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Executive Summary 

Aim: The overall objective of WP4 is to harmonise the most commonly used self-reported 

measures in surveys studying factors related to food-choices in order to create comparable data 

across different studies and build a base of protocols that will be applied in different survey 

methods with a special emphasis on questionnaire-based studies. Task 4.1 specifically aims to 

harmonise Socio-Demographics (SD) measures linking to other infrastructure and data bases and 

propose the means/methods through which SD can be captured across studies and countries in 

a way that will enable comparison across study populations and datasets. Harmonisation of SD 

measures is complex as they need to be operationalised in a manner that enables the collection 

of country and purpose-specific details, while at the same time maintaining a possibility to 

reduce the data into categories that are comparable over datasets captured for different studies 

across different countries. 

Method: As the starting point for Task 4.1, we identified and extracted determinants from the 

DONE Framework which were related to SD concepts relevant for the needs of COMFOCUS. 

Prioritisation of this initial list of SD determinants was then performed. The next stage involved 

reviewing the approaches of other established Research Infrastructures (RIs) and cross-national 

surveys e.g. SHARE, ESS, CESSDA, EUROSTAT etc. to explore the SD concepts/measures currently 

being used and consider how these may be utilised as is, or modified to meet the needs of 

COMFOCUS. In parallel, we identified relevant academic literature around the collection, 

standardisation and potential for harmonisation of SD variables in social science research. 

Results: Using a combination of relevant academic literature and the outcomes of the review of 

SD measures currently being used, we are proposing a set of 8 minimum level SD concepts for 

use in COMFOCUS; Age, Sex/Gender Identity, Country of Residence, Country of Birth, Ethnicity 

(Ancestry), Socio-Economic Status (SES), Educational Attainment and Household Composition to 

enable comparison across study populations.   In this deliverable we propose how to 

operationalise the questions and response categories for these concepts and provide links to 

where open access syntax/code for the tools and response categories can be sourced 

electronically and in some cases in multiple languages. Providing links to online codebooks for 

the harmonised, more complex multi-level variables such as SES and Educational Attainment will 

facilitate easier development of the proposed COMFOCUS harmonised protocols and tools 

(WP5) and ensure consistency in construction of variables between COMFOCUS, the original 

sources and the key European Research Infrastructures such as the ESS and SHARE.
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1. Introduction 

The mission of COMFOCUS is to advance the European food consumer science community beyond its current 

level of fragmentation that is preventing it from being the harmonised, data-rich science it could be in support 

of European healthy food choice public policies and private strategies. COMFOCUS will (re-)organize the food 

consumer science community to become more united, harmonised and scientifically advanced and to work 

according to FAIR principles.  

The overall objective of WP4 is to harmonise the most commonly used self-reported measures in surveys 

studying factors related to food-choices in order to create comparable data across different studies and build 

a base of protocols that will be applied in different survey methods with a special emphasis on questionnaire-

based studies. Task 4.1 specifically aims to harmonise Socio-Demographics (SD) measures linking to other 

infrastructures and databases and propose the means/methods through which SD can be captured across 

studies and countries in a way that will enable comparison across study populations and datasets. 

1.1 The importance of SD variables 

Historically there have been two main reasons for researchers to collect SD variables in surveys. The first 

involves using SD variables to accurately recruit and describe a specific sample in a given study, the second is 

to establish whether SDs impact on the specific research questions of a given study (Hughes, Camden, & 

Yangchen, 2016). More recently SD variables are becoming the means by which research infrastructures and 

data bases could be linked creating new possibilities for data-rich science and advancement according to FAIR 

principles.  

1.1.1 The problem with SD variable collection 

SDs include a set of variables that are often captured using categorical measures and relate to the apparently 

non-problematic social categories such as gender, age, ethnicity, country, education, work status, household 

composition, profession and income. Nevertheless, across research communities there is a remarkable 

inconsistency in how these SDs are being measured, which means that linking such data is often not possible 

without extensive data curation.  Furthermore, harmonisation of SD measures is complex as they need to be 

operationalised in a manner that enables the collection of country and purpose-specific details, while at the 

same time maintaining a possibility to reduce the data into categories that are comparable over datasets 

captured for different studies across different countries. 
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1.1.2 Ethical considerations associated with SD variable collection 

The European Code of Conduct for Research Integrity (2017) states that “Research protocols take account of, 

and are sensitive to, relevant differences in age, gender, culture, religion, ethnic origin and social class”. 

However, it is important to recognise that SD questions can potentially be sensitive and as such, careful 

consideration should be given to the construction of the questions and choices presented to the participant 

to ensure that they do not cause offence and that they are inclusive. For example, it can cause frustration if a 

participant is presented with categories on gender which do not represent them. In addition, participants must 

not be forced to respond to sensitive SD variables and a ‘Prefer not to say’ option should be available to them 

for these types of questions.  

Furthermore, inclusion of an extensive list of SD variables can considerably lengthen a survey leaving little 

room for collection of the required study specific variables. In the context of respecting participants’ privacy 

and limiting participant burden, employing the minimum SD variables that are needed to conduct a study is 

considered to be the optimal approach. 

1.1.3 Harmonised, minimum level criteria for measuring socio-demographics  

The purpose of this deliverable is to propose a set of minimum level criteria for measuring socio-demographics 

(SD) in studies to maximise the potential for linking future datasets in the food and consumer science field and 

optimise future integration, with trans-national Research Infrastructures, and optimal (re-) usage of data and 

insights.  Wherever possible standardised variables have been proposed but for some variables country-

specific approaches are required. However, these have only been selected where there is a clearly established 

method for harmonisation of these variables across countries/studies (e.g. Socio-Economic Status and 

Educational Attainment).   

