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Handout for Week 11: The Operationalization of Concepts (Part I)
Table 2.1: Death rates by sex and social (occupational) class (15-64 years)

Rates per 1000 population England and Wales 1971
	Social (occupational) class
	Males (all)
	Females (if married, classified by husband’s occupation)
	Ratio M/F

	I (Professional)
	3.98
	2.15
	1.85

	II (Intermediate)
	5.54
	2.85
	1.94

	IIIn (Skilled non-manual)
	5.80
	2.76
	1.96

	IIIm (Skilled manual
	6.08
	3.41
	1.78

	IV (Partly Skilled)
	7.96
	4.27
	1.87

	V (Unskilled)
	9.88
	5.31
	1.86

	Ratio V/I
	2.5
	2.5
	


Source: Occupational Mortality 1970-72 (Decennial supplement).
Question: Does the above table (extracted/adapted from the Black Report [on ‘inequalities in health’], edited by Townsend and Davidson, 1980) show there to be a relationship between class and health?

The answer is that it does, but in a somewhat restricted way. Clearly, the above table shows there to be a relationship between Registrar General’s Social Class and mortality, or, to be more specific, a relationship between Registrar General’s Social Class as coded from death certificates and mortality rates as calculated from death certificates and Census data.

In relation to the above table, class and health may be the concepts of interest, with Registrar General’s Social Class and mortality rates acting as indicators of these concepts. The construction of indicators for concepts is the way in which the gap is bridged between theory and empirical evidence (see Rose, 1982; De Vaus, 1986).

The operationalization of concepts (i.e. the conversion of broad conceptual ideas into measures within social research instruments) is often not straightforward. “Even with a very clearly defined concept there are problems in developing an indicator which will measure that variable and not something else (the problem of validity) and do so systematically [i.e. consistently across repeated occasions] without bias (the problem of reliability)” (Maclean and Genn, quoted in Burgess, 1986, Chapter 12). There is a more detailed discussion of validity and reliability in the key reading by De Vaus (1986: Ch. 4).

Consider, for example, the concept of ‘alienation’. The first step towards producing an instrument via which alienation could be measured might be to break alienation down into a number of underlying dimensions: e.g. alienation is related to powerlessness at work, meaningless of work, normlessness of work, isolation at work, and an instrumental work orientation (these dimensions are specified by Seeman, see Burgess, 1986, Chapter 12). Note that dimensions such as those suggested above might well have sub-dimensions (e.g. different forms of powerlessness). Questions which tapped these dimensions, or sub-dimensions, could then be devised, e.g. “Does your job really give you a chance to try out ideas of your own or not?” (with this being a question designed to tap the dimension of power/control over work). Finally, the answers to these questions might be combined to give an ‘index’ of alienation. (De Vaus also mentions an intermediate stage at which ‘operational definitions’ of the dimensions/sub-dimensions are produced, these being rather more specific, and hence more easy for one to generate indicators in relation to, than the initial unfocused definitions of concepts that one may come up with).

Note that a specific question may constitute an excellent indicator of a specific underlying dimension of a concept (or of a sub-concept) but a less adequate indicator of the concept as a whole. Note also that, as shown later for the concept of social class, the process of constructing an indicator (or operationalizing a concept) may be as much about the way in which data are coded as it is about the questions that are used to collect the data. 

Indicators for concepts are not developed in a vacuum but by social actors in a social (and, perhaps, organisational) context. For example, if one considers a cross-national study relating to the (extremely broad!) concept of ‘social inequality’, a ‘material circumstances-orientated’ researcher might devise indicators which related primarily to the sub-concept ‘equality of condition’, whereas a ‘meritocracy-orientated’ researcher might devise indicators which related to ‘equality of opportunity’. Indicators for the concept of ‘deprivation’ will typically relate to things which people lack and “which one believes they should not be without” (Bulmer, 1982; see also De Vaus, 1986: Chapter 4), however the choice of these ‘vital’ things is of course (at least to some extent) a subjective one. Perceptions of pertinent aspects of ‘inequality’ and ‘deprivation’ might well vary cross-nationally/culturally.

The discussion of alienation highlights the fact that concepts are often inherently multidimensional. Returning to the example of ‘health’, the range of (types of) health-related indicators which can be/have been used gives one some idea of the extent to which this is the case for health.

