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Measurement issues of the social class in social psychology of education:
Is it a category mistake?
Abstract: The present article discusses the measurement of social class in the social psychology of education research.
It was evident that social class experiences are conflated with the socioeconomic status (SES) indicators and the
subjective measure of the class context was underrepresented. However, this was discussed in Rubin et al (2014) about
the intersectional nature of social class taking into account both objective and subjective indicators. The derivation of
the social class experience from the objective and subjective measures were critically discussed. An effort was made
to understand whether these translations are category mistake or not. Three trajectories will be utilized to address the
category mistake, that is, 1) subjectivity and objectivity debate in the measurement of social class in social psychology of
education, 2) debates encircling around the position of social psychology and its underutilized concept such as social class
as scientifically objective facets in social sciences and 3) operationalism of social class and category mistake.
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In modern social psychological research, the SES was
measured through the objective indicators in the last couple
of decades. The measure of SES seems to be important in
understanding the person’s standing on the social hierarchy
with the help of primary tripartite indicators of income, education, and occupation (see Davey Smith et al., 1998; Lareau
& Conley, 2008; Stephens, Markus & Fryberg, 2012). These
objective measures of SES were heavily relied to explain
some psychological experiences like teacher judgment of
pupil aptitude, classroom behaviour and achievement level
(Hoge, 1983; also Gaines & Davis, 1990; White, 1980;
Sirin, 2005; see Winne & Nesbit, 2010), intelligence (see
Nettelbeck & Wilson, 2010), school readiness (Hochschild,
2003; McLoyd, 1998), self-efficacy (Arnold & Doctoroff,
2003) etc. Some of the observations showed that objective
indicators result in contrary psychological outcomes as
compared with the subjective indicators such as perception
about one’s standing on the social ladder (e.g. Scott &
Leonhardt, 2005). Nagel (1974) argued that the claim of
being an objective observer having the consciousness about
the others’ mental states may be a myth. He talked about
the subjective ‘character of experience’ (p. 436). In a similar
way, the epistemological approach of social psychologists
as an objective observer of the social class through the
indicators of SES can be challenging.
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Recently, the trend to explore the intersectional
nature of objective and subjective indicators are
observed pertaining to the critiques call for the subjective
understanding of social class (Rubin et al., 2014; see
also see also Day, Rickett &Woolhouse, 2014; Kraus &
Stephens, 2012). It is a matter of controversy whether the
assigned criteria to understand the subjective SES truly
captures the social class experiences or not. Though the
arguments for subjective SES were neither in minority
nor new and people in different disciplines were exploring
it (see Chapin, 1935). According to Wright (2015) the
approaches of understanding the social class were evident
in three sociological analyses, 1) stratification approaches to
class which define class in terms of individual attributes and
conditions, 2) Weberian approaches define class in terms
of a variety of mechanisms of opportunity hoarding, and
3) Marxist approach define class in terms of mechanism
of exploitation and domination (p. ix). The report of the
APA task force on SES (2007) acknowledged the need for
integrative and the state-of-the-art approach to conceptualize
and measure SES and social class (p. 27).
However, in the recent past a growing literature in the
social psychology of education starts to take into account
students’ subjective perception of their social class (see
for example Ostrove & Long, 2007; Ostrove, Stewart, &
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Curtin, 2011; Rubin & Wright, 2015; Soria, Stebleton,
& Huesman, 2013; Wiederkher, Bonnot, Krauth-Gruber,
& Darnon, 2015). As Keefer, Goode, and Berkel (2015)
found the relevance of the class consciousness in the social
and political psychology literature, it is shown that the
current use of subjective measure misses some important
picture about social class. It doesn’t give sufficient logic to
understand the real experience of which one claims to be
cognizant through these measures.
One observation is taken from the Indian society about
the subjective perception of being from the higher class
because of ones belonging to the upper caste (see Sharma,
1994). However, it was also noticed that social class in
terms of objective indicators showed a different picture.
