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In our work with ESEC we have consistently been reminded only to consider employment relations in our efforts to decide where to place occupational categories in the class schema. This consistency is based on John Goldthorpe’s work on the theory of social classes, as recently expounded in ‘Social Class and the Differentiation of Employment Contracts’ (Goldthorpe 2000). No one has questioned the importance of employment relations, while an issue of some controversy has been the role of skills in the assignment of occupations to classes. The importance of skills for employment relations is emphasised in a newly written paper by Michael Tåhlin (2005). Reading it has inspired me to raise the issue again, in this eleventh hour of the ESEC project.

We all know that there is a tremendously large literature on social classes, but in spite of this – or perhaps because of it – there is no precise common understanding of what constitutes a social class. We have a general notion of what distinguishes one social class from another, and Goldthorpe’s work has clarified much of the fuzziness of this notion. My starting point is that the class structure is peopled by individuals and is such that those who belong to the same social class tend to share similar labour market situations, have similar life chances and common interests, tend to look at social issues in the same way and may take common political action. Labour market positions establish the basis for class affiliations. Therefore, it is the varying characteristics of such positions that form the basis for defining social classes, and it is consequently on such characteristics that both Goldthorpe and Tåhlin, like us in ESEC, concentrate their efforts. 

Goldthorpe interpreted

As I interpret Goldthorpe he defines social classes among employees as 
aggregates of persons in groups of occupations which have similar employment relations.
 

The emphasis on employment relations in the delineation of social classes then follows, given that my understanding is correct, as they are the defining characteristics of social classes. The problem is that we in many cases only have limited knowledge of occupational employment relations – or at least only know about the situation in UK – and that ‘similar’ obviously implies unclear boundaries. 

In assigning occupations to social classes we have to disregard variation in employment relations within occupations and base the classification on modal values, at least if they include more than fifty percent of the incumbents. An occupation within which we find a large variety of such relations must, for our purpose, be regarded as too broadly delineated and we may in many cases only have a limited knowledge about these relations in occupational unit groups. We can, however, introduce additional criteria, which we believe will make it possible to distinguish between incumbents with varying employment relations within occupations or which may be used as proxies when we have limited knowledge about occupational employment relations. Here lies, I believe, the kernel of our problem, given that many ISCO categories include rather dissimilar occupations. Which additional criteria or proxies are acceptable to use and which are not? According to the matrix presently used, number of subordinates and supervisory positions are accepted additional criteria, while skills, education, income or autonomy in the job are not. 

We should evidently not use more proxies than what is necessary for delineating homogenous occupational units. A high income is a characteristic of an employment contract that is to the advantage of the employee, but it is anyway preferable not to have income as an additional criterion, since that would make it redundant to study the association between class and income. It seems on the other hand strange not to regard income as an aspect of employment relations. An employer will have good motives to give high incomes to employees, whose jobs are difficult to monitor, in order to motivate them to do a good job, and likewise to highly qualified employees, who will be difficult to replace. And as pay scales with increments are regarded as an aspect of employment relations (McKnight and Elias 2003, p. 52), variation in income is anyway built into the classification, at least for employees who have been in the same job for some period of time.  

What about other factors? Is, e.g. autonomy such a central aspect of employment relations that it ought to be used as an additional criterion or not? And what about skills? They are apparently not part of employment relations. Even so, skill requirements may creep into the classification when e.g. some engineers are classified in class 1 and others in class 2.
 In my view, skills or education should certainly not be taken into consideration when assigning a class position, since they are characteristics of persons and not of jobs. Skill requirements on the other hand, are aspects of jobs and most certainly important determinants of employment relations. To me, it seems probable that differences in employment relations between, in ESEC lingo, lower technical occupations and routine occupations, mainly refer to differing skill requirements, leading to higher wages, perhaps more flexible work conditions, and greater opportunities to decide over how and when to perform various work tasks.  

It seems clear that skill requirements are important for service class employment contracts. The employment conditions of airline pilots actually seem to be rather precisely those expected for a labour contract. Thus, their work is closely monitored, they could actually be paid on piece rate (number and length of flights) and the company specific skills seem to be small compared to general ones – the time to learn to fly a Boeing 747 of one company, when having piloted those of another, is presumably quiet small. Pilots anyway have employment contracts with all the characteristics of the salariat class. The general skills of many other highly paid occupations likewise seem to be important – doctors should first of all have good knowledge of human physiology and illnesses rather than of specific rules of the hospital where they work; company lawyers should primarily know the law; the specific skills of an architect in one bureau are probably easily transferred to another; et cetera. In such cases it seems as if firms are willing to offer high salaries and good career prospects in order to be able to hire persons with skills that are expected to be highly productive and where the costs of replacement are high, perhaps for no other reason than that the lack of expertise during the time before another person with similar skills and of similar talent is hired may be very costly to the firm. 

