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Household Structure and Sources of Income  
in a Rice-Growing Village in Northeast Thailand

Shirai Yuko* and A. Terry Rambo**

As part of the agrarian transformation in Northeast Thailand, major changes have 
been occurring in the size, structure, and sources of income of rural households.  
This study, which is based on a survey of 303 households in a rice-growing village 
in Khon Kaen Province in Northeast Thailand, presents a detailed picture of con-
temporary rural households.  Households have decreased in size while becoming 
more structurally diverse.  Nuclear households, which were the most common 
structural type in the past, are increasingly being replaced by extended, skipped 
generation, and truncated households.  Multiple factors, including the increased 
opportunity for earning income from local non-farm employment, provision of ser-
vices within the village, prolongation of people’s life spans, increased education 
levels, delayed age of marriage, and an increase in the number of people who never 
marry, have contributed to these changes.  At the same time as they are becoming 
structurally more diverse, rural households have become increasingly dependent 
on non-agricultural sources of income.  Even truncated households, which are the 
most reliant on agricultural income of any structural type, derive only one-third of 
their total income from farming.  Non-agricultural income sources, which include 
local non-farm employment, self-employment, remittances, and government sup-
port and pensions, are of growing importance.  Many households are in debt, with 
two-thirds of skipped generation households having debts exceeding 100% of their 
annual net income.  Government rural development and poverty reduction policies 
and programs intended to improve the social and economic situation of people in 
the Northeast need to take the changed nature of their households into account if 
they are to achieve their desired results.
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Introduction

As part of the ongoing agrarian transformation in Northeast Thailand (commonly called 
“Isan”), major changes of rural households have been occurring.  For instance, the aver-
age size of households has decreased, and nuclear households, formerly the predominant 
type, have declined in number, and new household types have been emerging.  Associated 
with changes in household structure are changes in sources of income, which are becom-
ing increasingly diversified, with a decline in the contribution made by agriculture and a 
growing share of income coming from non-agricultural sources.  So marked is this shift 
that contemporary Isan agricultural households have been called “part-time farmers” 
(Takeuchi 2004; Rigg 2005; Grandstaff et al. 2008).

Although many of these broad changes in rural households and their sources of 
income have been discussed by other researchers at a rather general level (Smith 1978; 
Grandstaff et al. 2008; Rigg and Salamanca 2009; 2011; Keyes 2010; Rigg et al. 2012; 
Chawanote and Barrett 2013), no detailed descriptions of the nature of changes occurring 
at the village level have been published.  Moreover, many members of the general pub-
lic, as well as academics, journalists, and policy makers, continue to cling to the old 
stereotype of rural Isan villagers as poor rainfed rice farmers and have not yet perceived 
the extent to which rural society and economy in the region have changed.  Understand-
ing the reality of rural people’s livelihoods in Isan is essential in order to formulate more 
realistic development policies that will truly serve the interests of local people in the 
region.  Therefore, we undertook this study in a village in Khon Kaen Province in North-
east Thailand in order to describe the current structure of rural households and identify 
their sources of income.  In this paper, we seek to: (1) describe the composition of rural 
households and classify them into structural types; (2) examine changes that have 
occurred in the size and types of households over the past 50 years; (3) examine the 
relationship of household structures and age distribution, types of livelihoods, and agri-
cultural activities; (4) identify the income sources of different types of households; and 
(5) examine the relationship of household structures with levels of income and debt.

Overview of Nong Ben Village

This research was carried out in Nong Ben village (16°37′12″N, 102°49′59″E) in Khon 
Kaen Province.  The village is located approximately 20 kilometers northeast of Khon 
Kaen Municipality along National Highway No. 2 (Fig. 1).  Nong Ben village is one of 10 
villages in Non Thon Subdistrict (tambol).  Nong Ben was a single village (Muban) until 
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2006, when it was divided into two administrative villages, each with its own headman.
The village area of Nong Ben is about 6,291 rai (1,007 ha) (Sunantha 2002).  The 

total agricultural area was about 5,039 rai (806 ha) in 2005 but had declined to around 
4,111 rai (658 ha) in 2011.  Water for irrigation is supplied by a canal from the Ubolratana 
dam in Nam Phong District, which is around 30 kilometers from the village.  After irriga-
tion first came to the village in 1968, the household economy of the villagers changed 
dramatically because it became possible to plant a second rice crop in the dry season and 
to cultivate other valuable crops such as flowers and vegetables.

