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Readiness for agricultural 
transformation

What makes a country ready to implement a good agricultural  
transformation plan?

Agricultural transformation lies at the core of 
poverty reduction, food security, and improved 
nutrition. With few exceptions, countries that 
have moved toward middle-income status have 
been initially driven along that path of economic 
growth by the transformation of their agriculture 
sector. Yet many countries today remain stalled in 
their journey. Globally, about one in nine people 
are hungry and one-third of the population suffers 
from malnutrition.1 The potential impact from 
unlocking agricultural transformation is large. In 
India, for example, McKinsey research suggests 
that addressing key agriculture sector constraints 
could create an increase in agricultural output of 
$175 billion and an 85 percent average increase in 
farmers’ incomes by 2025.2

Across Africa, Asia, and Latin America, many 
countries seeking to accelerate agricultural 
transformation have integrated into their 
national economic development plans a set of 
good recommendations for policies and public 
investments in the agriculture sector. Some 
countries have also set up mechanisms to 
successfully implement these plans. (See an 
accompanying article, “Successful agricultural 
transformations: Six core elements of planning and 
delivery.”) Our evidence suggests, however, that 
even with a good development plan and strategies 
for delivery, unless certain “readiness” factors are 
addressed, countries will continue to struggle  
with agricultural transformation. 

Working with the support of the Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation, the McKinsey Center for Agricultural 
Transformation identified a set of “transformation 
readiness factors”—institutional, organizational, 
and political components that underlie successful 
agricultural transformations. To understand 
what makes a country ready to implement a good 
agricultural transformation plan, McKinsey 

mapped dozens of historical cases of agricultural 
transformations (both successes and failures), 
synthesized a broad range of expert opinions, and 
evaluated hundreds of possible metrics. 

One commonly absent component of 
transformation readiness relates to low support 
for transformation leadership. Transformations 
depend on talented people spurring them, with 
access to the right tools. In our research, we found 
that leaders often lacked transformation training, 
did not have access to good analytics, and often 
operated without a mentor network to use for 
support and practical advice. 

A second commonly missing readiness factor 
relates to misalignments among key stakeholders. 
Stakeholders at the national level (including 
leaders from different ministries, the private 
sector, and civil society) often fail to come together 
and align priorities in a detailed way. Also, there 
is a vertical misalignment of different layers of 
government (national, state, and local) that can put 
the progress of transformations at risk of failure. 

These components of a country’s readiness for 
agricultural transformation are often hard to 
measure. While we can reasonably measure 
changes in policies and the allocation of 
government expenditures, readiness also depends 
on hard-to-measure shifts in political commitment 
and institutional innovation. With this body 
of work, the McKinsey Center for Agricultural 
Transformation set out not only to determine the 
major components of transformation readiness but 
also to identify and validate measurable readiness 
indicators. This article provides details of those 
indicators and a case study looking at changes in 
Ethiopia’s readiness over time. Our hope is that 
the insights provided in this article will broaden 
the discussion of how to accelerate agricultural 
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transformation to include critical issues beyond 
good policies and investments.

What is agricultural transformation? 
Few countries have industrialized without first 
modernizing their agriculture sector. Successful 
agricultural transformations can rapidly reduce 
poverty because they create powerful engines 
of rural economic growth. The dynamics of 
an agricultural transformation start with 
increasing the income of rural households, higher 
productivity on farms, and greater demand in local 
markets. As the sector becomes more productive, 
larger markets are served, agroprocessing 
expands, and some farmers decide to spend less 
time farming and take other jobs that offer better 
economic opportunities. With few exceptions, as 
countries move along an economic-development 
path, their agriculture sector modernizes, 
becoming more efficient and less labor intensive. 
At the same time, non-agriculture sectors in the 
economy (for example, manufacturing and service 
sectors) grow and absorb more labor. 

For our empirical work evaluating readiness factors, 
we had to first measure when countries were moving 
through agricultural transformations and when they 
were stalling or slowing down. The classic indicators 
of economic transformation are a decline in a 
country’s agricultural output as a percentage of total 
GDP and a drop in the percentage of economically 
active people engaged in agriculture as a share of 
the total workforce. These indicators show that the 
agriculture sector has become efficient and the rest 
of the economy is growing.

