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Chapter 12

Confirming classes: the problem of lower sales, services and clerical occupations

David Rose and David J. Pevalin

Introduction

In allocating occupation by employment status units to NS-SEC classes, of especial concern to us, and Chapter 4 highlights this, was how best to allocate low grade clerical, sales and service occupations. In Chapter 4, Mills and Evans suggested that occupations such as these appeared to be outliers of Class 3. Our own analysis of LFS data suggested that they did not belong with the intermediate occupations in Class 3. Superficially, in terms of raw SRS scores, they looked more similar to occupations in Class 5 but detailed analysis showed that the pattern of scores was in fact very different. Lower clerical, sales and service workers have SRS scores that are highly influenced by the fact that many of them are employed by large bureaucratic organizations. They tend, therefore, to be salaried and to have longer periods of notice. Occupations in Class 5 are more typified by high scores on autonomy and promotion prospects. As a further complicating factor, lower clerical, sales and service occupations also include many part-time employees, especially married women and students. In the end we placed most of these occupations in Class 6, but in their own operational sub-categories -- L12.1, L12.2, L12.6 and L12.7. A few went to Class 7, L13.1. Hence, as with higher managerial and higher professional occupations, this means that they may be separately analyzed and further investigated. Nevertheless, we always knew these occupations would cause some problems for classification because of past experience with them when using the Goldthorpe class schema. In this chapter, we are going to discuss lower clerical, sales and service work in more detail. We do this not just for its intrinsic interest, but also, and most especially because of the issues raised in relation to the unit of class composition as discussed in Chapter 1. 

In what follows, we begin with a general discussion of the class position of lower sales, services and clerical occupations. Since Goldthorpe’s treatment of this issue was pertinent to our deliberations in the ESRC Review, we next discuss how his schema deals with the relevant occupations. Independent criterion validation studies of Goldthorpe’s schema in relation to these occupations will also be considered. In the remainder of the chapter, we examine the characteristics of lower sales, services and clerical occupations in the context of the NS-SEC. Finally we discuss the implications of our empirical data on these occupations and their incumbents in relation to the unit of class composition.

Lower clerical, sales and service occupations in the class structure

When John Goldthorpe elaborated his original class schema by sub-dividing three of his original seven classes, thereby producing his @eleven-class$ model, inter alia he highlighted the issue of the class position of lower sales and service occupations. In the eleven-class version, Goldthorpe created a new class for this group of occupations through a sub-division of the intermediate Class III between IIIa and IIIb. It is the latter class that contains lower sales and service occupations. 

The reasons these occupations have proved of continuing interest to class analysts are, first, because it highlights the problems of seeing the old @manual/non-manual$ divide as synonymous with middle and working class positions. More broadly, therefore, it poses questions about the nature of class structures in post-industrial societies. Second, it raises central issues concerning the unit of class composition, that is whether and under what circumstances we should assign individuals to class positions based on their own or their household’s class situation. This in turn relates to the much-debated issue of class and gender as well as to the class position of part-time employees. It is with aspects of these latter two issues that we shall mainly be concerned here. Finally, lower sales and service workers constitute one of the most dynamic elements in the class structure. As Table 12.1 shows, the proportion of the workforce in Goldthorpe’s Class IIIb has been growing significantly, as the economy has become increasingly post-industrial in character and thus service-based. Moreover, given that Class IIIb provides only partial coverage of all lower sales and services jobs, as we shall demonstrate, Table 12.1 understates the true picture of growth. Something like 22 per cent of the economically active in 1997 were employed in the occupations delineated in Table 12.4.

<<< Table 12.1 about here >>>

It is thus vital that we understand where these occupations -- such as shop assistants, call centre workers and the myriad of personal service occupations in the public and private sectors, as well as some lower level clerical work -- fit into the overall structure of class positions and why. 

