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Cet article présente une nouvelle échelle professionnelle pour la classifica-
tion nationale des professions (CNP) au Canada. En premier, l’on discute
le contexte historique dans lequel la production des échelles des professions,
faites par des sociologues aux Canada et aux États-Unis, s’est réalisée.
La méthodologie de la récente échelle Nam–Powers–Boyd utilisée aux
États-Unis est ensuite appliquée au recensement des professions de 2001.
Celle-ci sert à créer des scores des statuts professionnels pour les titres
professionnels de la classification nationale des professions (CNP 2001) à
Statistiques Canada. Ces scores soulignent les inégalités démographiques
et socio-économiques qui existent parmi les groupes au Canada. L’article se
termine par une discussion des débats courants concernant l’utilisation des
scores composites professionnels.

This paper provides a new occupational scale for the Canadian National
Occupational Classification system. The historical context for occupational
scales produced by sociologists in Canada and the United States is first
discussed. The methodology used in the recent Nam–Powers–Boyd scale in
the United States then is applied to the 2001 census of occupations to
construct occupational status scores for the occupational titles found in the
National Occupational Classification for Statistics (2001) at Statistics
Canada. The occupational status scores highlight inequalities existing
among groups in Canada along demographic and socioeconomic dimen-
sions. The paper concludes with a discussion of current debates over the use
of composite occupational scores.

THE CONCEPTUAL AND EMPIRICAL CENTRALITY OF occupations
in many domains of sociology, along with the inclusion of occupational
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information in other social science fields, has fueled the development of
occupation-based measures of socioeconomic status. The latter is a term for
the relative position of persons, families, households, and other aggregates
with respect to social and economic factors, particularly the capacity to cre-
ate or consume the goods valued in postindustrial societies (Nam and Terrie
1982; Hauser and Warren 1997). In this paper, I apply a methodology used
in the recent Nam–Powers–Boyd scaling of the U.S. census occupations
to generate a scale for the measurement of the socioeconomic status of
occupations, one that builds on the detailed occupational titles found in the
recently revised Canadian census classification of occupations (the National
Occupational Classification for Statistics [NOCS]). In order to justify the
construction of such a measure, and to clarify the methods used, I begin
with an overview of previous occupational scaling exercises. Following this
overview, I turn to the construction of the new occupational scale and high-
light some of its unique features for capturing dimensions of the
occupational hierarchy in Canada. I conclude with a review of the more
salient criticisms voiced in recent years against the use of composite occu-
pational scales in studies of inequality and intergenerational mobility. In
light of these criticisms, I also provide separate occupational educational
scores and occupational earnings scores for those working in the occupa-
tions enumerated in the 2001 census.

HISTORICAL ORIGINS OF THE DEMAND FOR
OCCUPATIONAL STATUS SCALES

In the early to mid-1900s, North American sociologists and political scientists
created social maps of social relations and stratification hierarchies by
studying small communities. In these studies, social scientists created hier-
archies of social standing in two primary ways: by asking respondents to
indicate the most important persons in their communities, or by asking re-
spondents to sort a limited number of occupations into no more than 9–10
slots indicating high social standing, intermediate and lower social stand-
ing. These procedures permitted social scientists to develop profiles of
occupational hierarchies that captured the social standing of these occupa-
tions in small communities.

Over time, two important events altered the emphasis placed on com-
munity-specific studies. First, the growth of large cities that accompanied
twentieth-century urbanization made asking respondents to indicate im-
portant persons or to sort occupations less tenable as methods for describing
the social stratification system of any given area. The capacity to know all
members of a geographical community, and hence the ability to rank them,
disappeared in larger towns and cities. Furthermore, the number of differ-
ent occupations found in any one geographic place increased, while the
familiarity of its occupants with the full range of likely occupations declined,
particularly in large communities with diverse industrial structures (Reiss
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1961; Nam and Terrie 1982). Second, larger surveys became possible, fueled
by the increasing use and funding of social science research and by techno-
logical improvements in data capture, which today include telephone
interviewing and computer-assisted interviewing. Instead of the holistic
study of one community, using approaches that today would be described
as akin to social anthropology, focused surveys emerged that were often
national in scope.

One concomitant development in North America was the fielding of
national surveys in which respondents were asked to rank the social standing
of occupations. While the term ‘‘social standing’’ was often left undefined,
the methodology sought to capture the prestige of any given occupation
based on respondents’ perceptions of the underlying status and power
dimensions. The 1947 North–Hatt study in the United States was one of
the first such studies, and was replicated in 1964 by the National Opinion
Research Center (NORC). Then, in 1971, several survey-based scales were
combined to produce a comprehensive prestige scale covering 203 occupa-
tions (Siegel 1971). Subsequent extensions include those by Nakao and
Treas (1994) and by Treiman (1977), who developed the Standard
International Occupational Prestige Scale and subsequently revised it
(Ganzeboom and Treiman 1996). In Canada, early prestige studies were
geographically constrained: in the late 1940s, Tuchman asked college
students and job applicants to rank 25 occupations (Blishen 1958, 1967),
while Rocher developed a scale for Quebec in the 1950s (Langlois 2002).
Studies undertaken by Guppy and Siltanen (1977) in 1975 and by Goyder
and colleagues (Goyder, Guppy, and Thompson 2003; Goyder 2005) focused
on the local community of Kitchener-Waterloo in Ontario. In 1965, Pineo
and Porter (1967) fielded the first national rankings of occupations; it
remained the only national study until 2005, when a new SSHRC-funded
survey was launched by John Goyder (see Goyder and Frank 2007).