To complement these macroeconomic indicators, 
we also used metrics to define agricultural 
transformation at a more local, or even household, 
level. For instance, the ratio of agribusiness output 
as a percentage of total agricultural GDP will rise in 
the early stages of a rural transformation and then 
fall as the non-agriculture sectors of an economy 
grow. Rural wages generally increase as rural 
transformation occurs (although there are many 
factors contributing to this). Over time, farming 
households’ consumption patterns change. They 

will buy more in the market (and consume less of 
what they grow on their own land), and they will 
purchase more processed food. How a farming 
family earns income will also change during an 
agricultural transformation. Some farmers will 
stay wholly engaged in farming, adopting new 
technologies and perhaps expanding operations. 
Other farming households will shift to earn income 
from new opportunities in the local economy but 
keep growing some food for their families. Still 
others will leave farming altogether and move 
off the land. The dynamics of an agricultural 
transformation also vary tremendously by 
geography in a country, depending on factors such 
as the quality of roads, markets, and agroecologies. 
Overall, these dynamics and others characterize 
agricultural transformation and can help us track  
a country’s progress.

How ready is a country to implement a good 
agricultural transformation plan? 
The metrics noted previously indicate the 
rate at which agricultural transformation is 
occurring. As we studied the historical paths of 
agricultural transformation across Africa, Asia, 
and Latin America, we began to see patterns. The 
metrics measuring our readiness factors were 
selected with extensive expert consultations in 
combination with research into how these metrics 
changed during successful and unsuccessful 
periods of transformations in countries. Through 
this process, we rejected metrics that were lagging 
indicators, shifting after transformation had 
already been accelerating. We focused on metrics 
that illustrated readiness factors that were 
present before a country’s successful acceleration 
of its transformation and prioritized metrics in 
which, conversely, the same factors were absent 
in countries where transformations were stalled 
or progressing slowly. Even though countries take 
different paths through transformation, our study 
found 25 metrics across five important categories 
that were common to the majority of successful 
transformations (described in more detail in the 
following section). Countries that were missing 
one more of these ingredients often showed a slow 
or stalled agricultural transformation. 
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Three critical areas of influence 
The first indicators we list in Exhibit 1 are the 
most essential for agricultural transformation. 
We selected ten metrics to measure government 
commitment, the government’s capacity to follow 
through on its commitments, and its ability 
to modify its strategies and implementation 
approach as an agricultural transformation moves 
ahead. Across many examples of agricultural 
transformations that we assessed, the presence 
of these factors appeared to be necessary but not 
sufficient. Countries that had these in place did not 
always transform, but without one or more of these 
components, there are doubts as to whether even 
strong agricultural transformation policies and 
investments will achieve their goals.  

The first category, then, measures factors related 
to getting a transformation moving. Building on 
this, the following two categories include factors 
that influence the potential speed, path, and 
sustainability of the transformation. These enabling 
capacities can be built in a country over time. Some 
can be changed in the shorter term during the 
course of a transformation (category two). Others 
are considered more like country endowments 
(category three), which require a longer time and 
significant additional resources to change. These 
include, for example, improving transportation 
infrastructure or raising literacy rates. 

We selected 15 indicators to provide insight 
into these latter two categories of enablers. It 
is worth noting that there are many indicators 
related to agricultural transformation that are 
not included in this set. The framework is not 
meant to be comprehensive. This is particularly 
evident in the last category listing endowment 
indicators. Land rights, access to markets, and 
agroecological endowments are some of the 
most central determinants of agricultural 
transformation. The absence of these and other 
factors is a consequence of attempts both to use 
standardized and accessible data as well as to 
be as parsimonious as possible in representing 
factors that affect the speed and sustainability  
of a country’s agricultural transformation.

Case study: Essential ingredients of 
readiness and Ethiopia’s journey 
As we began to interpret the agricultural 
transformation paths of countries, we started 
looking for common readiness factors. The 
patterns we found were surprisingly robust  
over time, by geography, and among diverse  
paths of transformation. 