To put the matter baldly, do lower sales and service occupations constitute an element of the intermediate, @lower middle$ class of white-collar employees, alongside most clerical and secretarial jobs? That is, do they belong in NS-SEC Class 3? Or are they in fact a new element of the working class with employment relations more similar to those of assembly line work, driving and other semi-routine and routine occupations in Classes 6 and 7? If they form part of the working class, still further considerations arise. 

It has been argued that lower sales and service workers may constitute a new post-industrial, post-Fordist working class -- a @service proletariat$ (see Esping-Andersen, 1993). In that sense, another question must be addressed: is the class position of lower sales and service workers similar to or different from the traditional industrial working class? That is, if lower sales and service work may be defined as essentially @working class$ in nature, how far are differences between these two elements of the working class a matter of mere @situs$. In other words, are employees in both traditional manual and service work essentially in the same class? Or are they, in fact, two different classes, one a post-industrial and the other an industrial working class with different employment relations and little mobility between the two? The way we have constructed the NS-SEC, with an operational @long$ version that may be collapsed to analytic @short$ versions, will eventually allow us to shed some light on this matter. We can look inside the classes we have created by using the operational categories and sub-categories. In this chapter we are merely going to undertake a preliminary examination of the issues surrounding the allocation of lower sales and service occupations within the NS-SEC in order to illustrate the problems these occupations pose for analysts. 

Goldthorpe’s Class IIIb, @lower grade routine non-manual employees$, although apparently an intermediate class position, is in fact an element of the working class (see below). As we shall see, in the NS-SEC most of these Class IIIb occupations, along with other similar ones which were allocated by Goldthorpe to either his Class IIIa or Class VII, are allocated to the clerical, sales and services sub-divisions of category L12 of the operational version of the NS-SEC. Thus, they are predominantly in NS-SEC Class 6, semi-routine occupations in the working class, rather than operational category L7, the intermediate Class 3. However, as we have noted, the allocation of these occupations to Class 6 was perhaps the least satisfactory we made for any significant group of employee occupations. In fact, one might argue that, for the most part, lower sales and service occupations belong neither in Class 3 nor in Class 6 but rather form a separate and largely feminized element of the working class. This is precisely as Goldthorpe would have expected and predicted, as we shall soon explain. Whether this element may also then be characterized as a post-industrial service proletariat is beyond the scope of this chapter, but is a matter we hope to investigate in future research.

In order to develop our argument, first we need to identify the lower clerical, sales and services group more precisely in terms of the constituent occupations and their demographics. This will involve recounting the history of the group in relation to the development of the Goldthorpe class schema and its validation. Who are they? Why did Goldthorpe separate them into Class IIIb? What considerations make this group especially problematic in terms of their class allocation?

In the process we shall see that the overwhelming fact about this group of occupations is that they are mainly filled by married women, most of whom are working part-time. Among men, students working part-time are a significant element. These are therefore occupations that are typical both of the trend towards a post-industrial, @flexible$ labour market (Dex and McCulloch, 1997) and to the debates that surround the meaning and significance of work for married women (Hakim, 1995; cf. Ginn et al., 1996). Once we could define the majority of the working class as @industrial$, @blue collar$, full-time, male, manual and muscular. Now large parts of that class are white collar, female, non-manual and working part-time in sales and services.

Lower sales and service occupations and the Goldthorpe class schema

We begin by recounting the way in which Goldthorpe and his colleagues have dealt with the class position of lower sales and service occupations. Initially, some of these occupations were seen as part of an undivided Class III of @routine non-manual employees$ (Goldthorpe with Llewellyn and Payne, 1980). Other sales and services occupations were allocated to the semi- and unskilled working Class VII (see Table 12.4). At that time, the Goldthorpe classes were described as groupings of occupations that shared similar work and market situations (see Lockwood, 1958/1989). In these terms, Class III occupations had lower incomes than those in Classes I and II (the higher and lower @service$ classes) and even than some occupations in Class VI (skilled manual workers). However, they had greater security than Class VI and were regarded by management as @staff$ rather than @workers$. They formed a @white collar labour force$ that was functionally associated with, but marginal to Classes I and II. Along with lower grade technicians and the supervisors of manual workers in Class V, Goldthorpe thus saw Class III as an intermediate class between the service class and the working class. 

