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Introduction

This paper was originally written to offer survey researchers a brief overview of the principal socio-economic classifications used in comparative research on social stratification and some of the theoretical and measurement issues related to them. However, it should be of interest to a wider audience of social scientists and policy researchers who are concerned to understand how sociologists have approached these issues. In a paper such as this, of course, it is only possible to take a very broad perspective. More details may be found in various publications such as Wright (2005), Ganzeboom and Treiman 2003 and 1996; Ganzeboom et al 1992; Jones and McMillan 2001; Goldthorpe 2000 and 2007; Erikson and Goldthorpe 2002 and 1992; Rose and Pevalin 2003; Elias 1997; Bergman and Joye 2001; and Prandy 1999. 

Let’s begin with the basics. What is a socio-economic classification? What types of SEC have been developed over the years and reflecting which theoretical and methodological approaches? 
What is a ‘socio-economic’ classification?

The term ‘socio-economic classification’ is merely a descriptive one. That is, it has no theoretical or analytic status whatever and so may be applied as a generic term for all the different stratification measures discussed in what follows. Sometimes SECs are referred to, especially in the American literature, as ‘occupational status scales’. This is very confusing because SECs do not all claim to measure either occupation or status. Stratification itself, of course, refers to social inequalities that may be attributed to the way a society is organised, to its socio-economic structure. The SECs I shall be referring to all share in common the idea that in market economies it is market position, and especially position in the occupational division of labour, which is fundamental to the generation of structured inequalities. The life chances of individuals and families are largely determined by their position in the market and occupation is taken to be its central indicator; that is the occupational structure is the backbone of the stratification system. 
The question then becomes how we use occupation as an indicator of social position in terms of an SEC. Two broad approaches exist, reflecting different aspects of inequality. First there are occupational scales which tend to measure the distributive aspects of inequality and, second, there are categorial class schemas intended to measure relational as well as distributive issues.

Thus, as Ganzeboom and his colleagues (1992) have noted, social scientists have tended to become divided between those who favour class categorial approaches to socio-economic classification and those who prefer continuous measures. That is, some favour SECs that divide the population into a discrete number of categories or social positions. Others prefer measures that allow for ‘an unlimited number of graded distinctions between occupational groups’ which assume that ‘differences between occupational groups can be captured in one dimension’ represented by a single parameter (Ganzeboom et al 1992: 3-4). I shall briefly examine these two approaches before moving on to short discussions of the principal exemplars of each available to comparative researchers. Finally I shall address some underlying issues of measurement relating to occupation since, whatever measure we may prefer, and as I have explained, all use occupational information for their derivation.

Varieties of SECs

I shall begin with continuous measures of which there are three types – prestige scales, socio-economic indices and an interaction scale. 

American research post-1945 led to a variety of attempts to construct continuous socio-economic scales, scores or indices. The first is found in the prestige approach pioneered by the National Opinion Research Center. The fundamental claim of this approach is that we can map the stratification order by examining the general reputation of occupational positions among a population. In other words, ‘prestige measures assume that objective measures of stratification can be derived from subjective perceptions of those at different levels’ (Bottero 2005: 73). Proponents of this approach claim that there is a high level of agreement over occupational rankings in the population and thus that a prestige hierarchy exists.

This tradition of research is very much associated with functionalist theories of social stratification with an emphasis on shared values about the reward structure of society and the legitimacy of the stratification order. It is assumed that people rank occupations in terms of their functional importance to society. Occupations which are highly ranked are the most important because they require the most training and thus attract the highest rewards. When it was observed that cross-national studies of prestige rankings produced similar results to the initial American research, this was seen as confirming evidence for the view that inequality serves the functional needs of societies. 
These claims were much disputed, of course. Critics argued that prestige scales really only measured attributes that make occupations more or less advantaged rather than more or less valued. The ability of people to rank occupations in a fairly consistent way simply shows that they recognise the brute facts of inequality and not that they approve of them or think inequality is legitimate.