Ethiopia’s path through the first stages of a 
national agricultural transformation is a  
sub-Saharan African success story. In a region 
where transformation has been elusive, many 
countries are looking to the Ethiopian example 
for lessons. As such, it has been the subject 
of a great many studies. Analyzing Ethiopia’s 
policies, however, won’t tell the whole story, and 
this country makes a good choice to illustrate 
the added value of considering readiness 
factors. In particular, our analysis shows how 
Ethiopia’s government made critical institutional, 
organizational, and political changes that 
increased the impact of its early-stage agricultural 
transformation policies and investments. 

Agricultural reform has a long history in Ethiopia, 
influenced by changes in the rural political 
economy, planned and unplanned migration, land 
reform, and periods of war and famine. With 
recognition of the many influential factors that 
form the story of agricultural transformation in 
Ethiopia, we focus our analysis on the 15 years 
between 2000 and 2015. During these years, 
Ethiopia showed solid signs of agricultural 
transformation, including increased agricultural 
productivity and poverty reduction. As 
background, Exhibit 2 shows a timeline of major 
events in Ethiopia’s transformation pathway since 
the early 1990s. Exhibit 3 illustrates how the 
selected readiness metrics changed in Ethiopia 
from 2000 to 2015. 

As we begin our analysis, starting in 2000, we 
can see that the country has already made 
progress on some readiness factors, while other 
factors change during the 15 years studied. For 
example, in 2000, Ethiopia was already spending 

Readiness for agricultural transformation
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Exhibit 1

CDP 2017
Readiness for agricultural transformation
Exhibit 1 of 3

Twenty-five factors are used to measure agricultural 
transformation readiness.

High government expenditures 
on agriculture

Countries committed to agricultural transformation will 
increase spending to drive transformation. ReSAKSS
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Agricultural transformation is a 
high priority of head of state

Head of state and other top leaders must show high 
commitment to transformation for true change to occur. Expert survey

Agricultural policy is driven by 
evidence more than politics

Commitment to agricultural transformation entails difficult 
trade-offs that may not be made if politics are main 
decision driver.

Expert survey

Agricultural plan has basic 
building blocks

Several basic building blocks are critical components 
of an effective agricultural plan.

Manual 
assessment of 
country ag plans

High % of agricultural budget 
disbursed

Countries committed to agricultural transformation follow 
through on budgetary commitments. MAFAP

High % of budget spent on 
enablers1 

Infrastructure, R&D, and building human capital facilitate 
transformation more than subsidies, for example. MAFAP

1

2

3

Performance tracking exists for 
country agricultural strategy

For transformation to occur, consequences must exist 
when agricultural performance targets are not met. Expert survey

Effective delivery of agricultural 
goods and services

A civil service that effectively delivers public goods and 
services is a key enabler of agricultural transformation.

MCC and expert 
survey

Consultation process across 
government, donors, and 
private sector

Government, donors, and private sector must work 
together to facilitate agricultural transformation. Expert survey

11

12

Capacity of ministries to 
coordinate agricultural policies

A demonstrated ability to collaborate across ministries is 
a key enabler of agricultural transformation.

Expert survey14

13

Ability to make evidence-based 
policy

Making evidence-based policy requires good 
agriculture sector data.

GCI and expert 
survey

Presence of sufficient storage 
infrastructure

Adequate crop storage is a key enabler of agricultural 
transformation. EIU

15

Attractive rural business 
environment

Businesses need to be able to grow and flourish to 
enable transformation. 

IFAD17

16

Good legal and regulatory 
framework for agricultural credit

Credit is an essential ingredient to grow rural business 
and link smallholders to input/output markets. EBA

Good legal and regulatory 
framework for seed

Smart seed regulation can ensure timely introduction of 
improved varieties to market. EBA

18

Good legal and regulatory 
framework for fertilizer

EBASmart fertilizer regulation can ensure timely marketing of 
new fertilizers.

