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Abstract: 

This paper reviews several alternative occupationally based measures of social stratification, primarily with regard to their use as research tools in those sociological analyses which attempt to be cross-nationally comparative. We identify a series of issues around which we believe it is productive to evaluate the alternative measures:  the relative ease of operationalising the measures; their theoretical foundations; the empirical properties of association between the alternative measures and other related constructs; and the conflict between ‘harmonised’ and ‘relativistic’ perspectives in cross-national analyses. We conclude that most differences between alternative occupational schemes are minor, at least as they might affect non-specialist researchers. However there are certain trends in the methodologies of cross-national analysis that the different schemes are more and less well equipped to deal with; we argue that our own ‘CAMSIS’ scheme is better positioned than most alternatives in this regard. 

Summary: 

The methodological discussion of occupationally based measures of social stratification differences is not under-researched. Nevertheless, with regular extensions being made to the provision of those social survey datasets which contain appropriate occupational information, the further review and evaluation of the features of alternative occupationally based measures is always desirable. In this paper we compare the properties of a number of putatively cross-nationally comparative occupationally based measures of social stratification. We discuss issues in their operationalisation, then compare their substantive properties, in the context of four harmonised (mainly European) social survey collections: the ESS (European Social Survey); the ISSP (International Social Science Project); LIS (the Luxembourg Income Study); and CHER (Consortium of European Household Panel surveys, a dataset which shares many properties with the European Community Household Panel).

The measures of occupational stratification that we concentrate upon include the ‘CAMSIS’ scales, which are derived on the basis of social interaction patterns; the ISEI and SIOPS measures, concerned with ‘socio-economic status’ and ‘prestige’; the CASMIN occupational class classification; and ISCO based occupational sector classifications. Our perspective is biased in favour of the CAMSIS measures (in which a scale of occupational stratification scores is constructed on the basis of contemporary national data concerning patterns of marital endogamy). We argue that the CAMSIS approach offers a theoretically appealing, and empirically powerful, method of operationalising occupational stratification differences in contemporary datasets. 

One of the central methodological debates covered is the question of whether it is preferable, as in the CAMSIS approach, to derive separate occupational scales for different countries (and also for gender groups and time periods). The alternative, used by most other readily available occupational classification schemes, is to try to harmonise the stratification measure between all countries (and genders and time periods).  We argue in favour of the former, with the view that its ‘relativistic’ approach allows a more ‘comparable’ cross-national analysis. However, there are clear empirical strengths and weaknesses to either strategy. 

There are many benefits that a comparative review of these occupational measures and survey datasets offers. There is pragmatic value in simply the discussion, and documentation, of issues in operationalising the various measures for the newly available datasets. Our review also contributes to ongoing debates over the most ‘effective’ measures of occupational stratification for different selected circumstances (we compare, for instance, binary and multivariate patterns of association between the occupational measures reviewed and a host of other indicators of social circumstances, reporting the relative magnitude of associations between different measures in different contexts).  Lastly, our review offers new evidence on some old sociological chestnuts. We highlight two topics of discussion. Firstly, contemporary evidence on social mobility patterns, in terms of the relative influences of educational and occupational backgrounds on current occupational outcomes. Secondly, information concerning the nature of social stratificational structures, looking at the degree of occupational marital endogamy in different countries. We incorporate these topics rather briefly, but aside from their inherent interest, they can be used, along with other comparisons of the associates of occupational differences, to further evaluate the properties of alternative occupationally based  stratification measures as research instruments. 

