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What’s in a Name:

Revisions to Federal Occupational Categories Significantly Affect Employment Estimates of Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics Professionals  
Washington, DC – Major revisions have been adopted during the last several years in the systems used by U.S. federal agencies to classify occupations.  The updated job titles are better suited to the current U.S. economy, but they also create inconsistencies in time series data for years before and after the changes in occupational categories.  
A white paper released today by the Commission on Professionals in Science and Technology (CPST) examines the effects of the revised Standard Occupational Classification (SOC) categories on counts of the employment of science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) professionals.
“Without an objective source of data analysis, industry and academia could be impacted by decisions made based on incomplete information,” said Lisa Frehill, Executive Director of CPST.  “For example, policymakers could consider legislation intended to make the U.S. more competitive based on employment measured in different ways with changes due to categorization differences rather than real labor market changes.” 
For example, both the old and new versions of the SOC include a category for “Electrical and electronic engineers,” but the new version includes only about half as many individuals in the category as the old version.  The white paper shows that this change is not the result of a severe decrease in employment in the field, but rather a significant reclassification of the employees counted in the category.  For example, about 20 percent of the individuals in the old category are now classified as “Computer software engineers,” 14 percent as “Engineers, all other,” and so on.  
Likewise, the number of individuals counted as “Economists” in the old version of the SOC is nearly five times greater than the number counted in the category in the new version.  Why the difference?  The new version of the SOC correctly moves about 80 percent of the individuals previously counted as “Economists” to a more accurately-titled new category of “Market and survey researchers.”
The white paper includes detailed information on changes in the federal SOC categories for 61 STEM professions, comparing the number of workers classified in each occupation in the old and new versions of the SOC.  With this information, observers such as policy analysts, professional and technical societies, and media can make informed adjustments of trend data, creating more consistent information across the years when these changes in occupational assignments were made.
The white paper, written by Richard Ellis, is a product of the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation-funded STEM Workforce Data Project.  To date, the project has released seven reports and three white papers.  Earlier reports examined twenty years of data on STEM employment; the participation of women, minorities, and foreign-born individuals in STEM occupations; trends in science and technology salaries; trends in STEM degree production; and STEM employment forecasts.  The STEM Workforce Data Project draws upon the full range of statistical resources offered by U.S. federal agencies, as well as private sources of information, to identify, compile and distribute reliable statistics on STEM workers in the U.S.    
Effects of Recent Revisions in Federal Standard Occupational Classification (SOC) Categories on Counts of the Employment of STEM Professionals is available free of charge on CPST’s website, http://www.cpst.org, as are the earlier reports and white papers.  In 2007, three additional reports and four more white papers will be produced, culminating in a national conference in Washington, DC on November 1-2, 2007 on the present and future status of the U.S. STEM workforce.  
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About CPST:  The Commission on Professionals in Science and Technology (CPST), founded in 1953 as the Scientific Manpower Commission, is a nonprofit organization whose membership includes leading professional scientific societies, corporations, academic institutions, and individuals concerned with the education and employment of scientists and engineers.  CPST specializes in the collection, analysis and dissemination of reliable information about the human resources of the United States in the fields of science, engineering and technology.  For more information, visit http://www.cpst.org. 
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