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The central role of the structural transformation has been understood for some time: the long-run, 

integrated modernization of the agricultural, industrial and service sectors as the key process 

driving (and being driven by) the process of economic growth. The convergence of labor 

productivity in the agricultural and non-agricultural sectors, even as that productivity increases 

over time, provides higher standards of living in both sectors. As an essential part of this process, 

five other transformations “orbit” the structural transformation and provide the actual 

foundations to the economic, institutional and technological changes that are needed to produce a 

successful structural transformation (see Figure 1). Thus, we are conceptualizing the structural 

transformation as a “meta-transformation” that results from the progressive modernization and 

integration of these five other transformations. This meta-transformation would also include 

similar clusters driving the modernization of the industrial and service sectors. 

The five transformations in the agri-food system occur (1) in the agricultural sector itself, (2) in 

dietary patterns, (3) in the marketing sector where modern supply chains connect consumers in 

supermarkets to farmers, (4) in the factor markets that serve both rural and urban areas, and 

above all, (5) in the process of urbanization. Each of these sectors and its transformation has 

been the focus of intense study, analysis, and policy prescriptions. But the “gravitational 

attraction” among these five transformations, and their mutual interaction, has been little noticed 

or analyzed. The result has been a failure to appreciate how rapid the meta-transformation can be 

when each of the five “sub-transformations” is in confluence and they are mutually interacting. 

The purpose of this paper is to provide an analytical framework for understanding these 

interactions as well as empirical evidence, mostly from Asia, to demonstrate their importance. 

These are, of course, complex systems, and it would be easy to become lost in the mathematics 

of modeling them. Instead, we try to provide some intuition into how these interactions function 

and why they are important, indeed critical, to successful development of the entire agri-food 

system, from input supplies to healthy diets. Thus, terms like “hitting on all cylinders,” or “the 

perfect storm,” help convey images of how seemingly exogenous forces come together to 

produce a synergistic outcome. 

The story is not entirely about intuition, however. It is also about a massive body of empirics 

which now inform the story, and policy analysis, about how to do successful agri-food system 

development. Our paper provides a guide to these empirics, and highlights the policy insights 

that come from them.  



 

Figure 1. Conceptualizing the structural transformation as the general equilibrium process of 

integrating five key components of the agri-food system 
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These are global patterns and transformations, but the evidence (and diversity) is clearest in Asia 

 

 

 