Thus the next generation of continuous measures moved away from a subjective approach to a more objective one while still cleaving to the idea of stratification as a status hierarchy. Prestige scales gave way to socio-economic indices or SEIs. SEIs might be seen as more avowedly ‘socio-economic’ in the sense that they combine information on occupation, education and income, i.e. they summarise social and economic variables relating to occupations in a single score. Their primary aim is to reveal the distributive aspects of social inequality (see Egidi and Schizzerotto 1996). For example, Duncan’s (1961) ‘Socioeconomic Index’ or SEI brought together ‘social’ (in this case status or prestige) measures of occupations with educational and income measures in an attempt to predict occupational status from information on education and income. In Duncan’s view, the SEI made a link between occupation on the one hand and education and income on the other. Thus, the overall status of each occupation was simultaneously estimated in terms of both its social status and its economic status. Thereby, the correlation of status with education and income became a matter of definition. This was effectively the beginning of the status attainment approach to stratification and again it is strongly associated with normative functionalism. And, as with other aspects of functionalism, this approach was also heavily attacked. In particular its individualistic assumptions and its lack of attention to structural constraints and opportunities were highlighted. Its main claim, that education was more important than social position for individual success, was particularly disputed by those who favoured a class, and thus categorial, approach to social stratification.
Thus, beginning in the 1970s, there was a revival in class categorial approaches and the emergence of new forms of class analysis. Instead of viewing society as a relatively open and benign status hierarchy, class approaches stress the division of society into groups which are unequal and potentially oppositional. Class is about a conflict over scarce resources; it is about economic relations and their social consequences. A person’s class position implies a definite set of social relations with others in different class locations, be they relations of control, subordination, domination or exploitation. In short, it is class that is the major determinant of life chances, not least through the relationship between class and education. How well people do in the educational system will depend a great deal on which class they are from. 
Hence, many social scientists prefer to see variables such as occupation, education and income as separate dimensions relating to social stratification. In particular, they wish to explore the effects of position in the occupational division of labour alone. Class approaches see individuals as occupying common positions in the social structure in terms of social power and thus concentrates on the relational aspects of inequality as well as the distributive ones. In other words, individuals possess certain resources and consequently face a range of possibilities and constraints in terms of their behaviour. Those who share similar resources, and thus similar structural positions, will share similar possibilities and constraints in terms of ‘life-chances’ (e.g. chances for educational attainment, health, material rewards and social mobility). Therefore, they may also be expected to act in similar ways. Hence, in this approach, the structural base of social power provides ‘a link between the organisation of society and the position and behaviour of individuals’ (Breen and Rottman 1995b: 455 emphasis added; see also Goldthorpe and Marshall 1992; Egidi and Schizzerotto 1996). While there are many other bases of social power – age, race, gender, social status – it is thus argued that the most important in modern market-economy societies is that of social class, i.e. social power based on market or economic power (see for example Breen and Rottman 1995a; Scott 1996; Marshall 1997: Ch.1). 

In summary, then, social class is an important mechanism through which life-chances are distributed. The classes themselves are seen as ‘sets of structural positions. Social relationships within markets, especially within labour markets, and within firms define these positions. Class positions exist independently of individual occupants of these positions. They are “empty places”.’ (Sorensen 1991: 72, emphasis added). Empirical research then addresses the issue of how structural position, as objectively defined in this manner, affects life-chances. This tradition is one influenced by the theories of both Marx and Weber, but also by luminaries such as Renner, Geiger, Schumpeter, Lockwood and Dahrendorf.
There is a final broad approach to social stratification that I want simply to mention here before I turn to concrete examples. This approach challenges the assumptions of both SEIs and class analysis. It is the increasingly influential Cambridge Social Interaction Scale or CAMSIS developed and refined over the last 30 years by the Cambridge sociologists Blackburn, Prandy and Stewart. Like SEIs, CAMSIS is a continuous measure, but it is not based on occupational prestige or the relationship between education, income and occupation, but on patterns of social interaction. I shall briefly return to this approach in a moment, but Max Bergman will have much more to say about it in the next session.
As I noted previously, what all these approaches have in common is their use of information about occupation for operationalising a definition of social position. Where they differ, however, is in how each conceptualises the relationship between occupation and social stratification and ultimately in how stratification processes are conceived. In their excellent summary of social stratification measures, Bergman and Joye (2001) have noted that occupation might be seen in any one of four ways.
First, as with CAMSIS, it can be seen as the basis of shared socio-economic relations. Second, occupation may be seen as the basis for class interests, life chances and action. Third, occupation might be viewed as a matter of scarce or desirable resources in the form of the relationship between human capital and occupations, as with SEIs. Finally, occupation may be seen as symbolically valuable in terms of status or prestige, leading to variations in advantage and power, as with prestige scales.