Some of the higher caste people, if being low in their
social class, still perceived themselves as from high-status
group as compared with people belonging to the lower
caste background. Harrison (2010) extended the notion
of objective and subjective social class as complementary
where structural and economic factors complement lived
experience. This subjective definition of self, emerging
because of group affiliations and identity despite having
the consciousness of being high or low on the objectively
decided criterion of SES. This shows the need for more
criteria’s to be included in the SES scale. Also, few reports
showed that people in the majority of cases identify
themselves as working class even having a job which
sociologists consider to be middle class (Harrison, 2010;
Ostrove & Cole, 2003). The effective placing of objective
and subjective indicators together with voluntary and
involuntary identification was less seen in the mainstream
social psychology research in education.
It is imperative to understand that SES measurement
on the basis of same sets of criterion may not derive fully
the essence of the sociocultural experience of people from
the diverse background. Do the people perception of their
understanding of social class is authentic or it may turn into
exaggerations? (see Adair, 2001; Evans & Kelley, 2004).
In this context, the objective measure of social class may
give an important report about the social class standing. In
some cases, objective indicators were moderately correlated
with the subjective measures (e.g. r = 0.40 in Adler, Epel,
Castellazzo, & Ickovics, 2000; r = 0.23 in Kraus & Keltner,
2013; r = 0.40 in Ostrov & Long, 2007). The recent
literature, though, shows the decreasing correlation between
naive observers estimate and subjective SES, pointing
towards the missing picture. The moderate commonality
of variance between objective and subjective measures of
social class shows that the measure does not fully translate
the individual’s subjective experience of their social class.
The clarifications about the equivalency of the SES scale
applicable to a different cultural context having a different
language, value system, beliefs, and practices is debatable.
There are some researches in the health domain which
appreciated the global applicability of the SES scales, both
objective and subjective, where subjective was considered
to be more potent predictor (e.g. Singh-Manoux, Marmot,
& Adler, 2005).

Kraus and Stephens (2012) noticed that “social
class is rendered meaningful through the contexts that
people inhabit over time” (p. 644). Thus, the importance
of a subjective understanding of one’s class position in
the group or society may become relevant. The point of
contention here is about the validity of subjective social
class indicators and exact point of intersection of objective
and assumed subjective indicators (see Rubin et al., 2014).
The trend in social psychological literature (e.g. India)
assumed the nature of social divisions regarding the
interplay of continuous variables and placed its intricacies
within the social class context. For example, Verma,
Upadhyay and Mishra (2003) tried to understand the
development of perceptual exploration and part-whole
perception within the socio-cultural context. They sought
to explore the nature of development in the upper and
the lower continuum of SES. It was interesting to note
that the research connected SES with the other social
category such as caste, however, in the deficiency context.
Research in social psychology of education placed SES
configurations as a prominent social category under which
other circumstances such as caste, gender, and other social
categories were explored (e.g. Rao, Vidya & Sriramya,
2015; Singh, 1976, 1980; Srivastava, 2003; Srivastava,
2009; see also see also Sinha & Mishra, 2013; Sinha &
Mishra, 2014; Sinha & Mishra, 2015; Vahali, 2015).
For example, the perception of SES for the people from
upper caste background who were wealthy earlier will be
different from the perception of lower caste people who
are economically wealthy in the present. The possibility
of the caste based stigma may not be operating in the
same way for both. However, the sense of discrimination
and the actual discrimination faced by these two groups
is the matter to be looked into the future in the context of
social justice. The present article explores the universalistic
approach of measuring social class and its reduction to
the indicators of SES as a category mistake. Further, it
attempts to explore the meaning of quantification of social
class and SES in social psychology of education from three
trajectories, that is 1) subjectivity and objectivity debate
in the measurement of social class in social psychology
of education, 2) debates encircling around the position of
social psychology and its simplified analysis of social class
in terms of objective facets and 3) operationalism of social
class and category mistake.

The measurement issues in social class and SES
The alignment between the social psychological
concepts and the actual reality is still an ongoing debate
(Haig & Borsboom, 2012; Schmittmann et al., 2013).
The case of SES to denote the corresponding objective
social and psychological condition of individual or
group is a simplistic and linear appropriation in the
social psychological research on education. For example,
the definition of SES is based on an integration of few
indicators which denotes one’s present living status.
