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Abstract 

Problem statement 
Previous studies have indicated that poverty can be reduced through selling products to the 

poor. Moreover, these markets contain a large potential for profit that is currently untapped. 

Reaching these however requires substantial innovativeness and many companies have tried 

and failed. Surprisingly then, little theoretical guidelines exist on how to create social 

innovative products for poor markets.  

 

Purpose and research question 

The purpose of this study is to contribute to a better understanding of social product 

innovation for poor markets. This is done through investigating key factors to consider for 

SMEs emanating from developed countries in order to create social innovative products for 

these markets. 

 

Methodology 

This paper is a qualitative research and takes an exploratory approach, and uses a cross-

sectional, multiple case study methodology. This study has investigated four products 

emanating from Swedish micro-SMEs, sold primarily in Tanzania, Zambia and Kenya. The 

empirical data was collected through conducting 12 semi-structured interviews.  

 

Results and conclusion 

The result of this paper contributed to a deeper understanding of social product innovation in 

subsistence markets. Theoretical guidelines in form of a model has been developed which 

summarizes 19 key factors that SMEs emanating from developed countries need to consider 

in order to create social innovative products for subsistence markets. Out of these, three are 

deemed to be of particular importance, namely the need to understand the marketplace, to 

develop the product in a price-based costing framework, and to scale.  
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"Eradicating extreme poverty continues to be 

one of the main challenges of our time, and is a 

major  concern  of  the  international  community” 

- UN General Secretary Ban Ki Moon 

(United Nations, 2008) 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Helping through selling, a complicated win-win 

For many years the struggle against poverty1 has been the domain of governments, and NGOs, 

through the use of foreign aid. Nonetheless, studies suggest that larger companies, having 

financial resources, distribution channels, and technological know-how, are actually better 

positioned than governments to face the challenges of poverty (Reficcio & Rueda, 2012). Though 

being particularly apt to solve these problems, profit-seeking companies have long neglected the 

world’s   poorest,   as   actions   towards   poverty   alleviation   have   been   primarily   of   philanthropic  

nature where the relationship has been characterized by donor-receiver relationships (Prahalad, 

2010, p. 6). 

 

Engaging   with   the   world’s   poorest   can   however   make good business sense for companies 

(Prahalad & Hart, 2002) all whilst helping the former in fulfilling their needs (Endeva, 2010). In 

their groundbreaking article from 2002, Prahalad and Hart challenge the traditional view of these 

people as being solely receiver   of   aid.   This   was   expanded   upon   in   Prahalad’s   (2005)  

subsequently  published  book,  “The  Fortune  at   the  Bottom  of   the  Pyramid”,   in  which  he  claims  

that this group, which the author terms the Bottom of the Pyramid (BOP), consists of four to five 

billion people that live on less than two USD a day (Prahalad, 2010, p. 6). In the literature these 

markets have been defined in many different ways, such as Bottom, or Base, of the Pyramid, and 

subsistence markets (Nakata & Weidner, 2012), and where the poverty line has been drawn at 

different levels. These form a massive, unexploited market which firms, due to prejudice, have all 

too long ignored (Prahalad, 2005, p. 3) and the main argument for targeting subsistence markets 

is the purchasing power of the world’s  poorest  individuals  (Guesalaga  &  Marshall,  2008). 

 

Subsistence markets2 represent  “the  most  significant  remaining,  or  unaddressed,  global  market”  

(Nakata & Weidner, 2012, p. 21), as they offer an alternative to saturated western markets 

(London & Hart, 2004). Moreover, as argued by Prahalad and Hammond (2002, in London & 
                                                
1 Poverty is multifaceted, and is characterised by lack of basic needs (e.g. clothing, food, fuel and shelter), 
and lack of basic services (e.g. education, infrastructure, public health, safe drinking water, sanitation and 
security) and excluded both from the culture, society and politics (Jagtap et al., 2013).  
2 This study defines subsistence markets as individuals living on less than eight USD a day (Hammond et 
al., 2007). The study has chosen to avoid the term Bottom of the Pyramid as it is tightly linked to 
Prahalad’s  (2005;;  2010)  concept,  and  thus  refers  to  a  poorer  segment. 
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Hart,  2004,  p.  3)  customers   in   these  markets  are  often  “poorly  served  by   low-quality  vendors”.  

Further, the World Business Council for Sustainable Development (2006 in Olsen & Boxenbaum, 

2009,  p.  100)  notes  that  “The  leading  global  companies  of  2020  will  be  those  that  provide  goods  

and   services   and   reach   new   customers   in   ways   that   address   the   world’s   major   challenges   - 

including poverty, climate change, resource depletion, globalization, and   demographic   shifts”.  