There are three different agricultural land-use in the village: (1) rainfed upland cash 
crop fields (cassava, sugarcane, and rubber); (2) irrigated fields used to grow rice and 
other crops (e.g., flowers and vegetables); and (3) rainfed paddy fields.  The total area of 
paddy fields in 2002 was about 3,019 rai (483 ha), which had declined to 2,501 rai (400 ha) 
in 2011.  In 2006, about 53% of village households had only irrigated paddy fields, 11% 
had only rainfed paddy fields, and 36% had both types of paddy fields (Shirai et al. 2007).  
The villagers plant glutinous rice (RD6 variety), mostly for self-consumption, and jasmine 
rice (KDML105 variety) for sale.

Nong Ben had a de facto population of 1,189 persons and 303 households in 2013.  
Its inhabitants belong to the Thai-Lao ethnic group.  The majority (81.1%) of households 
are engaged in agriculture, of which around 96.7% cultivate rice; 39.8% cultivate field 
crops such as cassava, sugarcane, and rubber; and another 21.9% cultivate other crops 
such as flowers and vegetables.  According to our village survey in 2006 (ibid.), about 
70% of village households raised cattle and only three households raised buffalo, but these 

Fig. 1 The Location of Nong Ben Village, Non Thon Subdistrict, Khon Kaen Province
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numbers had declined by 2013, when only 14.1% of village households still raised any 
kind of livestock.  Most households (79.2%) are owners of agricultural land and basically 
manage their lands by themselves, while 11.2% of households have no agricultural land 
and do not engage in any agricultural activities.  In 2013, 27.6% of the total labor force in 
the village had some form of local non-farm employment such as casual hire wage work 
or regular wage work in factories near the village or in the service sector in the city of 
Khon Kaen.

The spread of farm mechanization that has been occurring throughout Isan can be 
observed also in Nong Ben.  However, only 6.6% of households own large modern farm 
machines such as four-wheel tractors and combine harvesters, and the owners hire out 
their machines together with drivers to other villagers.  Most villagers now hire agricul-
tural machines to plow their paddy fields and harvest the rice.

Methodology

Data collection was carried out in the village in April 2013.  At the beginning of the study, 
group discussions were conducted several times with around 20 villagers participating 
each time.  Topics included village boundaries, land-use and history, the annual cycle of 
agricultural and cultural activities, previous and current situations of non-farm employ-
ment, use of remittances, and people’s livelihoods both in the past and in the present.  
Secondary data for the village, such as area of agricultural land, types of agricultural crops, 
and household registration data—including names and ages of all household members—
were obtained from several government offices in Khon Kaen, including the Provincial 
Office, Non Thon Subdistrict Office, Provincial Agricultural Office, and Community 
Development Office.

Detailed information on the composition and sources of income of each of the 303 
households residing in the village were obtained in multiple extended interviews with 
the village headmen and confirmed when necessary by checking with the individual 
households.  Data collected included the household members who stay together; house-
hold members who migrant to other places and locations they migrate; sex, age, education 
level, marital status, occupation, and relationship of all household members, including 
out-migrants; type of household income sources (both agricultural and non-agricultural); 
area of agricultural land they own and land-use, and types of agricultural activities.  This 
information was used to classify the households that were used to select the sample 
households for a detailed survey.