In social psychological literature in India, it is made
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synonymous with the term social class (Agarwal, 2008;
Conger, Conger, & Martin, 2010; Masthi, Gangaboraiah,
Kulkarni, 2013; see also Misra & Tripathi, 2004). The
objective status of the social classification scales and
the effort to connect it with the social psychological
facets has given an incomplete picture of the social
psychological experiences. For example, the observers’
perspective offered to understand the effect of SES on
students’ academic achievement was widely used in
the literature. However, the diminishing strength was
reported in the metaanalysis (see Sirin, 2005). Pronin,
Gilovich, and Ross (2004) discussed the blind spots in
the judgment of the reality of one’s self and the other,
and further added to the hypothesis that objectivity is in
the eye of the beholder. It was also discussed in details
about the dominance of economic paradigm of SES
which is prominent in psychological research. Economists
show that SES is a vector approach having both the
magnitude and directions. However, the psychological
aspects were rejected as subjective and directionless. This
questions the interdisciplinary approach to understanding
one’s psychology by placing one’s understanding in
the reductivist metatheory? (see Sinha, 2016). Thus,
the decreasing statistical relationship between SES and
academic achievement convince back to the problematic
status of SES and its measurement.
Extending further, the measurement paradigms for
understanding any psychological phenomenon utilizes the
series of abstraction taken as real. For example, a) in time
and space the meaning of attribute may change, b) there
is nothing like type-type identity between psychological
concept and the actual reality of the phenomenon, and
c) the psychological concepts cannot be understood in
vacuum but in networked environment (see Zachar, 2015;
See also Meehl, 1978). The formative theory about the
nature of SES as a latent construct, comprising various
indicators complementing one another to give the complete
picture is problematic, as the nature of the formative model
is also susceptible to change. From the Borsboom (2008)
work it can be inferred that the connections of indicators of
SES are in direct and possible relations with one another.
In this context, Schmittmann et al. (2013) stated that,
“a problem with formal theories of dynamical systems is
that almost all of the known mathematical results concern
deterministic systems” (p. 6).
This holds that the conjoint models available to
assess the SES claim through their individual observable
connections, about the true determinism and certainty.
However, the reduction of social class to the SES indicators
only and neglecting the broader concept of social class, or
taking it as same, ruptures the philosophical inquiry in the
rigid domain of mainstream social psychology and is an
overestimation of objectivity. As Schmittmann et al. (2013)
pointed that psychology deal with the probabilistic systems
and data characterized by high level of noise” (p. 6), it can
be scrutinized further to understand the meaning of noise
and whether is that an actual noise or important vector
having latent interconnected pathways.
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The measurement of social class comprises the
frequency of categories associated with it. These categories
for example, low SES, are obtained from people’s response
in any social domain and have changing cut off points
depending upon the research questions, sample size,
participants’ identity, and methodology. As compared with
concepts in natural science which can be measured through
calibrated instruments, the possibility of measurement of
social class in a similar way is a complex task. According to
Rubin et al. (2014), ‘there are no international conventions
for measuring social class or SES’ (p. 5). The concepts in
natural science are reliable across the situations, at least
with the same tool, which is amenable to change with the
shift in scientific thinking. But the concepts in the social
sciences, where the same tool for measuring social class
was used sometimes is outdated and are acultural and
acontextual. However, the process of revision is available
for the tools of measurement, but the revised form does
not confirm whether the outcome is real measurement or
some epistemological positions (see also Borsboom, 2004).
Thus, the reliance on test for establishing the validity of
any concept may be due to the validation process and not
because of the actual ontological nature of the concept, at
least in the domain of social sciences.
The tendency to assign numerals to the subjectively
evolved construct in psychology is a criticized by the
relativists who conjure up the debates on the objectivity
issue adopted by the realists. Let us take one of the
indicators of SES that is, income, which relies on the
earning and its value measured in the comparative context
of income generation. However, it was hardly invoked
that income is itself a subjective perception when looked
through the lived experience of people. Income provides
the emotional and social standing of the individual in
a majority of cases where individual’s social capitals
nurture the accumulated psychological capital. The debates
encircling around the position of social psychology of
education and its underutilized concept such as social
class as a scientifically objective fact in social sciences
contests with the interdisciplinary perspective. Some of
the debates seem to nurture the epistemological styles of
understanding any phenomenon regarding its measurement
in psychological sciences (see Kievet et al., 2011; Michell,
2013). The issues of understanding the social psychological
concepts in education by assigning numerals and measuring
its relationship with other concepts were debated in many
forums. One of the arguments is the use of the idea of SES
in social psychology. Since SES is one of underutilized
concept in social psychological research in education, as it
was assumed to have the better role in sociological research
rather than in psychological sciences, its scope was limited
to its objective nature. SES as an active demographical
concept was utilized in research, to study group differences
where social psychological concepts were investigated,
but its role was more superficial and taken for granted.
