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Abstract

Objectives
Social class is a signi�cant factor that in�uences an individual’s health, education, and lifestyle, among other things. However,
there is no standard income-based scale that can classify individuals into different social classes for comparability across
studies. In this article, we outlined the method of using monthly family income to identify the middle class of a country and how
to use it to de�ne the lower and upper class.

Methods
We used a widely accepted de�nition of the middle class and implemented it to determine the threshold for middle class family
using the monthly median income of a country. This method can be used by any country to classify the community as “lower
class” (< 75% of the median income), “middle class” (75–125% of the median income) and “upper class” (> 125% of the median
income). We also presented an example using data from Bangladesh. The results were then adjusted for in�ation to provide a
guideline for updating the income limits for any future year.

Results
The current study used an accepted de�nition of the middle class and based on an example of Bangladesh implemented it after
adjusting for in�ation. The social class in 2023 based on the monthly household income was < 12,500 BDT for lower class,
12,500 to 21,500 BDT for middle class and > 21,500 BDT for upper class after in�ation.

Conclusion
This social class classi�cation can be used for grouping study participants into comparable socioeconomic categories in the
context of any country and can be updated easily in the future.

What is already known on this topic
Several studies have classi�ed participants by social class, albeit using arbitrary upper and lower limits.

What this study adds:

There is a lack of a standard income-based scale that can be used to classify individuals into different social classes for
comparability across studies.

How this study might affect research, practice or policy:

By utilizing this classi�cation system, researchers and policymakers will have a standardized tool to measure social class
and its impact on various health outcomes.

The system can be updated based on consumer price index of any year for any country.

Introduction
Social class re�ects economic and social standing based on income, education and occupation [1]. One’s class impacts health
and well-being, as higher classes have more resources while lower classes face obstacles worsening health [2]. These obstacles
include limited healthcare access, greater exposure, and �nancial/social stress. Classes are distinguished objectively by
measures like income/education and also subjectively. However, complexity sometimes causes ambiguity due to lack of clarity
[1]. Debate still exists on whether class is mainly economic or not.
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Generally, classes are divided into upper, middle, and lower. The upper class is wealthy with high status. The lower class consists
of hourly workers and long-term unemployed or welfare reliant. The middle class resides between, though composition varies
across regions or countries. Overall, the middle class occupies the socioeconomic middle between upper and lower classes. There
are different ways to de�ne social class depending on the region. In Bangladesh, those considered middle class may be viewed
as lower class in more developed nations.

Determining social class in any country is important for understanding social, economic, and political issues. Knowing the
distribution of resources across classes provides insight into the socioeconomic landscape. This allows policymakers to identify
disparities and develop targeted programs to meet the speci�c needs of vulnerable groups based on their social class. Social
class can be determined subjectively based on perceptions or objectively using measurable criteria like occupation, education,
and income. Most sociologists prefer the objective method of categorizing individuals according to where they stand in relation
to these variables [3].

Determining social class is a complex task as it is in�uenced by factors beyond just income, like education and cultural capital.
Someone with a high income but limited education or cultural capital may belong to a lower class. While imperfect, income is
often used as a proxy in large studies where other data is limited [4]. Income-based de�nitions can be absolute, using �xed
Purchasing Power Parity (PPP)-adjusted income ranges applied globally, or relative, considering national income percentiles [5].
Absolute de�nitions using �xed daily income thresholds, like $2–20 per day in 2005 PPP dollar [6], do not account for variations
in costs of living between countries. Similar arguments can be made against the method used in other studies where the
threshold were $2–4 or $6–10 per day [7], de�ning the global middle class as $10–100 per day based on national accounts [6]
and those above $2–13 per day in 2005 PPP prices as middle class [8]. While practical, absolute de�nitions do not fully capture
country-level economic differences. Relative boundaries provide a more accurate picture within a country by making lower and
upper income limits country-speci�c [5], such as between the 2nd-4th consumption quintiles [9].