We must recall, however, that this first version of the Goldthorpe schema was devised for a study of social mobility among men only. At the time of this study, in 1972, men in Class III constituted less than 10 per cent of the sample, the smallest of the employee classes. Had it existed, Class IIIb would then have constituted less than 1 per cent for men. However, we estimate that about 40 per cent of economically active and retired women would have fallen into Class III in 1972, of whom something like a quarter (10 per cent of the total) would have been in Class IIIb. Thus, when Goldthorpe confronted his feminist critics by addressing the class mobility of women (Goldthorpe with Llewellyn and Payne, 1987: Ch. 10), it became necessary for him to sub-divide Class III. He thus distinguished between Class IIIa (higher-grade routine non-manual) and Class IIIb (lower-grade routine non-manual) @in order to make the schema more suited to the class allocation of women$ (ibid: 279). His aim was 

to isolate in IIIb occupations which are very largely filled by women and which, moreover, in terms of their characteristic employment relations and conditions, would seem to entail straightforward wage-labour rather than displaying any of the quasi-bureaucratic features associated with other positions covered by Class III (ibid: 280, emphasis added).

Thus, from the outset Goldthorpe had no doubt that the lower sales and service occupations that he allocated to Class IIIb (such as shop (sales and retail) assistants, shop cashiers, checkout operators, lower level attendants and receptionists) should not be seen as part of an intermediate class. Rather, and particularly for women, they were to be combined with Class VII as part of the semi- and unskilled working class, a class that already included other sales and service occupations such as care assistants, street traders, restaurant and bar workers, cleaners and shelf-fillers. The comparable SOC2000 occupational unit groups allocated to Class IIIb are given in Table 12.2. 

<<< Table 12.2 about here >>>

Almost simultaneously, the Essex class project, using national survey data collected in 1984, had arrived at a similar conclusion to Goldthorpe about the class character of these occupations. As the Essex team explained, work situation data seemed to show that Class IIIb was more similar to Class VII than to the rest of Class III (Marshall et al., 1988: Ch. 5). Subsequent analyses showed similar findings for the market situation (Rose and Birkelund, 1991 and cf. Birkelund and Rose, 1997). The Essex team concluded that creating Class IIIb when classifying women by their own employment fulfilled Goldthorpe’s intended objective (Marshall et al., 1988: 309). They noted that:

this largely female group is more or less indistinguishable from the working class as conventionally defined. They are…significantly less likely to be in positions of trust, positions which give individuals control over their labour…than are those involved in routine clerical tasks (in Class IIIa). These personal service workers would seem to have more in common…with members of the skilled and unskilled working class. For women in these positions Class III may be a proletarian -- rather than an intermediate -- class location (ibid: 121). 

Moreover, Marshall and his colleagues found evidence for asymmetry, i.e. many aspects of beliefs and identity for women in Class IIIb were more conditioned by their husband’s class position than by their own. This confirmed Goldthorpe’s own findings using the 1983 British Election Study data (Goldthorpe with Llewellyn and Payne, 1987; Goldthorpe and Payne, 1986).

We have seen that Goldthorpe created Class IIIb in order to respond to his feminist critics. In a later comparative project (the Comparative Analysis of Social Mobility in Industrial Societies or CASMIN project) Erikson and Goldthorpe (1992) returned to this debate. Here Class IIIb is now described as @routine non-manual employees, lower grade (sales and services)$. Class III as a whole is described as covering a range of non-manual positions existing at the fringes of bureaucracies. Along with Class V (lower technical and supervisory) it is again defined as an intermediate class, i.e. as a class with @mixed$ employment relations. Readers are reminded by Erikson and Goldthorpe of the distinction made between Classes IIIa and IIIb and of the fact that it is only implemented in analyses where women are involved. Thus, Class IIIb is combined with Class IIIa in most of the CASMIN analyses. The only exception is when Erikson and Goldthorpe examine the class mobility of women. For this purpose Class IIIb is collapsed with Class VII in order 