However, some of the literature in sociology and political
sciences paved its way for active involvement in the social
psychological literature recently. The concept of SES was
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considered on the basis of consciousness of one’s present
income, occupation, and educational status, together with
its historical awareness regarding one’s identification
with the available social category. The knowledge of SES
gained from the memory of generations, which is the
social class, was very much neglected in psychological
sciences. Its measurement was assumed to be empirically
non-feasible epistemologically, where the whole gamut
of one’s experiences and collective memory because
of social class hierarchy formed the missing picture in
social psychological literature. The social psychological
research in education, by adopting SES as demographical
variable assumed its nature as an empirical construct
rather than the concept which has a hidden picture. The
decision to operationalize SES by observing the available
indicators believed to be portraying the reality of social
stratification.

Subjectivity and objectivity debate
in the measurement of social class
Some of the interdisciplinary works related to social
class and education have been done in the Indian context
(e.g. Sinha, 2013, 2014) where the observers’ perspective
was looked critically. The problem of psychologism is very
much evident in the formulation and measurement of social
class in social psychological research in education. The
very concept of social class and its intricacies were reduced
to the indicators such as occupation, income, and education
only giving the incomplete picture. The deeper underlying
facets of these individual factors with the subjectivities
associated with it were ruled out from the scientific and
quantitative circles. The psychological units related to the
variations in the contexts such as social class indicators
were widely dealt in the literature, however, the thick
description (Geertz, 1973) associated with all this context is
either very time consuming or outside the scientific reality
of social psychological research in education. The myth of
assessing the true nature was placed in the paradigms and
cultural practices of the scientific community.
Michell (2009), in his chapter on “invalidity in
validity’ noted that the myth about the measurement of
any psychological construct is in actuality a quantitative
attribute. In addition, SES is simply not the economics
concept derived from the labour market worldviews but
has deep seated psychological connotations embedded in
the history of one’s cultural practices. It can be argued that
mental unit is not possible in actuality, however, the unit
was assigned to the superficial aspects of the SES construct,
and the psychology associated with the social class was
separated from its very nature. For example, most of the
research in the domains of social psychology in education
in India conjectured their problems in terms of the
association between objective indicators and psychological
constructs. The problem is twofold when we try to connect
the two variables, one objectively presented but inherently
subjective in nature, in psychological studies, 1) the real
correlation is non-conforming to the real life and is limited
to the statistical manipulations only, and 2) the conclusion

drawn on the basis of statistical correlations is insufficient
and need to be complemented with everyday interactions
and discourses in the social space (see Zebroski, 2006).
The concept of social class was developed to understand
facts about the lifestyles, living condition, geographical
dominations, capitalization of resources and inequality
and divides in terms of accumulation of resources etc.
The story of social class was very much missing from the
scientifically influenced literature of social psychology of
education.

Debates encircling social psychology
and use of social class measure
As discussed, the scientific literature in social psychology of education, linking social class with the educational
domain, predominantly presented the universal nature of
social class assessed through scales. The categorization
of social class was more on the basis of the presence of
the quantity of some socioeconomic facets reported on the
scale rather than on the basis of something not existing
on the scale. According to Hibberd (2014) categories are
the conditions or the features of existence or occurrence
of anything. However, this is not about the “antecedent
circumstances that bring about existence” (see Hibberd,
2014, p. 164) but its inherent nature of being and becoming
in the social context. This is contrary to the present status of
assessing one’s socioeconomic status where researchers in
the social psychology of education select the indicators or
their aggregation and link it to the psychological constructs.
The problem with this type of causality is that it misses the
very logic of social class and makes the category mistake
by locating the essence in the indicators without respecting
its essence of existence in the sociopolitical context.
However, it was also observed that many studies related to
social class and education, didn’t directly approached the
relationship but dealt with the intricacies of the conceptual
relationships.