In all cases, the relationship between concepts and measurement issues is crucial. That is, each approach to social stratification tells us both what it is that is stratified, how it is stratified, why this is important and how it should be measured. Hence, although some researchers have argued that which approach one uses is a matter of personal choice and convenience because the results obtained are similar regardless of approach, it isn’t necessarily that simple. It isn’t just a matter of whether one prefers to use continuous or categorial measures, but is really a theoretical choice. After all, each approach is saying something different about crucial social and economic processes and the way they operate – they are theoretically based and thus have consequences for the causal narratives we can construct.
Given this, it is therefore all the more important that those designing comparative surveys such as the European Social Survey (ESS) try to ensure that data are collected that allow researchers to construct each of the most important comparative stratification measures. This doesn’t simply mean asking the right survey questions. It also means processing the resulting data in a consistent manner. Crucial to this is the effort required in coding occupation to the international classification, ISCO88, in a standard way for all countries and thus, preferably, some kind of centralised control of this process. I shall return to this issue in the final part of my presentation.

First, however, having introduced the broad types of SEC, I should say a little about the most important measures available to comparative researchers, beginning with two class measures that have been developed for cross-national research, the EGP schema and the Wright schema. A third ‘post-industrial’ class schema, suggested by Esping-Andersen (1993), but not really fully developed by him, has been operationalised by a few researchers but has not yet been subject to the sorts of validation applied to the EGP and Wright schemas. After this I shall briefly discuss the continuous measures – SIOPS, ISEI and CAMSIS.
Comparative Class Measures: The EGP Schema

EGP identifies three basic positions, those of employer, self-employed and employee, and then divides employees into classes on the basis of employment relations – effectively according to the type of employment contracts that employees are given by their employers (see Goldthorpe 2000 and 2007 and also Erikson and Goldthorpe 1992). The resulting class structure is not interpreted in strict hierarchical terms, however. As Erikson and Goldthorpe (2002:33) have noted, since their schema is designed to capture qualitative differences in employment relationships, ‘the classes are not consistently ordered according to some inherent hierarchical principle’. Thus, EGP is a nominal measure. However, so far as overall economic status is concerned, Classes I and II are advantaged over Classes IIIb, VI and VII (the working class) in terms of greater long-term security of income, being less likely to be made redundant; less short-term fluctuation of income since they are not dependent on overtime pay, etc; and a better prospect of a rising income over the life course. 
As can be seen in table 1 there are 11 basic categories or classes. These may be collapsed to a 7-class schema by adding IIIb to the whole of Class VII and combining the three elements of Class IV together; and beyond that to five classes by combining Classes I and II and VI and VII or to three classes (I+II=1, IIIa, IV and V=2, IIIb, VI and VII=3). Hence, if one asks in relation to this schema ‘how many classes are there?’, the reply is ‘as many as it is useful and/or possible to identify for the purpose at hand’ and, we should add for the cross national context, the quality of available data and thus the possibilities for operationalisation of the schema. Erikson and Goldthorpe (1992) hence refer to the schema as an instrument du travail.

One of the undoubted advantages of the EGP schema is that it has been well-validated, post-hoc and ex ante, in both criterion and construct terms. That is, research has demonstrated the validity of the schema as a measure of employment relations (see, for example, Evans 1992, Rose and Pevalin 2003 and Breen 2005) and as a predictor of relevant outcomes such as health inequalities (see, for example, Kunst et al 1998a and b). In an adapted form, the schema has now been adopted by the UK Office for National Statistics as the official UK government social classification (see Rose et al 2005) and has now been developed in to a prototype European SEC (see http:/www.iser.essex.ac.uk/research/esec).
Table 1 The EGP Class Schema
	Class
	Occupational Grouping/Employment Status
	Regulation of Employment

	I.
	Professionals, administrators and managers, higher-grade
	Service relationship

	II.
	Professionals, administrators and managers, higher-grade; technicians, higher-grade
	Service relationship (modified)

	IIIa.
	Routine nonmanual employees, higher grade
	Mixed

	IIIb.
	Routine nonmanual employees, lower grade
	Labour contract (modified)

