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Introduction 

Development is a contested concept (Willis 2011). Some argue that development 

should focuses on economics, some argue that it should focuses on socio cultural, and some 

on political aspect; however, many countries embrace the idea that development in economic 

is a very important aspect of their development target. In the categorization of development 

stage of a country, many organizations refer to its economic measure (e.g. GNI per capita)
1
.  

In this paper, one of the widely used and acknowledged development theories, called 

Rostow’s linear stage development theory, will be elaborated. This theory explains the 

paths that a country usually takes to achieve the status of developed country. Besides 

elaborating it, application of the theory to Japan and Vietnam will also be made. Finally, 

some conclusions and critics will be made on this theory. 

Rostow’s Linear Stage Growth Theory 

Walt Whitman Rostow wrote a development theory in a book entitled The Stages of 

Economic Growth: A non-communist manifest (1961). The Rostow’s theory stresses that the 

economic development of a country will follow a five linear stage over period of time, those 

are traditional society, preconditions for take-off, take-off, drive to maturity, and age of high 

mass consumption. The model is shown as below. 

 
Source: Rostow, 1960 

The first stage is a Traditional society. Rostow described traditional society as 

“…one whose structure is developed within limited production functions, based on pre-

Newtonian science and technology and on pre-Newtonian attitude towards the physical 

world”  (Rostow 1960). He stress that in this type of era, there is “a ceiling existed on the 

level of attainable output per head” (Rostow 1960). It is because of the unavailability of 

technology. Another characteristic is there is high provision of resources towards agriculture 

related activity. The example of this community is the dynasties in China; the civilization of 

the Middle East; and the medieval world of Europe. 
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The second stage is Pre condition to take-off. In this condition there is transition 

toward society who can adapt and use the modern technology. This technology mainly used 

in agricultural and production activity. There is also notion developed that output can be 

maximized and increased over time through innovation and adoption of technology. 

The third stage is Take-off stage. “Take of stage is the interval when the old blocks 

and resistance to steady growth are finally overcome” (Rostow 1960). In this stage people are 

believe in the development itself. The investment and saving also increased in GDP 

proportion. This is the stage where many businesses expand rapidly and try to produce in 

economies of scale.  

The fourth stage is Drive to maturity. This stage characterized by the stable 

economic condition. The business also already changed from a natural resources producer 

towards a manufacturing economy. For example, “from coal, iron, and heavy engineering 

industries of railways phase to machine-tools, chemicals, and electrical equipment” (Rostow 

1960).  

The fifth stage is Age of high mass consumption. This stage is characterized by the 

increasing urban population portion to the total population. The economic activity also 

moved to be more service oriented. The consumption of food, shelter, and cloth also rise. The 

proportion of social welfare and security provided by the government also increase.  

 

Application of Rostow’s Linear Stage Growth Theory in Japan  

The Rostow’s theory can be used to explain Japan development as follow.  

Stage Period Description 

Traditional Society ..until 19
th

 

century 

In this period Japanese is a very isolated society and 

depends heavily on agriculture. 

Precondition to take-

off 

In 19
th

 

century 

(1800) 

In this period, Japan start to create social overhead 

capital (e.g. building railways, ports, and roads) and 

embrace the idea of shifting from agriculture and 

trade to manufacturing. In this period also there is a 

rise of leadership (mainly from the samurai and grain 

merchants) which see modernization as a possibility. 

Take-off Fourth 

quarter of 

19
th

 century 

(1878-1900) 

The period is started by the Meiji restoration in 1868 

in Japan. The requirement set by Rostow also 

achieved, those are: 

 Rise in rate of productive investment to over 

10% of national income 

 Development of one or more substantial 

manufacturing sector with a high rate of 

growth 

 The existence or quick emergence of political, 

social, and institutional framework. 
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The capital formation in Japan is sourced from the 

substitution of government bonds for the great 

landholders’ claim on the flow of rent payments. 

Japan also start to develop railways, ship-building, 

cotton manufacturing, and small scale modern 

chemical industry. In Japan, this take off period is 

mature around 1900-1920. 

Drive to maturity 1940 In this period, Japan already able to apply modern 

technology to its resource management. It was 

triggered by the first world war when Japan tries to 

develop chemical fertilizer, steel, and electrical 

equipment. 

Age of high mass 

consumption 

1950s - now In this period, the technical maturity was approached 

by Japanese. Japan start to look for external power 

and influence, be a welfare state, and the consumption 

expand beyond basic goods. 
Table 1: Application of Rostow’s Theory to Japan 

Comparisons of Vietnam and Japan’s Development from Rostow’s Linear Stage 

Growth Theory 

Here is application of Rostow growth model with Vietnam. 

Stage Period Vietnam 

Traditional Society ..until 1850s It is the period until French colonisation in Vietnam. 