20

19

Governance model allows 
agriculture ministry to make 
policy changes

Agriculture ministry needs a sufficient level of authority 
to change course when required. Expert survey

R
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Willingness to adapt 
transformation strategy based 
on evidence

Transformation relies on decision makers open to 
external policy expertise to shape strategy (especially 
subsidies, tariffs, land, and irrigation) based on evidence.

Expert survey

Effective process to coordinate 
national and local agricultural 
strategy

Agricultural transformation requires national and local 
alignment on strategic priorities. Expert survey

8

9

10

4

5

6

Demonstrated commitment 
to policy stability

A stable policy environment is critical to support 
agricultural transformation.

Expert survey7

1 Public goods such as feeder roads, rural electrification, irrigation, storage, R&D, extension, and rural education (nonexhaustive).

Readiness for agricultural transformation
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considerable sums on agricultural development 
and was committed to stable policies. Indicator 
1, for example, shows moderate performance 
in government expenditure on agriculture. It is 
important to note that while indicator 1 tracks 
overall budgeted expenditure on agriculture, this 
is usually regarded as only a partial view of the 
expenditure picture. Country governments vary 
in their ability to disperse the targeted budget. 
For Ethiopia, indicator 5 shows good capacity for 
disbursement. Countries also vary in how they 
spend their agricultural budget. Recognizing 
the importance of this, we included a metric 
(indicator 6) on the quality of expenditure (how 
much is spent on agricultural transformation 
enablers such as research and infrastructure 
versus subsidies and other expenditures). For this 
parsing of the components of spending within the 
agricultural budget, we did not have historical 
data for Ethiopia. 

Beyond national agricultural expenditure, in 
Ethiopia the goals of agricultural transformation 

were already a high priority for the government 
(indicator 2 shows moderate performance), 
and there was commitment to policy stability 
(indicator 7).

But several of the indicators do not begin to 
shift until after 2000. This is illustrated in the 
framework by movement in individual metrics 
on a scale from low performance (red) toward 
high performance (green); gray indicates the 
absence of data. Two indicators of commitment 
to transformation (indicators 1 and 2) shifted 
during the 2000 to 2005 period from moderate 
to high. And 2002 saw a jump in the quality of 
the agricultural development plan (indicator 4), 
including clearer priorities, measurable targets, 
cost estimates, and specific gender strategies. 

Still other metrics shifted some years later, 
after a government agency, the Agricultural 
Transformation Agency (ATA), was created in 
2010 and charged with strategy and delivery of the 
policies and investments that drive an agricultural 

Exhibit 1

CDP 2017
Readiness for agricultural transformation
Exhibit 1 of 3 Part 2

Twenty-five factors are used to measure agricultural 
transformation readiness (continued).

Source: Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU); expert interviews; Global Competitiveness Index (GCI); International Fund for 
Agricultural Development (IFAD); literature scan; McKinsey Center for Agricultural Transformation; Millennium Challenge 
Corporation (MCC); Monitoring and Analysing Food and Agricultural Policies (MAFAP); Regional Strategic Analysis and 
Knowledge Support System (ReSAKSS); UNESCO; World Bank’s Enabling the business of agriculture (EBA); World Bank’s World 
Development Indicators (WDI).

High rate of literacy
Basic education requirements are necessary to facilitate 
technology adoption and agribusiness development. UNESCO

What to look for Hypothesis Source

B
ui

ld
 o
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r 

ti
m

e High rate of rural electrification
Reliable electricity in rural areas is a key enabler of 
agricultural transformation. WDI

High rate of rural telephony 
infrastructure 

The ability to stay connected in a rural setting is an 
enabler of agricultural transformation.

WDI

Sufficient port infrastructure As countries increase commercialization and exports, 
transformation will slow if ports are poor. EIU

Sufficient road infrastructure
Inadequate transportation infrastructure will slow/stall 
transformation by retarding market performance. EIU

21

22

23

24

25

Readiness for agricultural transformation
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Exhibit 2

CDP 2017
Readiness for agricultural transformation
Exhibit 2 of 3

Major events mark Ethiopia’s agricultural transformation.

