CONSTRUCTING ESeC: A PAPER FROM INSEE AND 

A RESPONSE FROM THE CONSORTIUM

In the following exchange, some of the issues that separated the French team from the rest of the consortium are discussed. The context is a paper produced in 2006 expressing INSEE’s official views towards ESeC and its development. The consortium’s responses to each point are in italics. This exchange illustrates some of the issues discussed in chapters 1 and 7 of Social Class in Europe (David Rose and Eric Harrison (Eds), Routledge, 2010).

Initial Project: a socio-economic classification to deal with every household and individual, in active employment or not

Theoretical framework: ‘The ESeC will be designed to measure employment relations’ (Annex 1, Description of Work, page 6: see www.iser.essex.ac.uk/research/esec/history-and-background/seven-steps/step1)
This theoretical model bears significant consequences. Current occupational situation is the main reference to measure socio-economic situation at an individual level. But does a shift in employment relationships imply a shift in socio-economic situation? For example, if someone has more autonomy in his job, does it means his/her spouse’s socio-economic situation has changed? Employment relations are fundamentally temporary characteristics while the socio-economic situation should be a permanent or rather permanent characteristic

ESeC measures positions – beginning from the basic positions of employers, self-employed, employees and the excluded. For employees class position depends on employment contracts. So, in this sense, ESeC is measuring ‘permanent or rather permanent’ characteristics in relation to positions. Individuals occupy these positions, of course, with consequences for their life-chances. Once established in employment, only a minority of employees change their basic class position, but of course there is mobility and this will affect the life chances of individuals and that of their families in interesting ways. It is the positions that are to be seen as ‘rather permanent’. Movements of individuals between positions and the consequences of these then become a matter for empirical research. As for autonomy, this is not seen as a factor directly differentiating employment contracts, although it has been used as a faute de mieux proxy in some of the validation studies. Nevertheless, there are many qualifications to be made with regard to autonomy, as Goldthorpe notes in relation to cleaners, doctors and airline pilots (in Rose and Harrison 2005: Consortium Comments on Interim Validations Full Comments at www.iser.essex.ac.uk/research/esec/validation-process).

Are we consistent when we claim that on the one hand the ESeC is a classification of employment relations and on the other hand that we validate it on the basis of its correlation with many aspects of life except employment relations?

There are two types of validation involved in the establishment of ESeC. Only one of these (let’s call it Type A) is used to validate the conceptual basis of ESeC, i.e. asking if the classes are reasonably measured in relation to the underlying concept of employment relations (see chapters 4-7). The second form of validation, Type B, asks how well the classes explain variance in theoretically relevant dependent variables, i.e. this involves the extent to which ESeC relates to other measures consistent with theoretically derived hypotheses concerning the concepts being measured. Examples are the studies done by members of the consortium on class and income, class and poverty, class and health, class and unemployment,  class and unemployment risks (chapters 9-13 below). 

The postulated class position of an occupational group by employment status combination, however, may only be determined on the basis of the first form of validation, Type A. We define class in terms of employment relationships and we seek to establish that our indirect measures of this do capture such relationships by examining associations with specific, even if faute de mieux indicators, not other constructs (and see also our next comment below). This is what the following quote from Goldthorpe (op cit) means – ‘criterion validation’ in the quote being equivalent to Type A validation. We have not assigned any class positions on the basis of outcomes (Type B), only on the basis of an investigation of indicators of the employment relations of occupations (Type A).

‘Arguments about where occupations should go should be made on the basis of ER alone, and it is on this basis, and on this basis only that the criterion validity of the classification should be assessed.’  
Application principle: employment relations are measured at the occupational level not at the individual level: ‘each cell of the matrix would then indicate a class position in terms of the typical employment relations for that combination of occupation and employment status’ (Annex 1, Description of Work, op cit: 6)

Why not derive employment relationships directly from information collected at an individual level without going through the occupational level? Information such as employment status (employer versus employee), tenure, type of contract (long-term versus short term), payment systems, number of subordinates, number of seniors in the hierarchy, autonomy, could be used. 

This would be possible, even perhaps desirable, but it is not the usual way to do things because asking the necessary questions to establish a class variable would use up too much time in the administration of a survey. Many questions would have to be asked in order to collect sufficient data to classify jobs in the sense of person-position pairs rather than occupations. Classifying occupations is thus the obvious pragmatic strategy, since information on occupation and employment status is routinely collected in major surveys. In other words, we use occupation and employment status as proxies for different kinds of employment relations. This is precisely why Type A validation is needed, i.e. to investigate if the proxies are adequate. We might all agree that collecting data on individuals’ employment relations, occupation and employment status in a large survey such as the LFS is the best way to do Type A validation: it is the method that was used to create the UK NS-SEC, for example, but we did not have the resources to do this for the whole EU.  If we can get ESeC accepted, maybe we could then persuade NSIs and Eurostat to undertake such an exercise with us.

