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RURAL SOCIAL STRUCTURES, REGIONAL EVOLUTIONS 
 

STRUCTURI SOCIALE RURALE, EVOLUTII REGIONALE 
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Rural society, as part of the human society, is not a homogeneous mass of 
equally endowed individuals, but it is rather structured into vertical 
divisions, established on different criteria. Any society represents the 
combination of several hierarchical organizations, each individual being 
placed on a certain step in each of these organizations. In a transition 
society, the social categories are volatile and the social criteria modify 
their influence upon the structuring of individuals   within the society. The 
rural social structures were investigated in this study in their regional 
dynamics, as the regional social and economic patterns condition the 
evolution of social structures. The society structuring issue is extremely 
large, but out of the stratification criteria we chose three: the 
demographic and social characteristics, the occupational status, the farm 
size, which have a special influence upon the rural population’s capacity 
to reach a certain income level. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
The human society, even since its simplest organization forms, has 

not been homogeneous, but rather structured according to a set of criteria 
which developed and got refined in time. The society structuring is 
omnipresent and takes the form of stratification consisting of vertical 
divisions established according to different criteria. Stratification appears 
from the very moment when there is differentiation, integration, 
hierarchization, inequality or conflict between the constitutive elements of a 
group. †  Any society represents the combination of several hierarchical 
organizations, each individual being placed on a certain step in each of these 
organizations.  

                                                
* Institute of Agricultural Economics – Romanian Academy, Bucharest 
†  Cherkaoui, Mohamed (1997) in “Sociology Treaty” (Boudon, R., coord). Humanitas 
Publishing House, Bucharest p.111. 
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 At the stratification basis there are, in Cherkaoui’s opinion*, four 
processes: the differentiation of individuals, as a result of the action of the 
criterion representing the social stratification foundation, the hierarchization 
of the individuals in a society according to this criterion, the evaluation of 
the distances between individuals in relation to the attributes characterizing 
them and the reward depending on the importance for the society of best 
using his/her personal attributes in relation with the criterion used in the 
social differentiation. The inequalities between the classes are the 
fundamental structural form of the social inequality.†. 

The social stratification designates the structured social inequality, 
respectively the systematic inequalities that emerge between the groups of 
people as an unintended consequence of the economic, social processes and 
relationships.‡  

 
MAIN DIMENSIONS OF THE RURAL SOCIAL STRUCTURES 

 
The present study intends to briefly investigate the regional 

disparities with regard to the evolution of the main rural social structures 
classified on the basis of three criteria, namely: 
v Social structures based on demographic and social characteristics 

(educational structure and structure by age) of the rural society members 
- as basis of the opportunities/risks to occupy a higher/lower social 
position. 

v Social structures based on the occupational status, comprising 
indicators which describe the evolution of the activity rate, of the main 
occupational structure, the occupational mobility and main 
characteristics of the working time utilization – labour force 
underutilization. 

v Social structures based on the farm size as a hierarchy that describes the 
structuring of the rural society in relation to the most important 

                                                
* Cherkaoui, M., cit works, p117 
†  Benschop, A., (1993) - Classes. Outline of a Transformational Class Analysis, Het 
Spinhuis, Amsterdam,-www2.fmg.uva.nl/sociosite/CLASS/summary.htmi 
‡  Oxford (2003), Sociology Dictionary, edited by Gordon Marshall, Encyclopaedic 
Universe Publishing House, Bucharest, p. 589 
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economic activity in the rural area, which absorbs the largest part of the 
available labor force in this area. 

 While the first stratification criterion is based on the intrinsic 
characteristics of the society members, the other two dimensions of the rural 
social stratification are, to a large extents, the result of the conjunctural 
factors (the economic development level in the zone and the investment and 
occupational opportunities provided, the age structure, the demographic and 
social characteristics describing the rural population - education, health). 
 

THE RURAL SOCIAL STRUCTURE EVOLUTION 
 

Regional disparities in the rural demographic structure 
As regards the structure of population by ages in the rural area, this 

is the following (2004 data): children, up to 15 y.o. represent 18.3%, the 
persons aged 15-59 y.o. 57%, and those over 60 y.o., 24.0%. This 
population structure reveals the advanced ageing of the rural population. If 
we take into consideration the evolution of the rural population by age 
groups in the year 2003 compared to 1998, we can notice a 5% decrease of 
the population category aged 0-14, an increase by 2% of the population aged 
15-59, while in the category of old population, over 60 years old, a decrease 
by 0.7% was noticed. This change in the population distribution is the 
consequence of birth rate decrease in the rural area, which will have great 
implications in the future upon the rural human capital, at the level of which 
the degenerative processes (ageing for example) run the risk of irremediable 
aggravation. 