	IVa.
	Small employers
	N/A

	IVb.
	Self-employed workers (non-professional)
	N/A

	IVc.
	Farmers
	N/A

	V.
	Technicians, lower grade; supervisors of manual workers
	Mixed

	VI.
	Skilled manual workers
	Labour contract (modified)

	VIIa.
	Nonskilled manual workers (other than in agriculture)
	Labour contract

	VIIb.
	Agricultural workers
	Labour contract


Finally, the EGP schema is relatively easy to operationalise. It only requires information on occupation coded to unit group level, employment status (in order to distinguish employer, self-employed, manager, supervisor and employee categories) and establishment size. Indeed, even with only information on occupation, the schema is pretty well estimated. And work we are doing for the European SEC suggests that good estimates can also be obtained at the ISCO88 3- and 2-digit levels.

Although some have criticised Erkson and Goldthorpe for not having sufficiently spelled out the conceptual level of the schema and its relationship with operational issues, recent publications have met this point (see, for example, Goldthorpe 2000b and 1997).

Comparative Class Measures: The Wright Schema

The second class schema developed for comparative research is that of Erik Wright. No one could accuse Wright of not having spelled out his theoretical approach, or rather approaches since the conceptual basis of his schema has undergone important changes.
Wright’s approach is avowedly Marxist and his latest schema places exploitation at its heart (see Wright 1997 and 2005: Ch.1). In examining exploitation as the basis of class relations, Wright has developed the notion of different forms of assets used in the exploitation process. Thus, employers own assets in terms of the means of production. Managers have assets in terms of bureaucratic control – organisation or management assets. Finally professionals have assets in terms of skill or expertise. 
Thus, as table 2 shows, there are three dimensions which need to be measured in order to operationalise the schema. We need measures relating to property, authority and expertise, that is measures relating to each form of asset. So, it is not sufficient to ask questions relating to occupation and employment status. A full battery of questions is required about educational attainment, tasks performed at work, decision-making, supervisory responsibilities and so on. 
Table 2 Wright’s elaborated class typology
	 Number of employees
	
	Owner
	
	Relation to means of production

Employees
	
	                                  Relations to authority

	
	Many
	Capitalists
	
	Expert managers
	Skilled managers
	Nonskilled managers
	Managers
	

	
	Few
	Small employers
	
	Expert supervisors
	Skilled supervisors
	Nonskilled supervisors
	Supervisors
	

	
	None 
	Petty bourgeoisie
	
	Experts
	Skilled workers
	Nonskilled workers
	Non-management
	

	
	
	
	
	Experts
	Skilled
	Nonskilled
	
	

	
	
	
	
	Relation to scarce skills
	
	


Obviously, this makes Wright’s schema very expensive in time and money to implement properly, even in its simplified form as in the next slide. However, I am informed by Hakon Leiulfsrud that he has been able successfully to create the schema even with the limited range of information on assets available in the ESS. I should also add that, like Erikson and Goldthorpe, Wright does not argue that there are x and only x number of classes. Hence he also has a basic typology of six classes, as in table 3.
Nevertheless it is perhaps not surprising that those not committed to Wright’s theoretical approach, but who wish to use a class schema, might prefer the more easily operationalised EGP schema. When we also consider that comparisons of the overall validity and predictive power of the two class schemas generally favour EGP, this is another reason for preferring the latter.

Table 3 Wright’s basic class typology
	
	
	Relation to means of production
	
	

	Relation to authority
	
	Owner
	
	Employees
	
	Relations to authority

	
	Hire labor
	Capitalists
	
	Expert managers
	Nonskilled managers
	Has authority
	

	
	Does not hire labor
	Petty bourgeoisie
	
	Experts
	Nonskilled workers
	Non-management
	

	
	
	
	
	Experts
	Nonskilled
	
	

	
	
	
	
	Relation to scarce skills
	
	


