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A Swedish Classification Into Social Classes
Based on Census Information and Comparable
c0 The British Classification — A Proposal

Petra Otterblad Olausson'? and Denny Vigeri'?

Abstract: The Registrar General’s (RG)
Social Class Classification of the population
in England and Wales is frequently quoted
in the international sociological and epi-
demiological literature. We present here an
attempt to classify the Swedish population
according to the Registrar General’s Social
Classes. The main purpose of this is to facili-
tate cross-national comparisons of health
statistics, in particular between Sweden and
Britain. The classification was applied to

1. Introduction

A person’s social class has been found to
affect his/her risk of dying at an early age
(Susser, Watson, and Hopper 1985; Black
1980). The Black report on inequalities in
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all men and women who were economically
active and born in Sweden between 1896
and 1940. Information on social and demo-
graphic characteristics was obtained from
the 1960 census. The 1960 census was chosen
because it has been linked to several medical
registers such as the Cancer Registry and the
Cause of Death Registry for the two decades
after 1960.
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health suggested that class differences in
health have been eradicated in Sweden,
quoting evidence on infant mortality. Later
work suggests that this conclusion as far
as infants and children are concerned may
be premature (Zetterstrom and Eriksson
1987; Vagerd and Ostberg 1989). In contrast
to the Black report, two Swedish studies
found similarities between Britain and
Sweden when comparing health data as well
as mortality data (Lundberg 1986a; Vagero
and Lundberg 1989).

We are at present examining whether
there are any mortality differences by social
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class in Sweden. The results indicate that
there are, indeed, such differences (Véagerd
and Norell 1989; Vagerd and Ostberg 1989;
Otterblad Olausson 1990). For this purpose
we have used the Swedish Cause of Death
Registry linked to the 1960 Population
Census, here referred to as the Census-
linked Death Registry (CDR), (Statistics
Sweden 1982a). It has also been used for the
recently published Public Health Report
(National Board of Health and Welfare
1988). Census data for classification into
socioeconomic groups have also been used

in analyzing cancer mortality and survival.

(Vager6 and Persson 1986, 1987).

However, for the purpose of cross-national
comparisons, traditional Swedish classifi-
cations into socioeconomic groups, social
groups, occupational status groups or the
like, are not ideal. There may be several
solutions to the problem of finding a classi-
fication that allows meaningful cross-country
comparisons. Here, the question is: Can we
create a classification using census data that
is suitable for such comparisons?

The Office of Population Censuses and
Surveys (OPCS) in London presents health
statistics by social class and has done so
for several decades (OPCS 1978, 1986). The
classification used in England and Wales is
here referred to as the Registrar General’s
(RG) social classes (Registrar General 1971,
Leete and Fox 1977, OPCS 1981). It is fre-
quently referred to .in the international
literature on class and health. Therefore it
seemed meaningful to try to classify Swedish
data according to Registrar General’s Social
Classes for the purpose of comparing the
magnitude of mortality differences by class
in Sweden and in England and Wales. The
England and Wales class scheme has been
applied in Scotland (West of Scotland
Politics of Health Group 1984), Ireland
(Ginnety, Kelly, and Black 1985) and Israel
(Abramson, Gofin, Habib, Pridan, and
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Gofin 1982). The classification is, to some
extent, comparable also to the classification
in Norway and Denmark (Lynge and Jeune
1983).

Since 1971 there have been six classes
in the Registrar General’s classification.
Before then, the social classes IIINM and
IIIM formed one class. The present classes
are:

I Professional, etc., occupations
IT Intermediate occupations
ITIIN Skilled non-manual occupations
IIIM Skilled manual occupations
IV Partly skilled occupations
V Unskilled occupations
Students, persons with inadequately des-
cribed occupations, and members of the
armed forces are excluded from the classifi-
cation.

An attempt to apply the RG social classes
to Swedish data has already been made by
Lundberg (1986b). Lundberg combined two
occupational classifications, namely the
Socio-Economic Division (SEI) and the
Nordic Occupational Classification (NYK),
to assign a random sample of the adult
Swedish population to RG social classes.
This method was evaluated and found to be
valid, both in terms of the resulting class
distribution and for analyzing health dif-
ferences. However, applying Lundbergs’s
method to 1960 census data presented some
problems, since these data did not include
the SEI-code. We have therefore adapted
that method before applying it to the 1960
Population Census. If this method could be
applied to census data, several medical
registers, already linked to census data,
could be used for international com-
parisons. Registers connected to census data
are: the Cancer Registry, the Cause of
Death Registry, the Registry of Malfor-
mation, and the Medical Birth Registry.