Wouldn’t it be instructive to assess the time stability of the relations between ESeC categories and employment relationships and especially supervising functions? In France, researchers have recently established that supervising functions are more diluted through social groups than they were in the past. About one blue collar worker out of five has supervising functions whereas, in big firms, at the top of the staff hierarchy, experts tend to replace managers supervising numerous subordinates. This tends to prove that relations between occupation and employment relationships (at least some of them) might change over time.

This is an empirical issue that may and should be investigated. Indeed, as noted above, one of the suggestions that has come out of the consortium is a major study of ERs at the EU level. With regard to supervision, the important issue is whether someone is formally recognized by their employer as a supervisor such that they have different employment relations from those who do not have this sort of position. This is why it was suggested that we regard as supervisors only those who are engaged in the supervision of others’ work as their primary task. However, it is also recognized that the whole issue of how supervision should be defined and measured requires further research, as does its variability across countries (cf Rose and Harrison 2010: chapter 6). Similar considerations apply to managerial positions. Unfortunately, both these problems are beyond the scope of the current project. Hence, we use the faute de mieux procedures for supervisors as above; and we define managers as those who are coded to ISCO major group 1.
Operational issue: ISCO-Occupational Unit Groups as elementary statistical units

The main advantage of ISCO is that it is an international classification. However there is a drawback: ISCO is based on a scale of education levels (qualifications) a notion which is a priori far removed from the concept of current employment relationships. For instance in ISCO the division between employers and employees is not essential. 

Although ISCO is in part structured along educational lines, we do not adhere to these divisions in allocating ISCO OUGs or minor groups to ESeC categories. Hence, we do not take account of ISCO skill levels.

Wouldn’t it be useful to verify that every country codes ISCO in the same manner, that is to say that employment relations are captured in ISCO in the same way in every country?

We agree and we have been doing this. More needs to be done and it has been suggested that, at a later stage, we work with NSIs on this issue. However, we know a lot more now about these kinds of variations than we did when we began and thus of the need for national exceptions in the ESeC matrix. We requested information from members of the consortium and NSIs on the matter and we held workshops on the revision of ISCO and learned more about how national variations occur. Again, therefore, we all agree with Goldthorpe (op cit). For other practical reasons, mainly to do with data quality, we have decided to work with a common 3-digit matrix. We want to work towards ESeC based on national occupational classifications, but this will only happen if we can first persuade NSIs that ESeC is a useful tool and can then do further research.

‘I think the idea that we discussed before should be kept firmly in mind: that particular occupations can go to different classes from one country to another and indeed should do so if their typical ERs are different’. John Goldthorpe (March 2005)
‘Final’ result: ESeC Version 3

This process ends in a classification which deviates from the initial project: at the ESeC one-digit level there is no distinction between employers and employees. Furthermore, there isn’t any distinction according to whether the employer belongs to the public or the private sector. On the other hand, distinctions according to types of activities appear though they do not seem to be totally linked to employment relationships (e.g. the split between agricultural, technical, service, administrative tasks). 

But in the end, the ESeC resembles any national classification commonly used in European member states. The danger would be to interpret these classifications in terms of employment relationships even though their significance is larger due in particular to their complex construction process. 

We don’t believe that we have deviated from the original project, for the reasons given already. ESeC does distinguish non-professional employers and self-employed from employees at the one-digit level and its SEGs allow analysts to look within classes 1 and 2 where we find other employers/self-employed (see Rose and Harrison 2010: chapter13). The consortium decided not to include sector in the matrix; researchers may investigate the effects of sector in analysis. The only case where there may not be a total link to ERs at the one-digit level of ESeC occurs with agriculture. There is a general demand, as expressed by both NSIs and academic researchers, for sub-classes for employees in this sector, as well as for a separate Class 5 of agricultural etc employers and self-employed (see table 1.1 in chapter 1).

Proposition 

	Build three or four variants of ESeC as different as possible from one another, compare their capacity to capture employment relations and their various usages in a variety of fields (health, consumption, endogamy, properties, political participation, social mobility, etc.) Try to involve NSIs in this process. 

We could only respond to this if we had more detail of how it could be done. We encourage the French team to make further suggestions. There is always the possibility of future projects but, within the resources we currently have, we are doing the best we can. And we are doing it in the way we said we would in the work description. We have to distinguish between what may be desirable in principle and what can be achieved within this project. If we can persuade NSIs and Eurostat that ESeC is a worthwhile pan-European classification, we can then do much more to establish it as a robust scientific measure. 