Indicators of ‘Health’ (see Macintyre in Burgess, 1986; Townsend and Davidson, 1980):


Mortality



Morbidity

Disability



Subjective health indicators

Mental health measures

Life satisfaction scores

Macintyre comments “Unlike variables such as age or gender ‘healthiness’ is unlikely to appear as a standard face sheet variable in most survey research and there would be great difficulties in devising a single composite measure that could be elicited easily by an interviewer in the way that age or gender are” (Burgess, 1986: 93).

In deciding on resource allocation, the NHS has in the past used a measure based on mortality rates as an indicator of the ‘health’ of a particular region. However, since 1991 Census data became available, geographical differences in health have often been examined using the Census question “Does the person have any long-term illness, health problem or handicap [2001 Census: replaced by ‘disability’] which limits his/her daily activities or the work he/she can do?” as an indicator of health. (There are obviously limitations to the appropriateness of basing financial decisions on one-dimensional measures of ‘need’).

It may, perhaps, be apparent from the above that choices of indicator(s) are made pragmatically as well as on the basis of what is a valid and reliable indicator of the concept in question. In particular, research based on the secondary analysis of existing data (especially official statistics) is frequently constrained to the use of a limited range of indicators whose validity may be questionable, especially if the questions involved were not designed to measure the concept(s) in which the secondary analyst is interested.

It should also be noted that to save time and effort and/or to maximise comparability with other studies and/or because of reliability and validity concerns, researchers often use existing indicators. However, on other occasions it may be necessary to devise ‘from scratch’ appropriate indicators for ‘new’ concepts of interest. For example, Giddens (1992) introduced the concepts of the ‘pure relationship’, ‘confluent love’ and ‘plastic sexuality’, but, while they have been extensively discussed, relatively little empirical research has been carried out to assess the value of these concepts in practice (though see Jamieson, 1998, and Gross and Simmons, 2002).

Additional references:

Giddens, A. 1992. The Transformation of Intimacy: Sexuality, Love and Eroticism in Modern Societies. Cambridge: Polity.

Gross, N. and Simmons, S. 2002. ‘Intimacy as a double-edged phenomenon? An empirical test of Giddens’, Social Forces 81.2: 531-555.

Jamieson, L. 1998. Intimacy: Personal Relationships in Modern Societies. Cambridge: Polity.
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The operationalization of ‘social position’ (in research on social stratification)
The most common indicator for one’s socio-economic position (in the context of social stratification research) is class based on (own, current) occupation, This is possibly as much because occupational class has been found to be a powerful explanatory variable, and is relatively easy to measure and include in statistical analyses, as because it is a theoretically relevant measure. Clearly other, related measures exist, e.g. self-perceived class, measures of ‘consumption’ class (such as car-ownership and housing tenure, with the latter being, like occupational class, a powerful explanatory variable), and income. Educational attainment is also often as powerful an explanatory variable as occupational class, and is possibly a suitable (if crude) indicator of some other aspects of socio-economic position such as social status and prestige. Finally, composite indices based on occupation, housing tenure, local area and education have sometimes been used, but these clearly have no straightforward, ‘concrete’ or clear-cut theoretical interpretation.

What underlying dimensions relating to (occupational) class have sociologists and other social commentators (including the general public) seen as important? (i.e. what have they seen as the key ways of distinguishing between members of different classes?) The dimensions viewed as relevant include the following (some of which clearly overlap):

· Prestige

· The desirability of occupations

· Patterns of association/social interaction

· Collective identity/action

· Life-style

· Occupational skill

· Social status/social standing

· Employment status

· Market situation (e.g. economic prospects; life-chances)

· Authority/autonomy at work

· Ownership of capital, land, the means of production, etc.

· Power

· Wealth

· Manual/non-manual forms of work

Different operationalizations/indicators of occupational ‘class’ reflect (in part) different social researchers’/sociologists’ perceptions of what is important from the above list. A brief list of class-related scales and schemata (relating to research in Britain) is given below and overleaf (see also Marsh in Burgess, 1986; in addition, there are discussions of some of the following in Crompton, 1993, Breen and Rottman, 1995, and Roberts, 2011).

(i)      Registrar General’s Social Classes: This set of categories, until recently a mainstay of British official statistics, is supposedly based on social standing and occupational skill, but was initially devised in a very ad-hoc fashion, and has since been adjusted in a similarly ad-hoc fashion. It emphasises the difference between (so-called) ‘non-manual’ and ‘manual’ occupations. In the past official statistics have also sometimes used Socio-Economic Groups (SEGs), which are more detailed and take into account employment status (OPCS, 1990; Rose and O’Reilly, 1997).