Comparative Stratification Scales: SIOPS and ISEI

But what if one prefers the theoretical and methodological approaches associated with prestige scales and SEIs? Again there are two standard measures, each developed by Donald Treiman (see Ganzeboom and Treiman 2003 and 1996). The first is SIOPS, the Standard International Occupational Prestige Scale and the second, developed with Harry Ganzeboom, is ISEI, the International Socio-economic Index (see Ganzeboom et al 1992).
Treiman claims that SIOPS is a scale that is invariant to national, social and cultural settings. It is the result of averaging the results of prestige scales from 60 countries. Originally developed for use with ISCO68, it has since been updated to ISCO88. ISEI scores occupations in relation to their average education and income levels in an attempt to show how occupational structure influences the ability to convert education qualifications into income. Thus each is measuring something different within two of the traditions I referred to earlier. In measuring prestige, SIOPS relates to the symbolic aspects of stratification – to social rewards such as approval, deference, admiration and contempt. ISEI is a more direct way of measuring human resources and economic rewards. However, it should be noted that ISEI was calculated for the occupations of full-time, male adults. Estimates for women have been made, but by using data for men working in characteristically female occupations.
SIOPS and ISEI both provide scores at all levels of ISCO88, major, sub-major, minor and unit groups. SPSS programs for SIOPS and ISEI, as well as for EGP may be downloaded from a website managed by Harry Ganzeboom (www.fsw.vu.nl/~ganzeboom/ISKO88).
Comparative Stratification Scales: CAMSIS

Finally, there is CAMSIS. Essentially, the social interaction approach of CAMSIS uses patterns of interaction between occupational groups to determine the nature of the stratification order (see Prandy 1999). The interactions concerned are those based on friendship and marriage partners. Patterns for each occupational group are analysed in relation to all other occupational groups. Thus, this approach conceptualises stratification as being constituted and reproduced through network relationships. The social structure is not seen as a ‘given’ and so the concept of class is completely rejected. Of course, occupations are still seen as the most significant indicator of a person’s location in terms of the structure of advantage and disadvantage, as well as being crucial to both social identity and interaction. And, like the EGP schema, CAMSIS takes account of employment status, too.
However, unlike SIOPS and ISEI which allow the same scores to be used in every country, CAMSIS has to be calculated separately for each population: it cannot be transposed. And for its full operationalisation, ideally Census data are required. So far it is available for about 15 countries. Again there is an associated website (see www.camsis.stir.ac.uk).
ISCO88

These, then, are the principal measures of stratification that may be employed in comparative research, but from the viewpoint of survey researchers, what is clear is that the highest possible quality of occupational information is absolutely vital if the various models are to be operationalised effectively and reliably. In particular, of course, data coded to 4-digit ISCO88 is fundamental although not by itself sufficient.
So now I am going to turn attention to ISCO88 (see Elias and Birch 1994) and some of the problems associated with it so far as stratification researchers are concerned.

First, let me briefly deal with the structure of ISCO88. It is constructed on the basis of two concepts, the job and the skills required for the competent performance of a job. Four broad levels of skill are identified based on ISCED. The ISCO classification itself has 10 major groups, eight of which relate directly to skill levels. Neither minor group 10 nor 0 can easily be related to skill levels (see ILO 1990).

The major groups themselves are sub-divided at the 2-digit level into 28 sub-major groups, these divide into 116 3-digit minor groups and the minor groups sub-divide into 390 4-digit unit groups. Ideally SECs require information at the 4-digit, unit group level.

Table 4 ISCO-88 skill levels and education/qualifications
	Skill level
	Corresponding education/qualifications

	First skill level
	Primary education (begun at ages 5-7 and lasting approximately 5 years)

	Second skill level
	Secondary education (begun at ages 11-12 and lasting 5-7 years)

	Third skill level
	Tertiary education (begun at ages 17-18 and lasting 3-4 years, but not giving equivalent of university degree)

	Fourth skill level
	Tertiary education (begun at ages 17-18 and lasting 3-6 years and leading to a university degree or equivalent)

	Source: ILO (1990)
	 


Table 5 ISCO-88 major groups and skill level
	 
	Major group
	ISCO skill level

	1
	Legislators, senior officials and managers
	-

	2
	Professionals
	4th

	3
	Technicians and associate professionals
	3rd

	4
	Clerks
	2nd

	5
	Service workers and shop and market sales workers
	2nd

	6
	Skill agricultural and fishery workers
	2nd

	7
	Craft and related workers
	2nd

	8
	Plant and machine operators and assemblers
	2nd

	9
	Elementary occupations
	1st

	0
	Armed forces
	-

	Source: ILO (1990)
	 


