes I don’t 
even want to but I would just give up, just to keep the peace. 

She speaks of surrendering to his demands for sexual intercourse to avoid 
conflict and to keep peace between both of them.  Although there is no specific 
mention of his use of physical force, her account is suggestive of other forms 
of coercion.  There is a portrayal of her being harassed, terrorised even, 
within earshot of their children.  Her submission is an effect of her effort 
to avoid further conflict in the relationship.  Engaging in sexual intercourse 
with her partner is a reflection of the imbalance of power which is a feature 
of their relationship.  

These narratives of sexual violence are among the most overt exemplars 
of gendered relations of power in heterosexual unions.  Women are often 
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positioned as non-desiring providers of sex to their partners.  Even though 
women engage in acts of resistance, the threat and use of violence functions 
in such a way as to render these acts futile.  Women’s supposed acquiescence 
to men’s coercive tactics might also be read as a survival strategy particularly 
in the context of a history of abuse.  There is scope, however, to explore 
further the decision-making capacity and strategies of survival employed by 
women in violent relationships.

Conclusion

There are various means through which men attempt to govern women’s 
sexuality in violent heterosexual relationships.  The analysis highlights the 
myriad practices used to reinforce boundaries of gender, sexuality and space 
in which women’s autonomy is significantly compromised.  These range from 
the use of dress as a marker of appropriate and inappropriate sexual scripts 
for women to the more direct practice of sexual violence against women.  
In women’s narratives of sexual violence they often position themselves as 
powerless, with limited or no influence on the actions of their male partners.  
Conversely, men use violence to discipline women’s sexuality and to ensure 
women’s monogamy, and conformity.  It should be stated that women’s 
accounts were not suggestive of the quest for multiple sexual partners. The 
women interviewed seem to favour mutually monogamous relationships.  

A feminist poststructuralist approach to discourse analysis facilitated the 
focus on the meanings of these narratives and actions.  This framework 
provides a means of analysing the actions performed in speech and how the 
narratives produced signified or departed from broader societal beliefs about 
gendered relations of power.  For those women who experienced sexual 
violence and/or were coerced into having sexual intercourse, there was an 
overall sense of powerlessness embedded in the narratives they produced.  
However, women’s resistance can be observed in their attempts to end 
violent relationships, although this act sometimes placed women at risk of 
further violent victimisation.  When women spoke about their experiences 
of sexual violence, surveillance, and threats to their sexual and physical 
autonomy, there was little engagement in discourses of resistance outside of 
their decisions to leave the relationships.  This is not to suggest that women 
did not use subversive speech, but to indicate that with regard to themes 
covered in this article, women often positioned themselves as powerless to 
effect change.  
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Men’s attempt to rationalise their violence as a consequence of their 
suspicion of their partner’s sexual infidelity has a dual effect.  On the one 
hand, it functions to justify their use of violence as an outcome of women’s 
provocation.  In so doing, they shift the blame for their perpetration of 
violence onto their partners.  On the other hand, the use of sexual infidelity 
as an explanation for men’s violence points to the threat of emasculation, 
especially when one considers the salience of reputation building in dominant 
constructions of masculinity.  The subtext in both the accounts of men and 
women is that women should remain monogamous and avoid acts that might 
compromise dominant expressions of manhood.  

In this article, I focused on the connection between gender, sexuality and 
violence in heterosexual relations.  The accounts suggest that traditional 
notions of gender are deeply embedded in the differential construction 
of men’s and women’s sexuality and this is evidenced by the extent to 
which men attempt to control women’s sexual decision-making in violent 
heterosexual relationships.  The importance of women’s sexual autonomy 
is well-documented in the literature on women’s sexual health and the 
emerging scholarship on women as desiring, autonomous sexual subjects. 
The former points to both the psychological and physical consequences of 
sexual violence.  The analysis of the range of acts (from the very subtle to 
the more overt) used to limit women’s decision-making capacity continues to 
be an essential component of the activities to end various forms of violence 
against women.
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