It is important to note that the SD variables proposed in this deliverable are considered to be the minimum 

level required. For some studies additional levels of data may be necessary as additional optional 

standardised/harmonised variables that may be useful for particular research questions and study specific 

contexts.
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2. Method 

2.1 Mapping SD concepts associated with food choice 

Human food choice is part of a complex behavioural system determined by the interplay of multiple factors 

which have been comprehensively described in the development of the interdisciplinary DONE Framework 

(Stok et al, 2017). This framework proposes a set of determinants of nutrition and eating, some of which are 

or relate to SD concepts.  

As the starting point for Task 4.1, we identified and extracted the potentially relevant determinants included 

in the DONE Framework that were in some way related to SD concepts. Prioritisation of this initial list of SD 

determinants was then performed in the WP4 Task leader meetings, rating them according to their relevance 

to the food consumer science community and whether they should be considered for inclusion in the 

COMFOCUS platform as a minimum level SD variable. Whilst the inclusion decision was based primarily on 

their relevance to the COMFOCUS community, the feasibility of harmonising a measure for the concept was 

also taken into account. The resultant list of determinants identified from the DONE framework and their 

prioritisation status is detailed in Table 1. Priority 1 was assigned to those concepts/variables which were 

considered to be the minimum level for capturing core SD, whereas those assigned Priority 2 were felt to be 

of interest and could be looked at as potential optional variables for future consideration in COMFOCUS for 

studies with a particular focus or research question, and where additional granular detail over and above the 

minimum level SD variables may be useful. 

2.2 Selection of the optimal SD concepts and measures 

The next stage involved reviewing the approaches of other established Research Infrastructures (RIs) and 

cross-national surveys e.g. SHARE, ESS, CESDA, EUROSTAT etc. to explore the SD concepts/measures currently 

being used and to consider how these may be utilised as is, or modified to meet the needs of COMFOCUS. In 

parallel, we identified any relevant academic literature around the collection, standardisation and potential 

for harmonisation of SD variables in social science research. Through this route, an important project SERISS 

(Synergies for Europe’s Research Infrastructures in the Social Sciences www.seriss.eu) which was conducted 

between 2015 and 2019 was identified. The overall aims of SERISS were similar to that of COMFOCUS in that 

they sought to address core challenges for cross-national data collection and as such its outcomes extremely 

valuable for COMFOCUS. 
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Table 1: SD Concepts and determinants potentially relevant for COMFOCUS selected from DONE Framework (Stok et 
al, 2017)  

DONE Framework  COMFOCUS 
Stem Leaf Level Priority 1 determinants Priority 2 determinants 

Demographic Biological 
demographics 

Individual Age  
Individual Sex  

Cultural characteristics Individual  Religion 
Individual  Cultural identity 
Individual Ethnicity  
Individual  Nationality 

Situational 
demographics 

Individual Place of residence (Country)  
Individual Living arrangements  
Individual  Urban or rural dweller 
Individual  EM competency in host 

language 
Individual  EM age at migration 

Personal Socio-
Economic Status 

Individual Level of education  
Individual Occupation  
Individual Socio-economic status 

(Personal) 
 

Biological Anthropometrics Individual  Weight 
Individual  BMI 

Physical health Individual  Health status 
Individual  Chronic diseases 

Food-related 
physiology 

Individual  Food allergies 

Situational Situational and time 
constraints 

Individual  Work Life balance 
Individual  Access to a car 
Individual  Kitchen facilities 

Social 
 

Family Structure Interpersonal Household size  
Family food culture Interpersonal  Household food 

processing (cooking) 
Interpersonal  Household food 

production (growing) 
Household Socio-
Economic Status 

Interpersonal Socio-Economic Status 
(Household) 

 

 

 

2.3 Defining the proposed COMFOCUS minimum level SD variables 

The outcomes of the reviewing process are described in Chapter 3 for each of the SD concepts proposed. 

Throughout the process of selection, regular meetings were held between the WP4.1 team and WP5, the key 

stakeholder for the outcomes of this task, to ensure that their needs were being met with respect to data 

definition for the SD variable structure required. Utilising valuable ongoing input from WP5, the final stage of 

the process involved defining the proposed minimum level COMFOCUS SD variables, how the questions should 

be operationalised and identifying the appropriate response categories or links to sources where these 

response categories were already defined in online codebooks/syntax.  



D4.1 
Guideline for harmonisation of measures and protocols linking to other infrastructure and data bases 

6 

 

  

CHAPTER 3 

Results 



D4.1 
Guideline for harmonisation of measures and protocols linking to other infrastructure and data bases 

7 

3. Results 

3.1 Minimum level SD concepts proposed for COMFOCUS 

In the Sections 3.1.1 to 3.1.6 below we discuss the minimum level variables proposed for use in COMFOCUS. 

In Section 3.2 we demonstrate how these SD variables may best be operationalised in the COMFOCUS platform 

with links to where syntax/code for response categories can be sourced electronically and in many cases in 

multiple languages. 

3.1.1 Age 

The EUROSAT Concepts and Definitions database defines age as the “Interval of time between birth and the 

present time, expressed in completed units of solar time” (EUROSTAT- Age)  

Age is a key demographic variable used in food related studies to enable targeted recruitment of selected 

populations and an accurate description of the recruited study sample. Collection of this variable also 

facilitates study replication, the potential comparison of similarities and differences across studies and an 

understanding of whether study outcomes are specific to a population group or may be generalised to a larger 

population (Hughes, Camden, & Yangchen, 2016). 