to isolate in Class IIIb a range of routine and very-low skill non-manual positions which are largely occupied by women and to which (especially when held by women) very little ambiguity in fact attaches. That is to say, these positions tend, in contrast to those retained in Class IIIa, to be more-or-less undifferentiated in their conditions of employment from those of non-skilled manual workers. Thus, in analyses in which the sub-division is applied, Class IIIb is usually collapsed with Class VIIa (ibid: 44, emphasis in the original). 

Do criterion validation studies justify Goldthorpe’s approach?

Criterion validation and Class IIIb

The Goldthorpe class schema has been subjected to a number of ex-post facto validation studies (see Chapter 2, the introduction to Part II and also Goldthorpe, 1997). These studies have been designed to assess the criterion validity of the schema -- how well it measures or captures the underlying concept of employment relations. For our present purposes we need only refer to two such studies using national sample survey data for 1984 and 1996 respectively.

Evans, using techniques derived from psychological approaches to validation, has pioneered investigations of the validity of the Goldthorpe schema. In his first paper on this issue (Evans, 1992), he used employment relations and conditions data from the Essex class project (Marshall et al., 1988). With regard to Class IIIb, Evans noted that in some respects it was more similar to Class V than to Class IIIa in employment relations terms. Indeed, on some of the measures he analyzed, Class IIIb was hardly better placed than Class VII. However, and reflecting occupational sex segregation, in the Essex dataset only one male respondent was in Class IIIb and very few women were in Class V. Once Evans controlled for sex, he found more similarity between women in Classes IIIb and IIIa than between women in Classes IIIb and VII. Thus, he concluded that it was preferable to collapse Class IIIb with Class IIIa and not with Class VII. Nevertheless, he noted both that the then government occupational classification (Classification of Occupations 1980) appeared to make difficulties for an adequate operationalization of IIIb and that his statistical models showed little difference in explained variance whichever choice was made.

Since 1984, as we have seen in Table 12.1, Class IIIb occupations have greatly expanded as a proportion of the workforce. While still dominated by women, there are also more men now in these occupations. Evans’ most recent validation of the Goldthorpe schema used 1996 ONS Omnibus Survey data on employment relations, data collected as part of the ESRC Review process (see O’Reilly and Rose, 1997 and 1998). In this study (Evans and Mills, 2000) on seven of the nine employment relations items Class IIIb was shown to have values closer to Class VII than to Class IIIa. On this basis, Evans and Mills concluded that @though IIIb occupations do not have the same employment relations (as Class VII), there does appear to be a substantial amount of overlap$ (ibid: 650). In other words, what seemed a marginal situation in 1984 in terms of how Class IIIb should be regarded -- intermediate or working class -- by 1996 was looking more clear-cut. Goldthorpe appears to have been vindicated on this issue.

In summary, therefore, Goldthorpe is clear that Class IIIb is part of the working class for women and should always be treated as such where women are involved in analysis. Validation studies appear to support this view. The fact that Class IIIb otherwise collapses with Class IIIa in the CASMIN project would appear to be partly the result of cross-national variability of employment relations for lower level administrative, clerical and services jobs. Whatever the case, whether Class IIIb should only be operationalised as part of the working class for women and should otherwise be ignored is an empirical matter. What is certain is that we can neither separate the treatment of Class IIIb from the problem of the unit of class composition, to which we now briefly turn, nor from the associated effects of part-time working (cf. Chapter 6 in this volume). The reasons for this are clear from Table 12.3. This shows that Class IIIb has by far the highest rate of part-time employment, the highest proportion of both married women and of married women working part-time and the lowest proportion of married men.