The RG-classification has been criticized
by both sociologists and epidemiologists.
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Jones and Cameron (1984) argue that classi-
fication of occupations into social classes
was carried out with a priori knowledge of
mortality in different occupations thereby
introducing artefactual class differences in
mortality. However, unlike what has been
suggested for Britain, we had no a priori
knowledge of mortality in different occu-
pational groups in Sweden that could influ-
ence our classification. Bland (1979) points
out the lack of validation of the class con-
cept. Boston (1980) argues that the appli-
cation of classification principles may raise
practical as well as theoretical problems.
Brewer (1984) discusses practical difficulties
in the allocation of occupations into social
class, and Marshall (1988) describes the
classification as sociologically unsophis-
ticated. Some of this criticism is certainly
justified. However, as Lazarsfeldt (1939)
points out, if class differences exist they
could be demonstrated by a number of indi-
cators that are linked to class. He also
demonstrated that these indicators to some
extent are interchangeable, i.e., regardless of
which indicator we choose to define class the
resulting class differences would be similar
in size and direction. Data from the OPCS
Longitudinal Study has shown that this is
indeed the case when analyzing class dif-
ferences in health (Fox and Goldblatt 1982).
In spite of the problems inherent in the RG
classification it is still widely used, in par-
ticular for mortality analysis. A recent,
much quoted example is Marmot and
McDowall (1986).

2. Principles of Classification

Data on occupation (NYK-code), occu-
pational status, and education constituted
the basis of the classification. These vari-
ables drawn from the Swedish Population
Census 1960 (Statistics Sweden 1965) were
combined and analyzed.

The NYK-code is related to the Inter-

national Classification of Occupations
(ISCO) and consists of 292 occupational
groups. These occupations are grouped
according to similarity of activities. Only
occasionally do these take account of the
individual’s education, occupational status,
or branch of industry.

The variable “occupational status” here
divides individuals into four groups: manual
workers; salaried employees; self-employed
persons or farmers without employees; and
finally self-employed persons or farmers
with employees. A person who assisted, at
least half-time, another member of the family
in his/her livelihood has been assigned to the
same occupational status position as that
member of the family. Company directors
have been assigned to the group of salaried
employees.

Education refers to education after com-
pulsory school (16+) and includes any
further education that allows the student to
enter university and subsequent university
degrees. In the three-digit education code we
only refer to the third digit, which is the level
of education.

The SEl-classification (Statistics Sweden
1982b) is not included in the 1960 census
data. Instead, we have constructed an inter-
mediate variable, corresponding to the SEI-
code, from census information on occu-
pational status and education, for each
individual. Thus, an occupational status/
educational level (hereafter referred to as
the OSE-code) was used as a substitute for
the SEI-code.

The OSE-code presented here, see Appen-
dix A, is not based upon exactly the same
type of data as the SEI-code. In the SEI-
code, occupations are classified; we on the
other hand, classify individuals. Thus, the
education required for an occupation to be
classified into a certain SEI-group is the
typical education required for that occu-
pation, not, as in the OSE-code, the indi-
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vidual’s own education. This difference
could be of importance and its implications
are discussed later in this paper. There is
also some difference in the grouping of years
of education. A distinction between indi-
viduals with no education after compulsory
school and individuals with one or two years
of such education was not possible.

In combining OSE with NYK, individuals
with less than three years of education have
been assigned to an RG social class accord-
ing to the educational level which is most
common within each occupation. Entrepre-
neurs, farmers, and self-employed form
groups on the basis of whether they have
employees or not. In the SEI-code these
groups were separated by number of
employees, or farmers by number of hectares
of land or forest, or both. Our data did not
permit such a distinction. If the entrepre-
neurs, etc., have more than six years of edu-
cation after compulsory school they belong
to the same group as salaried employees
with six or more years of education.

3. Applying the Classification to
Census Data

Thus, each individual in the 1960 popula-
tion census could be assigned to a combi-
nation of a NYK-code and an OSE-code.
These combinations were classified into RG
social classes according to the principles
described above. The proposed classifi-
cation scheme is seen in Appendix B. The
number of possible combinations, when
combining NYK- and OSE-codes, is 2900.
The actual number of combinations was
1235 for this population, since a number of
combinations of NYK- and OSE-codes are
very unlikely and did in fact not occur at all.