1 Compound annual growth rate.

  Source: Country integrated development plans; expert interviews; Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO); McKinsey Center
  for Agricultural Transformation analysis; Telegraph; World Bank.

1990 1995

Period reviewed

2000 2005 2010 Present

Prevailing context

• History of famine and food-
security issues and agricultural 
value-chain inefficiencies 
compound challenges of 
feeding growing population.

• (1975–91) Agrarian socialist 
regime with state control of 
agriculture causes budget to 
grow 140% from 1980–86, 
while agriculture value added 
declines 10%.

• (1991–95) There is a transition 
toward policies recognizing role 
of robust agricultural growth in 
structural transformation; 1994 
Agricultural Development Led 
Industrialization (ADLI) focuses 
on productivity growth and 
labor-intensive industrialization.

1995: Ethiopian People’s 
Revolutionary Democratic Front 
(EPRDF) wins first multiparty 
election; Meles Zenawi 
becomes prime minister.

Signals of change

• There is a new vision for 
agriculture-led economic 
development, with integrated 
development plans in 2002.

• Agriculture priorities include 
expansion of extension services, 
technical progress in production 
and processing, rural road 
improvements, and enhancing 
private-sector involvement.

• Over next 3 years, GDP grows 
6.70% per year and per capita 
income grows 3.65%.

• There is a renewed commitment 
in 2005, with a more fully 
resourced strategy refresh, 
including a ~4x budget 
increase.

Evidence of early transformation

• Significant productivity growth: 
Cereal yields grow at a 7% CAGR1 
from 2005–12, after growing just 
1% per year from 1995–2004.

• Output growth: Agriculture value 
added grows at 8% per year after 
2005, compared with 2% during 
prior 10-year period.

• Poverty decline: Rural poverty rate 
falls by nearly 1/4 between 2004–10 
(from 39% to 30%).

Questions around growth of 
private sector and inclusivity 
of progress

• Rapid early-stage growth but 
heavy government presence 
across sector may have 
slowed rise of private sector.

• There is accelerated 
transformation at national 
level but uneven gains along 
ethnic/geographic lines.

1999–2000: Border dispute leads to 
2-year Eritrean–Ethiopian War, 
disrupting economic progress.

2005: Integrated plan 
includes greater focus on 
commercialization.

April 2016: 
Worst 
drought in 
50 years, 
which results 
in 18 million 
people 
needing 
food aid.

Aug 2012: Prime Minister Meles dies; Deputy Prime Minister Hailemariam 
assumes power and renews commitment to former leader’s vision.

2005: Protests following 
parliamentary elections erupt 
in violence; heavy restrictions 
are put on civil sector.

May 2008: Drought exacerbates 
impact of global food price spike.

2010: Agricultural Transformation Agency (ATA) is created as a way to 
streamline coordination of transformation activities and increase talent pool.
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Exhibit 3

CDP 2017
Readiness for agricultural transformation
Exhibit 3 of 3

Ethiopia improved on many readiness indicators from 2000 to 2015.

High government 
expenditures on 
agriculture

What to look for 2000 2005 2010 2015 Evidence
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Agricultural 
transformation is a 
high priority of head 
of state

Agriculture spending follows an upward trend throughout 
2000s, and exceeds 10% of government total spending 
between 2002–12 before dipping to 8% in 2014, which is 
still higher than that in most sub-Saharan African countries 
during this time. 

After cessation of Eritrean–Ethiopian War, leadership was able 
to refocus on Agricultural Development Led Industrialization 
(ADLI); Prime Minister Hailemariam continues to emphasize 
agriculture as a key driver of Ethiopia’s “inclusive industrial 
development” following Meles’s death.

1

2

Agricultural plan 
has basic building 
blocks

Starting with Sustainable Development and Poverty Reduction 
Program (SDPRP) in 2002, each integrated development plan 
includes clear priorities, measurable targets, cost estimates, 
and specific gender strategies; later plans also call out plan 
funding deficits.