<<< Table 12.3 about here >>>

The unit of class composition

When Erikson and Goldthorpe turn to the issue of class mobility among women, they reaffirm their commitment to the use of the household as the unit of class composition (see also Erikson, 1984; Goldthorpe, 1983). We have already discussed the issues surrounding this debate in Chapter 1. Erikson and Goldthorpe observe that @it is by reference to the empirical consequences of different conceptual choices, and of different ways of rendering these choices operational$ that analysts should evaluate the individual versus the household as the appropriate unit of class composition (1992: 231, emphasis in the original; and cf. Sørensen, 1994). Their reasons for this choice are fully explained (ibid: 232-235). Moreover, they observe that, although the labour market participation rates of married women have increased, they remain less attached to the workforce than men, have less continuous work histories and make less of a contribution to family income. They leave work for family reasons or for reasons associated with their husband’s employment. They thus have less steady career development and more downward mobility. And, of course, we can add that they are more likely to work part-time. In sum, for many married women, work does not reduce their dependency. On all these issues we shall have more to say later when we examine the situation of lower sales and service workers in the NS-SEC in more detail.

In order to reinforce their point, Erikson and Goldthorpe (ibid: 236-7) offer the examples of two female, part-time shop assistants, one married to a man in Class VII and the other married to a man in Class I. The individual approach would place each woman in the same class (Class IIIb for Goldthorpe, Class 6 in the NS-SEC). Yet their positions in class terms are not really the same because of the effects of their husbands’ different class positions. Their partners’ class relations will lead to very different life-chances for the two women concerned. Erikson and Goldthorpe repeat the findings concerning asymmetry from the Essex class project and the British Election Study data mentioned earlier in order to support their case: both women’s political partisanship and their class identification are more related to their husband’s class position than to their own (and see Marshall, 1997: Ch. 5). Again, we shall return to a re-examination of these issues later, using LFS and BHPS data. 

This is the background against which we had to work in the ESRC Review. We now turn to an examination of our own findings with regard to the relevant occupations. In the final section we shall return to the problem of the unit of class composition.

Lower sales, service and clerical occupations in the NS-SEC

As we have already noted, the full range of lower sales and service occupational groups in SOC2000 is far wider than those encompassed by Goldthorpe’s Class IIIb. To these we must also add lower level clerical occupations that might be thought to be similar in their class character. The full list of relevant OUGs and their Goldthorpe and NS-SEC class allocations for employees are given in Table 12.4. Driving and transport occupations are excluded. In constructing the NS-SEC we had to consider all of these occupational groups, not just those identified in Goldthorpe’s Class IIIb. 

As Table 12.4 shows, the majority of lower clerical, sales and service occupations have been allocated, faute de mieux, to NS-SEC Class 6. These include most of the occupations that comprise Goldthorpe’s Class IIIb. These are therefore consistent allocations between the two schemata. Since Goldthorpe’s Class VII would encompass both NS-SEC Classes 6 and 7, then those occupations in both Goldthorpe VII and NS-SEC Classes 6 and 7 are also homologous. However, there are a few occupational groups that are not similarly treated, those in Goldthorpe Class IIIa but NS-SEC Class 6 or in Goldthorpe Class VII but NS-SEC Class 3.

<<< Table 12.4 about here >>>

Table 12.5 summarizes the relationship of employees in Goldthorpe’s Class IIIb in terms of their allocations within the NS-SEC. We can see that 61 per cent of those in Class IIIb go to NS-SEC Class 6 and a further 23 per cent to NS-SEC Class 7, so that in total 84 per cent go to positions consistent with Goldthorpe’s original treatment of Class IIIb as an element of the working class. Only 16 per cent have been allocated to an intermediate position in the NS-SEC (Class 3) covering the occupational groups of nursing assistants, nursery nurses, air travel assistants and merchandisers and window dressers.