Precondition to take-

off 

1850s This period started from the French colonisation in 19
th

 

century (around 1850s). In this period French 

introduce modern technology to Vietnam. 

Take-off 1986 This period started when the Doi Moi (renovation) 

policy implemented in Vietnam by Nguyen Van Linh. 

Vietnam successfully transformed from planned 

economy to a socialist-oriented market economy.  

Drive to maturity 2007-now In year 2007, Vietnam accepted as WTO member. The 

economy of Vietnam started to focus more on 

manufacturing. By 2010, the composition already 41% 

manufacturing, 38% in service, and 20% in 

agriculture
2
. However, the composition of work force 

is still dominated in agriculture sector. 53.9% of 

population work in agriculture, 20.3% in industry, and 

25.8% in service sector. 

Age of high mass 

consumption 

 Have not started yet, even though the consumption of 

Vietnamese is increasing but only for certain 

percentage of population and the type consumption is 

still dominated by basic goods.  
Table 2: Application of Rostow’s Theory to Vietnam 

Vietnam now is in the drive to maturity stage. Vietnam is in the early stage of 

implementing modern technology to process its natural resources. Currently there are only 

several big industries in Vietnam, namely food processing, garment, shoes, machine-building, 

mining, chemical fertilizer, and several other industries which depend on cheap labours. 
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Rostow did not give specific measure to be taken for a country to move from one 

stage to the next, however, he outlined several basic requirements. According to Rostow 

theory, to move to the next stage Vietnam has to apply more modern technology in its 

industry, invest more in infrastructure, and shift to manufacturing and service oriented 

economy. The time needed for countries to move from drive to maturity stage to the high 

mass consumption stage is varied. It took around 100 years for Britain, 30 years for France, 

20 years for USA, and 15 years for Japan. 

Here is the comparison between stages passed by Vietnam and Japan. 

No Rostow’s Stage of 

Development 

Japan Vietnam 

1 Traditional Society The period until the opening of 

Japan to outside world. In this 

period, Japan is ruled by 

kingdom and then samurai. 

The period from pre-dynasty 

until the colonisation of France. 

2 Precondition to 

take-off 

Triggered by event of opening 

Japan to the world (around 

1800s). 

Triggered by colonization of 

France (around 1850s). 

3 Take-off Started with the Meiji 

Restoration in 1868. 

Started with Doi Moi 

(renovation) in 1986. 

4 Drive to maturity Started in 1940 when Japan is 

well established with its 

manufacturing sector.  

Started from 2007, when 

Vietnam joined WTO and the 

trade of Vietnam is expanding. 

5 Age of high mass 

consumption 

Started in 1950s. Have not started yet. 

Table 3: Comparison of Vietnam and Japan based on Rostow’s Theory 

Journey Ahead of Vietnam 

Vietnam has grown since it opened its market in 1986. Since that period, the GDP of 

Vietnam grew from USD 12 billion in 1986 to USD 63 billion in 2010
3
. However, Vietnam is 

trapped in so called middle income trap from the last three years. Its GDP per capita is barely 

growing from USD 1061 in 2008 to USD 1191 in 2010. Several recommendations for 

Vietnam to move to the next stage would be: 

 Improve governance and policy making process 

The government should increase transparency to its citizen and embrace technology in 

managing the country. The political interest should also be put aside of policy making 

process (see appendix 1). 

 Invest in infrastructure and education 

Infrastructure is needed for any country to expand its growth, which is why for a 

country in the growth like Vietnam, focus on infrastructure development should be 

maintained. Unfortunately, the length of rail line in Vietnam has decreased from 

3,147 km in 2008 to 2,347 km in 2009
4
. Education, both primary education and higher 

education, is another valuable investment for Vietnam future, In 2008, total public 
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spending on education is quite high, that is 5.3%, however, its use should be more 

transparent (Kennedy School of Government 2008) (See appendix 2). 

 Equity aspect 

Inequality should be addressed by giving equal opportunity to the citizens in Vietnam. 

People in rural area should be helped to get basic education and healthcare (See 

appendix 3). 

 Private sector 

Creating a business friendly environment is necessary for any country. Currently the 

industries in Vietnam, such as shoes and garment, rely heavily in cheap labour (See 

appendix 4). 

 

Critics and Limitations of Rostow’s Linear Stage Growth Theory 

Firstly, the development of a country seems to be not in linear path. Some countries, 

after achieving a maturity stage, could move backwards to the take-off stage again. Some 

reasons could be because of a crisis which attacks the country severely. One example is 

Indonesia. Indonesia grew remarkably in 1970s until 1996. During this period, there was 

rapid industrialization in the country. However, since there was a major financial crisis that 

hit the country in 1997-1998, even after 10 years of the crises, Indonesia cannot back again to 

the industrialization level that it had before.  