4

High % of 
agricultural budget 
disbursed

Ethiopia exceeds targets for extension services and fertilizer 
distribution, suggesting budgetary follow-through for key 
initiatives throughout early 2000s; share of budget disbursed 
in 2013 exceeds 95%.

5

High % of budget 
spent on enablers1 N/A6

Agricultural policy is 
driven by evidence 
more than politics

Demonstrated 
commitment to 
policy stability

Prime Minister Meles is in power from 1995–2012; after his 
death, Prime Minister Hailemariam continues emphasis on 
ALDI, including constructing consecutive integrated plans 
designed to carry policy forward building on lessons learned.

7

Governance model 
allows agriculture 
ministry to make 
policy changes

N/A8

Willingness to adapt 
transformation 
strategy based 
on evidence

Two think tanks focus on poverty, agriculture, and economic 
development: Ethiopian Development Research Institute 
(EDRI), established in 1999, and Ethiopian Economic 
Association/Ethiopian Economic Policy Research Institute 
(EEA/EEPRI) in 1991; each subsequent development plan 
acknowledges shortcomings/challenges of prior plans.

9

Effective process 
to coordinate 
national and local 
agricultural strategy

There is a steady development of structures to ensure 
alignment between federal and regional and between regional 
and zonal governments.

10

Performance tracking 
exists for country 
agricultural strategy

The Welfare Monitoring System has been in place since 
mid-1990s, but implementation challenges exist for 
several decades.

Effective delivery of 
agricultural goods 
and services

There are weak civil-service effectiveness scores across all 
periods; ATA is put in place in 2010, which helps bridge gaps.

N/A3
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Consultation 
process across 
government, donors, 
and private sector

There are historical challenges incorporating private 
sector, but a coordination mechanism is now in place via 
Rural Economic Development and Food Security (RED&FS); 
technical committees and task forces show room for 
improvement.

11

12

13

Low performanceHigh performance Moderate performance Insufficient data

1 Public goods such as feeder roads, rural electrification, irrigation, storage, R&D, extension, and rural education (nonexhaustive).
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Exhibit 3

What to look for 2000 2005 2010 2015 Evidence

Capacity of ministries 
to coordinate  
agricultural policies

Expert opinion was low in early 2000s but is slightly higher 
now after instituting interministerial coordination meetings in 
recent years.

Ability to make 
evidence-based 
policy

In 2006–07, Ethiopia ranks 106th for level of agricultural policy 
costs, improving to 60th in 2009–10 and 42nd in 2014–15.
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Presence of 
sufficient storage 
infrastructure

By 2012, Ethiopia scores 100/100 on Economist Intelligence 
Unit’s (EIU) crop-storage index and sustains assessment 
through 2016.

14

15

16

Attractive rural 
business 
environment

In 2015, Ethiopia ranks 132nd for ease of doing business, 
compared with 43rd for South Africa, 46th for Rwanda, and 
70th for Ghana.

17

Good legal and 
regulatory framework 
for agricultural credit

N/A18

Good legal and 
regulatory 
framework for seed

N/A19

Good legal and 
regulatory framework 
for fertilizer

N/A20

High rate of literacy
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High rate of rural 
electrification

While Ethiopia’s literacy rate increased from 27% to 49% 
between 1994 and 2015, it is only now approaching 1990 
sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) average (52%).

In 2000, <1% of Ethiopia’s rural population had access to 
electricity; despite improvements, only 10% had access in 
2014, well below SSA average of 19%.

21

22

High rate of 
rural telephony 
infrastructure 

Ethiopia has 4th lowest unique subscriber penetration rate in 
SSA (<25%) as of 2015, which is more than 1/3 lower than 
regional average.

23

Sufficient port 
infrastructure

There was insufficient rail access to Djibouti ports before 
Addis Ababa–Djibouti Railway in 2016; Ethiopia’s EIU score is 
50/100 in 2016 (but higher than most SSA).

24

Sufficient road 
infrastructure

Despite sustained road investment, construction/contracting 
challenges slow build-out; Ethiopia scores 25/100 in 2016 
EIU assessment.