While in the urban area, demographic ageing index, in 2004, that is 
the number of persons aged 60 and over, in 1000 persons aged 0 - 14 y.o., is 
1070 ‰, in the rural areas this index is extremely high, i.e. 1310 ‰. An 
increase of the old population pressure upon the young population can be 
noticed in the rural area, but not only, the ageing index increasing 1.24 
times in the period 1992-2004, from 1057 ‰ to 1310 ‰, reflecting the size 
of the risk given by the compression of inflows in the population of working 
age, and by the intensification of the outflows from it. 
 By regions, there are significant demographic ageing disparities, the 
regions South and South-West being subject to highest risks with regard to 
their future demographic structure. Although the region North-East has the 
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highest birth rate, not even here the number of people aged 0-14 years do 
not exceed the number of people aged over 60 years. 
 

Compared to the region North-East, 
the demographic imbalance grows 
larger in the rural regions inside 
the Carpathians ring and in the 
proximity of the capital city 
Bucharest. The demographic 
ageing severely impacts the 
innovation capacity of the 
population from a given territory, 
as it is well-known that a certain 
conservatism is associated to old 
age, as well as a refractory attitude 
towards novelty, innovation, a 
lower capacity of 
learning/adopting some new 
techniques and technologies.  

While the labor force renewal does not represent a short term risk for 
the rural area (the labour renewal index (15-29/30-44 y.o.) reaching 1.17), in 
perspective, on the basis of the already decreased birth rate and of the 
increasing population ageing trend, the situation could be reversed, and the 
available labor force could be diminished. The rural areas in all the 
development regions have labor force renewal indices larger than one, yet 
the regional trend is a decreasing trend in each of them. The structure by 
ages of the active rural population by regions features the existence of 
significant discrepancies as regards the “capacity” of the regional labor 
force to reproduce itself over generations. Thus, the region featuring the 
highest labor force renewal capacity is North-East, followed by the rural 
areas in the region West. Very low labour force renewal capacities can be 
also found in the regions West and South-West, where the labour force 
renewal index tends to be equal to one, while the the risk to become 
negative in a short time is high.  

 
 

Regional disparities in the rural occupational structure 

Table 1. Regional disparities with 
regard to the demographic ageing and 
labour renewal indices – 2002                                        

 Region 
Demographic 
ageing index 

Labour 
renewal 
index  

NE 1033 1.27 

SE 1246 1.18 

S 1458 1.11 

SW 1585 1.09 

W 1293 1.06 

NW 1190 1.18 

Center  1106 1.21 

Bucharest 1101 1.16 
Source: NIS (2003) – General Census of 

Population and Dwellings, 2002 
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The rural population employment level reveals the risk of not having 
an occupation (a job), and thus of not benefiting from incomes or other 
advantages for the satisfaction of the basic needs. 

The employment and 
unemployment rates 
have much better values 
in the rural areas. Yet 
we are quite reserved 
with regard to the real 
value of these 
indicators, because of 
the modality of 

statistically reporting the employment in the rural areas; here all the persons 
who declare themselves employed are registered, regardless of the effective 
working time. Moreover, the rural people who could fall into the category of 
the long-term unemployed, as soon as they no longer receive the 
unemployment benefit are no longer considered unemployed; if they also 
have a small plot of land that they operate, they declare themselves farmers, 

adding to the population that is  
statistically considered 
“employed population”. 
The economic dependence 
ratio (the number of inactive 
and unemployed people in 
1000 employed people) mainly 
affects the population’s living 
standard; between these two 
indicators a reversed 
proportionality relation exists 
(in other words, the higher the 
economic dependence ratio, the 
more the employed person’s 
income is divided between 

more people “depending” on this income). In the year 2004, the above-
mentioned indicator in the rural area has the value 1299.5/1000 and it is 

Table 2. The evolution of the employment and 
unemployment rates by residence areas 

Rural Urban Indicator 

1996 2004 1996 2004 
Employment rate 66.9 60.6 55.0 55.9 
Unemployment 
rate  

4.3 6.2 9.2 9.5 

Source: NIS – The Statistical Yearbook of Romania, 2002, 
2005 

Table 3.  The economic dependency       
ratio             

              1998 2004 2004/1998 

NE 719 1001.1 1.4 

SE 944 1415.6 1.5 

S 876 1310.7 1.5 

SW 630 1048.3 1.7 

W 692 1380.1 2.0 

NW 717 1512.2 2.1 

Center 1110 1994.5 1.8 

Bucharest  1275 1619.9 1.3 

Rural 805 1299.5 1.6 
Source: NIS (2005) – Romania’s Statistical 
Yearbook, 2005 
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much lower to that in the urban area (1424.7/1000). *  Out of the same 
previously expressed reasons, we consider that the economic dependency 
ratio in the rural area could be much higher if we took into consideration the 
under-employment of the labor force.      

In time, the economic dependency ratio has deteriorated for all the 
development regions, compared to 1998 when only for the rural areas from 
the regions Center and Bucharest there were more than one depending 
person per employed person; in the year 2004, none of the development 
regions had a dependency ratio less than unit.                                                  
The above- mentioned ratio has alarming values in the regions Center, 
Bucharest and North-West, where each employed person “supports” more 
than 1.5 inactive people. The most accelerated growth rates of this ratio 
have been found in the regions West and North-West. 
 

