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DEMOGRAPHICS and SOCIAL CLASSES 

 

Demography (noun) is the study of the statistics of populations, and demographic is the adjective relating to this. 

However in recent times "demographic" has come to be used in journalism as a noun to describe a particular 

sector of a population. 

 

In modern "western" culture, demography commonly focuses on grouping people from a particular geographic 

population into strata (layers) based upon their social and economic status, usually based upon their income, 

wealth, occupation and social background. Historically this began with people being categorised as "upper class", 

"middle class" and "lower class", a hierarchy first conceived in the late 18th century. Before then, the upper class 

comprised the nobility and landed gentry (who owned land), while the lower class comprised the peasantry (who 

worked on the land), with the middle class being everyone in-between. 

 

The upper class usually represented the wealthiest members of society, who also wielded the greatest political 

power. Until the early 20th century this generally reflected a social background of generations of inherited 

aristocratic status, to the deliberate exclusion of the recently acquired "nouveau riche" (new money) wealth of 

industrialists, bankers, merchants and speculators. In Britain, the nobility were those in the peerage (the lords), 

with titles of baron and above, whereas the landed gentry were land owners (often wealthier than lords) with titles 

junior to baron, or none at all.  

 

Nobility was conferred by the monarch, during the 11th-13th centuries generally awarded on merit for military 

service. Between the 14th-19th centuries, when the Crown was in need of financial support, nobility was also 

often conferred for service from the merchant classes, and consolidated by their subsequent inter-marriage with 

the older nobility and gentry. Since World War II the British upper class has come to include influential members 

of the managerial and professional classes as well.   

 

Before the Industrial Revolution, the lower class largely represented the agricultural labourers or farmers who did 

not own their own land (peasants). With the development of industry and the mass-migration from rural areas of 

people seeking work, the lower class came to be known as the "working class", meaning those who were paid 

wages for industrial work or manual labour (both urban and rural). 

 

Between the upper class, who did not need to work, and the lower class, who worked with their hands and bodies, 

there developed a "middle" class who largely worked with their minds, in particular the merchant classes living in 

urban areas.  In France, the word "bourg" (similar to English "borough", both from the German "burg") referred to 

cities and towns, and with the coming of the French Revolution, these people who made their living in urban areas 

were described as the "bourgeois". Within the later 19th century concept of "capitalism", this group was divided 

between those who owned the capital (physical assets), such as a factory or a business ("haute bourgeoisie") 

and effectively became the new ruling class, and those who were employed by them, such as artisan craftsmen, 

managers and clerks ("petite bourgeoisie"), with the latter frequently used as a dismissive derogatory term, 

implying that these people were merely working class who had improved their circumstances.  

 

By World War I, official definitions of the British middle class had started to emerge, in particular that this group 

included professionals, managers and senior civil servants. Subsequent definitions of middle class included the 

requirements of a university (or comparable tertiary level) education, a professional qualification (as held by 

lawyers, doctors, chartered engineers), home ownership and secure employment. Background and social status 

were also considered relevant factors, including accent and pronunciation in speech, type of school attended and 

class of family of birth. 

 

When World War I started, there was an apparently natural division between British officers appointed from the 

upper classes and fighting men enlisted or conscripted from the lower classes. However the shared experience 

of the horrors of trench warfare produced a democratic change in which the fighting men came to be considered 

as "citizens" defending the principles of their nation, rather than "subjects" of the Crown fighting simply because 

of duty or feudal obligation.  

 

World War II had a further profound effect upon the structure of British society, in particular by introducing women 

into roles previously limited to men and also by allowing advancement based upon merit rather than background, 
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within the armed forces. These changes were strengthed immediately after the war by the government making 

university education more easily accessible to all recent members of the armed forces.  