Usually age is considered one of the most straight-forward demographics to capture as in the vast majority of 

countries people are born at age zero, however, it should be recognised that in some East Asian countries at 

birth, new-borns are considered to be 1 year old and an additional year is added to their age at the beginning 

of each Lunar year (e.g. Chinese New Year), instead of on the anniversary of their birthday, therefore, asking 

respondents their age rather than their date of birth can in some cases result in differences depending on the 

respondents cultural origin (Hughes et al, 2016). 

Whilst Date of Birth (DOB) may initially appear to be the most effective way of determining age for an 

individual, for reasons related to data protection and privacy (i.e. GDPR), collection of DOB which may 

personally identify someone is not generally recommended for social science research. To avoid this issue, 

researchers in the food domain have tended to use categories to collect data on participants’ ages, however, 

the categories used vary between surveys and in many cases are arbitrary or study specific (Hughes et al, 

2016). This makes it difficult to compare datasets from different studies if the age categories overlap or do not 

match sufficiently. Therefore, collecting age data at a level of specificity that would allow for age categories 

to be assigned later according to study needs rather than adopting fixed categories would seem more useful. 

Furthermore, the categories used often collapse a large developmental range into a single category (e.g. 21 to 

30 years) and frequently group those over 65 into one category (Corallo, Latino, Menegoli, & Spennato, 2019). 

In the food choice context, the difference between a 21 and 30 year old, or between a free-living 65 year old 
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and an 80 year old may be significant for the research being undertaken but not immediately apparent by 

utilising age categories such as those previously employed.  

Exploring the measures utilised across the different European level surveys and Research Infrastructures such 

as the European Social Survey, the statistical office of the European Union (EUROSTAT) and other large scale 

longitudinal surveys such as the Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE), different 

measures for capturing age of respondents are used. For example, the ESS records year of birth for 

respondents and uses this to calculate a resultant age variable (see ESS9-2018, ed.3.1, Variable yrbrn), whilst 

SHARE requires respondents to disclose both month and year of birth (see SHARE Documentation Tool, DN). 

Recording both month and year of birth is perhaps more relevant for research on children/adolescents and 

older age respondents (i.e. Under 12s and over 70s) as a few months difference in age may be relevant in 

terms of biological and/or psychological development/degeneration in these age groups. In contrast, to the 

ESS and SHARE, EUROSAT collects age in categories with each category spanning 5 years (see EUROSTAT- Age). 

Whilst it may still be possible to make comparisons between the large datasets, despite their use of different 

approaches to capture age, this is not always the case. This was demonstrated in a recent publication within 

the food/nutrition domain which highlighted that heterogeneity in age groups sampled by the individual 

national level dietary surveys hinders effective inter-country comparisons (Rippin, Hutchinson, Jewell, Breda, 

& Cade, 2020). 

In order to overcome the issues described above it is recommended that COMFOCUS adopts the SHARE 

approach (i.e. Year of Birth) and then derive the variable for AGE using an administrative variable for the date 

the survey was undertaken. Whilst Year of Birth should be considered to be a minimum level SD variable for 

COMFOCUS, Month of Birth could be left optional for certain studies where a more precise age profile is 

required. 

3.1.2 Sex/Gender Identity 

‘Sex’ is a biological categorisation assigned at birth (e.g. Male, Female, Intersex) which is defined by genital 

anatomy (Tate, Ledbetter, & Youssef, 2013). ‘Gender’ is a self-assigned identity representing a person’s 

“current sense of self in relation to societal gender categories” (Tate et al, 2013, p.1) and as such one’s gender 

identity can be the same (cis) or different (trans) from their birth assigned sex category. Gender identity has 

also been defined    as “a person’s deeply-felt, inherent sense of being a boy, a man, or male; a girl, a woman, 

or female; or an alternative gender” (Hughes et al, 2016, p.140). 

Historically, in social science the terms, ‘Sex’ and ‘Gender’ have been used interchangeably. A systematic 

review of the largest surveys in the Unites States, suggests that “essentialist practices that treat sex and gender 

as synonymous, easily determined by others, obvious, and unchanging over the life course” (Saperstein & 
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Westbrook, 2015, p.534) are problematic and perpetuate findings and beliefs that are disconnected from “the 

diversity of gendered experiences” (Saperstein & Westbrook, 2015, p.536).  

It is important in COMFOCUS that we do not perpetuate this conflation as demographic characteristics, 

including gender, have been shown to have a significant effect on food choice (Westenhoefer, 2005) and on 

the underlying mechanisms which have been shown to impact on food choice, for example food risk 

perception (Nardi, Teixeira, Ladeira, & Santini, 2020).  

Across the different European level surveys and Research Infrastructures such as the European Social Survey 

(ESS), the statistical office of the European Union (EUROSTAT) and other large scale longitudinal surveys such 

as the Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE), a binary approach to categorising 

participants with an opt out has typically been taken (e.g. Male/Female/Prefer not to say) and this data is 

described in their codebooks as ‘Gender’ or ‘Sex’. Similarly, published food-related research tends to report 

data in binary terms with respect to Gender/Sex of the participants although from many of these publications 

it is unclear as to what questions were posed to participants regarding their sex/gender and which response 

options they were given. 