All men and women born in Sweden
between 1896 and 1940 who were registered
in the 1960 census and who, according
to census information, were economically
active, were thus classified into RG social
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classes. Individuals with military occu-
pations or with unidentified occupations
were excluded from the classification.
The percentage excluded in the census is
0.8%. Thus, the coding includes 2790684
individuals.

4. Results

Table 1 demonstrates the resulting distri-
bution by social class, for men and women,
in Sweden in 1960.

It was thought that a comparison of the
distribution by RG social classes in Sweden
and in Britain and a comparison between
our distribution with that of Lundberg
should enable us to see whether the classi-
fication scheme is valid. The criterion for
such validity is a similarity in the distri-
butions and where this was not the case the
differences should be explainable. Table 1
also includes the social class distribution in
England and Wales in 1961. The figures for
England and Wales include retired persons,
while retired persons are excluded in the
Swedish material. Married women in England
and Wales are classified according to their
husband’s social class, while economically
active Swedish women are coded according
to their own social class, also when they are
married.

Generally, the distribution of social
classes in Sweden is in accordance with that
of England and Wales (Table 1). In Sweden
there are fewer individuals in social class I
among both men and women. There is a
greater proportion of individuals in social
class II among men in Sweden than in
England and Wales, but a somewhat lesser
proportion among women. The percentage
assigned to social class III is almost the
same, while in social class IV there are fewer
individuals in Sweden for both men and
women. There are fewer men and more
women within social class V than in England
and Wales.
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Table 1.

Distribution of Registrar General’s Social Classes in Sweden, economically active

men and women aged 2064 years, and in England and Wales, economically active or retired

men and women aged 15-64 years ( Percent)

Social class Sweden England and Wales'
Men Women Men Unmarried Married
women* women**

I 2.2 0.6 39 1.1 34

11 24.7 15.4 14.8 17.2 17.1

IIIN 11.0 349

III(N + M) 54.3 559 52.2 56.2 52.4
I1IM 433 21.0

v 12.7 19.5 20.4 23.0 20.7

A% 6.1 8.6 8.7 2.4 6.4

*Classified by own occupation.
**Classified by husband’s occupation.
"'Source: Registrar General, 1971.

In comparing our results with that of
Lundberg (Table 2) we found a similar
pattern in both studies in particular when
considering that they refer to different
points in time. Lundberg also noted an un-
usually large proportion of the Swedish
population classified as class IT and a small
proportion classified as class IV.

According to the criterion we formulated
earlier, our method then gives a roughly
similar distribution of classes in Sweden and
Britain. The two major differences are not
seen as artefactual, and furthermore, have

Table 2. Distribution of Registrar General’s
Social Classes in Sweden, economically active
men and women aged 20-64 years in 1960 and
in Sweden 1981 aged 15-74 years (Percent)

Social Sweden 1960 Sweden 1981'
class Men and Men and
women women

I 1.7 3.7

II 22.0 22.9

IIIN 17.9 18.8

I1IM 36.8 32.4

v 14.7 13.6

A% 6.8 8.5

'Source: Lundberg 1986b.

been noted earlier in classifying another
material using the same principal method
(Lundberg 1986b).

5. Discussion and Conclusions

The resulting distribution of social classes in
Sweden compared to England and Wales
deviates significantly at two points. Firstly,
the proportion assigned to social class 11
among Swedish men is considerably higher
than that in England and Wales and secondly,
the proportion of men in class IV is con-
siderably smaller. This was not the case
among women. The difference might result
from the fact that social class II includes
farmers, who constituted almost 14% of the
Swedish economically active population in
1960 (Statistics Sweden 1965). The corre-
sponding percentage in England and Wales
1961 was 4% (Registrar General 1971). The
sample of the population in England and
Wales includes individuals from the age of
15, but in the Swedish material only indi-
viduals from the age of 20 are included. This
would also contribute to the differences,
since one can expect that economically
active men in the age group 15-19 belong to
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the lower classes to a greater extent. Other
differences between the two countries are
less significant.

A particular problem, mentioned above,
is that we use information on the indi-
vidual’s educational level rather than the
educational level that today goes with the
occupation for classification into social
classes. A small proportion of individuals
had the educational level that allowed them
to be classified into class I. The likely effect
of this is that fewer individuals tend to be
assigned to social class I in Sweden than
in Britain. On the other hand, fewer indi-
viduals will also be assigned to social class
V, since it was not possible to separate indi-
viduals with no education after compulsory
school from individuals with one or two
years of post-compulsory education. There-
fore it is possible that our method would
tend to underestimate the size of both class
I and class V.

