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1. Objective.

This note is not on the construction of the ESEC classes, but on its future application by a “lay” user group such as medical researchers (especially epidemiologists and public health analysts). For such a group, we need to be able to outline in a clear and convincing way the merits of the ESEC scheme, and we need to provide guidelines on the use and interpretation of this scheme in applied research. In this document, I present a “wish list” of issues that would ideally be included to the documentation of the ESEC. When cases are not yet settled, I give my personal views. This document is based on my personal experiences as a non-sociologist who is very much willing to utilize the ESEC scheme for applied empirical research.

2. Conceptual basis of the ESEC scheme

What we would need is:

1. A brief description of the theoretical basis of the ESEC scheme of about a ½ page. The available descriptions may at some place be difficult to follow for a non-sociological audience. It would be nice to have a standard short text on its conceptual basis and derivation, to which all ESEC project partners agree.

2. A concrete list of employment relationship (ER) characteristics that the ESEC scheme is supposed to capture. This would help lay persons to get a concrete idea of what the ESEC is about. Unfortunately, different lists of ER items are presented in different papers, and sometimes the emphasis seems to be given to some ER characteristic over other ER characteristics. I feel that the list of four types of ER characteristics used by the German team was most useful for understanding the job characteristics that ESEC classes are supposed to differentiate.

3. An introduction to the 9 social classes distinguished in the ESEC scheme. Why are nine groups distinguished a priori? It should be explained why the ESEC scheme is not simply based on the type of cluster analyses such as those performed by the French team, in which classes can have been “produced” empirically. It needs to be clarified, for example, that an a priori distinction is made between technical and non-technical occupations. These decisions are not only based on ER characteristics, but also on some other implicit considerations. Can these considerations be made more explicit?

4. A clear explanation of the distinctive nature of ESEC classes as opposed to groups defined in terms of educational level or income level. I understand that the basic difference is that ESEC classes are formed on the basis of occupations that people have (not their educational or income level) and that the key characteristics of occupations are related to ER (and not to educational qualifications required for an occupation, nor to wages be gained). It should be recognized, however, that some of the relevant ER characteristics are closely related to job skills and human assets, which are in turn related to educational qualifications. Similarly, ESEC looks at employment contracts and long-term benefits, which often are highly correlated with wage levels. These distinctions may need further clarification to a lay reader.

3. Criterion validation

What we would need is:

5. A list of all publications, both from England and elsewhere, which report on validation studies of the ESEC scheme. This list should exclude all other publications (e.g. reviews, theoretical discussions) and double publications based on the same empirical study, so as to be able to show the extent to which the ESEC has been subjected to validity tests. We will need to be able to demonstrate that the ESEC scheme has been validated to a sufficient extent.
6. A serious consideration of all suggestions for changes to the ESEC scheme made by the Swedish, German and French teams. My impression from the studies is that the prototype scheme is not yet sufficiently validated. There are many occupations/employment combinations for which the ESEC class is not yet established clearly. As a potential user, I feel that there is yet too much uncertainty, with too many men and women being shifted from one class to another. In addition, I would be concerned with the international comparability of the scheme, if many adaptations would be made only for specific countries.

7. Some overall measure of the ability of the ESEC scheme to predict variations between occupations in terms of ER. The R2 measure applied by the German team (of about 10% to 20%) is one such measure, although its use is limited as long as the maximum value of this R2 is unknown. This value is << 100%, because there is also variation in ER between people who have the same occupation, and some variation cannot be avoided as occupations with slightly different ER values should be grouped into the same class. The maximum value might however be derived by for example a cluster analysis in which occupations are clustered in 9 groups, without any a priori definition of these classes. Suppose that this clustering of occupations in 9 groups would explain 40% of variance in ER, while the ESEC can explain only 15%, what would this tell to us? As a user, I would feel that other class schemes could be devised that would perform better in predicting ER (and, possibly, health).

4. Comparison to alternative class schemes

What we would need is:

8. A brief overview of alternative occupation-based class schemes that could be used internationally. This overview may briefly discuss whether/how the conceptual basis of the alternative schemes differs from that of the ESEC. (To my view, the EGP scheme is of less interest from this perspective, because this scheme is a predecessor rather than an alternative to the ESEC scheme.)
9. For schemes with a roughly similar conceptual basis, their ability to predict variations in ER should be compared to that of the ESEC. Does the ESEC perform better? The outcomes of the German and French evaluations suggest that there might be considerable room for improvement of the ESEC, and if this improvement is not made, other class schemes might still perform better. See also point 7 above.

5. Presentation of the ESEC

What we would need is:

10. A summary table giving for each ESEC class (1) the long name, (2) a short “lay” name, (3) a short description of distinctive features of these classes, and (4) an illustrative list of 5 to 15 occupations assigned to this class. The latter list may be especially informative to a lay audience.

11. The well-known ‘tree’ diagram used to show the derivation of the ESEC (and the EGP scheme) can complement this table, but it cannot substitute this table, as this diagram gives only information on point 3 above.

12. The short “lay” names referred to above should be phrased in non-sociological terms, and avoid specialized terminology such as “salariat” and “bourgeoisie”. My suggestion is to use the following simpler terms:

I Upper professionals and managers 

II Lower professionals and managers 

III Upper clerical and service workers

IV Self employed and small employers

V Farmers

VI Supervisors and technicians

VII Lower clerical and service workers


VIII Lower technical workers

IX Unskilled manual workers 

I am aware that this list can be criticized. This list is however meant to stimulate the development of the best possible description in simple lay terms. 
6. Guidelines for the application of the ESEC scheme

The user may be helped by explicit guidelines on the following topics

13. The assignment of ESEC class to inactive people. The rule would be: try to assign these people according to ESEC class on the basis of a former (last or longest held) occupation. However, in some cases, they may be excluded, such as in validation studies using ER as criterion variables. See further section 9 of the Dutch report.

14. Assignment at the individual or household level. See section 9 of our Dutch report, and the reaction by the Irish team. My position is that we cannot state a general preference for either assignment level. The ESEC scheme is a flexible instrument, which can be used at both levels, and the preference for one level over the other may depend on the purpose of the study. For example, in our Dutch report, we concluded that the two assignment levels give both important and complementary views on health inequalities among women.

15. Presenting the ESEC as a hierarchical classification. See section 9 of our Dutch report, and the reaction by Robert Erikson. In the medical field, there is a strong wish to rank socio-economic groups from high to low, in order to be able to study “health gradients”. If a socio-economic indicator cannot respond to this wish, it will not be widely used, or it will be abused. Therefore, the question is to what extent the ESEC scheme can be used to rank people from high to low position. We need explicit guidelines that help users, and that avoid misinterpretations. In my study, I have shown that the majority of male and female populations can be ranked into a clear hierarchy. The two main areas of concern are:

a. Self-employed workers (in and out agriculture) are the main groups who do not fit into the male and female hierarchies, and these classes should therefore be presented separately. Alternatively, it should be possible to split these classes into “higher” and “lower” occupational groups.

b. Two other “outlier” classes are of lesser importance because they are small and have average levels of health. They might be collapsed or combined with “nearby” social classes. For men, we may combine class 6 with 8, and class 7 with 3. For women, we might simply combine the two outlier classes 6 and 8 into one “technical” class. 

Note that, from this “hierarchy” perspective and gender distinction, we would arrive at different collapsed versions than the standard 7, 5 and 3 levels versions of ESEC. 