It is clearly necessary moving forward, that the findings of social science are able to represent people in terms 

of their current sense of self. However, for food-choice studies, which involve some form of biological 

outcome, it still remains important to also capture a person’s sex as assigned at birth. The approach suggested 

by Tate et al (2013) in their paper ‘A Two-Question Method for Assessing Gender Categories in the Social and 

Medical Sciences’ would appear to be the best way forward for COMFOCUS. This involves asking participants 

about the ‘Sex’ they were assigned at birth and also about the ‘Gender’ they identify with currently. 

3.1.3 Ethnicity, Country of Residence and Country of Birth 

There is an emerging consensus at the European level that we should be moving away from asking people 

about their ‘race’ (Gove et al, 2018). Race was a concept developed based on physical and geographical 

characteristics, and ethnicity emerged later, based on additional elements including culture, language and 

religion (Mersha, & Beck, 2020). The genetic diversity within one ‘race’ or ‘ethnic’ group can often be greater 

than that found between groups (Cooper, 2013), and as such is not a biological or genetically valid means of 

categorising people.  

Ethnicity has often been viewed as a static variable which is dependent upon one’s ancestry (Constant, 

Gataullina, & Zimmermann, 2009). Ethnic identity, however, can vary, as it depends on how aligned and 

committed an individual is to the values, beliefs and customs of their culture of ancestry and/or to other 

cultures to which he or she has been exposed to and/or is currently living in, even if that happens to be their 

own country of origin (Constant et al, 2009). Ethnic identity is a fluid and flexible variable which can change 
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over time. In fact, developmental models of ethnic identity look at how awareness of ethnicity can emerge 

from experiences of discrimination in childhood as well as when a deeper sense of self develops in adolescence 

and young adulthood (Schwartz et al, 2014).  An individual’s ethnic identity can also equally align with more 

than one culture, and commitment with one culture (e.g. a culture of origin) does not preclude commitment 

to another (e.g. the culture of the host country) or vice-versa (Constant et al, 2009; Askegaard, Arnould, & 

Kjeldgaard, 2005; Oswald, 1999; Peñaloza, 1994; Barry, 1980). Equally, individuals may not show commitment 

to either culture (Barry, 1980). They also may draw upon elements of various cultures as a hybrid identity 

(Askegaard et al, 2005; Oswald, 1999; Peñaloza, 1994). Since the 1990s, research has flourished around ethnic 

identity, which is viewed as a “subjective, self-ascribed sense of oneself” (Schwartz et al, 2014, p.59).  Research 

has shown that ethnic identity is more closely related to consumer behaviour than ethnicity (Laroche, Kim, 

Tomiuk, & Belisle, 2005; Ogden, Ogden, & Schau, 2004; Webster, 1991). 

Acculturation is also closely linked with ethnic identity, as it measures the degree to which an individual or 

group adopts the attitudes, values, customs, beliefs, and behaviours of another culture s/he or they have been 

immersed in (Crespo, Smit, Carter-Pokras, & Andersen, 2001). Thus, an individual’s ethnic identity is influenced 

by his/her level of acculturation.  

To measure ethnic identity and acculturation, researchers have often used variables related to language 

(Cleveland, Laroche, & Papadopoulos, 2015; Phinney, 1990). Other variables often utilised include media 

usage (Cleveland et al, 2015; Cleveland, Papadopoulos & Laroche, 2011), social interaction (Cleveland et al, 

2011; Laroche, Kim, & Hui, 1997; Laroche, Kim, & Clarke, 1997), self-identification, pride, and desire to 

maintain/participate in the home and host cultures (Cleveland et al, 2015), participation in traditional or 

mainstream celebrations (Phinney, 1990; Laroche, Kim, & Tomiuk, 1998) family structure and sex roles 

(Laroche et al, 1998). Religion is also an important part of culture, but its association is complex because it 

spans different cultures, and the same culture may have different religious groups within it (Cleveland, 

Laroche, Pons, & Kastoun, 2009).  

Food choice is closely associated with ethnic identity as it is an important part of culture (Cappellini, & Yen, 

2013; Cleveland et al, 2009; Peñaloza, 1994). However, it is also impacted by other factors, including the 

availability and accessibility of food from different countries, time constraints driven by new lifestyles in the 

host country, and divergent food preferences among younger generations, with children and younger 

adolescents often expressing the desire for foods more readily available in their host country rather than those 

from their parents’ cultures (Elshahat, & Moffat, 2020a; Elshahat, & Moffat, 2020b; Zulfiqar, Strazdins, & 

Banwell, 2021). 

A review of ethnicity in social survey measures suggests that the two main approaches utilised are: 1) using 

established, mutually exclusive categories or 2) using a multiple characteristic approach (Connelly, Gayle, & 
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Lambert, 2016). This second option is more informative and provides greater insights into an individual’s 

ethnic identity. It is for this reason that we suggest it is important not only to collect data about country of 

birth, maternal and paternal ancestry but also to consider including questions that capture duration of 

residence in host country (if not born there), what language(s) is (are) spoken at home (Connelly et al, 2016), 

and perhaps a measure of ‘feeling like a citizen’ and or ‘feeling foreign’ as used in other studies (Akay, 

Constant, Giulietti, & Guzi, 2017).  