(ii)     The Hope-Goldthorpe scale: This is a score based on the ‘social desirability’ of an occupation, though it has been commented that it is probably also implicitly a measure of prestige (Goldthorpe and Hope, 1974).

(iii)    Goldthorpe classes: These are based on the different market and work situations of people with different occupations, i.e. the schema emphasises economic prospects and authority and autonomy at work (an essentially Weberian perspective). The schema also takes account of employment status (Goldthorpe et al., 1987; Rose and O’Reilly, 1997). While NS-SEC (see below) echoes key aspects of the conceptual basis of Goldthorpe’s schema, some authors are sceptical of the conceptual superiority of his approach (see Tåhlin, 2007).
 (iv)  Wright’s Marxist class schema: In the contemporary social structure focusing simply on ownership of capital/the means of production is not terribly useful in an empirical context, therefore more modern ‘Marxist’ schemata such as that of Erik Olin Wright focus on control/authority/autonomy at work (Wright, 1985).

 (v)    The Cambridge scale (see also: http://www.camsis.stir.ac.uk/): This is a score based on the friendship choices of people with different occupations; it is also meant to be an implicit measure of life-style (Stewart, Prandy and Blackburn, 1980; Prandy, 1990). 
 (vi)
NS-SEC: An awareness of the limitations of Registrar General’s Social Classes and Socio-Economic Groups led to an ESRC (Economic and Social Research Council) Review of the OPCS (since renamed ONS) Social Classifications, which aimed to produce more theoretically and empirically satisfactory sets of social classifications (Rose and O’Reilly, 1997). The revised social classification is discussed, critiqued and defended in a number of articles in Work, Employment and Society, 12.4 (December 1998), and is also discussed in Roberts (2001), and a version of it, NS-SEC (National Statistics Socio-Economic Classification), has now become a standard feature of British official statistics (e.g. it has been used in analyses of the 2001 Census data). More details of NS-SEC will be provided at the Week 11 Wednesday session. (See also Rose and Pevalin, 2002).

 (vii)  Oesch’s schema: Oesch (2006) uses conceptual ideas relating to the Goldthorpe schema as a starting point, but moves away from that schema in an attempt to produce a cross-national (European) schema that deals appropriately with women’s class positions in contemporary societies.

 (viii) Le Roux et al.’s schema: Le Roux et al. (2007) use cultural participation as the basis for identifying a three-class schema, and discuss how it differs from a collapsed, three category version of the Goldthorpe schema.
 (ix)   For another schema (though not that significant a one), see Runciman (1990).
 (x)
The Great British Class Survey:  In 2013 a new set of social classes was brought to the attention of the UK public by the media (see Savage et al., 2013); these seven classes reflect a number of underlying dimensions (namely economic capital, cultural capital and social capital), and reflect, both conceptually and methodologically, the influence of the French social theorist Bourdieu. But are they conceptually and technically valid? (see, e.g., Mills, 2014)
The above scales and sets of categories are typically based on a list of occupations known as the Standard Occupational Classification, or SOC (OPCS, 1990; ONS, 2000). (There is also a similar, international list: ISCO {International Standard Classification of Occupations}. See http://www.ilo.org/public/english/bureau/stat/isco/index.htm).

Focusing on the merits and demerits of the above ways of using occupation as an indicator of ‘class’ does not address two important problems: (i) some people don’t have (current) occupations (ii) someone’s class might be thought to depend on more than one occupation, e.g. (in addition to their own, current occupation) their parents’ occupations, all the occupations that they’ve ever had themselves, their spouse’s occupation, etc.

In recent years, some authors (e.g. Burrows and Gane, 2006; Lampard 2007) have suggested that it may be appropriate to bring additional dimensions into considerations of ‘class’ position, over and above the ‘occupational dimension’ (e.g. ‘spatial’ or ‘educational’ dimensions.)

Additional references:

Mills, C. 2014. ‘The Great British Class Fiasco: A Comment on Savage et al.’, Sociology 48.3: 437-444.
ONS (Office for National Statistics). 2000. Standard Occupational Classification 2000. London: The Stationery Office [Library 4th Floor, Statistics Reference Books, Ref. 41F].

OPCS. 1990. Standard Occupational Classification (Volume 3). London: HMSO.
Savage, M., Devine, F., Cunningham, N., Taylor, M., Li, Y., Hjellbrekke, J., Le Roux, B., Friedman, S. and Miles, A. 2013. ‘A New Model of Social Class? Findings from the BBC’s Great Class Survey Experiment’, Sociology, 47.2: 219-250.