The 303 village households were divided into four groups according to their types 



Household Structure and Sources of Income in a Rice-Growing Village 279

of livelihood: (1) only agriculture (24 households), (2) both agriculture and non-agriculture 
(222 households), (3) only non-agriculture (41 households), and (4) economically inactive 
(16 households).  Random samples of households were selected from each group.  
Although the initial plan was to interview 20% of the households in each group, some 
groups had relatively small numbers of households so all of the households that were 
available for interviewing were included in the survey (Table 1).

Each sample household was interviewed to obtain detailed information about the 
household members who stay together; household members who migrant to other places 
and locations they migrate; sex, age, education level, occupation, marital status and 
 relationship of all household members, including out-migrants; amount of remittances; 
types of agricultural and non-agricultural activities; engagement in agricultural and non- 
agricultural employment; area of agricultural land they own and land-use; ownership of 
agricultural tools including farm machines; household assets such as a TV or motor 
vehicle; monthly or annual household expenditure and individual and household cash 
income from agricultural and non-agricultural activities; and amount and reason of debt.  
Interviews with the sample households were carried out on May 5–11, 2013.

All data were entered into an Excel database.  SPSS version 21 was used for analy-
sis of data.

Household Composition

Households in Nong Ben are relatively small, with an average size of 3.9 persons in 2013, 
which is quite similar to the average size of households in Northeast Thailand of 3.5 
individuals in 2010 (National Statistics Office of Thailand 2010).  Although we do not have 
historical data on household size in Nong Ben, data from earlier village studies in several 
provinces in Isan show that the mean size of rural households has been declining since 
the 1960s (Table 2).

Table 1 Number of Sample Households from Different Livelihood Groups

Livelihood Groups

Total1. Only  
Agriculture

2. Both  
Agriculture and 
Non-agriculture

3. Only  
Non-agriculture

4. Economically 
Inactive

Total number of households 24 222 41 16 303
Number of selected sample 
households 8 41 6 6 61

Percentage of all households 
in livelihood group 33.3 18.5 14.6 37.5 20.1
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The 303 households in Nong Ben can be classified into four structural types: nuclear 
family household, extended family household, skipped generation family household, and 
truncated family household.  Henceforth, these types are referred to as “nuclear house-
hold,” “extended household,” “skipped generation household,” and “truncated house-
hold” respectively.  These types were derived from a classification system devised by 
Ethel Nurge (1965) as modified by A. Terry Rambo and Neil Jamieson (1973).  Nuclear 
households were defined by G. P. Murdock as typically consisting of “a married man and 
woman with their offspring” (Murdock 1949, 1).  Households with only a single spouse 
present to care for the children are also included in the nuclear household type in this 
study (Funahashi 2006).  Extended households can include both vertically and horizon-
tally related family members.  The most common vertical extended type is made up of a 
married couple, their children, and one or more of the parents of one of the spouses.  
Skipped generation households are composed of elderly persons, usually grandparents, 
and one or more of their own or someone else’s grandchildren.  Truncated households 
are composed of “isolated individuals such as a widow or widower or an elderly married 
couple living alone with no children present” (Rambo and Jamieson 1973, 20).  Fig. 2 
presents diagrams of each of the structural types.

The extended households are the dominant type of household in Nong Ben, with 
40.3% of all households being of this type, followed by nuclear households (29.0%), 
truncated households (19.1%), and skipped generation households (11.6%).  The rather 
large number of truncated households is noteworthy and it is probably the result of young 
people gaining higher education and taking non-farm jobs in the city rather than remain-

Table 2 Changes over the Past 50 Years in Mean Household Size and the Frequency of Occurrence of  
Different Types of Household Structures in Rural Villages in Northeast Thailand

Year

1961a 1963b 1964c 1965d 1981e 2002e 2013f

Village Ma Muang Nong Tuen Don Daeng Saraphi Don Daeng Nong Ben

Province Udon Thani Mahasara-
kham Khon Kaen Nakhon 

Ratchasima Khon Kaen

Mean household 
size 5.8 5.9 6.1 6.0 5.1 4.1 3.9

Type of household 
structure (%)
Nuclear 71 76 68 78 64 43 29
Extended 17 24 28 22 29 40 40
Others 12 – 4 – 7 17 31

Sources: a Lux (1961); b Keyes (1975); c Mizuno (1981); d Janlekha (1968); e Funahashi (2006); f Village survey 
by the authors (2013).