Secondly, Rostow did not pay attention to the inequality problem. Inequality is 

something that gives a lot of cost to the government and can move a country backwards. The 

occupy Wall Street and we are the 99% movement is showing that. Moreover, excessive 

focus on economic development could undermine other aspect of development, such as 

environmental sustainability and social problems (e.g. declining fertility rate and gender 

inequality). 

Thirdly, Rostow’s theory lack of understanding about the sustainability of the 

growth or development. In his book, Rostow stated “Beyond, it is impossible to predict, 

except perhaps to observe that Americans, at least, have behaved in the past decade as if 

diminishing relative marginal utility sets in, after a point, for durable consumer’s goods” 

(Rostow 1960). While in fact, as we can see now, may developed countries are in the edge of 

bankruptcy because of excessive consumption. Greece, Ireland, Portugal, Spain, Italy, Japan 

and United States are among those who have economics problems because of their massive 

deficit and debt. These countries are in the edge of bankruptcy which if it really happens, 

their development will move backward. 

Finally, Rostow’s growth theory is lack of understanding about the basic culture of 

a society in explaining how long it takes for a country to grow. Harrison (2000) stated that 

culture matters. Culture is very important thing to determine whether a country can grow or 

not. Two societies which have the same level of natural resources but have different culture 

and different view on development, they will achieve different stage of development. Japan 

and South Korea are two countries who have development supportive-culture. 
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Conclusion 

Rostow’s linear stage development theory is not a perfect theory of development as a 

there are many critics can be given to the theory. However, Rostow’s development stage 

theory has served as a pathway for a country’s development model. With this guideline, a 

country can be more prepared for the next stage of growth. 

Japan is the first country in Asia who achieved the status of developed country in Asia 

modern history. Its stage of development can be explained by Rostow’s theory. Japan 

fulfilled the requirement needed to move to the next stage as outlined by Rostow. The 

example of Japan is very beneficial for Vietnam as a newly rising country in Southeast Asia. 

After long civil and bilateral war and revolution in 1986, Vietnam starts its take off stage. 

The GDP of Vietnam has increased five folds in the last three decades. However, given 

several challenges, Vietnam is still categorized as a lower middle income country.  

Vietnam entered the drive to maturity stage in 2007, signed by its membership as 

WTO member and its increase in export. However, there are several requirements prescribed 

by Rostow for a country to move to the next stage which still have not fulfilled by Vietnam. 

Vietnam wills success to move to the next stage if only it’s doing major reform in governance 

and investment. Japan took 15 years to move from maturity stage to age of high mass 

consumption, while Britain took 100 years. Whether Vietnam will follow Japan path is still 

uncertain, however, if it is not doing the necessary reform, Vietnam is unlikely to move to the 

age of mass consumption stage and will be trapped in middle income trap. 
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Appendixes 1 

Vietnam’s Corruption Perception Index and Its Comparison 

 

 
Source: Transparency International, processed 

Vietnam’s corruption perception index is lower than Thailand, China, and Indonesia, but 

notably higher than Philippines, Laos, and Myanmar. 
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Appendixes 2 

Vietnam’s Key Indicators in Trade, Investment, and Education 

 

 
Source: World Bank, processed 

The percentage of export in Vietnam’s GDP is generally stable in the last five years, so did 

the gross capital formulation (investment), and public spending on education. If Vietnam 

wants to move to the next stage, Vietnam has to increase its export, investment, as well as 

public spending on education. 
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Appendix 3 

Socio Cultural Indicators of Vietnam 

 

 
Source: World Bank, processed 

 

 
Source: World Bank, processed 

 

The income distribution in Vietnam is considerably unequal. In 2008, the top 10% of 

population has 30% of country’s income, while the bottom 10% only has less than 5%. The 

life expectancy at birth is notably high for a lower middle income country. 
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Appendix 4 

Ease Doing Business Index of Vietnam and Its Comparison 

 

 
Source: World Bank, processed 

In term of ease of doing business, Vietnam perform better than several countries in the 

region, such as Indonesia, India, Philippines, and Laos. Since more business is needed in 

Vietnam to grow, then Vietnam has to continuously improve its business environment. 
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Endnotes 

                                                           
1
 World Bank categorized countries as developed country if GNI per capita is above $12,267, as upper middle 

income country if GNI per capita between $3,976 and $12,275, as lower middle income if GNI per capita 

$1,006-$3,975, and as less developed country if GNI per capita is below $1.005. Source: 

http://data.worldbank.org/about/country-classifications, accessed November 20
th

 2011. 
2
 https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/vm.html, accessed November 17

th
 2011. 

3
 Data from World Bank with USD constant value year 2000  

4
 World Bank Data; http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/IS.RRS.TOTL.KM, accessed November 20

th
 2011 
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