 

Unlike the British class structure, society in the northern United States was not separated into strata defined by 

historical origins, but more reflected personal achievement, generally represented by occupation. During the 

1920s American journalism introduced the description "blue collar" which referred to denim work clothing and 

came to represent the working class, as distinct from "white collar" which referred to the shirts of those who worked 

in offices, business or professions, mainly the middle class. 

 

As opportunity and prosperity increased after World War II, the boundaries at the top and bottom of the "middle 

class" strata of society became blurred because individuals were more able to advance themselves by merit and 

effort (now known as "social mobility") with a consequent redistribution of national wealth. The previous class 

structure was replaced by strata of upper income, middle income and lower income groupings. During the 1990s 

the importance of education was again recognised as a driver of social mobility in Britain and the university system 

was greatly enlarged to provide higher qualifications to many more people. 

 

Occupation determined income, thus spending power, which attracted marketing and advertising, particularly in 

newspapers. During the 1960s, the marketing industry developed a new classification structure which divided the 

middle and working classes into "segments" according to income and education, which has since come to be 

widely used in demographic studies and in Britain was in official use until 2001. It divides the middle class and 

the working class each into three tiers, each alllocated an alpha-numeric "social grade".  

 

A upper middle class Higher managerial, administrative or professional 
 

4% 

B middle class Intermediate managerial, administrative or professional 
 

23% 

C1 lower middle class Supervisory or clerical and junior managerial, administrative or 
professional 
 

28% 

C2 skilled working class Skilled manual workers 
 

20% 

D working class Semi-skilled and unskilled manual workers 
 

15% 

E non working Casual or lowest grade workers, pensioners, and others who depend 
on the welfare state for their income 
 

10% 

 

Under this classification, the upper middle class in Britain primarily consists of educated professionals born into 

higher income backgrounds, such as legal professionals or corporate executives. In England they traditionally 

speak using "received pronunciation" natively and were considered to provide cultural leadership in society. They 

live predominantly in the Home Counties of southeast England and the more affluent boroughs of London. Many 

will have been educated at fee-paying schools and then will have studied for a degree at a prestigious university. 

The previous upper class is not separately identified but is absorbed into the upper middle class, of which it is 

estimated to comprise less than half.  

 

The original social structure of upper, middle and lower classes had political origins, which 150 years ago was 

expanded to replace lower class with working class. But during the past 50 years it has been recognised that 

nearly all classes have to work and it is the income that they earn which is the defining factor that separates social 

groups, tempered by the social mobility provided by their education. 

 

Brookings Institution researchers recently established an economic category hierarchy of poor, vulnerable, middle 

class and rich, taking no account of "working class", and in 2018 calculated that for the first time half of the world's 

population could now be considered as middle class or rich, defined by living in households able to expend income 

according to choice, rather than from necessity. This marks the beginning of a new era, where the global middle 

class are the majority, compared with all previous history where the poor and vulnerable were the majority. 

 

Part of the major social change following World War II was the significant increase in the birth rate in the United 

States and other western societies, which during the mid 1960's came to be described in the USA as a "baby-

boom". Having already divided the class structure into marketing segments according to income, demographers 
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working for commercial interests coined the description "baby-boomer" to describe people born into the more 

recent prosperity, beginning the further sub-division of the population into groupings according to age. In the 

1990s the people younger than the baby-boomers were named Generation X and those older than the baby-

boomers the "silent generation", while the children of the baby boomers were named Millenials, each generation 

being defined according to the date when the person reached the age of 21, considered to be a threshold of 

commercial maturity, with disposable income attracting the attention of marketing companies. 

 

Silent generation, born 1926-1945 before the end of World War II. When the baby-boomers were recognised as 

often politically rebellious, the generation before them were named as silent for not speaking out, although 

ironically these include many of the people who shaped the rebellious 1960s. Born into a period of financial 

instability, the Silent Generation was much smaller in number than the preceding generation or the subsequent 

baby-boom generation. 