The growth of larger and often national surveys of occupational prestige
rankings occurred alongside increasing publication of detailed census-based
occupational profiles. However, analysts face several problems with these
census classification systems. First, these classifications have their own
logics and rationales, and they do not automatically represent the monoton-
ically increasing statuses of occupations. Thus, using a census classification
often forces researchers to adhere to assumptions of nominal or, at best,
ordinal data. Second, large numbers of categories (over 500 titles in recent
census classifications) present statistical problems for researchers who wish
to preserve the classification detail in their multivariate models. A large
number of dummy variables must be created for regression analysis, and
many empty cells are likely to be generated in log-linear or multinomial
statistical techniques. Third, classification systems used by federal agencies
tend to be quickly incorporated into other survey research designs because
the classification systems carry with them the legitimating imprimatur of
the state, and the rules associated with sorting data into categories often are
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freely available. Consequently, these rules provide a protocol for research-
ers on how to code their own data, and often incite use.

Taken together, these developments generated demand for ways in
which detailed occupational data available at national or regional levels
could be incorporated into research. Fueled by a theoretically based empha-
sis on social status and social class that rested on the writings of Max Weber
(Blishen and Carroll 1982b; Nam 2000), a pragmatic question emerged: how
could one handle the occupational detail generated by surveys and census-
es? To answer this question, two main approaches developed.

THE OPTIONS: REDUCING CATEGORIES

The earliest efforts involved the development of ordinal classification
schemes that parsimoniously collapsed occupational titles into a limited num-
ber of categories (generally o20) along one or more relevant dimensions.
Although earlier time points are noted for Britain (Jones and McMillan
2001), in North America the most full-blown early construction of a parsimo-
nious ordinal classification of occupations was the Edwards classification
system in the United States, published in 1917. This classification grouped
census occupational titles according to ‘‘skill’’ (Powers 1982; also see Nam
and Boyd 2004). In 1977, Pineo, Porter, and McRoberts introduced a widely
used ordinal scale of 17 occupational categories that captured general educa-
tional development and skill properties of occupations (Pineo, Porter,
and McRoberts 1977; Jones 1980). Other later initiatives include those by
Drouilly and Brunelle (1988) and Bernard et al. (1994).

Both conceptually and theoretically, the aggregation of occupational
titles into ordinal classifications is different from later initiatives that gen-
erated classifications representing social class (e.g., of the latter, see Wright
1979; Erikson and Goldthorpe 1993; Clement and Myles 1994; Goldthorpe
2000). The social class approach seeks to represent asymmetrical relation-
ships of power that exist between groups and the individuals in them that
result from economic-based interactions in the workplace. In addition to
occupation, information about managerial and supervisory roles, the
degree of autonomy and decision making, size of the workplace, and
number of employees is often used to construct classifications of social
classes. In contrast, the ordinal classification of occupations ranks individ-
uals or the positions they hold within a hierarchy defined by social or
socioeconomic status; it thus represents distributional aspects of stratifica-
tion, commonly expressed as ‘‘who gets what’’ (Kerckhoff 1984).

THE OPTIONS: PRESTIGE-BASED SCALES AND PURE
SOCIOECONOMIC SCALES

The second approach also focuses on existing occupational classifications,
albeit those with numerous occupational titles, and transforms them into
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interval scales. It too represents the distributional aspects of stratification
because it ranks occupational positions according to a socioeconomic hier-
archy. In scaling occupations, two procedures dominate North American
research although more can be identified (Nam and Terrie 1982; Miller
1991; Nam 2000; Miller and Salkind 2002). The first approach incorporates
the results of surveys that ask respondents to rank a number of occupations
according to perceived social standing, creating prestige-based scales. The
second rests solely on the educational and income/earnings characteristics
of occupations.

Prestige-Based Scales

Before 1950, most studies of occupational status assumed that the source of
prestige of an occupation lay in the opinions of people rather than in the
characteristics of the occupations, and that people could estimate and artic-
ulate the prestige levels (Treiman 1977; Powers 1982). Small community
studies lent credence to the belief that prestige rankings could be readily pro-
duced by asking raters to rank a relatively small number of occupations. This
methodology of ranking was employed in national surveys, such as the 1947
North–Hatt study in the United States, the 1965 Pineo–Porter (1967) study
and the recent national survey by John Goyder (Goyder and Frank 2007).