Given the rapid and continual growth taking place in these markets, companies cannot ignore 

them if they strive for long-term growth (Endeva, 2010; London & Hart, 2004; Vunder Fontana, 

2007).  

 

Subsequent   to  Prahalad’s   (2005)  best selling book many companies have made attempts to tap 

these  subsistence  marketplaces,  and  cater  to  the  needs  of  the  world’s  poorest  (Subrahmanyan  &  

Gomez-Aris, 2008). Examples include Procter & Gamble (Bird & Kanter, 2008), Unilever 

(Simanis & Hart, 2009), Hewlett-Packard (London & Hart, 2004), GE (Petrick & Juntiwasarakij, 

2011), and eyeglasses-manufacturer Essilor (Cherrier & Jayanth, 2009). However, subsistence 

marketplaces have proven to be quite different to those that developed companies are used to, and 

have presented numerous challenges in terms of for instance suboptimal regulations (World 

Bank, 2011), infrastructure (Petrick, 2011), access to electricity (Nakata & Weidner, 2012), and 

low consumer disposable income (de Castro, 2014). This latter causes subsistence market 

customer to have different needs (Viswanathan & Sridharan, 2012), and they are used to doing 

more with less (Petrick & Juntiwasarakij, 2011), which is why they judge potential purchases 

differently than do customers from developed countries. Thus, there is little doubt that reaching 

these will require substantial innovativeness in order to tackle the new challenges offered by 

subsistence marketplaces (Prahalad, 2005, p. 2).  

 

Innovation has been argued as important for all companies, not just the ones targeting subsistence 

marketplaces, since it is the only way to maintain a competitive advantage over time (Brown & 

Eisenhardt,  1995;;  Morris,  2013;;  Stock  et  al.,  2002).  Hence,  “Companies constantly try to identify 

new opportunities for innovation, for example by searching for unsolved problems and 

recognizing unmet needs. Social needs can be seen as business opportunities for which to 

develop ideas, serve new markets and solve long-standing  business  problems”  (Kanter,  1999  in  

Linna, 2012, p. 115). The importance of innovation when entering new markets is further 
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supported by Brown and Eisenhardt (1995) and Stock et al. (2002).   

 

Innovation is not only necessary to reach potential subsistence markets customers, but 

engagement in these markets has also been discussed as a driver of innovation (Altman et al., 

2009). This engagement can contribute to a competitive advantage by offering an idyllic testing 

ground to develop technologies and products (Prahalad & Hart, 2002), which, due to the highly 

competitive landscape, and the limiting effects thereof on innovation, developed markets do not 

any longer represent (Endeva, 2010; Powell, 2006; Spers & Wright, 2013). Further innovations 

may subsequently be adapted and, exported, to developed markets in a process termed reverse, or 

frugal, innovation (Govindarajan & Trimble, 2012; Jagtap et al., 2013; Petrick & Juntiwasarakij, 

2011).  

 

Subrahmanyan and Gomez-Arias (2008) however, have argued that it is not only multinational 

corporations (MNCs) as those mentioned earlier, that are able to meet the needs and opportunities 

for innovations in subsistence markets, even small and medium enterprises (SMEs)3 are argued to 

be able to contribute as well. Tiwari and Buse (2007) go one step further and argue   that SMEs 

actually seem to be in a better position for creating innovations, and as noted by Usher (2014) 

”Many  innovations  today  will  come  from  small  scale  innovators”.  OECD  (2010,  p.  5)  has  argued  

that  SMEs  becomes  important  since  they  bring  “new  ideas  to  the  market”  and  further  “New  and  

small firms have become critical innovation players because of their ability to recognise and 

exploit the commercial opportunities emerging from technological, competitive and market 

changes”  (OECD,  2010,  p.  26).   

 

A specific field of innovation towards subsistence markets is that termed Social Innovation, the 

main focus of which is making the lives of the people in subsistence markets better in a number 

of ways (Michelini,   2012,   p.   12).   Social   innovation   can   be   defined   as   “A   novel   solution   to   a  

social problem that is more effective, efficient, sustainable, or just than existing solutions and for 

which the value created accrues primarily to society as a whole rather than  private  individuals” 
(Phills et al., 2008). One specific part of social innovation is related to products developed for 

                                                
3 SMEs are defined as enterprises containing less than 250 employees and an annual turnover below or 
equal 450 million SEK (European Commission, 2005, p. 14) 
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these markets, termed social product4 (Michelini, 2012, p. 37). Given their innovative potential, 

discussed above, SMEs can provide an appropriate example when studying social product 

innovation.  

