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Prompt: What was the "Big Push" development theory? 

The "Big Push" development theory is an economic concept that suggests substantial and 
coordinated efforts or investments are needed to overcome the barriers to development in 
economies that are stuck in a poverty trap. This theory was notably discussed by economist 
Paul Rosenstein-Rodan in the 1940s. The central idea behind the Big Push theory is that in 
order for a country or region to transition from an underdeveloped economy to a developed 
one, a significant and simultaneous investment in various sectors of the economy is 
necessary. 

Rosenstein-Rodan argued that there are increasing returns to scale in manufacturing, 
meaning that as the scale of production increases, the cost per unit of output decreases. 
However, for these increasing returns to be realized, a minimum scale of investment is 
required. In economies with fragmented markets or insufficient resources, achieving this 
minimum scale of investment can be challenging without coordinated efforts. 

The Big Push theory suggests that if investments are made across multiple sectors at the 
same time, they can complement each other, creating a synergistic effect that boosts the 
overall economy. For instance, investment in infrastructure can lower transportation costs 
and increase access to markets, which in turn can make manufacturing more viable. 
Similarly, investments in education and health can improve the quality of the labor force, 
further supporting economic development. 

One of the implications of the Big Push theory is the role of government or international aid 
in providing the necessary coordination and financing for these large-scale investments, 
especially in cases where the private sector is unable or unwilling to undertake such risks on 
its own. 

Critics of the Big Push theory argue that it may lead to government overreach, misallocation 
of resources, or corruption, and that a more market-driven approach to development might 
be more efficient. Despite these criticisms, the concept of the Big Push has influenced 
development policy and thinking, highlighting the importance of coordinated action and 
substantial investment in breaking out of economic stagnation. 

Prompt: Where was the "Big Push" theory applied and how successful was it? 

The "Big Push" theory has been applied in various forms and contexts since its inception, 
with varying degrees of success. Here are some notable examples: 

1. Marshall Plan in Europe (1948-1952): Although not directly an application of the Big 
Push theory, the Marshall Plan can be seen as a practical embodiment of its 
principles. The United States provided over $12 billion (approximately $100 billion in 
today's dollars) in economic assistance to help rebuild European economies after 
World War II. This massive injection of capital, goods, and infrastructure rebuilding 
efforts helped kickstart rapid economic growth and development across war-torn 
Europe. While the Marshall Plan had a geopolitical aim (to counter the spread of 
communism by revitalizing Europe's economy), its success in stimulating economic 
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development is often cited as an example of how coordinated, large-scale investment 
can lead to significant economic improvements. 

2. Import-Substitution Industrialization (ISI) in Latin America: During the mid-20th 
century, several Latin American countries adopted ISI policies, which aimed to reduce 
dependence on imports by encouraging the development of domestic industries. 
Governments implemented tariffs and other trade barriers to protect nascent 
industries, alongside significant investments in infrastructure and industry. While 
some countries experienced initial industrial growth and development, over time, 
many of these economies faced problems such as inefficiency, lack of 
competitiveness, and over-reliance on government support. The success of ISI and its 
alignment with the Big Push theory is mixed, demonstrating the challenges of 
applying such strategies without creating distortions or inefficiencies. 

3. East Asian Tigers (1960s-1990s): Countries like South Korea, Taiwan, Singapore, and 
Hong Kong achieved remarkable economic growth and industrialization in the latter 
half of the 20th century. Their strategies included focused investment in key sectors, 
such as technology and manufacturing, guided by strong government planning and 
investment. These countries also emphasized education, export-oriented policies, 
and infrastructure development. The success of the East Asian Tigers is sometimes 
associated with the Big Push theory, highlighting the importance of coordinated, 
sector-specific investments in achieving economic development. 

4. African Development Initiatives: Various African countries have attempted to 
implement development strategies inspired by the Big Push theory, often with the 
support of international aid. However, the success of these initiatives has been 
limited by challenges such as governance issues, inadequate infrastructure, and 
external debt. While there have been pockets of success, the overall effectiveness of 
Big Push-inspired strategies in Africa has been mixed, underscoring the need for good 
governance, sound economic policies, and attention to local context. 

The success of the Big Push theory in practice depends on several factors, including the scale 
and coordination of investments, the sectors targeted, the country's existing economic and 
institutional framework, and the ability to manage and sustain growth without creating 
imbalances or dependencies. While the theory has influenced development economics and 
policy, its application highlights the complexities of economic development and the 
importance of adapting strategies to specific national and regional contexts. 

 