For the purposes of defining minimum level criteria for capturing SD data on ‘Ethnicity’ we are however 

proposing that COMFOCUS utilises the ESS measure for ‘Ancestry’ as the optimal route to identify majority 

and minority national groups, indigenous populations and those with a migration background (Heath, 

Schneider, & Butt, 2016). Using this measure survey respondents can provide a maximum of two ancestries 

which can be coded against the newly developed European Standard Classification of Cultural and Ethnic 

Groups (ESCEG) in order to create an ESS-harmonised measure of Ancestry. Furthermore, we are proposing 

that the ESS measures for ‘Country of Residence’ and ‘Country of Birth’ should also be captured.  

The related concepts of ‘Ethnic identity’ and ‘Acculturation’ may then be considered further as part of WP4 

workplans to determine whether additional standardised/harmonised variables such as language spoken at 

home, duration of residence in host country should be made available as optional study specific variables to 

enhance the minimum level SD variables for certain future studies if needed.   

3.1.4 Socio-Economic Status (SES) 

There are three key constructs (income, occupation and education) that have been used historically either 

separately or in combination as a proxy for measuring Socio-Economic Status. Whilst each of these constructs 

in themselves seem relatively straightforward, significant problems arise when attempting to compare the 

data across different countries. Income alone is not a good predictor of wealth or resources and varies widely 

across countries. Occupation data frequently excludes the retired or student populations and educational 

systems vary hugely between countries as they are typically subject to frequent changes in policy.  

In response to the desperate need for a harmonised approach to cross-national data collection, a collaborative 

EU project SERISS (https://seriss.eu/) was initiated in 2015 between the key European Research 

Infrastructures including the European Social Survey (ESS), the Survey for Health Aging and Retirement in 

Europe (SHARE) and the Consortium of European Social Science Data Archives (CESSDA). The various ouputs 

from this project fully describe and address the issues associated with standardising and harmonising the 

collection of  SES across countries (Tijdens, 2016a; Tijdens, 2016b; Tijdens, 2019). More importantly, within 

their work scheme, they developed harmonised coding modules for socio-economic survey questions for 

measuring SES (see https://www.surveycodings.org/occupation/socio-economic-status) hosted on the Social 
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Sciences & Humanities Open Cloud (SSHOC). For COMFOCUS it is proposed that we build on the excellent work 

conducted by the SERISS project, especially as they provide access to the question construction, translations 

and underpinning databases that support their SES tools via their ‘DatabaseLive Search’ and ‘Downloads’ 

section of their website.  

SERISS have developed a coding scheme and syntax to convert data from their specified SES questions into 

the European Socio-economic Groups harmonised coding scheme - ESeG-2014 (Tijdens, 2016a). There is an 

option to measure ESeG-2014 at a detailed two-digit level or to include fewer survey questions resulting in a 

one-digit ESeG-2014 classification (Tijdens, 2016a).   The output of the ESeG-2014 results in seven one-digit 

level categories for economically active people plus two for the inactive in order to adequately reflect the 

whole population under survey. The resultant nine one-digit categories are; (1) Managers, (2) Professionals, 

(3) Technicians and associated professionals employees, (4) Small entrepreneurs, (5) Clerks and skilled service 

workers, (6) Industrial and agricultural employees, (7) Less skilled workers, (8) Retired persons (and persons 

not employed 65 years or more) and (9) Other non-employed persons.  

The two-digit level categorisation provides greater detail on each of these main categories and is particularly 

important for the non-economically active such as retired persons as it provides sub-categories for those 

persons in the context of their previous working role i.e. Retired Manager (Sub-category 8.1) or Retired Less 

skilled worker (Sub-category 8.7) etc.  Depending on the needs of a particular survey, these one-digit or two- 

digit categories may then be collapsed into three SES classes for example; High class (1+2); Middle class (3+4) 

and Working class (5+6+7) etc.  

For people in employment the ESeG-2014 categorisation only requires the collection of data for two 

underpinning variables; Occupation and Employment Status. For people not in employment two additional 

variables are required; Status (retired / student / disabled) and Age. It does not require collection of data on 

Income or Educational Attainment. Full details, question construction and syntax for coding the ESeG-2014 

outcome variable can be found in the SERISS Deliverable 8.13 (Tijdens, 2016a). SERISS have also developed 

databases of ‘Occupations’ and ‘Employment Status’  as part of the overall tool module (Tijdens, 2016b; 

Tijdens, 2019). The survey questions and answers for this coding scheme have been translated into 47 

languages, facilitating the measurement of the ESeG-2014 classification in 99 countries.  It is important to note 

that the ESeG-2014 question construction is primarily aimed at individuals, although, with minor adaptation 

it could be utilsed to measure SES at a household level by asking the participant to provide responses for a 

household reference person (i.e. the person who contributes most to the household income). For the purposes 

of COMFOCUS we propose that the ESeG-2014 is implemented at the more detailed two-digit category level 

and preferably at both individual and household level.  
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3.1.5 Educational Attainment 

Education includes academic, vocational and professional education and ‘educational attainment’ is defined 

as the highest formal educational programme successfully completed by an individual (Schneider, & 

Ortmanns, 2019). As stated previously educational systems vary between countries and as such country-

specific response options are required to reflect the differences between these educational systems. This 

presents problems when attempting to make cross-country comparisons (Schneider, 2009; Braun, Michael & 

Mohler, 2003; Braun, Michael, & Müller. 1997). Furthermore, due to increasing social mobility/economic 

migration, problems are encountered when asking respondents to select educational attainment options of 

the country they reside in when they were not educated according to that country’s system.  

In order to overcome this issue, the SERISS project has developed a database of educational qualifications and 

levels for multiple countries,  including most European and OECD countries as well as some common countries 

of origin of European migrants (Schneider, & Ortmanns, 2019). The country-specific levels of education can be 

accessed via the SERISS  ‘Levels of Education Live Search Database' in their Survey Codings Website hosted on 

the Social Sciences & Humanities Open Cloud (SSHOC).   