In these ranking studies, the occupational titles are limited in number,
reflecting efforts to reduce respondent burden associated with ranking large
numbers of occupations and to avoid rankings of occupations not well known
to respondents. The North–Hatt study has 90 occupational titles, while the
Pineo–Porter (1967) study uses 208. A subset of these titles is often similar to
titles found in the census classifications. This similarity permits a procedure
in which the original rankings of occupations are used to transform the much
larger array of census occupational titles into ‘‘prestige’’ rankings.

The first step in such a procedure is to match titles found in ‘‘prestige’’
studies to those used in census classifications of occupations. Once a match
is obtained, census data on the educational and income characteristics of the
labor force are obtained for those ‘‘matched’’ occupational titles. Then, a
data set is generated that contains the prestige rankings for the subset of
occupational titles that match with the census classification titles along with
the census-generated educational and earnings or income characteristics for
the incumbents of each occupation. Using this database, a prediction equa-
tion is obtained for a limited number of occupations, the number
determined by the possible matches that exist between the prestige study
and the census occupational titles.

Y(prestige ranking) ¼ aþ b1 educationþ b2 incomeþ error term ð1Þ

Once the parameters of the equation are generated, the educational and
income characteristics for the full array of census occupational titles can be
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substituted into Equation 1, thereby generating ‘‘prestige’’ rankings for all
census occupational titles.

First produced in the 1960s, North American prestige-based occupa-
tional scales were widely used and were routinely updated for successive
censuses. One reason for the popularity of the scales in Canada and the
United States was their centrality in national investigations of intergener-
ational mobility and status attainment, such as the 1962 American
Occupational Change in a Generation survey (Blau and Duncan 1967)
and the 1973 Canadian Mobility and Attainment survey (Boyd et al. 1985).
Today, these scales are also used in diverse disciplines that study aspects of
earnings determination, health, and crime. In Canada, scales resting on the
1965 Pineo–Porter study of prestige rankings (Pineo and Porter 1967) exist
for 1961, 1971, and 1981 census occupational titles (Blishen 1967; Blishen
and McRoberts 1976; Blishen, Carroll, and Moore 1987), although temporal
variations exist with respect to the reference population (male or total),
methodologies, and number of occupations (see Boyd 2002b, Table 1). Re-
cently, Goyder and Frank (2007) have applied the results of a national
survey on the social standing of occupations to 26 categories that aggregate
over 500 detailed census occupational titles.1

It should be noted that the early vocabulary of ‘‘prestige scores’’ has
fallen into disuse, replaced by ‘‘socioeconomic status scores,’’ often short-
ened to ‘‘socioeconomic scores’’ or ‘‘socioeconomic indexes’’ (SEIs). The
reason for the changing terminology partly comes from studies conducted in
the 1970s and 1980s into what was actually being captured by respondent
ranking of occupations. Most concluded that the central property is the
‘‘socioeconomic goodness’’ of an occupation, which reflects the credentials
and economic rewards associated with occupations rather than prestige in
the sense of deference, power, and authority (Shils 1970; Goldthorpe and
Hope 1974; Featherman and Hauser 1976).

Despite extensive use of prestige-based occupational scales, critics not-
ed several difficulties with these scales. For one thing, if high nonresponse
characterizes surveys that ask people to rank occupations, the claim that
prestige scores represent the opinions of the entire underlying population
may be questionable. For example, in the most recent national survey of
occupational social standing in Canada, the response rate was 51 percent;

1. Building on an earlier survey in Kitchner-Waterloo (Goyder 2005) and presentation (Goyder, Thompson,
and Dixon 2003), Goyder and Frank (2007) provide mean prestige scores for 26 occupational groups that
correspond to the titles for the highly aggregated NOC Major Groups, developed initially by the federal
government department of Human Resources and Development Canada in the late 1980s. Goyder and
Frank also analyze the high nonresponse rates and individual rater effects in the 2005 survey, study the
relationship of four skill levels found in the 26 category NOC classification to prestige, and construct a
‘‘Blishen’’-type scale for the 26 titles, but not for a much larger list of occupational titles. The prediction
equation for the ‘‘Blishen’’-type scale is not presented, but it is obtained by regressing 26 prestige values
against 26 educational and income measure weighted by the number of full-time incumbents; the
‘‘Blishen’’ scores are presented as deviations around a mean of zero with a low of � 2.6 and a high of
3.882. The focus of the article is on the validity of the prestige measures and defending the survey re-
sponse levels rather than on the construction of a ‘‘Blishen’’-type occupational scale.
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further, a subset of respondents who indicated that the term ‘‘social stand-
ing’’ had no real meaning rated a select group of occupations somewhat
differently than did other respondents (Goyder and Frank 2007). In addi-
tion, groups of people may rate occupations they know, or are close
to, somewhat differently than those with which they are less familiar; also
the gender of the incumbents or the sex typing of the occupation may affect
rankings. In their national study of prestige, Goyder and Frank (2007) find
that women are more likely than men to overrate their own National Occu-
pational Classification (NOC) occupational group; however, a local study
found that the age and the sex of the rater made no difference and that
ratings were not depressed by specifying female incumbents of occupational
titles. In fact, in jobs dealing with people, specifying a female incumbent
increased the ratings (Goyder et al. 2003).