 

Baby-boom generation, born 1946-1964 after the end of World War II, aged 21 between 1967-1985. The people 

of this generation were the commercial consumers of the new prosperity after the long period of austerity which 

followed the war. 

 

Generation X, born 1965-1979, aged 21 between 1986-2000, named during the 1990s from earlier literary fiction 

describing alienated youth who reject the beliefs and aspirations of the previous generation.   

 

Millenial generation, born 1980-1995, aged 21 between 2001-2016, in the early years of the new millenium. 

These are the children of the baby-boomers. 

 

Generation Z, born 1996-2010, who will be aged 21 between 2017-2031 and the children of Generation X. 

 

Unlike much of Europe and the USA, where the majority of people living in cities rent their homes, in 20th century 

Britain people were encouraged to own their own homes. However in the early 21st century, access to the 

ownership of property has become limited by inflated market forces, resulting in one of the most fundamental 

differences between these generations. The rapid increase in prosperity and the availability of low cost property 

following World War II allowed middle class baby-boomers to buy homes in areas where most residential property 

previously had been rented by a working class population, resulting in development and improvement which 

became known as "gentrification".  

 

This process had the effect of increasing property values, which made it difficult for the children of the original 

population to be able to afford to buy or rent homes in the areas where they grew up and their families lived. 

Consequently, being unable to afford to buy homes, a much larger proportion of the younger generations pay 

rent, which also because of gentrification is now proportionally more expensive. Older people in Britain spend less 

than 10% of their net income on housing, while the youngest people have to spend nearly a quarter. 

 

 
Proportion of net income spent on housing costs, by generation and age of head of household 
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UK average salary by example occupations (2016) 
(Source: Office of National Statistics Mar 2017) 

 

occupation average 
salary 

social 
grade 

NRS grade definition 

broker 133677 A 

higher managerial, 
higher administrative, 
higher professional 

chief executive 107703 A 

airline pilot 90146 A 

sales director 82962 A 

hospital consultant 69463 A 

company director 56315 A 

headteacher 49679 A 
    

sales manager 51576 B 

intermediate managerial, 
intermediate administrative, 
intermediate professional 

police inspector 48228 B 

solicitor 46576 B 

financial advisor 45490 B 

mechanical engineer 45029 B 

underwriter 43487 B 

barrister 43368 B 

architect 43029 B 

project manager 40519 B 

dentist 40268 B 

civil engineer 40200 B 

lecturer 40054 B 

accountant 38692 B 

veterinarian 37763 B 

pharmacist 37439 B 

surveyor 36470 B 

journalist 34639 B 

secondary teacher 32524 B 

radiographer 31521 B 

optician 30834 B 

probation officer 30026 B 

hotel manager 29161 B 

social worker 28745 B 

college teacher 28486 B 

clothing designer 28346 B 

author 25767 B 

librarian 24927 B 

estate agent 24622 B 

restaurant manager 23781 B 

farmer 22763 B 

teacher 18604 B 
    

train driver 47101 C1 

junior managerial, 
junior administrative, 
junior professional, 

supervisory, 
clerical 

police sergeant 38720 C1 

paramedic 36771 C1 

midwife 29529 C1 

prison officer 26496 C1 

nurse 26252 C1 

bank clerk 19557 C1 

chef 17513 C1 

travel agent 17081 C1 

senior care worker 16609 C1 
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crane driver 35458 C2 

skilled manual workers 

electrician 30345 C2 

plumber 27330 C2 

IT engineer 25934 C2 

car mechanic 25145 C2 

carpenter 24817 C2 

bricklayer 24790 C2 

bus driver 22176 C2 

baker 17231 C2 

call centre worker 15206 C2 

care worker 12650 C2 

receptionist 12543 C2 
    

building worker 21410 D 

semi-skilled and unskilled manual workers postal worker 20855 D 

shop worker 10296 D 
    

cleaner   7919 E 
casual or lowest grade workers 

waitress   7554 E 
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