Note: Each source uses different terms for the types of families and households. These have been adjusted 
to correspond to the classification employed in the present paper.
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ing with their parents in the village.  The study by Mulubrhan Amare, Lena Hohfeld, 
Somchai Jitsuchon, and Hermann Waibel (2012) reported that migrants from Isan are 
generally more educated.  As a result of such changes, rural households have become 
smaller and more fragmented.

Although longitudinal data are not available for Nong Ben, it is possible to compare 
the prevalence of different types of households at present with data on household types 
collected in earlier studies of similar rice-growing Isan villages in order to assess the 
extent to which household composition has changed over time (Table 2).  Community 
studies in the 1960s in villages in Udon Thani, Mahasarakham, Khon Kaen, and Nakhon 
Ratchasima Provinces found that most households (>68%) were of the nuclear type (Lux 
1961; Janlekha 1968; Keyes 1975; Mizuno 1981).  A study of Don Daeng village in Khon 
Kaen Province in 1981 found that 64% of households were of the nuclear type, while a 

Fig. 2 Types of Household Structure in Nong Ben Village (The dashed lines surround household members 
who stay together under the same roof.)

Source: Modified from Hammel and Laslett (1974, 104).
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follow-up study in 2002 showed that the share of nuclear type households had declined 
to 43%.  During the same period the share of extended type households increased from 
29% to 40%.  Other household types such as lone person households and elderly married 
couples living in their own separate households (which we classify as “truncated”) 
increased from 6% in 1981 to 12% in 2002 (Funahashi 2006).  This is in agreement with 
the observation by Jonathan Rigg and Albert Salamanca (2009) that household structure 
in the Northeast has recently become more complex.

Multiple factors may have contributed to the decreasing prevalence of nuclear type 
households and the emergence of other types.  Funahashi Kazuo (2006, 94) has suggested 
that Thai society might have a cultural predisposition toward diversity in the composi-
tions of families, although he does not further develop this idea.  In addition, expansion 
of the regional economy as a consequence of national economic development, which 
offered people more opportunities for local non-farm employment, thus reducing the need 
for young adults to migrate to other locales in search of employment, may have led to an 
increase in the number of extended households.  The increase in the age of marriage and 
the rise in the number of individuals who never marry, both of which seem to be associ-
ated with increased education levels, may be possible factors contributing to the increased 
prevalence of non-nuclear type households.  For instance, in cases where unmarried 
adults remain in the same house with their parents and married siblings, it becomes an 
extended type household, whereas in cases where unmarried adults live alone in separate 
houses, they become truncated type households.

Characteristics of Different Types of Households
Age Distribution of Members of Different Types of Households

There are clear differences in the age distributions of their members among different 
types of households.  The survey of all 303 households in Nong Ben finds that nuclear 
households are composed mostly of working-age people between 18 and 59 years of age 
(70.1%), with 22% of their members being younger than 18 and 7.9% being 60 or older.  
The majority (56.5%) of members of extended households are also of working age, with 
26.2% under 18 and 17.3% aged 60 or older.  Skipped generation households have a much 
lower share of working-age members (37.3%) and larger shares of members under 18 
(39.9%) and 60 or older (22.8%).  In truncated households, 57% of members are of work-
ing age, 39% are 60 or older, and only 4% are under 18.