Now I am sure that the requirements placed on survey designers by the demands of those of us who wish to use their data to produce classifications are among the bane of their lives. Not only does it take significant amounts of precious interviewing time to ask the necessary questions in the correct form, but it then takes up even further scarce resources to process the information in a standardised way. When we are dealing with a cross-national survey, the problem is that much greater. Having a standard international classification of occupations such as ISCO88 is obviously vital, but the problem is that international standards such as this are not interpreted in the same way in every country, nor are they necessarily intended to be.
Our experience on the ESeC project has confirmed this (see Rose and Harrison 2010; Harrison and Rose 2006; Rose 2005). For example, it is not the case that every country interprets each ISCO OUG in the same way. Occupations that, say for Germany go to one OUG may in the UK go to an entirely different one. Generally this is because, as in any occupational classification, each ISCO unit group contains within it many different occupations. Experience with the classification has shown that the tasks and qualifications underlying OUGs are not as invariant across countries as might have been hoped. Hence there are different ways in which the same occupation may be allocated from one country to another. This is why in comparative projects such as ESeC, and before us in the CASMIN project which pioneered the EGP schema, huge investments need to be made in understanding issues like these in order to produce comparable data. 
Equally, some countries develop their own rules for deciding crucial issues such as where to allocate particular kinds of managers within ISCO88. This has been a real problem for the ESeC team. Neither the definition of managerial groups nor the +/- 10 establishment size rule used by ISCO88 (COM) to distinguish between managers in sub-major groups 12 and 13 allow us to operationalise the classification for managers in a satisfactory manner. 

There is also variability between countries in terms of whether certain occupations are managerial or simply supervisory. ISCO88 does not distinguish supervisory occupations separately. This is why an effective question is required to establish whether a respondent is a supervisor. The problem is that many people have supervisory tasks as part of their jobs, but this does not mean they are formally supervisors. I shall return to this issue later when I discuss survey questions in relation to the creation of SECs. 

Next, in countries such as France and the UK that have their own national occupational classifications, occupations are rarely coded to ISCO88. Instead they are coded to the national classifications and then translated into ISCO via crosswalks or bridges. In the ESeC project, we have discovered that these, too, are not without their problems. So, for some datasets such as the EU-LFS and ESS, we have to be aware of how the crosswalks work and correct any errors in them. However, according to the ILO, only eight countries do not use ISCO as the basis for their national occupational classification. Unfortunately this does not mean that all other countries take ISCO88 as an off-the-peg tool. Instead they modify it and create new rules for its implementation for some groups. Even in Europe where ISCO88 (COM) is used on all major cross-national surveys, there are nevertheless country specific rules for the way allocation of some occupations to groups operate. Some of this information is only now coming to light as a result of discussions and consultations taking place as the ILO develops the successor to ISCO88, ISCO2008.

Even when we are aware of and have tried to tackle all these problems, occupation coding reliability is a known problem although recent software developments do help to reduce the level of errors. However, as anyone who has ever coded occupational data will be aware, interviewers don’t always give us the precise information we need because they aren’t always properly trained for the task.
One of the undoubted problems for both interviewers and coders is the inflation of job titles and the need for those responsible for occupational classifications to keep up with this trend. Let me give you a few examples. Train conductors have become ‘train managers’; lift attendants may be called ‘hydraulic engineers’; cleaners become ‘sanitary technicians’ and car mechanics become ‘service technicians’. Indeed, as a general rule, we should always be suspicious of any job title that includes the words ‘manager’, ‘technician’ or ‘engineer’. This is why we have to ask supplementary questions about the tasks and activities performed in a job and the materials used and this information must be consulted when coding. No doubt some of these problems may diminish as CAPI and CATI systems are integrated with coding software. If interviewers can enter and code occupational information at the time of data collection, they can also be prompted to ask further questions where the initial ones have not established all that is required for an occupational code. Of course there may be a price to pay in terms of interview length, but there are savings on subsequent data processing.
So, to say the least, we have to accept that the creation of SECs is bound to be subject to measurement errors even in a national context. The problems are compounded in an international one. Nevertheless one should expect that those responsible for high quality international surveys such as ESS or ISSP will address issues such as those I have raised. After all, if a survey is expected to produce comparable data across many countries, the procedures used to collect and process the data should be as standardised and centralised as possible. Certainly, those of us who employ SECs would ideally like to see processes such as occupational coding centralised in the hope that at least the errors made are consistent. Failing this, survey designers have to ensure that each country’s data is being collected, processed and interpreted in as similar a way as possible. 