Second, unless prestige ranking studies are frequently repeated using
titles that reflect temporal changes in the occupational structure and in
classification schemes, the numbers of matches between census titles and
occupations that respondents rank in a prestige study are likely to decline
over time. Out of the 204 occupations ranked in the Pineo–Porter study,
the following numbers were matched, respectively, with the 1961, 1971, and
1981 censuses: 88, 85, and 75. In the recreation of a Blishen prestige-based
scale for the Canadian Classification and Dictionary of Occupations (CCDO)
classification in the 1991 census, only 72 occupations could be matched with
census titles (Boyd 2002b). The selection of specific occupational titles,
along with the declining number of matches, increases the possibility
that the occupations used to regress ‘‘prestige’’ on education and income or
earnings are unusual and thus affect the coefficients in the prediction equa-
tion. Temporal alterations in census classifications of occupations can also
heighten this basic difficulty of merging titles used in earlier prestige stud-
ies with those used in more recent census classifications. The new 2005
Canadian national survey of occupational prestige may remedy this difficul-
ty, although to date, results only apply to 26 aggregated occupational groups
(Goyder and Frank 2007; also see note 1).

A third problem is highlighted by the debate among U.S. scholars as
to what the resultant scale actually captures. Because education and income
(or earnings) from the census are used as predictors, one interpretation
is that prestige ratings are being predicted, and that the scores are proxies
for the prestige scores of occupations (Nam and Terrie 1982; Nam 2000;
Goyder and Frank 2007). However, in the United States, the originator
of the Duncan SEI scale (Duncan 1961a, 1961b) initially fluctuated
in his interpretation, ultimately announcing that his SEI was not a predic-
tion of the prestige ratings that occupations excluded from the NORC
North–Hatt study would receive if included in such a study (also see
Hauser and Warren 1997:213). As one commentator notes, those comments
leave open how the scale should be interpreted (Hodge 1981; also see
Nam and Terrie 1982).
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Notwithstanding the debate over what prestige-based scales measure,
two properties of these scales must be acknowledged. First, like the socio-
economic scale discussed in the next section, the prestige-based scales are
composite measures. They derive from weighted sums of the educational
and income or earnings characteristics of incumbents in specific occupations,
with the weights determined by regressing prestige rankings on occupation-
al-specific education and income/earnings (see Equation 1). As discussed
later, critics now caution against the use of composite occupational scales
in stratification studies of intergenerational status transmission and social
inequality. Second, if prestige-based occupational scales are not predicting
prestige, it is still the case that they differ conceptually from the pure socio-
economic scales discussed below. Grusky and Van Rompaey (1992) note that
scholars who work with prestige-based scales typically characterize the occu-
pational structure as resting on two hierarchies: a simple economic hierarchy
and an imperfectly correlated sociocultural one that captures perceptions and
beliefs. That is, occupations can be ranked in terms of the education and
income of their incumbents, but occupations are also stratified on the basis
of their social standing (Blishen and Carroll 1982b). The implication, then,
is that the Blishen occupational scale incorporates both the economic and
subjective social opinion dimensions of occupations.

Socioeconomic Scales

The second major procedure for transforming occupational data into
interval scales rests solely on the educational and income/earnings charac-
teristics of occupations. Like the prestige-based occupational scaling
method, this approach is not immune to debate over how to best scale occu-
pations or whether to have a composite scale at all (Hauser and Warren
1997). However, this second method does break from the reliance on pres-
tige studies in that there is no inclusion of the ‘‘prestige’’ or social standing
of occupations obtained from studies in which respondents are asked to
rank select titles. Heuristically, the method of scaling avoids potential prob-
lems that might arise if prestige studies of occupational rankings lack
validity, or are not recent, or where the number of ranked occupations
that can be matched with census occupational titles diminishes over time.
Conceptually, the scale does not contain a subjective dimension resting on
perceptions and beliefs. Rather, this approach rests on the notion that often
a researcher wants a measure of class or of life chances or objective status
conditions that is found by using pure socioeconomic indicators of occupa-
tions (Miller and Salkind 2002:460). A pure socioeconomic scale is produced
that captures the level of living of those studied, measured by the aggregate
educational and earnings characteristics of occupations (Nam 2000; Nam
and Boyd 2004).

