
Establishing 

international standards 

for measuring 

demographics

Jon Puleston

ESOMAR 

Professional Standards Committee

Oct 2021



Demographics are the founding 

bedrock of market research

We all rely on them to target 

audiences, set quotas, purchase 

sample and ensure the representivity 

of the research we conduct.

Age, Gender, Education, Working status, Job, Income, Socio-economic classifiers

2



Every company, every country has their 

own idiosyncratic way of doing things

We have absolutely no standards in the way we measure basic demographics 

around the world
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Studying how we measure demographics…

There are often big gaps between the answers people give to basic demographic questions 

we ask and what is expected.

70%
65%

80%

50%

40%
45%

50%

20%

Degree level education Working Earning above average
income

Manager status in your job

Average survey answers Expected
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A realisation that the way we ask many demographic questions is so often 

biased in the language we use and the choices we offer…

• Non-inclusive

• Hierarchical

• Patriarchal

Encouraging overclaim

What is your highest level of education?

Are you? 

Male

Female

How old are you?

18-14

25-34

35-44

45-54

55+What is your job status?

What is your annual income?
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Many techniques in common practice are outdated and highly idiosyncratic –

particular in the realm of socio-economic measurement
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International 

researchers 

have endured 

these problems 

for decades
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Why?

• Requires global co-ordination

• National methods are so long established

• Requires investment in establishing benchmarks and 

comparisons which is hard to find funding for

• Interested parties lack the power to drive through at a global scale

• Perhaps there also has been low underlying demand – low 

relative volumes of cross market research & locally dominated 

systems and solutions 
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But industry is changing

Growing levels of 

international cross 

market research – the 

web has 

internationalised 

marketing over the last 

decade

The harmonisation of 

sampling technology & 

automated sample 

supply demands having 

more consistent 

demographic standards

There is a stronger 

commercial appetite

The research industry 

and society as a whole 

is becoming more aware 

of the need for more 

inclusivity
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Ambition

• That measures each demographic 

component in the most reliable way

• Adopting questioning techniques that are 

non-biased and inclusive 

• That we can cross-calibrate to individual 

country measures

• That are always kept up to date 

To establish standardised ways of 

measuring demographics that we can 

use around the world

Seek collaboration to establish these as 

a global standard
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One of the missing pieces:

the research on research 

evidence to point us towards 

a more harmonised solution
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Undertaken two years of extensive research-on-research to try and devise 

best practice methods of measuring basic demographic

• Desk research examining how demographics and 

socio-economics classification are measured in 44 

countries around the world 

• 50+ research pilot experiments in 15 countries

• Academic review

• Publishing paper 
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Summary of learnings 



Age

18-24

25-34

34-44

45-54

55-64

65+

18-34

45-55

55+

Your age?

Your age?

Your age?

How this is typically asked…

What is your year of Birth? 6% → 2% error



Measuring Education levels

How this question is typically asked
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Removing the judgement from how we measure education levels
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Have you undertaken any more education later on in life? 



Education level

57%

85%

67%
70%

35%
40%

65%

42% 40%

25%
30%

23%
20%

34%

15%

US India (urban population) Philippines France South Africa

Degree level education

"Highest level of eductation" questions New method % of population estimated to attain degree

Current vs new method
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Working status measurement

How this question is typically asked:

What is your working status?
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Changing the question to de-emphasise work and expand out non-working 

roles

What best describes your lifestyle currently?
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Claim to be working

Note these experiments did not use not fully matched samples so this anacdotal evidence for time being

62%

82%
86%

65%

42%

68%
61%

43%

US India Phillopines Kenya

Current method New method

Current vs new method
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Job measurement
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Devising a more sophisticated job definition list that works effectively in every part of the world

Job status measurement
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Management status measurement…
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Job status

* Matching open ended description of their job

78%

92%

Current New

Able correctly define their job*

52%

20%

UK SEC method New

Claim to be in a manager role

Current vs new method
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Measuring income

A chaotic situation

• Ever ones using different income ranges often out 

of date

Confusion over whether its best to measure: 

• pre and post tax income

• Personal v household income

• Monthly or annual income

• Question suffers badly from overclaim
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Income as a predictor of wealth and disposable income

0.55

0.63

Personal icome Household income

Correlation with meta wealth score

0.65
0.61

0.71

Household monthly
post tax

Household annual
pre tax

Aggrigate measure
combining both

Correlation with meta wealth score
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Income: Proposed new method to reduce overclaim
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Claimed annual income (US)

5%
5% 4%

4% 4%
5%

6%

7%

9%

13%
13%

9%

6%
5%

4%

6% 5%
6%

7%

5%
4%

7%

9% 9%
10% 10%

7%
6% 6%

4%

US Annual income groups

Uncapped list after

$47,200 

$42,200 

Current method New Method

Average annual income

Current vs new method
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Social economic 

measurement



Compared the way social economic classification is done in 44 countries

Every country is different – 5 broad method

• Income & Education classification assessment

• Education & job classification assessments

• Measuring house type and living circumstance e.g. what type of house do you live in

• Assessment of spending power/what  you can afford methods: do you have enough money to buy food, 

clothes, a car etc

• Audits of items of value in household: e.g. do you own a fridge, TV, washing machine etc
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Research comparing Income to Socio-economic classifications

Assessing the scale of error
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Conducted research cross compared every major techniques

0.27

0.32

0.43

0.55

0.61

0.62

0.62

Education levels

Household type

How many lightbulbs

Personal income

Enough money to buy  xxxx

Household income

Items of value in household

Correlation with an assessment of overall disposable income:
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Conducted research cross compared every major techniques

0.27

0.32

0.43

0.55

0.61

0.62

0.62

Education levels

Household type

How many lightbulbs

Personal income

Enough money to buy  xxxx

Household income

Items of value in household

Correlation with an assessment of overall disposable income:
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Refining the list of items and tackling overclaim with honesty priming….
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Tested out some alternative methods to try and find a way to more reliably 

measure wealth for socio-economic measurement purposes

37



Discovered the expenditure assessment is potentially more reliable soci-

economic measurement technique
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Propose international standard for measuring Socio-economic status
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A new hybrid method measuring:

Education

Income

Items of value

Expenditure assessment

c0.87 meta wealth assessment



What I have presented 

here today may not be 

the exact solutions but I 

hope it points our 

industry in the right way

Image source: Google search 40



Next steps

ESOMAR planning 

to establish a  

demographics 

standard committee 

to agree upon some 

basic international 

standards.

Are you in?
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What I believe could a realistically achievable international demographic 

standard

Agreement 

on…

Standardised 

education level 

measures and 

inclusive assessment 

methods

Standardised income 

measurement 

technique

Standardised gender 

definition 

classifications and 

inclusive language

Age validation 

techniques e.g. year 

of birth v exact age

Job and industry 

definitions

Items of value in 

household

Agree additional 

wealth measures to 

adopt and use

Agree an international 

standard social class 

measurement 

protocol 
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Establishing 

international standards 

for measuring 

demographic and 

social class

Any Questions?