Types of Economic Activities of Different Types of Households
The 303 households in Nong Ben were classified into four types according to their eco-
nomic activities: (1) do agriculture only; (2) do both agriculture and non-agriculture; (3) 
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do non-agriculture only; and (4) are economically inactive (Table 1).  Of all the house-
holds, 7.9% are engaged only in agriculture, 73.3% are engaged in both agricultural and 
non-agricultural activities, 13.5% are engaged only in non-agricultural activities, and 
5.3% are economically inactive.  This finding is similar to that of earlier studies in Don 
Daeng village that reported the increasing importance of non-farm income sources for 
village households: the share of households with members receiving regular salaries was 
only 2.3% in 1964 but had increased to 7.1% in 1981 and 22.7% in 2002 (Kuchiba 1990; 
 Funahashi 2006).  According to the survey of 61 sample households in Nong Ben, about 
24% had members who received a monthly salary.

The types of economic activities vary according to the structure of households.  
Extended households are most likely (85.1%) to be engaged in both agricultural and non-
agricultural activities, with equal shares (6.6%) of these households doing agriculture 
only and non-agriculture only, and 1.7% being economically inactive.  Nuclear households 
have the next highest share (80.8%) doing both agricultural and non-agricultural activi-
ties, 15.9% doing only non-agriculture, 2.2% doing agriculture only, and 1.1% being 
economically inactive.  Skipped generation households are mostly (68.7%) engaged in 
both agricultural and non-agricultural activities, with equal shares (11.4%) of the house-
holds engaged in only non-agricultural activities and economically inactive, and 8.5% 
doing only agricultural activities.  Truncated households display a very different pattern 
of economic activities from other types of households, with only 39.6% doing both agri-
cultural and non-agricultural activities, 25.9% doing only non-agricultural activities, 19% 
doing only agriculture, and 15.5% economically inactive.  This may reflect the fact that 
truncated households have the highest share of people aged 60 years or older, who are 
more likely to have retired from active life but may continue to engage in part-time 
agriculture on their own farms.  Thus, the differences in economic activities among the 
different types of households presented above may reflect differences in their age struc-
tures and education levels, with household types having higher proportions of younger 
and better-educated working-age members being more likely to engage in non- agricultural 
activities.

Types of Agricultural Activities of Different Types of Households
Although at least some households of each structural type are engaged in agricultural 
activities, they differ in the specific types of agricultural activities in which they engage.  
Extended households have the highest share engaged in cultivation of rice (89.3%), 
cultivation of cash crops (38.5%), cultivation of other crops (24.6%), and livestock raising 
(21.3%).  Nuclear households have the second-highest level of involvement in cultivation 
of rice (79.5%), cultivation of cash crops (34.1%), cultivation of other crops (14.7%), and 
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livestock raising (10.2%).  Skipped generation households cultivate rice (77.1%), culti-
vate cash crops (31.4%), cultivate other crops (17.1%), and raise livestock (5.7%).  
Truncated households have the lowest engagement in cultivation of rice (55.2%), with 
17.2% of households cultivate cash crops, 8.6% cultivate other crops, and 10.3% raising 
livestock.

The distinctions between the agricultural activities of the different types of house-
holds are more clearly revealed in data from the sample survey of 61 households.  
Extended households have the most diverse agricultural activities, including cultivation 
of rice, cassava, sugarcane, rubber, and other crops, and raising buffalo and swine.  On 
the other hand, nuclear households engage in fewer kinds of agricultural activities, being 
limited to planting rice, cassava, rubber, and other crops.  These differences do not appear 
to be related to differences in the size of landholdings but may reflect significant differ-
ences in the availability of labor in the different household types.  The extended house-
holds have the largest average number of members (five persons per household), with 
almost half (49.2%) of their members being of working age.  It should also be noted that 
most household members in extended households are still in their physical prime for 
work, with a median age of 38 years.  Moreover, compared to other types of households, 
a greater proportion of extended households (60.9%) own farm machines, which augment 
their working capability for agricultural activities.

Income Sources of Different Types of Households

The results and discussions in the following part are based on the data from the sample 
survey of 61 households.