There are two different modes of calculating pure socioeconomic scores.
Using the 1951 Canadian census classification, Bernard Blishen (1958) at
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York University created a scale using a procedure that took the average
educational and income characteristics of each occupational title, created
standard (Z) scores, and averaged the results. However, his conceptual
framing of occupational scales incorporated both the economic and subjec-
tive evaluations of occupations, and starting with the 1961 census, he moved
to producing socioeconomic scores that incorporated the occupational rank-
ings found in the Pineo–Porter (1967) prestige study (Boyd 2002b, Table 1).2

In a second, independent, and sustained development, Charles Nam,
then at the U.S. Bureau of the Census, used the U.S. 1960 census classifi-
cation of occupational titles to develop a socioeconomic scale. Mary Powers
subsequently collaborated on the project, and the American scale became
known as the Nam–Powers occupational status scale, undergoing regular
updates associated with the decennial U.S. censuses (U.S. Department of
Commerce 1964; Nam and Powers 1968; Nam and Terrie 1982; Nam and
Terrie 1988; Nam and Boyd 2004). The occupational status scale correlates
highly with Duncan’s prestige-based SEI, which is not surprising given
the centrality of education and income in both measures. It is viewed as the
major competitor to the Duncan SEI and its successors in the United States
(Hauser and Warren 1997).

The starting assumption of the occupational socioeconomic scores de-
veloped by Nam and Powers and most recently updated by Nam and Boyd
(2004) is that education and income are valid indicators of what is meant by
occupational status. Calculating the scores rests on the following principles:
(1) array the detailed list of census-detailed occupations in the experienced
labor force according to the median educational level of the incumbents,
from low to high; (2) array the same occupations separately according to the
median income or earnings level of the incumbents, again from low to high;3

(3) using the number of persons engaged in each occupation, calculate the
cumulative percent distribution for the educational rankings and again for
the income/earnings rankings; and (4) average the two cumulative percent-
age distributions.

2. However, the production of the 1981 Blishen–Carroll–Moore scale incorporated elements of the earliest
scale produced by Blishen (1958). Rather than relying on percentages above a given level of education or
income as was done in the 1961 and 1971 occupational scale (Boyd 2002b, table 1), medians and
Z scores for education and earning were used. The prediction formulas also changed. Instead of regress-
ing the prestige scores on education and income as separate variables, the prediction equation was
determined by regressing the matched Pineo–Porter scores on to the standard score calculated from the
average of the education and income scores. In the final step, which calculated scores for all census oc-
cupations, the aggregated standard score was used. The ‘‘Blishen’’-type NOC scale for 26 occupational
titles also used similar procedures (Goyder and Frank 2007, table 3). As a result, the Blishen–Carroll–
Moore scale based on regressing prestige on occupations, the recent NOC scale for 26 categories, and the
Nam–Powers approach all give equal weight to education and income or earnings.

3. Reflecting the data tabulation capabilities of the times, earlier versions of the occupational status scores
used the total income of incumbents in any given occupation. The advent of powerful computers, soft-
ware, and public use data sets in the United States removed these earlier limitations. In their scores
produced from the 2000 census, Nam and Boyd (2004) used earnings of occupations, measured as wage
and salary earnings, self-employment and business-related earnings, and farm earnings.

A Socioeconomic Scale for Canada 59



Operationally, the numbers of persons in a given occupational category
are used to weight the median values for education and earnings or income,
and the array is transformed into percentiles. In this sense, the derivation of
each score depends on the score for all other occupations and on the result-
ing hierarchical structure (Nam 2000; Nam and Boyd 2004). As a result, the
Nam–Powers–Boyd method takes into account the shape of the distribution
(the density function) as well as the absolute difference between occupa-
tions in median education or income. The value for the ith occupation has a
straightforward interpretation: it is the percentage of persons who are in
occupations having combined average levels of (median) education and
earnings/income lower than the ith occupation. The scores range between
0 and 100 (Nam 2000; Nam and Boyd 2004).

OCCUPATIONAL STATUS SCORES FOR CANADA

The Canadian equivalent of the Nam–Powers–Boyd occupational status
scores can be easily calculated from the census master files available from
Statistics Canada. An earlier analysis of 1991 census data used the CCDO
classification to produce and to compare a scale based on the Nam–Powers
methodology to a Blishen prestige-type scale. The latter matched 72 Pineo–
Porter rankings to census titles. A Spearman rank order correlation of .94
exists between the two scales (Boyd 2002b), a result consistent with the high
correlation found in the United States between the Duncan index and the
Nam occupational scores (Hauser and Warren 1997).

Starting with the 1991 census, the earlier CCDO-based census occupa-
tional classification, called SOC80, was replaced by a dramatically new
classification system, the Standard Occupational System, or 1991 SOC. The
1991 Standard Occupational Classification used to code the 1991 and 1996
census data was, in turn, modestly revised to become the 2001 NOCS. With
minor adjustments via concordance tables, this detailed census classification
of over 500 occupational titles corresponds to the NOC developed and used by
the federal department of Human Resources and Social Development Canada.