Why use social class strati�cation?
In biomedical studies, social class is often an important factor to consider when making comparisons. There are two main
approaches used to de�ne social class. The �rst involves calculating a wealth index, which acts as a proxy measure of
household socioeconomic status [10]. The wealth index is a composite, multidimensional indicator that incorporates information
on asset ownership. It allows data to be disaggregated by wealth quintiles, helping to uncover issues disproportionately affecting
certain population segments in terms of access to services and health outcomes. However, constructing the wealth index requires
detailed data on various assets, which can deter respondents due to the time involved. The second approach considers social
class strati�cation based on the middle class. This method serves as the benchmark for de�ning the upper and lower classes. As
it needs relatively little information, this offers a practical tool for research purposes. De�ning social class in terms of the middle
class allows construction of social class categories using limited data collection. Both methods have merits, but the latter may be
preferable when time or data constraints are a concern for studies involving social class as a factor. It provides a feasible option
using a minimum of explanatory variables.

De�nition of the middle class
One de�nition of the middle class that has been applied in research is based on a percentage range around the national median
income level. Speci�cally, a study conducted in the United States de�ned the middle class as those with incomes falling between
75–125% of the national median income [11]. Although this de�nition was developed and tested within a developed country
context, another study from 2010 also applied this same de�nition to developing nations when attempting to characterize their
middle class populations [12]. Under this de�nition, the middle class encompasses those citizens with incomes reasonably close
to, but not at the very top or bottom of, the national income distribution levels.

Steps for determining the social class and adjusting for in�ation
Based on the de�nition used by Thurow as well as Birdsall, the median household income is the key for identifying the middle
class [11, 12]. When a country publishes their household income and expenditure survey, the data can be used to determine the
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median household income. It can be a single �gure, or it may be reported as a range. As the social class is region dependent,
there is no merit to convert the range of income into US dollars or international dollars except for when the threshold itself is of
concern.

Adjustment for in�ation
To account for in�ation, it is necessary to consider the Consumer Price Index (CPI) which tracks the cost of goods or services over
time to measure in�ation (Box 1). Another approach can be using the GDP implicit price de�ators [13].

Example of middle-class identi�cation
The following is an example for identifying the middle class using the Household Income & Expenditure Survey (HIES, 2016)
conducted by the Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics (BBS) [15]. The data used is from publicly available report. Table 1 presents a
list of monthly household income groups of equal sizes by using and modifying the report of HIES (2016) [15] (Table 1).

Table 1
Distribution of households by monthly household income groups (modi�ed).

Monthly household income groups (in BDT) Number of households Cumulative frequency

0-4999 6632803 6632803

5000–9999 11037940 17670743

10000–14999 8503955 26174698

15000–19999 5009170 31183868

20000–24999 2932004 34115872

25000–29999 1711329 35827201

30000–34999 988110 36815311

≥ 35000 2514115 39329426

Total 39329426  

BDT: Bangladesh Taka.

As the current report contains grouped data, the formula for median calculation for group data is used. The formula is:

Median =

Here,

L + ( ) × h
−cf

n

2

f
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n = no. of observations = 39329426

 =  = 19664713. So the median class is 10000–14999 (As the 19664713th observation lies here).

L = lower limit of the median group = 10000

cf = the cumulative frequency of the class preceding the median group = 17670743

f = frequency of median group = 26174698

h = group size (assuming groups are of equal size) = 4999

So, median =

=  = 11149.77

So, the median for monthly household income is BDT 11,149.77 as per HIES (2016).

After adjustment for 2023 the median household income is: 11149.77 = BDT 17170.65

According to the de�nition, the lower limit for the middle class is:

= 75% of BDT 17170.65 = BDT 12877.99 = (rounded as) BDT 12,900.

Similarly, the upper limit for the middle class is:

= 125% of BDT 17170.65 = BDT 21463.31 = (rounded as) BDT 21,500.

Finally, the social class strati�cation of Bangladesh household as per median household income in 2023 shown in Table 2.

Table 2
The distribution of social class based on

monthly household income
Social class Monthly household income

Lower class < 12,900 BDT

Middle class 12,900 − 21,500 BDT

Upper class > 21,500 BDT

Conclusion
Social class re�ects economic and social standing, which needs to be regularly reviewed based on changing income data to
ensure accurate classi�cations due to a change in the CPI. This study classi�ed Bangladeshi social classes using updated
income data, which can help policymakers and researchers understand outcomes across classes. The current study considers
families earning less than BDT 12,500 as lower class, BDT 12,500 − 21,500 as middle class and more than BDT 21,500 as upper
class in 2023. Other studies have considered 10000–20000 as medical class, albeit empirically [16]. Following this method, using
any available national income data, the social class strati�cation threshold level for any county for any year can be constructed
and used in studies.
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During manuscript preparation, the authors used ChatGPT (version 3.5) to improve the language and readability since they are
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