ICSE-93

There is a second international standard classification relevant to SEC constructions and that is ICSE-93, the International Classification of Status in Employment (see Elias 2000). Effectively ICSE measures the implicit or explicit employment contract. Fundamentally it distinguishes paid employment and forms of paid self-employment. One can readily see from its categories that it takes us some way towards distinguishing the employment status categories required for SECs. For example, it does distinguish the three basic positions in the EGP schema. However, by itself it is not sufficient. So what variables do we need to operationalise SECs?
Table 6 ICSE-93
1
Employees

2
Employers

3
Own account workers

4
Members of producers’ co-operatives

5
Contributing family workers

6
Workers not classifiable by status
Operationalising SECs: Information Required

Depending on which SEC is concerned, the following variables may be involved in their derivation: 

(1) economic activity situation

(2) occupation

(3) industry 

(4) status in employment

(5) supervisory duties

(6) size of establishment

(7) length of current unemployment spell

(8) ever worked

(9) child under 15 or full-time student

(10) permanently sick and disabled

(11) in national service

(12) looking after home

(13) household reference person

All of these variables can be derived from other European harmonised variables, except for household reference person (HRP) which is not standardised.

How do these variables relate to information requirements for SEC allocation for particular sub-samples of respondents? The table below gives a brief overview. So far as I am aware surveys such as the European Social Survey do provide this information or something very like it. 
In most cases, the algorithms required to derive an SEC are quite simple. They will be more complex in some cases and for some SECs, depending on the reference period being used, for example, where we need to classify the non-active population to a past state. However, we have to accept that creating a full individual SEC means that the information for some respondents will relate to current situation, but for others to some past situation – may be even long past – or to someone else’s situation. 

The one area of questioning that could do with improvement concerns supervision. A standard question on supervision is:

IF EMPLOYEE: In your (last main) job, do (did) you have any formal responsibilities for supervising the work of other employees? (Yes = supervisor; No = employee)

The problem with this commonly used question is that it can lead to false claims to supervisory status. A question such as this used in Norway’s Level of Living Surveys leads to about a third of the sample claiming supervisory status (see also Rose et al 1987). For our purposes, a supervisor is someone whose main job task is to supervise other employees. Therefore, we would prefer the following question on supervision: 

In your job, is supervision of other employees your main task?

Conclusions

What does the above discussion concerning SECs suggest about their desirable characteristics? The following basic issues need to be considered (and see also Goldthorpe 1988): 

1. Theoretical and conceptual derivation: how explicitly and coherently is the measure related to either theoretical or conceptual ideas?

2. Capacity to display variation and analytic transparency: how well does the classification or scale identify and display variation in those dependent variables that are of most interest and importance? Apart from this, how well does the classification help the analyst to see further just how associations are being brought about?

3. Measurement: here there are two basic issues. First, what should the classification measure? Second, should it take the form of some type of socio-economic index combining occupational information on income, education level, etc? Or, alternatively, should it be a more narrowly based categorial classification? 

4. Information required: how easily available across countries is the relevant information required in order to construct the classification?

5. Technical derivation: how explicit and replicable is the method through which the classification is produced and its values determined?

6. Population coverage and unit of composition or analysis: to what population may the classification to be applied? (e.g. the employed? the economically active? active plus inactive? the whole population?) And, in terms of unit of analysis, should it be applicable to households as well as individuals?

7. Robustness: how robust is the classification for the different types of data to which it needs to be applied?

8. Costs: how much time and money does it take to build and apply the classification and then to maintain it over time? 

Let me just expand on one or two of these issues.

Conceptual clarity and analytic transparency
All users should know what it is that a socio-economic classification is supposed to be measuring. In other words, it must be conceptually clear. Only then can users (a) apply it for comparative research; (b) use it correctly; (c) investigate whether the classification is valid and reliable for their analytical needs; and (d) more easily maintain the classification over time. It must also offer the possibility of allowing analysts to go beyond the mere display of variation by suggesting why variation occurs: it must have analytic transparency. 

Population coverage
While classification ‘experts’ are the most likely to be concerned with the conceptual and measurement issues, both they and users of SECs also have important practical concerns. Of most concern in my experience is the issue of population coverage. Strictly interpreted, employment- or occupation-based SECs will only cover that part (generally about half) of the population in formal employment. Nevertheless, there are methods for avoiding this problem in data collection. 