By visiting this website and selecting a country,  the country specific levels of education are displayed. An 

example of this for both the UK and for Spain is given below in Figures 1 & 2. 

 

Figure 1 - Live search in database of educational qualifications for UK  
accessed from the Social Sciences & Humanities Open Cloud at  

https://www.surveycodings.org/education/live-search-database-educational-qualifications 
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Figure 2 - Live search in database of educational qualifications for Spain 
accessed from the Social Sciences & Humanities Open Cloud at  

https://www.surveycodings.org/education/live-search-database-educational-qualifications 

 

The  defined country-specific categories have been mapped by SERISS onto the 3-digit codes of UNESCO's 

International Standard Classification of Education 2011 for Educational Attainment. There are also a number 

of syntax files and Stata do-files available via the ‘Data Processing’ tab on their website which can be utilised 

to process data collected using the Surveycodings Education Tool. Language versions of the questions in 

English, French, Spanish and German can also be downloaded as a .zip file from the ‘Related Materials’ section 

of their ‘Question module’ tab.  

It should therefore be possible to create a harmonised variable for Educational Attainment expressed in the 

form of ISCED 2011 despite data being collected differently across different countries. The ISCED 2011  for  

organising education programmes and related qualifications by levels has been implemented in all EUROSTAT 

data collections since 2014. Thus using this harmonised variable should enable cross-country comparisons and 

data linking across different datasets including data from the large EU social surveys such as EUROSTAT and 

the ESS. 

The ISCED 2011 consists of 9 education levels as follows (ISCED, 2012): 

 ISCED 0: Early childhood education (‘less than primary’ for educational attainment) 

 ISCED 1: Primary education 

 ISCED 2: Lower secondary education 

 ISCED 3: Upper secondary education 
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 ISCED 4: Post-secondary non-tertiary education 

 ISCED 5: Short-cycle tertiary education 

 ISCED 6: Bachelor’s or equivalent level 

 ISCED 7: Master’s or equivalent level 

 ISCED 8: Doctoral or equivalent level 

For the purposes of a minimum level COMFOCUS ‘Educational Attanment’ variable, it is proposed that we 

collect data on the highest level of education achieved by an individual utilising the country-specific Education 

Levels defined in SERISS to tailor the surveys to the country in which they are being conducted. This would 

then allow the creation of a derived harmonised ISCED 2011 variable from this data.  Regardless of where a 

survey is being conducted it would be hugely beneficial if within the COMFOCUS Tools that are being 

developed, we could provide the functionality for a participant to select the country in which they were 

educated (if different from the country in which the survey is being conducted) so that they may be  presented 

with the country-specific options relevant to where they undertook their highest level of education rather 

than being asked to equate their educational attainment to a non-familiar system. It is however  recognised 

that this may be difficult to implement in the early stages of COMFOCUS. 

3.1.6 Household Composition 

Household Composition has been defined as “a single person or group of persons who share resources, 

activities and expenditures on a regular basis for a specified period of time” (Casimir, & Tobi, 2011, p.504). 

Lacovou & Skew (2011) explored variations in household structure with the addition of new Member States 

to the EU. They used the following categories to examine household composition; single person <65 years, 

single ≥65 years, couple both <65 years, couple at least one ≥65 years, couple plus dependent children (at 

least one <18 years), couple plus adult children (all over 18 years), lone parent plus dependent children (at 

least one <18 years), lone parent plus adult children (all over 18 years), extended family, other households 

including lodgers and unrelated sharers). However, Mean Consumption Expenditure in EUROSTAT is classified 

using six types of households: one adult, two adults, three or more adults, each with and without dependent 

children, respectively (Office for Official Publications of the European Communities,  2003). It is interesting to 

note that in this measure EUROSTAT defines a child as a household member aged less than 25 years in full 

social and economic dependence. Those aged 15 years and older who are socially and economically 

independent are classified as adults. Older adults are classified as those aged 65 and older. The overall number 

of persons in the household is also captured as a variable. In contrast, the ESS 2018 not only captures the 

number of persons in the household, but also more granular information on their gender, year of birth and 

relationship to the survey responder  rather than setting pre-defined categories.  
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For the purposes of establishing a minimum level measure for ‘Household Composition’ within COMFOCUS it 

is proposed that the ESS 2018 measure for number of persons in the household is employed (ESS9-2018, 

ed.3.1, Variable hhmmb) as this will most easily faciliate data linking across different datasets. This involves 

asking participants the question “Including yourself, how many people - including children - live here regularly 

as members of this household?”. Despite the differences in defining children across the various EU level 

surveys, it is considered important for COMFOCUS that we also implement a minimum level variable to capture 

the number of children of less than 18 years of age residing in the household by asking the question “How 

many members of your household are less than 18 years of age?”. 

Additional questions employed by the ESS on relationships, ages and gender for all members of the household 

could be considered as additional, optional more granular household composition variables that may be useful 

for particular research questions and study specific contexts. 

3.2 Operationalisation of the minimum level SD concepts 

Using a combination of academic literature and the outcomes of the review of SD measures currently being 

used, we are proposing a set of 8 minimum level SD concepts for use in COMFOCUS (Table 2). Whilst some of 

these have been modified in terms of their description from those in the DONE Framework, they still relate 

closely to those concepts initially identified.  