Agricultural Income
Truncated households earn 33.3% of their total annual gross income from agriculture, 
which is the highest share of any household type, and extended households gain 26.5% 
of their total annual gross income from agriculture.  Skipped generation and nuclear 
households gain very low shares of their total annual gross income from agricultural 
sources, representing only 15.1% and 12.1% respectively.

Non-agricultural Income Sources
Non-agricultural sources contribute more than two-thirds of the total annual gross income 
of all household types.  Nuclear households gain by far the greatest share of their total 
annual gross income (87.9%) from non-agricultural sources, followed by skipped gen-
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eration households (84.9%), extended households (73.5%), and truncated households 
(66.7%).

Non-agricultural income sources can be classified into five types: local non-farm 
employment, self-employment, remittances, pensions, and government support.  Local 
non-farm employment includes: casual hire wage workers (e.g., construction workers 
who paid on a daily basis and workers doing piecework at home such as sewing pillow-
cases, mattresses or fishing net); (2) regular wage workers (i.e., those receiving a salary 
every week or month from a private sector employer); and (3) salaried government 
employees (i.e., those receiving a monthly salary from a government job).  The types of 
self-employment are diverse, including running a beauty shop, clothing shop, grocery 
shop, an ice plant, noodle shop, or motorcycle repair shop, collecting vegetables from 
villagers and selling them in the market, selling daily goods, selling Isan food, renting out 
agricultural machines, collecting and selling recyclable goods, building and selling pre-
fabricated pavilions, and exterminating a termite.  The different types of households show 
major differences in the share of income they derive from various non-agricultural sources 
(Fig. 3).

Local Non-farm Employment
Overall, extended households are the highest in gaining non-agricultural income from 
local non-farm employment (60.7%), followed by truncated households (49.6%), nuclear 
households (45.3%) and skipped generation households (40.6%).  Skipped generation 
households have the highest frequency (27.6%) of earning cash from casual hired wage 

Fig. 3 Share of Income Derived from Different Non-agricultural Sources by Various Types of Households in 
Nong Ben Village



Shirai Y. and A. T. Rambo286

labor, followed by truncated households (17.6%), extended households (15.5%) and 
nuclear households (14%).  Extended households are the highest in earning money from 
regular wage work (12.9%), followed by nuclear households (7%) and skipped generation 
households (3.4%).  No truncated households report having members who are regular 
wage workers.  The number of households having members who are salaried government 
employees is quite low (<6%) for all types of households.  This small share of households 
having “salaried government employees” is probably related to the relatively low edu-
cational level of most older residents in the village and the tendency of better-educated 
younger people to leave the village to seek employment in the non-agricultural sector in 
the cities.

Self-employment
The share of non-agricultural income obtained from self-employment is the highest for 
nuclear households (42.3%), followed by extended households (20.9%) and truncated 
households (18.2%).  No skipped generation households have self-employed members.  
Self-employment has been increasing over time in Isan villages.  Earlier research in Don 
Daeng village in Khon Kaen Province showed that the share of households with income 
from self-employment was only 4.1% in 1981 but had increased to 8.3% in 2002  (Funahashi 
2006).  This study finds that the share of households with income from self-employment 
is 19.1%.  The growth in self-employment may be propelled by the greater availability of 
cash in the villages, which allows villagers to purchase more goods and services from 
local enterprises.  According to informal interviews with villagers, small shops and ser-
vice enterprises are often opened by returned migrants who acquired capital and business 
experience while working in Bangkok.  Many also prefer the freedom of being self-
employed to working in a factory.

Remittances and Out-migrants
The skipped generation households obtain 55.6% of their total non-agricultural income 
from remittances and this is the highest share of any household type, followed by trun-
cated households (21.5%), extended households (14.2%) and nuclear households (8.8%).  
Government statistical data show that the share of income from remittances expanded 
in Isan from 3.8% in 1981 to 15.9% in 2004 (Grandstaff et al. 2008, 301–306).  In this 
study, more than half (57.3%) of the sample households receive remittances.  According 
to group discussions, remittances are used first for improving houses, then to pay back 
loans, and finally for investing in agriculture.