There exist very minor changes in the occupational classification system
between the 1991 and 1996 to 2001 censuses, as well as in the questions used
to collect occupational data (Statistics Canada 2001, section 5; Statistics Can-
ada 2004, section 1). In Canada’s 2001 census, occupational data are collected
by asking persons aged 15 and older who are not in institutions to describe
the kind of work they were doing during the week before the census, and to
indicate the main activities in their job. If the person did not have a job at that
time, the data relate to the job of longest duration since January 1, 2000.
Persons with two or more jobs were asked to report the information for the
job at which they worked the most hours (Statistics Canada 2004, section 1).

The occupational status scores for the detailed occupational titles used
in the 2001 census are found in Appendix A. Excel versions of the codes
for 1991, 1996, and 2001 are available from the author. To reiterate the
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methodology, the numbers of persons in a given occupational category for
the experienced labor force (those having an occupation in 2000 and/or
2001) are used to weight the median values for education and earnings, and
the arrays are transformed into percentiles. In order to provide the option of
using the disaggregate components of the scores (Hauser and Warren 1997;
Warren, Sheridan, and Hauser 1998), occupational-specific educational and
income scores are also provided. The rank order correlation between the
occupational-specific educational and earnings percentiles is .49, and the cor-
relations between the overall occupational status scores and the education
and earnings percentiles are .89 and .84, respectively. These associations
suggest that, on the whole, the overall occupational status score captures the
educational and earnings dimensions of occupations. Further, education and
earnings make somewhat independent contributions to the overall scores.

In keeping with the methodology used to construct the scale, socioeco-
nomic scores in Appendix A range from 0 to 100. Out of the 520 occupational
titles used in the detailed 2001 census classification, the top five ranked oc-
cupational titles in 2001 are the following: Specialist Physicians; General
Practitioners and Family Physicians; Dentists; Judges and Lawyers; and
Quebec Notaries. The five lowest scored occupational titles are the following:
Trappers and Hunters; Sports Officials and Referees;4 Harvesting Labour-
ers; General Farm Workers; and Couriers, Messengers, and Door-to-Door
Distributors. Occupations with titles such as ‘‘General Office Clerks’’ (NO-
CS2001 B511), ‘‘Dispatchers and Radio Operators’’ (NOCS2001 B511),
‘‘Ticket Agents, Cargo Service Representatives, and Related Clerks (Except
Airline)’’ (NOCS2001 B511), and ‘‘Machining Tool Operators’’ (NOCS2001
B511) had scores of 50, indicating that 50 percent of the experienced labor
force population are in occupations where the average of education and
earnings medians is below those who were incumbents of these listed titles.

In order to preserve the confidentiality of respondents, Statistics Can-
ada typically aggregates the detailed census occupational titles into many
fewer occupational categories when releasing data sets for public use. In the
past, researchers using public use data files from the census were forced to
develop their own procedures for fitting a large array of scores to a more
aggregated classification scheme. To circumvent this difficulty, scores
can be calculated for the occupational groupings found in the Public Use

4. Although the low ranking of Sports Officials and Referees initially may appear strange, it should be not-
ed that this occupational title is distinct from that of Coach. Further, it must be remembered that each
ith score reflects the inputs of the education and annual earnings of the incumbents in the ith occupa-
tion. Analysis of the 2001 census reveals that persons reporting Sports Officials and Referees
occupations are young, with an average age less than 23 years, and they worked 18 weeks in 2000 on
average. Also, a few other anomalous combinations of educational and occupational scores exist. For
example, NOCs title E112 ‘‘Postsecondary Research and Teaching Assistants’’ has an overall score of 55,
as a result of being in the 98th percentile on education but in the 11th percentile on earnings. Less easily
understood is J174 ‘‘Tobacco Machine Operators’’ with only a very few workers, but where the score for
education is very low and that for earnings is very high. Subsequent investigations determined that
many of the high earning workers are in their 50s and 60s. This occupational category also includes
workers who hand-roll cigars.

A Socioeconomic Scale for Canada 61



Microdata Files of Individuals. The results are presented in Appendix B.
These scores are calculated from the master census database, using the
methodology used to generate scores for the entire range of titles found in
the census classification.

OCCUPATIONAL SCORES AND INEQUALITY

Given that early interest in occupational scales rested on the ability of scales
to map social and economic inequalities in a population, how well do
the 2001 occupational status scores capture differences among groups in
Canada? A quick answer to this question is obtained by attaching the
occupational status scores found in Appendix A to 2001 census data for
the Canadian population aged 15 and older, and calculating the average
scores and the percentage distributions across five categories for a number
of demographic, social, and economic characteristics (Table 1). These calcu-
lations reveal clear differences in occupational status scores between groups
in Canada on a number of dimensions that can be considered bases of strat-
ification and which, in Weberian terms, can be linked to the unequal
possession of goods and opportunities for income: sex, age, place of resi-
dence, period of immigration, generational status, visible minority group
membership, marital status and family type, official language knowledge
and home usage, educational attainment, unemployment and full- or part-
time status, and living below the low-income cutoff lines.