If this is the case the segments of the
Swedish population that are so classified

Appendix A
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may be more extreme and subsequently we
may introduce a bias that tends to over-
estimate class differences in Sweden, for
instance when studying mortality. Normally,
this would be seen as a problem. However,
for the purpose of cross-national com-
parisons and under the hypothesis that class
differences in Sweden are comparatively
small, such a bias would not be a serious
problem. However, in most cases, it may
perhaps be advisable to combine classes I
and II and classes IV and V. In doing this,
the bias discussed here should be consider-
ably reduced.

In summary, we suggest that the classi-
fication scheme proposed here can be used
for analyzing mortality by social class
in Sweden and in particular, we conclude,
for comparing Britain and Sweden in this
respect. A first example of such a com-
parison appeared in Vagero and Lundberg
(1989). We hope that our proposal might
facilitate the use of several medical registries
for similar studies.

OSE-code according to occupational status and education

Occupational status Education after OSE-code
compulsory school

Workers 0-2 1
3-5 2
6- 3

Salaried employees 0-2 4
3-5 5
6- 6

Entrepreneurs, farmers 0-5 7

and self-employed, 6- 8

without employees

Entrepreneurs, farmers 0-5 9

and self-employed, 6— 10

with employees
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NYK OSE

CLASS I

NYK OSE

Olausson, Vagero: A Swedish Classification Into Social Classes
Classification scheme of NYK and OSE combinations into RG social classes

Appendix B
NYK OSE
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CLASS II (Continued)

NYK OSE NYK OSE

NYK OSE

o
=
> =N
o oo
o N g
~Noo vown

(=] (=]
= =
~ S -
(=) -— N\
= o~ (=)
o0 A\ o0 —
~ oo 6 =~ oy o0

77777

CLASS IIIN

NYK OSE NYK OSE

NYK OSE

=)
=

o

o

o .

~ _

oY v © oG
e A o oo

o woon o~
o~ <+ <t ©
W & At n ey

IoN o o =N =N
=~ S S S woo
N T R T TN VRV VR Ve VeV VoV s N e

77777777777777

N TORND = AN N T VO 00 N =
SO OO OO —
AN AN

vy

313

CLASS IIIM

NYK OSE NYK OSE

NYK OSE

o
=~
o
<<

’’’’’’’’’

o
o e

’’’’’

”””

WA — NN NOS 00N — O 00
EFE NN AN OO
OO 00 OO0 OO OO0 OO OO0 OO0 00 00 OO OO o0 o0 0
=)

—

o

o0 =N o o
=~ =~ =~ o
" oo oo awvnownt
<+ SNt n
P S PO P ST SO S

’’’’’’

’’’’’’’’’

’’’’’’

9999



101

Olausson, Vagero: A Swedish Classification Into Social Classes

CLASS IIIM (Continued)

NYK OSE NYK OSE

NYK OSE

o
=
o
- o
(e} —
=) - -
o —~ o~ o o

999999999999999

s} [=) e e

>N
=~ o
o =~
N~ o~ oo
At W <+ <

””””””””

=~ o
now oo

atY~ococaNaNN o0 oo FNAE N o

,,,,,,,,,,,,,,

9999999999999

=)
=

o =

o0 =N ~ o =
o~ ~ "l EN
< noaoaYT o~ n o

yyyyyyyyyyy

77777777777777

3333333333333

o o o o o o o~ -

’’’’’’’’’

77777777777

99999999999

CLASS 1V

NYK OSE NYK OSE

NYK OSE

o '
=~ oy
w n o~
~ < <+ =~
<t enen R R
NN N ddadodaa

o
nn o~
<+ < <
o n Aen en n
NagFn o SIS KK

o o =N
~e~ =~ a
wee w5 =l
T F e
NN d NFdAaw

,,,,,

-

N

1,2,4,7,9

611




102

Journal of Official Statistics

CLASS V
NYK OSE NYK OSE NYK OSE
635 1,2,3,4,579 882 1,2,3,4 913 1,2,3
639 1 883 1,2,3 932 1,2,3,7,9
678 1,2 888 1,7,9 933 1,4,5
861 1,2,3,7,9 889 1,7 939 1
879 1,7,9 899 1,2,7,9
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