Regional disparities regarding the socio-agrarian structures 
The social structures based on the farm size take the form of a 

pyramid hierarchy, which describes the rural society structuring in relation 
to the most important economic activity in the rural area that absorbs the 
largest part of the labor force in this area.            

Table 4. The regional evolution of the individual household farms           
 2000 2002 

 Individual household farms 

Region 
Number area 

(ha) 
ha/ farm Number Area  

(ha) 
ha/ farm  

NE 896025 1625525 1.81 905682 1353568 1.49 

SE 473416 1047978 2.21 586682 1063680 1.81 

S 718261 1179446 1.64 936768 1149743 1.23 
SW 599871 1306124 2.18 642115 1149582 1.79 
W 372657 1386647 3.72 394397 908048 2.30 

NW 622034 1700922 2.73 661808 1166865 1.76 
Center 522659 1640860 3.14 524448 866207 1.65 

Bucharest 3098* 2665* 0.86 84687 57940 0.68 
Source: Popescu. M., (2001), Lessons of the Transition, Agriculture 1990-2000, Expert 
Publishing House; NIS (2004), General Agricultural Census, vol. 4, electronic edition 
* for the year 2000, the data refer only to Bucharest municipality  

 

                                                
* NIS, Romania’s Statistical Yearbook, 2005, electronic format 
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The number of the agricultural households that farm their land on 
individual basis increased throughout the transition period in all the 
development regions, and the total agricultural area operated under this form 
diminished. The main effect of these two divergent evolutions is manifested 
in the diminution of the average agricultural area operated by an individual 
household farm at regional level, which significantly and constantly reduces 
the chances of this farm to become a commercial farm. The diminution of 
the average farm size has the highest rate in the regions Center, West and 
North-West, where the average operated area by an individual household 
farm diminished by over 30% in only two years (with a maximum 
diminution by 47% for the individual household farms in the region Center). 
However, these regions benefit from the significant contribution of a 
relatively more diversified rural occupational structure, generated by the 
higher economic development level, which yields off-farm incomes that 
relieve the agricultural household farms and the land resources from the 
pressure of the need to cover the basic food consumption needs. 
Consequently, these household farms can give up  farming a part of the land 
area into ownership, ceding its use to third entities - small individual 
agricultural holdings or legal entity farming units. 

Without benefiting from off-farm occupational opportunities, the 
rural population in the regions North-East, South-East, South and South-
West runs the risk to be still dependent on the land resources of its own 
agricultural holding. The average farm size also diminished in these regions, 
yet by shares under 25%. 

 
CONCLUSIONS 

 
Rural society structuring function of the previous criteria results in a 

social hierarchy structured on the basis of the level of incomes, to which 
each of the demographic and economic characteristics mentioned above 
brings its contribution. 

The analysis of the above data for the year 2002 reveals the 
incidence of the regional distribution of the disparities with regard to the 
characteristics of the rural population on the economic performance of the 
individuals, materialized into the level of incomes: 
Ø The average level of rural household incomes by regions negatively 

correlates with the demographic ageing index. If we exclude the 
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region North-East, whose high birth rate turns it into an extreme 
exception, the correlation coefficient between the average income 
per household and the demographic ageing index takes the value 
“0.59”, showing that as the population of one region is getting old, 
its capacity to generate incomes at household level diminishes. 

Ø The rural occupational 
structure also 
significantly influences 
the level of the rural 
household incomes, a 
large share of the rural 
population employed in 
agriculture generating 
low income levels, 
because of the poor 
performance of the 
individual agricultural 
holding, with poor land 
and technical endowment, 
which finds itself in the 
impossibility to invest in 
the development of an 

agricultural business. In this case, too, a reversed dependency 
relation can be noticed between the share of the rural employed 
population working in agriculture and the regional level of the 
average income of the rural household (-0.88). 

Ø  Given the fact that agriculture represents the prevailing occupation 
in the rural area, the land resources of the individual agricultural 
holding, as basis of agricultural production organization, can also 
contribute to the increase of cash incomes on the rural household. 
The correlation coefficient between the average income of the rural 
household and the average size of the individual agricultural holding 
by regions has a negative value, i.e.  – 0.61, which proves that the 
cash incomes of the rural household depend more on the off-farm 
activities rather than on the sales of agricultural products. 

 

Table 5. Average monthly income per 
rural household in 2002 - in cash 

Region  

Average monthly 
income per 
household  

RON 
NE 220.86 
SE 305.30 

S 285.32 
SW 312.76 

W 275.17 
NW 363.21 

Center 343.83 
Bucharest 496.96 

Rural 297.08 
Source: own calculation based upon data 

from The Rural EuroBarometer, 2002, The 
Foundation for an Open Society  