Based on own occupation, SECs most frequently exclude children, students, those who look after a home, unpaid family workers, the retired, the sick and disabled, the unemployed, and the never employed. They often understate the social position of those in temporary, post-retirement or part-time work. Many of these groups are vital to policy and research interests and so they should not fall through the classificatory net. 
While there is not time to discuss the issue here, even though SECs are employment-based, rules can be provided to alleviate these apparent difficulties, for example by classifying people according to some past employment situation or according to their HRP’s position. 

Unit of composition or analysis: individual or household?
Whether individuals or families should be seen as the basic unit of analysis or composition has been much debated in sociology. Policy-makers and many academics would argue (and I think correctly) that only classifying individuals and ignoring their family circumstances yields a misleading picture. This is especially so given both the increasing polarisation between ‘work-rich’ and ‘work-poor’ family households and the different patterns of labour market participation between married men and married women. As Bakker and Jol (1997:48) have observed, there is therefore more to consider than the allocation of individuals to SEC positions. The characteristics of other adult household members may also be important in determining an individual’s position and life-chances. 

All methods for defining a household SEC have their problems. However, for those in family households, an individual’s own labour market position is only of constant importance in respect of work-related issues. Thus, for example, the mortality rates of married women in Sweden (and I suspect elsewhere) are more related to their husband’s labour market position than their own (see Vagero and Lundberg 1995). Vagero (2000) has concluded that mortality studies should use household class measures. Similar findings using British data on self-assessed health have also been reported (Arber 1997). Hence, for non-work aspects of life chances and behaviour, family position needs to be measured whenever possible. 

To summarise, any useful classification should be:

1. conceptually clear;

2. occupationally or employment based;

3. demonstrably valid and reliable for the range of purposes required by both academic and policy users;

4. easily operationalised on major international surveys such as the ISSP, ESS, ECHP and the EU-LFS, as well as on certain administrative data sets;

5. while occupationally based, nevertheless applicable (through carefully defined rules) to the whole population and to both households and individuals;

6. clear in terms of operational rules for application;

7. clear in terms of maintenance rules so that the classification is amenable to revision from time to time.

Information requirements for sub-samples

	Status

	Reference period
	Information required

	In employment
	Last 7 days
	Current economic activity Occupation (ISCO-88 (COM) OUG Industry (farm/non-farm)

Status in employment (ICSE-93)

Supervisory duties (Yes/No) Establishment size (local unit)



	Unemployed
	Last 7 days
	Current economic activity

Length of unemployment spell

	
	Last main job
	Economic activity

Occupation (ISCO-88 (COM) OUG

Industry (farm/non-farm)

Status in employment (ICSE-93)

Supervisory duties (Yes/No)

Establishment size (local unit)



	National service
	Last 7 days
	Current economic activity

	
	Last main job
	Economic activity

Occupation (ISCO-88 (COM) OUG

Industry (farm/non-farm)

Status in employment (ICSE-93)

Supervisory duties (Yes/No)

Establishment size (local unit)

	Sick and disabled
	Last 7 days
	Current economic activity

	
	Last main job
	Economic activity

Occupation (ISCO-88 (COM) OUG

Industry (farm/non-farm)

Status in employment (ICSE-93)

Supervisory duties (Yes/No)

Establishment size (local unit)



	Looking after home
	Last 7 days
	Current economic activity

	
	Last main job
	Economic activity

Occupation (ISCO-88 (COM) OUG

Industry (farm/non-farm)

Status in employment (ICSE-93)

Supervisory duties (Yes/No)

Establishment size (local unit)



	Retired
	Last 7 days
	Current economic activity

	
	Last main job
	Economic activity

Occupation (ISCO-88 (COM) OUG

Industry (farm/non-farm)

Status in employment (ICSE-93)

Supervisory duties (Yes/No)

Establishment size (local unit)

	FT Student/child
	Last 7 days
	Current economic activity/age

	HRP
	Last 7 days
	Economic activity

Occupation (ISCO-88 (COM) OUG

Industry (farm/non-farm)

Status in employment (ICSE-93)

Supervisory duties (Yes/No)

Establishment size (local unit)



	Never worked
	
	Ever worked? No.
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