 

1.2 Problem statement 

Despite being a massive, unexploited market, many of the firms realizing the innovative potential 

thereof are incapable to act upon it (Washburn & Hunsaker, 2011). Surprisingly then, as noted in 

two recent studies by Nakata and Weidner (2012), and by Viswanathan and Sridharan (2012), 

few practical and theoretical guidelines exist for how to develop innovative products for the 

world’s   poorest.   Further, the research that exists on the topic has mainly been conducted on 

MNCs (Michelini, 2012; Prahalad, 2010) or student projects (Viswanathan & Sridharan, 2012), 

leaving SMEs under-researched. Also, though social innovation has received much attention in 

recent years, studies of product development within this field remain relatively sparse (Michelini, 

2012, p. 44). Hence, SMEs engaging in subsistence markets lack guidelines for innovative social 

product development.  

 

1.3 Purpose, goal and research question  

The purpose of this study is to contribute to a better understanding of social product innovation 

for subsistence markets, and the goal is to develop theoretical guidelines for SMEs with regards 

to this. The introduction above, as well as the purpose, and aim, of this study leads to the 

following research question:   

 

● What are key factors for SMEs emanating from developed countries to consider in order 

to create social innovative products for subsistence markets? 

 

1.4 Contribution to research 

This paper will exclusively focus on SMEs, which are largely under-researched, and thus develop 

the existing research in the field of social innovative product development in order to deepen the 

understanding of this latter. This will be done partly through building on the findings of 

                                                
4 Though Michelini (2010, p. 37) uses the term social product to mean both a tangible product or a service, 
this paper will when using the term product, only refer to the former. 
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Viswanathan  and  Sridharan  (2012),  whose   research  has  been   termed  “One  of   the  most   focused  

articles”  on  the  topic  of  product  development  process  for  subsistence  markets  (Michelini,  2012,  

p. 43). Viswanathan and Sridharan (2012, p. 66) do in  their  article  develop  “research  propositions  

that   can   be   verified   in   future   empirical   investigations”   and   argue   that   “future   research   should  

expand  to  other  geographical  and  socioeconomic  settings”  (2012,  p.  68).  Hence,   this   thesis  will  

apply Viswanathan’s   and   Sridharan’s   (2012)   propositions   in   other   countries   than   that   of   the  

original study. Moreover, the propositions are complemented through adding a proposition of 

affordability,  discussed  by  among  others  Prahalad  (2012),  as  well  as  Michelini’s  (2012)  features 

of social innovation. Finally, potential additional findings will be discussed. The theoretical 

section hence presents the key factors found by prior studies, which will serve as a point of 

departure for the investigation of this thesis. 
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2. Theory 

2.1 Innovation and product development 

2.1.1 What is innovation? 

Atuahene-Gima (2012) and Rogers (1995 in Linton, 2007) argue innovation to be things that are 

new and useful to the customer and/or the organization, and the benefits of which, these latter 

have not yet experienced. From this definition follows that innovation is context specific. Taking 

the   example   of   the   introduction   of   the   car   in  China  during   the   1980’s,  Atuahene-Gima (2012) 

argues that though a car was not innovative to individuals living in developed countries, it was to 

the Chinese. Innovation is thus also about being able to solve an important customer problem 

(Atuahene-Gima, 2012; Becheikh et al., 2006), such as that of transportation in China. Finally, 

definitions of successful innovation include to commercialise a product, introduce it to the 

market, or to make a product that physically works (More, 2011).  

 

2.1.2 Innovation - where to find it?  

According to Morris (2013) the only place for firms to look for innovation is in its customers. 

This is echoed by Egbetokun et al. (2009) whose study of innovation efforts in Nigerian firms 

found  that  the  main  driver  of  innovation  effort  was  the  firms’  customers,  as  well  as  it’s  suppliers.  

Morris  (2013)  argues  that  customers  already  know  how  products  need  to  be  innovated  and  firms  

ought   to   ask   them   through   for   instance   discussions.   Görnerup   (2009)   however,   argues   that  

innovation can also come from understanding  customers’  needs,  of  which  they  were  themselves, 

previously unaware. 