The share of households of different types receiving remittances is related to the 
number of members who have left the village to work in other places.  Skipped generation 
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households, which have the highest proportion receiving remittances (88.9% of total 
households), all have one or more out-migrants, with an average of 2.1 out-migrants per 
household.  These can be referred to as “supported households” (i.e., households with 
income mainly from outside support) that are composed of aged people who often take 
care of their grandchildren whose parents work away from the home (ibid.; Rigg and 
Salamanca 2011, 564; Rigg et al. 2012, 1477).  Truncated households receiving remit-
tances, all of which also have out-migrants, show the second-highest number of out-
migrants, with an average of 1.4 out-migrants per household.  The mean numbers of 
out-migrants in nuclear and extended households are smaller than for the former types 
of households, 0.9 and 1.1 out-migrants per household respectively.

Surprisingly, the nuclear households, which have both the lowest share receiving 
remittances (31.6% of total households) and the lowest number of out-migrants per 
household, receive the largest median amount of remittances (48,750 baht ≈ USD1,4051)), 
although this figure is skewed by the very large remittances sent back to two of these 
households by migrants working abroad.  Skipped generation households, which have 
the highest proportion receiving remittances, show the second-largest median amount 
of remittances (46,000 baht ≈ USD1,326).  Migrants from nuclear households tend to 
send remittances on a regular basis, whereas migrants from the other household types 
tend to send remittances irregularly.

Government Support and Pensions
Due to their having the highest proportion of people aged 60 or older, truncated house-
holds receive the largest share of government support (10.7%) among all household 
types, followed by extended households (4.2%), skipped generation households (2.8%) 
and nuclear households (1.8%).  Only nuclear and skipped generation households have 
members receiving pensions, but the share is quite low (<2%) for both types.

Shares of Income from Different Sources
As the results that have presented above, the total annual gross income from non- 
agricultural sources exceeds the income gained from agriculture for all types of house-
holds even though distinct differences among different types of households are evident.  
Thus, for all household types agricultural income contributes only a relatively small share 
of total household income.  The shift from agricultural to non-agricultural sources of 
income for rural households that we have observed in Nong Ben appears to be a common 
pattern in the whole Northeast region (Kuchiba 1990; Chai 1991; Rigg 2005; Funahashi 

1) The official exchange rate was US$1 = 34.7 baht on September 20, 2016.
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2006; Grandstaff et al. 2008; Rigg and Salamanca 2009; 2011; Keyes 2010; Rigg et al. 2012; 
2014).  Indeed, rural households in Northeast Thailand are hardly unique in this shift 
from dependence on agricultural to non-agricultural income sources: worldwide the 
proportion of the labor force in agriculture and the contribution of agriculture to gross 
national product have both declined at all income levels (Bernstein 1992, 5) as employ-
ment opportunities in factories, offices, and the service sector have been growing, lead-
ing many rural villagers to move into the cities while many others stay in their villages 
but commute to local non-farm jobs.  Consequently, the importance of non-farm income 
has been increasing even in farming households, in the developing world in general 
 (Murray 2001; Deichmann et al. 2009; Owusu 2009).

Income and Debt
The different types of household also display considerable differences in levels of income 
and indebtedness.  Nuclear households have the highest mean annual gross income per 
capita (94,207 baht ≈ USD2,715), followed by truncated households (66,429 baht ≈ 
USD1,914), extended households (55,084 baht ≈ USD1,587), and skipped generation 
households (54,941 baht ≈ USD1,583).  The nuclear households also have the highest 
mean annual net income per capita (38,206 baht ≈ USD1,101), followed by extended 
households (23,344 baht ≈ USD673) and truncated households (17,453 baht ≈ USD503), 
while the skipped generation households have the lowest net income per capita (5,570 
baht ≈ USD161).