25

CDP 2017
Readiness for agricultural transformation
Exhibit 3 of 3 Part 2

Ethiopia improved on many readiness indicators from 2000 to 2015 
(continued).

Low performanceHigh performance Moderate performance Insufficient data

Source: Country strategy documents; expert interviews; McKinsey Center for Agricultural Transformation analysis; peer-reviewed 
papers and reports; multiple databases; strategy reviews.

transformation. By examining this framework of 
readiness indicators, it is possible to understand 
functionally what the ATA accomplished in giving 
Ethiopia a better foundation on which to build the 
right policies and investments for agricultural 

transformation. We can peel away the structure to 
look at the critical challenges that the ATA solved, 
and in the process translate these approaches to 
other countries. As an example, the ATA enabled a 
clearer and more effective process to align central 
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and local agricultural strategies (changes can be 
seen in indicator 10). The ATA also created ongoing 
capacity for performance tracking of the country’s 
agricultural strategy (indicator 11); improved 
the consultation process across government, 
donors, and the private sector (indicator 13); and 
increased the capacity of ministries to coordinate 
agricultural policies (indicator 14).

The last category of readiness metrics seeks to 
offer insight into the longer-term trajectory of 
agricultural transformation. Here, the metrics 
indicate that Ethiopia likely has some long-
term challenges to keep up the momentum of 
agricultural transformation. In a shift from early-
stage transformation, it is critical for any country 
to change policies, investments, and institutional 
innovations accordingly (for example, prioritizing 
more engagement with the private sector and 
continuing to invest in longer-term, expensive 
projects such as rural electrification and roads). 

As noted in the introduction, these endowment 
indicators are only a representative selection of 
possible factors, with many issues necessarily 
omitted. For example, the way in which countries 
approach land rights (access to, ownership of, 
and the ability to exchange land) fundamentally 
determines the longer-term trajectory of 
agricultural transformation and the poverty 
reduction it will achieve. Management of 
population growth and a government’s approach 
to family planning can be critical to ensuring 
smallholder farming families can still make a living 
from their plot. The endowment indicators found 
in this category also do not reflect the subnational 
geospatial differences in these metrics that are so 
critical for strategically accelerating and sustaining 
agricultural transformation. These indicators were 
selected in full recognition of these constraints, 
intended not to speak to what needs to be built over 
time but instead to act as proxies indicating the 
likely speed and sustainability of a transformation.

In summary, the 25 metrics we tracked for 
Ethiopia in the early stages of its transformation 
offer important insights about the country’s 

readiness—how the country changed political, 
institutional, and organizational aspects to create 
a good foundation for its policies and public 
investments. For one, the critical importance 
of the ATA stands out as shifting foundational 
components. Specifically, the analysis helps steer 
the discussion from whether to replicate an ATA 
in other countries to a more nuanced conversation 
about the functions of the ATA that were essential 
to agricultural transformation in Ethiopia. These 
functions have direct parallels in other countries, 
but the mechanism for creating solutions may be 
quite different in those places. 

We conclude with a recognition that every 
country’s agricultural transformation path is 
different and that it is challenging for governments 
and international donors to identify a course that 
will both accelerate the transformation as well as 
reduce the likelihood of stalling. Also, we are still 
learning how today’s transformations are different 
from those in past decades, when economic 
development happened in a global trading, 
manufacturing, and finance environment that 
looked quite different. Even within that  
diversity of transformation paths, however, it is 
instructive to find a common set of institutional, 
organizational, and political factors that enable 
agricultural transformations.

We hope our work complements the excellent 
research under way around the world on 
agricultural transformation policy and that the 
indicators we derived are helpful to national 
governments, donors, civil society, and the 
private sector. They may be useful for country 
governments in identifying priorities for change. 
Donors may find these insights helpful to inform 
their programs by aligning them with country 
needs. Donors can also employ the framework 
to improve the dialogue they have with country 
leaders as well as the potential for collaboration. 
Finally, the framework may help companies better 
understand the progress a country is making 
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and identify remaining gaps, allowing them to 
focus investments, including in public–private 
partnerships, on specific agricultural subsectors. 