 

2.1.3 Two types of innovative product development models 

The literature proposes a differentiation between linear or parallel models of new product 

development (NDP). This former is influenced by a technology push, or a market pull and is 

sequential in time, whereas in the latter several stages may be on-going simultaneously 

(Michelini, 2012, p. 41f). Michelini (2012, p. 42) notes that “In  the  literature  review  on  the  NDP  

process, Craig and Hart (1992) conclude that there is a theoretical section of the literature that 

suggests  that  a  simultaneous,  rather  than  sequential,  approach”.  Nonetheless,  as  noted  by  Chandra  

and Neelankavil (2008) the social product innovation process should begin from a view of 
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limitations or constraints. The NDP process aimed at developing countries should hence begin by 

asking  oneself   two  basic  questions:  “at   ‘what  price  point’  would   the   low-income population be 

able   to   afford   a   product/service?”   and   “what   is   the   ‘value-added’   element   to   the   customers   in  

using   the   new   product”   (Chandra   &   Neelankavil,   2008,   p.   1022).   Thus,   many   subsistence  

markets, experience more of a market pull, supporting a linear model.  

 

2.2 Social innovation 

As noted by Endeva (2010), selling socially innovative products can play an important role for 

subsistence markets since these can fulfil individuals’   needs   by   making   unavailable   products  

available. Also, selling to subsistence markets can increase productivity for the purchasing 

producers, increase income, and increase self-confidence of the individuals living in these 

markets. 

 

In a literature analysis, Michelini (2012, p. 12) has identified the main features of social 

innovation, attempting  to  “capture  the  common  denominators  of  existing  definitions”.  The  author  

argues that social innovations to the subsistence markets must have the following eight features: 

  

1) It must generate a positive social impact. The first feature of social innovation is related to the 

social  goal  of  the  innovation.  Michelini  (2012,  p.  12)  argues  that  “Social  innovation  is  a  vehicle  

to create social change, increase the quality of life, and develop solutions and approaches to 

various  sets  of  problems”.  Further, innovation can contribute to economic growth.  

  

2) It is driven by both social and economic motivations. Michelini (2012, p. 12) has argued that 

social innovation incorporates social motivations in the traditional business motivation of profit-

maximization. Many examples exist where lines of the motivations are blurred, whereby new 

hybrid forms of enterprises can be created with profit and social motivations. It has further been 

argued that different organizations will be formed depending on if the motivation is related to 

profit, social or both.  

  

3) It must be novel. A social innovation also needs to be novel, meaning that it is new to the ones 

using it, or to its context. Novelty can be reflected in a new idea, activity, product or business 
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model. Hence the feature of novelty can be equated with the definition of innovation in section 

2.1. In order to gain a competitive advantage firms need to convince the consumers of the new 

benefit that that they will receive from the product (Michelini, 2012, p. 12f).  

 

4) It can be promoted by different actors. Social innovation can be promoted by civil society, 

governments, private sector, NGOs or a combination (Michelini, 2012, p. 13). Social Innovation 

Europe (in Michelini, 2012, p. 13) has argued of the importance of having social innovation 

emanating from all sectors, and as innovations develop they will often move between different 

sectors. Two different approaches on how innovations are promoted exist, either through a top-

down approach with large foreign or domestic companies or bottom-up approach through local 

actors (Michelini, 2012, p. 13).  

  

5) It must be scalable. The aim of achieving scale is to deliver additional benefits or serving more 

people (Michelini, 2012, p. 13f), but it has been argued as one of the greatest challenges in 

reaching  the  world’s  poor  (Debelak,  2014).  Prahalad  (2012)  also  stresses  the  need  for  scalability  

and links this to the low income of individuals living in subsistence markets. As the prices 

charged  are  going  to  be  low  this  “focuses  attention  on  volume  and  scale”.  Scale  also  enables  to  

reach all individuals in these extremely large markets.  Michelini (2012, p. 14) argues that scaling 

up a social innovation can be done either through functional scaling up with focus on diversify 

the innovation, organizational scaling up in order to improve the management system of the 

organisation, or qualitative scaling up where the innovation gets replicated in new areas or 

communities. 

  

6) It must be sustainable. It is of great importance that an innovation is sustainable and manages 

to meet both economic and environmental challenges. Hence, during its development and 

diffusion, it should minimize its harmful effects on the environment (2012, p. 14), through for 

instance focusing on elimination, reduction, and recycling in order to conserve resources 

(Prahalad, 2005, p. 26). Michelini (2012, p. 14) further argues the need of the innovation to 

“achieve  continual  improvements  of  its  environmental  performance”.   

  

7) It can take different forms. Social innovation can for instance take of an initiative, service, 
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organisation or idea. Forms of ideas, habits, software, tools or values can also spread a social 

innovation (Michelini, 2012, p. 14).  

  

8) It must improve and change the lives of the poor. Except for the definition, Michelini (2012, p. 