Many households of all types are in debt to a greater or lesser extent, although the 
extent of indebtedness varies greatly among the different types.  The sample household 
data shows that 60% of truncated households and 42.1% of nuclear households have no 
debts whereas 74% and 77.8% of extended and skipped generation households are in 
debt.  In the case of skipped generation households, two-thirds (66.7%) have debts 
exceeding 100% of their annual net income, followed by extended households (47.8%), 
nuclear households (36.8%), and truncated households (20%) (Table 3).  Most nuclear 
and extended households that are in debt borrowed money from a bank or a company 
that employs household members, while the majority of skipped generation and truncated 
households are indebted to their friends and a village fund.  All household types except 
the truncated households borrow money mainly for their day-to-day living expenses, but 
there are some distinctions among different types of households.  Extended households 
are the highest in borrowing money to invest in agriculture, whereas nuclear households 
are the highest in borrowing money to pay for their children’s education.  The truncated 
households have the lowest level of indebtedness, as most household members are 
elderly people who retired from active life after their children became independent.  One 
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truncated household borrowed money for their living expenses; another borrowed to buy 
stock for their small grocery shop; another borrowed to purchase inputs for a paddy 
field; and another borrowed to repay a loan on a motorbike.  The majority (57.1%) of 
the skipped generation households incurred debt by borrowing money for their living 
expenses.  The skipped generation households are in the worst economic situation, 
 having the highest level of indebtedness and the lowest amount of income with which to 
repay their debts.  This is in agreement with the study by Thuttai Keeratipongpaiboon 
(2012) that skipped generation households in Thailand facing the problem of financial 
difficulty since this household type has a serious concern for increasing the proportion 
of indebtedness.

Conclusion

Many important changes have been occurring in the types of rural households and their 
sources of income in Northeast Thailand as part of the agrarian transformation in the 
region.  Households have declined in size while becoming more structurally diverse.  
Nuclear households, which were the most common structural type in the past, are 
increasingly being replaced by extended, skipped generation and truncated households.  
The latter two types, which are disproportionately composed of elderly people, are char-
acterized by low levels of income and, in the case of skipped generation households, very 
high levels of indebtedness.

At the same time as they are becoming structurally more diverse, rural households 
have become increasingly dependent on non-agricultural sources of income.  Even trun-
cated households, which are the most reliant on agricultural income of any structural 
type, derive only one-third of their total income from farming.  Non-agricultural income 
sources, which include local non-farm employment, provision of services within the 
 village, remittances, and pensions and government support, are integral elements of the 

Table 3 Debt as a Share of Net Income of Different Types of Households in Nong Ben Village (n=61)

Debt as a Share of 
Net Income

Type of Household Structure

Nuclear  
(n=19)

Extended  
(n=23)

Skipped Generation  
(n=9)

Truncated  
(n=10)

No debt 8 (42.1%) 6 (26.1%) 2 (22.2%) 6 (60.0%)
1–50% 3 (15.8%) 4 (17.4%) 1 (11.1%) 1 (10.0%)
51–100% 1 (5.3%) 2 (8.7%) 0 1 (10.0%)
>100% 7 (36.8%) 11 (47.8%) 6 (66.7%) 2 (20.0%)

Total 19 (100%) 23 (100%) 9 (100%) 10 (100%)
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modern rural economy.
The extent to which these major shifts in rural household structures and sources of 

income, especially the growing importance of non-agricultural income, have transformed 
rural society in the Northeast has not been fully recognized by the Thai media, the edu-
cated public in general, or government policy makers.  Instead, the stereotype of Isan 
villagers as subsistence-oriented peasants who depend on family farming as their main 
source of income remains strongly entrenched, and the extent to which the livelihoods 
of villagers have become deeply integrated with the modern Thai economic system is 
still largely unrecognized.  Government rural development and poverty reduction policies 
and programs intended to improve the social and economic situation of Isan villagers 
need to take the changed nature of household structures and sources of income into 
account if they are to achieve their desired results.
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