ISCO 88, ISCO 2008 and ESEC
Background
In 1989 a programme of work was funded by Eurostat and undertaken by the Warwick Institute for Employment Research (IER) to develop an agreed classification of occupations, common to all EU member states and based upon ISCO 88.  The resulting classification of occupations, known as ISCO 88 (COM) (Birch and Elias, 1992) represented the culmination of a series of lengthy and detailed investigations in the countries of the EU, combining the knowledge of experts in occupational classification in each country with practical considerations for coding occupational information collected by census and survey techniques and addressing the requirement for an EU-wide standard.  ISCO 88(COM) is not a different classification from ISCO-88, but rather it is the result of a coordinated effort by National Statistical Institutes to implement ISCO-88 in a harmonised fashion for census and survey coding purposes.

From May 1994 the PHARE Programme funded a series of workshops providing Technical Assistance for Classification of Occupations (TACO) to address issues relating to the implementation of new occupational classifications within the countries of East and Central Europe and their harmonisation with ISCO 88.  These workshops were organised and conducted by the IER and have been based alternately in a European Union member state and a country in East/Central Europe, hosted by the relevant National Statistical Institute.  In addition, participation of the classification expert within the Bureau of Statistics of the International Labour Office (ILO) has been a regular feature of this event.  The seventh TACO Workshop in June 2002 – the last under the PHARE Programme - was hosted by Statistics Sweden and attended by national experts in occupational classification from twelve accession and candidate countries
.
Researchers from the IER are currently collaborating in a European consortium led by the UK Office for National Statistics (ONS) in a major EU Framework 6 project to develop a European Socio-Economic Classification (ESEC) for use in comparative European analyses.  At the same time the ILO has requested countries to supply information about the way they currently use ISCO88 and to comment upon possible areas for revision.  Eurostat is co-ordinating a response from member states.  There is scope here for an efficient collaboration between the work that Eurostat is undertaking to develop a collective response from member states and workpackages 4 and 14 within the ESEC project.

The nature of the problem
The proposed ESEC is based upon the concept of the employment relationship – the nature of the contractual status associated with employment positions.  Occupational information is used, together with other information, to define ESEC classes.  For most EU countries ISCO 88(COM) provides the common classification through which they will create ESEC classes.  This, in turn, requires each country adopting this approach to examine the way in which it has implemented ISCO 88(COM).  It also brings sharply into focus some of the major weaknesses associated with ISCO 88(COM).  In short, a conceptually clear and well harmonised ESEC places demands upon The International Standard Classification of Occupations that cannot currently be realised within ISCO 88 or its EU variant.  
The solution may be to present a convincing case to the ILO as to how revisions to ISCO 88 should be made.  This can only be achieved if a sufficient number of member states agree such proposals for revision.  
Aims
We have reviewed responses made by countries of the European Union to a request from the ILO for their views on how ISCO 88 might be revised for ISCO 2008.  We note from the 16 responses received so far a number of common concerns which relate intimately to the structure of the proposed ESEC.  These include the definition of managers versus sole traders, the distinction between professional and associate professional occupations and the desire to include supervisory occupations as separate categories within the international standard.  For example there is a view that the 10 employee cut-off to distinguish between corporate and general managers is set too low; the view is also held that shopkeepers should be separately identified rather than included in the general manager category; and several countries have stated they would like to see supervisors separately identified in the classification.
These widespread concerns which relate to the structure of the ESEC are located in the following areas of the ILO questionnaire:

B8 (The relation between managing and operational tasks); 

B9 (Supervisors);
B10 (Distinction between corporate managers and general managers);
B21 (Occupations in agriculture) – particularly the distinction between major groups 1 and 6, and 6 and 9;
B27 (Civil servants).
The intention would be to see if we can find sufficient common ground within the EU member states on these important issues to formulate a coordinated proposal to be put to the ILO by Eurostat that would be representative of a significant number of countries within the EU.
Organisation
To address these concerns, we propose to organise a series of regional meetings with the experts in occupational classification from groups of EU member states which share common approaches in the construction of their occupational classifications.  The following groupings are based upon our knowledge of the national classifications of each country, the existing networks of contacts between the relevant experts within the National Statistical Institutes and our review of the responses to the ILO exploratory questionnaire.  
Group 1 (Scandinavia and the Baltic States)
Group 2 (Eastern Mediterranean)

Group 3 (East and Central Europe)

Group 4 (Iberia and Italy)

Group 5 (rest of Western Europe)
The IER will explore the identification of NSIs who would be willing to act as hosts for these regional meetings.  It is proposed to hold the first such meeting with the Scandinavian and Baltic States and for a team from Warwick and Essex to attend.  Subsequent meetings would be divided between the Warwick and Essex teams.  Each meeting would aim to generate a note, agreed between all members in the group, concerning the desired changes that members would like to see implemented in the revision to ISCO 88.
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