In the debates regarding the reservation and affirmative action policies, people from middle class and upper
caste background rejected the caste-based affirmative
action in favour of economic inequality. The basis for this
argument from historically privileged group consciously
or unconsciously tries to portray an elusive picture of
inequality by neglecting the historical experience of
economic and social inequality because of the caste
system (see Jodhka, 2012). It was noticed that people
from upper caste who were most of the cases better in
social and economic positioning have better chances
of upward mobility as compared with the people from
a lower caste (Sharma, 1994; see also Guru, 2016; Shah,
2017). The estrangement of social class and caste in the
social psychology of education literature in India showed
the missing picture of the social psychological account.
Instead, the role of caste and class are building up on the
same premises of degradation of humanity in the name of
hierarchy and has taken a permanent picture in the name
of essentialism (see Jaspal, 2011; see also Mahalingam,
2003, 2007).
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The difference between the everyday living conditions
in terms of belief and values have shaped the psychology
of people, thus, displaying their social class (see Argyle,
1993). Recently, Gough and Madill (2012) had given an
alternative position where subjectivity was taken out from
the stigma of being unobservable and being redundant,
as was believed in the positivistic paradigm. They placed
the importance of subjectivity in psychological science
which was always a subjective phenomenon. That makes
psychology a subject of scientific exploration was its
assumption of being understood in the public domain,
and hence considered more politically an objective
science. Except in sociological literature, the concept of
social class was treated in a more superficial manner in
the social psychological literature, as the whole gamut of
social psychology of education is swayed by the mythical
paradigm of objectivism, as prominent in traditional
scientific thinking. The traditional scientific thinking
seems to get motivated by the bold conjectures which are
informed by objective knowledge without questioning its
status as amenable to change.
The metaphysics of social class as a perception of
one’s experience through various collective dynamics was
not taken into account due to its version of biasedness.
The problem which Hibberd (2014) pointed is in the
metaphysics and its alignments to the phenomenon under
scrutiny by psychologists. The problem here underlies
the use of methods claimed to be primarily scientific,
however, over-simplistic. The suitability of the method for
understanding any phenomenon such as social class effect
characterizes its epistemological stance embedded in the
paradigm, despite the viewpoints emanating out of the
experiences. The question which the social scientists seem
to be concerned about is the place of social psychology in
sciences and that too is the more mainstream encapsulation
of critical debates.

Operationalism of social class
and category mistake
Much literature showed SES as a representative of
one’s social class. However, from a long time in various
cultural contexts and in the various academic forum, it
was assumed that social class is dead (see Clark & Lipset,
1991; Pakulski & Waters, 1996; Tittenbrun, 2014; see also
Herring & Agarwala, 2008). In the social psychology of
education literature, the social class and SES was found
to have decreasing or no effect on various domains such
as education. If we premise our future discussion on these
outcomes, then measurement of SES as a token of one’s
social class becomes nonsensical. Day (2001) showed
that social class has an important effect on our lives and
has occupied significant essence of literary and cultural
analysis. However, when it comes to the social psychology
of education, the meaning and essence of social class are
reduced to set of indicators. Is the present use of social
class and SES in social psychological research is a category
mistake? These we have discussed in the earlier section,
however, in the present section, we will exclusively
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deal with the reductive process involved in the shaping
of objective meaning of social class. Before arguing the
nature of social class in the social psychology of education
domain, the discussion of category mistake and thick
description is imperative.
A category mistake is wrong attribution or assignment
of quality or attributes to some other category. In other
words, it may be a logical fallacy or category mistake
(Ryle, 1949), where any concept belonging to a different
logical category as something over and above or in addition
to a people real life experiences (see Jacquette, 2009).
Measurement of SES in social psychological literature
adopts a realist approach having a mind-independent stance.
However, it is evident through the number of research in
philosophy of sciences and measurement that measuring
or applying the quantitative feature to the psychological
underpinnings, are not natural (Campbell, 1920), are verbal
intercourses and have narrow meaning (Reese, 1943). This
logic of measurement in psychological science was taken
as either metaphorical or as an error in concept building
(Maul, Wilson & Irribarra, 2008). The way quantification
of SES corresponds to the actual qualitative contents is
the matter of deep scrutiny, as it seems to eliminate the
subjective elements like emotions. Though researchers in
social psychology attempted to relate objective elements
of SES with the psychological variable, it appears to be
a paradox of intentionality where the observable objects in
the external world are the representations in the mind and
connect to varied experiences. For example, the experience
of belongingness to any income group after the knowledge
of one’s objective SES may not necessarily correspond
to the actual daily experiences as objectively as it seems.