<<< Table 12.5 about here >>>

Since the majority of lower sales, service and clerical occupations are found in NS-SEC Class 6, we shall confine our subsequent analyses and discussion to the relevant components of this class (i.e. to operational sub-categories L12.1, L12.2, L12.6 and L12.7). We shall also make some comparisons with the rest of Class 6 (sub-categories L12.3, L12. 4 and L12.5). For convenience we shall refer to the former as Class 6A and the latter as Class 6B, a distinction we originally proposed to the Review team as being one worth incorporating into the NS-SEC.

The characteristics of lower clerical, sales and service employees

Table 12.6 presents a summary of certain demographic and other characteristics of employees in Class 6A. We can see that 72 per cent of the class are women. While overall 62 per cent work part-time, this is true for 71 per cent of women. Equally, 71 per cent of women in Class 6A said they did not want full-time work and 58 per cent of women in the class are married. Among men, only 38 per cent work part-time and (we may assume) two-thirds of them do so because they are students. Only 38 per cent of the men are married. Not surprisingly, given all this, the mean age of part-time male employees in the class is only 26, compared with nearly 38 for women and 37 for full-time male employees.

<<< Table 12.6 about here >>>

In other words, the vast majority of women and a substantial minority of men in Class 6A have chosen to be part-time employees either (we may infer) for family or education related reasons. As Table 12.7 shows, other characteristics of women in Class 6A are somewhat different from those found in Classes 5, 6B and 7. For example, 15 per cent had service class fathers, 32 per cent are married to service class men, 76 per cent earn less than half of their partner’s income and only 15 per cent have a joint or dominant work position in Erikson’s (1984) terms (see Chapter 1). While the proportion who regard themselves as working class is similar to Classes 5 and 7, at 51 per cent it is much lower than for the rest of Class 6. Similarly, identification with the Conservative Party is rather higher than for Classes 5, 6B and 7. Moreover, as Table 12.8 shows, married women in Class 6A are far more likely to identify with the working class when living with a man in Classes 6 or 7 and are equally less likely to feel closest to the Conservative Party. Even the proportion that smoke or who say they have excellent health varies between Class 6A women according to their partner’s class.

<<< Tables 12.7 and 12.8 about here >>>

Conclusions: the implications for the unit of class composition

All these findings of asymmetry are reminiscent of those we discussed earlier in relation to previous research by Goldthorpe and by the Essex class project team. Therefore, they raise the same questions when it comes to the appropriate unit of class composition. When dealing with a class such as 6A, it seems to us essential that a measure of household class is used. Indeed, we would generally regard a household measure as preferable to an individual one. As Cooper and Arber conceded in Chapter 10, using household class measures might significantly affect the results of analyses such as theirs, where gender is a significant factor. And as Goldthorpe has noted in correspondence with health researchers at University College London, and as we observed in Chapter 2, while it may be true that NS-SEC class is determined by an individual’s employment relations, this does not imply that the NS-SEC is inherently an individual measure. Employment contracts have implications not only for individuals but for members of their immediate families, too. This is why we should not treat, say, a person in Class 6A married to a higher manager in the same way as a person in Class 6A married to a van driver. Similar considerations apply to full-time students who have paid work. In our view it makes much more sense to classify them to the class of their family household than to that of their part-time job. Alternatively, they should be classified as students (i.e. to L15) and then be ignored when using one of the NS-SEC analytic variables. 

Of course, circumstances may alter cases. For example, if an analyst were interested in the effects of autonomy at work on health, then an individual measure would be more appropriate, although it would still be informative to examine the issues using a household measure, too. In studies which focus on students, it would be vital to collect information on their class of origin.

Naturally, we do not claim that our superficial analyses in this chapter absolutely prove our point. More work needs to be done. Rather, we are using our prima facie findings both to indicate why those occupations in Class 6A are difficult to classify and why they need to be treated with caution in analyses. In the latter case, we seek to amplify issues discussed in Chapter 2 concerning conceptual and analytic matters.
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