Tåhlin interpreted

Tåhlin could be said to turn the whole issue upside down. That is, as I understand him, he wants to define social classes among employees as 
aggregates of persons in groups of occupations which have similar skill
 requirements. Employment relations may then vary among classes thus defined. 

While Goldthorpe suggests that the difficulty in monitoring the work of some employees and the cost of replacing them are central for the variation in employment contracts, it seems as if Tåhlin regards productivity differences as the most crucial motivation for employers to treat their employees in different ways.  

If I have made a correct interpretation of Tåhlin’s position, I believe that he would have problems with the classification of managers and supervisors, and perhaps also with lower clerical occupations, as compared to using a classification based on employment relations. 

The formal skill requirements on managers and supervisors may be rather low, while they anyway may have rather advantageous employment contracts. The reason for employers to provide special rewards to these groups may be that employers delegate authority to managers and supervisors and employers must consequently try to obtain and secure the loyalty of their managers to be certain that they will side with their employers rather than with their subordinates in cases of conflict of interest. 

The difference in how managers and supervisors are classified in a scheme based on employment relations as compared to what would be the case in one based on skill requirements may actually be greater in UK than in Sweden and perhaps as well in some of the countries of central Europe. That is, education has been such a valued characteristic that supervisors have to have at least as high an education as those they supervise – and preferably more. ‘Manager’ is not a title used in Sweden and there is no good translation of it. Managers coming from the US to work in US owned firms in Sweden run, at least according the media, often into trouble because their style of leadership is not accepted by their subordinates. 

The reason that workers in lower clerical occupations may get more advantageous employment contracts than their counterparts on the factory floor, might not be due to the greater skill requirements of their jobs, but to the closer relation to those who decide about the contracts. Traditionally workers in the offices often had some form of positions of trust – i.e. with the right to handle money – and even if those days are gone, the stickiness of employment conditions may result in better employment conditions. It may also be that many of those in lower service occupations are employed by the state, with slightly different employment contracts than what is customary in the private sector. 

Conclusion

The bottom line is that we should certainly in our work with ESEC stick to delineating classes according the employment relations in occupational groups, but that we in certain cases could see skill requirements as proxies for employment relations. 

When other criteria than the basic ones enter into the construction of the class schema, it will be circular to show that class is associated with these additional criteria. However, I do not think that anyone will be impressed by us showing that there is an association between (ESEC) class and income or education, regardless of whether we have used income or skill requirements as proxies or not.
 It is essential that such proxies are only used in a few cases where additional information is clearly needed. Even if there is some circularity in the basic association, it will be of interest to show whether income or educational differences between classes change over time or differ among nations. 

Tåhlin’s results suggest that Goldthorpe in his discussion of the determinants of employment relations puts too much emphasis on firm specific skills.
 However, if Tåhlin is correct on this point, it undermines his conclusion that we should “let go the theoretical conception … of class as employment relations”, since his test of this conception is based on the assumption that service class relations are based on the mutual dependence between employers and employees following from the importance of firm specific skills rather than general skills. My view is that general skill requirements constitute important reasons for employers to offer attractive job contracts, including high salaries, to highly skilled employees, both in consideration of the difficulties in monitoring job performance and of the cost of replacing productive employees. In conclusion then, I think that it is sensible to base the definition of social classes on employment relations, while accepting that general skill requirements are important determinants of such relations.
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� In writing this note I have benefited from comments and discussions with Erik Bihagen, John Goldthorpe and Michael Tåhlin. I expect that John and Michael, after having had the chance to read this, will tell me in what ways I have misunderstood their positions, which will lead to a better note (and perhaps changed conclusions).


� These comments should, of course, have appeared earlier in the process, but it seems better to raise them now than after the project is finished.


� This definition is, of course, only relevant for employed persons. I here disregard the issue of assigning class positions to self-employed and employers. 


� Some Swedish occupations with the title engineer seem in the British case be called engineering technicians. 


� Again, I want to stress that the education of an individual should not be use as a proxy.


� Tåhlin may actually underestimate Goldthorpe’s expectation of the importance of general skills. For instance, in his discussion of the service relationship, Goldthorpe writes “Professionals are engaged to exercise specialized knowledge and expertise that they have obtained from a lengthy training” (Goldthorpe 2000, 217).