On average, scores are lowest for those aged 15–24 years of age, those
not living in CMAs, those living in the Maritimes, Saskatchewan, and
Nunavut, those who are foreign born and arriving from 1991 on, those who
are third-plus generation (see Boyd 2002a for explanations of the latter
finding), those who are members of Latin American or South East Asian
visible minority groups, or those who are self-reporting Aboriginals. Scores
are highest for the population aged 25–64 years old, living in CMAs, living
in Ontario, the foreign born arriving before 1980, the second generation
(Canadian born with one or both parents foreign born), and those who
are either members of nonvisible minority groups, excluding Aboriginals,
or members of the Japanese, Arab, or Chinese minority groups. The per-
centage distributions tell a similar story.

The scores sharply distinguish between groups defined by social and
economic characteristics. There are lower occupational status scores for
those who are single (this includes many younger Canadians), women who
are lone parents or living common law, those who do not know either
English or French, and those who live in home settings where languages
other than English and/or French are spoken. Canadians with less than a
grade 9 education have the lowest occupational scores, as do those who are
unemployed, working part time, or living in households below Statistics
Canada’s low-income cutoffs. Conversely, higher occupational status scores
characterize those Canadians who are currently married or common law
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husbands, those who speak either English only or English and French,
those who hold university degrees or higher, and those who are currently
employed, working full time or living in households above the low-income
cutoffs.

ISSUES IN USING OCCUPATIONAL SCALES

Table 1 also shows that women aged 15 and older have on average an occu-
pational status score that is two points lower than the average score
observed for men. While consistent with findings that women may do less
well in the labor market than men with respect to any number of indicators
ranging from earnings to glass ceilings, this pattern reverses the tendency
of prestige-based occupational scales to generate the same or higher average
values for women than for men (Boyd et al. 1985; Boyd 1986, Tables 7.3 and
7.6; Warren et al. 1998, Tables 5 and 6).

Using occupational scales to study gender inequality has generated two
sets of research questions during the past 30 years. The first set focused on
the early prestige-based scales that were calculated only for the male popu-
lation, asking if it was appropriate to use male-derived SEIs to map the
occupational achievements of women and/or to compare men and women.
Conceptually, one issue was whether a single socioeconomic hierarchy existed
or if it was sex specific. The North American response was to produce both
female-specific scales using educational and occupational data only for the
female population and scales that were based on the characteristics of
the total population (for early examples, see Blishen and Carroll 1982a,
1982b; Powers 1982; Featherman and Stevens 1982; Boyd 1986). The general
conclusion was that using a female-specific scale to study gender differences
simply perpetuated the difficulties of using a male-specific scale, and that
using one scale for women and another for men obviated gender comparisons.
As a result, using scales derived from the educational and income/earnings
characteristics of the total population became the dominant practice.

However, heuristically derived as it was, this resolution did not remove
concerns over the conclusions about gender inequalities that relied on scales
referencing the total population. Within the field of social stratification, the
second set of questions thus raise possibilities that other indicators are also
suitable, and that total population-based scales misrepresent processes of
occupational attainment and inheritance across generations. Occupational
scales, of course, are only one way of representing labor market hierarchies.
Fueled by the growth of surveys, researchers today can choose among a
variety of workplace measures with which to examine gender inequality,
including features such as autonomy, supervisory responsibilities, and
decision-making capacities, as well as occupational scales.

In their comparisons of prestige-based and the pure socioeconomic
scales used in the United States, Hauser and Warren (1997) and Warren
et al. (1998) argue that composite scales are particularly problematic when
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examining gender differences in occupational status. They note that scores
produced by composite scales reflect the weights applied to the educational
and earnings components of any given scale. Yet women tend to occupy jobs
with higher education than men and to be paid less. Depending on the
weights applied to education and earnings of occupations, composite scores
for women may be higher or lower than those for men. Much of their ana-
lyses involves comparing results produced by a variety of prestige-based and
the Nam–Powers types of scales, which use different weights for education
and occupation. What a comparable study would show for Canada remains an
empirical question. As noted in footnote 2, the 1981 Blishen–Carroll–Moore
scale based on regressing prestige on occupations, the recent Goyder and
Frank ‘‘Blishen’’-type NOC scale for 26 categories, and the Nam–Powers
approach adopted in this paper all give equal weight to education and
income/earnings.

Warren et al. (1998) conclude that there is no one scalar concept or
measure of occupational standing that will satisfy all research uses of the
concept of occupational standing. However, they recommend that dimension-
specific scales be used, emphasizing that occupational educational scores be
used when studying intergenerational persistence, and that occupational
wages/earnings scales be used if one wants to look at gender differences in
earnings. In addition to presenting composite scores, Appendix A includes
these specific scales for researchers wishing to use them.

CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION

Almost 50 years ago, the creator of one of the most widely used occupational
scales in North America commented that ‘‘there can be no such thing as a
single index of socioeconomic status suitable for all purposes of social re-
search in a modern complex society’’ (Duncan 1961a:139). Two distinctive
methodologies predominate in the construction of North American occupa-
tional scales: (1) using the results of prestige studies to transform
occupational data into occupational prestige scales; and (2) converting
occupational data into occupational status scores that represent a pure
socioeconomic scale. Both approaches have long histories, and the use of one
metric over another generally reflects availability, the conceptual frame-
work of the research, and the intended analysis (Nam and Boyd 2004). In
this paper, a new socioeconomic scale is produced from the occupational da-
ta collected in the Canadian 2001 census of population, using only the
educational and earnings properties of specific occupational titles and fol-
lowing the Nam–Powers methodology. This scale ranks the occupational
propositions held by individuals along a socioeconomic hierarchy that
captures the level of living of those studied. In addition to producing a pure
socioeconomic scale, another contribution of the research reported in this
paper is the creation of educational and earnings scales specific to occupa-
tions. These education- or earnings-specific occupational scales can be used
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by researchers wishing to study intergenerational inheritance or gender
inequality, following the recommendations of Hauser and Warren (1997)
and Warren et al. (1998).

Nonetheless, composite scores continue to have their uses and
appeals for several reasons. First, their use is long standing, and the weight
of tradition alone continues their appeal for some researchers. Second,
while the use of occupationally based scales has faded in some areas of
sociology (Goyder and Frank 2007), they continue to be exploited to good
effect in the disciplines of psychology, criminology, health sciences, and
childhood development (Boyd 2002b).

Third, it is useful to emphasize that composite occupational scales
are not properties of individuals but rather are a collective property of the
occupational groups in which individuals are located—the institutionalized
work environments in which individual human capital is utilized, accumu-
lated, and rewarded. Individuals who have identical levels of education and
earnings at a specific point in time may be employed in very different occu-
pations characterized by very different patterns of lifetime earnings and
human capital acquisition. There are at least two ways in which composite
occupationally based scores capture information on life chances that
remain invisible to measures of current levels of education and earnings
that characterize a particular individual in a specific occupation. First, while
educational achievement remains relatively fixed over the life course of most
adults, acquisition of additional experience-based human capital does not.
The ways in which workers use their educational skills and the acquisition of
additional work-based experience are contingent on the occupations in which
they are employed. Second, earnings are not fixed but instead tend to rise
over the life course. The fact that a young lawyer or accountant currently
earns less than an experienced auto assembler is hardly indicative of the
differential economic life chances embedded in their respective occupational
careers. To reiterate, occupations provide the institutional context within
which individual human capital is exercised, accumulated, and rewarded.
Sociologists have long made strong claims about the causal significance of
such institutional contexts. The challenge for future research is to establish
the range of outcomes for which such strong claims are correct.
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Appendix B

Boyd-NP Scores and Ranks for Occupational Variables NOCS01P
on 2001 Public Use Microdata File of Individuals, 2001 Canadian

Census of Population

NOCS01P
PUMF code Occupational title

Boyd-
NP score

Rank of
score

1 Senior management occupations (A0) 91 4
2 Other management occupations (A1, A2, A3) 80 6
3 Professional occupations in business and finance (B0) 89 5
4 Financial, secretarial and administrative occupations

(B1, B2, B3)
62 10

5 Clerical occupations and clerical supervisors (B4, B5) 49 15
6 Occupations in natural and applied sciences (C0, C1) 92 3
7 Professional occupations in health, registered nurses

and supervisors (D0, D1)
97 1

8 Technical, assisting and related occupations in health
(D2, D3)

56 13

9 Occupations in social science, government services
and religion (E0, E2)

73 7

10 Teachers and professors (E1) 94 2
11 Occupations in art, culture, recreation and sport

(F0, F1)
54 14

12 Wholesale, technical, insurance, real estate B13 sales
specialists, and retail, wholesale and grain buyers
(G1)

69 8

13 Retail trade supervisors, salespersons, sales clerks
and cashiers (G2, G3, G011)

25 19

14 Chefs and cooks, supervisors, and other occupations
in food and beverage service (G4, G5, G012)

22 21

15 Occupations in protective services (G6) 66 9
16 Childcare and home support workers (G8) 18 24
17 Service supervisors, occupations in travel and

accommodation, attendants in recreation and sport
and sales and service occupations, n.e.c. (G7, G9,

G013, G014, G015, G016)

21 22

18 Contractors and supervisors in trades and
transportation (H0)

61 11

19 Construction trades (H1) 35 18
20 Other trades occupations (H2, H3, H4, H5) 58 12
21 Transport and equipment operators (H6, H7) 37 17
22 Trades helpers, construction, and transportation

labourers and related occupations (H8)
22 20

23 Occupations unique to primary industries (I0, I1, I2) 15 25
24 Supervisors, machine operators and assemblers in

manufacturing (J0, J1, J2)
40 16

25 Labourers in processing, manufacturing and
utilities (J3)

20 23
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