Within Table 2 we propose how to operationalise the questions and the proposed response categories or 

provide links to where open access syntax/code for the tools and response categories can be sourced 

electronically and in some cases in multiple languages. Providing links to online codebooks for the harmonised, 

more complex multi-level variables such as SES and Educational Attainment will facilitate the easier 

development of the WP5 COMFOCUS harmonised protocols and tools and will ensure consistency in the 

construction of variables between COMFOCUS, the original sources and the key European Research 

Infrastructures such as the ESS and SHARE.  
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Table 2: Operationalisation/coding sources for the minimum level SD concepts 

Concept Question 
operationalisation 

Variable 
name(s) 

Response Categories 
 

Source/Comments 

Age 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

1a. “In which year were 
you born?” 
 
 
 
1b. “In which month were 
you born?” 

BIRTH_YR 
 
 
 
 
BIRTH_MTH 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
AGE 

(1) Numerical (pick list or 
data entry)  
(2) Don’t know,  
(3) Prefer not to say 
 
(1) January 
(2) February 
(3) March 
(4) April 
(5) May 
(6) June 
(7) July 
(8) August 
(9) September 
(10) October 
(11) November 
(12) December 
(13) Don’t know  
(14) Prefer not to say 
 
The outcome variable AGE 
will then need to be 
derived using an 
administrative variable for 
the suvey date and 
BIRTH_YR/BIRTH_MTH. 
 

Adapted from: 
Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in 
Europe, ‘SHARE’. Survey of Health, Ageing 
and Retirement in Europe, SHARE Data & 
Documentation Tool, Demographics and 
networks DN   
Available at: https://www.share-
datadocutool.org/control_construct_schem
es/view/2 

 
NB: Birth year may be sufficient in which 
case Birth Month could be considered as an 
optional variable for younger populations 
whereby a more precise measure of age 
may be required. 
 

Sex/Gender 
Identity 
 
 
 
 

 

1.a “Which sex were you 
assigned at birth?” 
 
 
 
1.b “Which gender do you 
identify with currently?” 

SEX_BIRTH 
 
 
 
 
GDR_CURR 

(1) Female 
(2) Male 
(3) Intersex 
(4) Prefer not to say 
 
(1) Woman 
(2) Man 
(3) Non-binary 
(4) Other 
(5) Prefer not to say 
 

Adapted from: 
Tate, C. C., Ledbetter, J. N., & Youssef, C. P. 
(2013). A two-question method for 
assessing gender categories in the social and 
medical sciences. Journal of sex research, 
50(8), 767-776 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2012.69
0110 
 
 

Household 
Composition 

1.a “Including yourself, 
how many people - 
including children - live 
here regularly as members 
of this household?” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1.b “How many members 
of your household are less 
than 18 years of age?” 

HHMMB 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
HHMMB_CDRN 

(1) Numerical (pick list or 
data entry)  
(2) Don’t know,  
(3) Prefer not to say 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(1) Numerical (pick list or 
data entry)  
(2) Don’t know,  
(3) Prefer not to say 
 

Adapted from European Social Survey ESS, 
Dataset: ESS9-2018, ed.3.1 
 Available at: 
http://nesstar.ess.nsd.uib.no/webview/inde
x.jsp?v=2&submode=variable&study=http%
3A%2F%2F129.177.90.83%3A80%2Fobj%2Ff
Study%2FESS9e03.1&gs=undefined&variabl
e=http%3A%2F%2F129.177.90.83%3A80%2
Fobj%2FfVariable%2FESS9e03.1_V237&mod
e=documentation&top=yes 
 
NB: 1b. Is an additional variable for 
COMFOCUS. It is not derived form the ESS. 

Country of 
Residence 
 

1. “In which country do you 
currently live?” 

CNTRY Adapted from European Social Survey ESS, Dataset: ESS9-2018, ed.3.1 
Available at: 
http://nesstar.ess.nsd.uib.no/webview/index.jsp?v=2&submode=variable
&study=http%3A%2F%2F129.177.90.83%3A80%2Fobj%2FfStudy%2FESS9e
03.1&gs=undefined&variable=http%3A%2F%2F129.177.90.83%3A80%2Fo
bj%2FfVariable%2FESS9e03.1_V6&mode=documentation&top=yes 
 
NB: this code list is restricted to EU countries. We would suggest using 
extended country code list for this variable from ‘Country of Birth’ below 
as COMFOCUS may perform surveys outside of Europe. 
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Country of 
Birth 

1. “In which country were 
you born?” 

CNTBRTHD From European Social Survey ESS, Dataset: ESS9-2018, ed.3.1  
Available at: 
http://nesstar.ess.nsd.uib.no/webview/index.jsp?v=2&submode=variable
&study=http%3A%2F%2F129.177.90.83%3A80%2Fobj%2FfStudy%2FESS9e
03.1&gs=undefined&variable=http%3A%2F%2F129.177.90.83%3A80%2Fo
bj%2FfVariable%2FESS9e03.1_V188&mode=documentation&top=yes 
 
 
ESS Response categories are located under 
“Subjective well-being, social exclusion, religion, national and ethnic 
identity” tab,  
sub-heading  “Country of birth” 
 

Ethnicity 
(Ancestry) 

1. “How would you 
describe your ancestry?” 