It is imperative to understand the sociocultural meaning
of social class by taking objective and subjective aspects
together with the discourses on social class through different
identity contingencies such as gender, caste, ethnicity etc.
This will probably solve the problem of category mistake.
Recent literature (Keefer, Goode, & Berkel, 2015; Stephens,
Markus, & Phillips, 2014; Kraus, Tan & Tannenbaum,
2013; Kraus & Stephens, 2012) attempted to go beyond
the objective trends of understanding social class in social
psychological literature and tried to bring in the subjective
understanding of it. The work of Keefer, Goode, and Berkel
(2015) shows an antireductionist stance of understanding
social class and brought the concept of class consciousness
and provided a novel approach towards the use of social
class in social psychological literature. Kraus, Tan, and
Tannenbaum (2013) provided rank based perspective
and suggested that social class is a fundamental mean by
which individual is listed on the social ladder of society.
This gives way to the shaping of people political attitude
and their interaction with the cultural values. The class
consciousness and rank based approach offers a perspective
for political change taking into the account the perception
of hierarchy. However, the internalization of social structure
and the classified nature of everyday experience need to be
considered into the social psychology of education literature
(see Wagner & McLaughlin, 2015; see also Argyle, 1994).
The lack of theoretically based guidance in the use of
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indicators of SES and its identification with psychological
experiences is one of the missing pictures in the social
psychology of education literature. Wagner and McLaughlin
(2015) utilized the concept of Pierre Bourdieu’s habitus in
more macro and micro level understanding of social class
existence in one’s consciousness embedded in the power
dynamics and communal context of India. As these aspects
are underrepresented in the mainstream psychological
literature, the effort to enable the exploration of everyday
classed experience is the need for future reconciliation of
social class measurement in social psychological research
in education.

Conclusions and Recommendations
It can be inferred from the above discussion that
utilizing indicators of SES as an accurate measurement of
social class is problematic. It is important to have a thick
description of the story of social class which can contribute
more meaningfully to the social psychology of education
literature. The concept of social class in the mainstream
psychology shows limited contribution. In other words,
it can be assumed that the space provided by the social
psychology of education to the graded experience of
everyday life is limited. In order to avoid the category
mistake, it is imperative to have an understanding of people
engagement with the social context and their social networks.
The reproduction of the same categorization on the basis of
classificatory criteria without giving scope to other identity
contingencies like caste, religion, region, languages (in
colonial context of India, English is considered to be the
language of modern and middle/higher middle class) may
lead to limited translation of social experiences.
The paradox of measuring the real element of an
entity such as social class is standing on the misunderstood
platform. The classification paradox of SES on the basis
of sets of indicators boosts the stereotypical assumptions
about the social class ladder and provides little scope
for the social change. The understanding of social class
from the cultural meaning making perspective critically
may help to provide a detailed description of class
consciousness instead of falling into making category
mistake by blindly relying on the operationalism and
acontextual measurement. In consequence, doing serious
social psychology in India and other cultural context is
a need and its cultural elements can’t be denied at the cost
of few objective indicators or mere perception about one’s
social class standing without giving serious attention to
social class identifications and working class collectivity
(see Rubin et al., 2014). Similarly measuring concepts
like SES and social class in India cannot be complete if
other contexts are not taken seriously or covered in social
psychological research in the educational domain. The
classification of SES is limited in its approach, and thick
description comprising other identity contingencies such
as caste, religion, region, language, and gender is needed
to avoid the errors of making wrong categorizations. On
the basis of above discussions, following points becomes
imperative:

1.

2.
3.
4.

Utilizing different tools available for assessing SES
and their suitability in the social psychology of
education: Objective Indicators: composite measures,
proxies (see APA Task force on socioeconomic
status, 2006) and Subjective Indicators like Mcarthur
Ladder (Adler et al., 2000), Class consciousness of
participants and researchers.
Understanding the discourse on social class (Zebroski,
2006) in different group settings.
Capturing the ethnographical accounts of communities.
Understanding social class through social network
analysis.
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