ANCTRY_1 
ANCTRY_2 

From European Social Survey ESS, Dataset: ESS9-2018, ed.3.1 
Available at: 
http://nesstar.ess.nsd.uib.no/webview/index.jsp?v=2&submode=variable
&study=http%3A%2F%2F129.177.90.83%3A80%2Fobj%2FfStudy%2FESS9e
03.1&gs=undefined&variable=http%3A%2F%2F129.177.90.83%3A80%2Fo
bj%2FfVariable%2FESS9e03.1_V496&mode=documentation&top=yes 
 
Also see  
ESS APPENDIX A11 ANCESTRY, 
ESS7-2014 ed. 1.0 (Available at: 
https://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/docs/round7/survey/ESS7_appen
dix_a11_e01_0.pdf 
 
Background academic paper: 
Heath, A., Schneider, S. L., & Butt, S. (2016). Developing a measure of 
socio-cultural origins for the European Social Survey. 
https://doi.org/10.21241/ssoar.49503 
 
NB: Respondent must be able to select up to two different ancestries to 
reflect where different maternal/paternal ancestry exists. 
 

Socio-
Economic 
Status (SES) 
(Individual 
and 
household 
level) 

For the purposes of COMFOCUS we propose that the ESeG-2014 is implemented at the more detailed two-digit category 
level. The ESeG-2014 question construction is aimed at individuals however, with minor adaptation it could be utilsed to 
measure SES at a household level by asking the participant to provide responses for a household reference person (i.e. the 
person who contributes most to the household income).  
 
NB: The underpinning variables collected for derivation of ESeG-2014 categories are Employment Status, Occupation, Non-
employed statu, Age and Gender (NB: Exclude Age and Gender questions from the SERISS CODING module as these data 
are already being collected in COMFOCUS in a format different to that of the SERISS CODING module). 
 
For  detailed description of question construction, coding scheme/syntax, response databases and language options see: 
 
Tijdens, K.G. (2016) ESEG-2014 coding scheme + explanatory note. Deliverable 8.13 of the SERISS project funded under the 
European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme GA No: 654221.  
Available at https://seriss.eu/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/SERISS-Deliverable-D8-13-ESeG-coding_submitted.pdf 
 
Tijdens KG (2019) Database of occupational titles, with explanatory note. Deliverable 8.3 of the SERISS project funded under 
the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme GA No: 654221. 
Available at: https://seriss.eu/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/SERISS-Deliverable-D8.3_-Database-of-occupations.pdf 
 
Tijdens, K.G. (2016) Database of employment status and explanatory note. Deliverable 8.12 of the SERISS project funded 
under the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme GA No: 654221.  
Available at: https://seriss.eu/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/SERISS-Deliverable-D8.12-Database-of-employment-status-
explanatory-note.pdf 
 
The question modules (multiple languages) and underpinning databases can be accessed at 
https://www.surveycodings.org/occupation/socio-economic-status 
https://www.surveycodings.org/occupation/database-live-search 
https://www.surveycodings.org/occupation/downloads 
 

Educational 
Attainment 
 

For the purposes of COMFOCUS is proposed that we collect data on the highest level of education achieved by an individual 
utilising the country-specific Education Levels defined in SERISS to tailor the surveys to the country in which they are being 
conducted and then create a derived harmonised ISCED 2011 variable from this data.   
 
For  detailed description of question construction, coding scheme/syntax, response databases and language options see: 
 
Schneider SL and Ortmanns V. (2019) Title: Database of educational attainment, with explanatory note. Deliverable 8.8 of the 
SERISS project funded under the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme GA No: 654221. 



D4.1 
Guideline for harmonisation of measures and protocols linking to other infrastructure and data bases 

19 

Available at: https://seriss.eu/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/SERISS-Deliverables-D8.8-Database-of-educational-
attainment_20190830_final.pdf 
 
The country-specific education levels can be identfied using the following links: 
https://www.surveycodings.org/education/live-search-database-educational-qualifications 
https://www.surveycodings.org/sites/default/files/content_files/education_attainment_for_API_v2_2019-08-
30_SERISS_del.xlsx 
 
Language versions of the questions in English, French, Spanish and German can also be downloaded as a .zip file: 
https://www.surveycodings.org/sites/default/files/content_files/Version%201.1.zip 
 
NB: Regardless of where a survey is being conducted it would be hugely beneficial if within the COMFOCUS Tools that are 
being developed we could provide the functionality for a participant to select the country in which they were educated (if 
different from the country in which the survey is being conducted) so that they may be  presented with the country-specific 
options relevant to where they undertook their highest level of education rather than being asked to equate their 
educational attainment to a non-familiar system.It is however recognised that this may be difficult to implement in the 
early stages of COMFOCUS. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Next Steps 
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4. Next Steps 

In this deliverable we have proposed a set of minimum level criteria for measuring socio-demographics (SD) in 

future studies to maximise the potential for linking datasets in the food and consumer science field to optimise 

future integration, transnational and virtual access to Research Infrastructures, and optimal (re-) usage of data 

and insights.  It is important to note that the SD variables proposed in this deliverable are considered to be 

the minimum level required and for some studies additional levels of data may be necessary to meet the 

particular study needs.  

It is now for the COMFOCUS Management Committee to decide, in conjunction with the COMFOCUS 

community, if, when and how the SD measures proposed in this deliverable are adopted, firstly for the 

upcoming COMFOCUS ‘Open Call’ data collections but also as a potential new ‘standard’ for SD measures used 

in future food-related consumer research studies. It will also be important for COMFOCUS to explore the 

minimum level of overlap of SD measures that will be required for the effective fusion of future datasets and 

the extent to which it is scientifically valid to fuse different datasets across different concepts, populations 

and contexts. 
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