12) does not elaborate on this feature further. 

  

2.3 Previously identified key factors of product development in subsistence 

markets 

In their study 13 student BOP-prototype development projects in India, dating from 2006 and 

2010, Viswanathan and Sridharan (2012) identify eleven key factors, within three stages, 

necessary for effective product development for subsistence markets. These are illustrated in the 

model below, and will further be presented in the subsequent sections.  

 

 
Figure 1: Key Factors of Concept and Prototype Development for Subsistence Markets (Viswanathan and 
Sridharan, 2012) 

 
2.3.1 Understanding the marketplace 

As noted by Merton (2013), many risks are associated with innovation, and these are often related 

to the infrastructure into which the innovation is introduced. The more complex this former is, 

the more likely it is that the innovation will have unintended consequences, and the more severe 

these will become. As described in the introduction, subsistence marketplaces have proven to be 

quite different to those that developed companies are used to, and have presented numerous 

challenges in terms of for instance suboptimal regulations (World Bank, 2011), infrastructure 
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(Petrick, 2011), access to electricity (Nakata & Weidner, 2012), and low consumer disposable 

income (de Castro, 2014). Hence, in the meaning of Merton (2013) innovation in these markets 

are associated with a higher level of risk than innovation in developed countries. This is why Ray 

& Kanta Ray (2011) argue that the company has to consider what makes the subsistence market 

unique and how the product offerings of the firm fit into this. A thorough understanding of the 

market thus becomes paramount. 

 

Proposition 1: Identification of Critical Basic Needs 

Viswanathan and Sridharan (2012) argue that the highest priorities of the people in subsistence 

markets are their critical basic needs, and identifying these becomes highly important in order to 

succeed in these markets. Further Subrahmanyan and Gomez-Arias’   (2008)   study   of  

understanding consumers behaviour in subsistence markets concludes that people in this market 

are consuming more than just food. The literature in this field however, has argued that due to the 

reason that poor people have a low and uncertain income, they often decide whether to buy the 

product or producing the product themselves (Viswanathan & Sridharan, 2012).  

 

Proposition 2: Identify  Key  ‘Aspirational  Needs’ 

Viswanathan  and  Sridharan’s  (2012)  study  show  that  parents  in  India  will  sacrifice  critical  basic  

needs in order for their children to obtain higher education, hence aspirational needs are also 

central in subsistence markets. It has also been argued that the companies that manage to link 

higher needs, such as education and job offerings, to a product are more likely to succeed in these 

areas (Subrahmanyan & Gomez-Arias, 2008). 

 

Proposition 3: Envision Product Usage Situations 

In order to be able to design products for subsistence markets, it is of high importance to achieve 

a broad understanding of the conditions and the culture in which it will be used (Viswanathan & 

Sridharan, 2012). The products needs further to be tailored and unique to the circumstances in the 

subsistence markets (Nakata & Weidner, 2012). For instance, due to constant heat, dust and 

humidity often taking place in these markets, the products developed need to be more robust than 

products for developed markets (Prahalad, 2005, p. 26; Ray & Kanta Ray, 2011). Linked to this, 
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Petrick and Juntiwasarakij (2011) have argued the importance of reparability of products where it 

must be feasible for the people to repair the products themselves.  

What makes the understanding of using products in these markets problematic is often the lack of 

personal experiences of living in poverty. Lewis (1959, in Nakata & Weidner, 2012) was one of 

the first to propose that poor have a different culture compared to other more developed markets. 

Hence Powell (2006, in Nakata & Weidner, 2012) suggests immersion, meaning to live with the 

locals, as a suitable method for identifying new product opportunities in the subsistence markets.  

 

2.3.2 Product design  

A thorough understanding of the marketplace, gained through the three propositions above, ought 

to enable a suitable product design.  

 

Proposition 4: Design for Multiple Purposes 

Viswanathan   and   Sridharan’s   study   (2012)   notes   that   products   designed   for   the   subsistence 

markets are often used for other purposes than originally designed for. Hence products offering 

multiple functions are more likely to be successful than those designed for just one purpose. This 

is illustrated by the yogurt company Yakult selling yogurt in the Japanese slums (How Yakult 

helps reduce poverty, 2012). For the poor people, the price of this yogurt is costly but since the 

functions of the product is preventing both diarrhoea and dysentery, as well as it provides 

nutrition, the yogurt becomes cheaper than prescription medications, and is thus used as such 

as well. 

 

Proposition 5: Design for Customisation  

It is very important to consider customisation in the design of a product (Viswanathan & 

Sridharan, 2012). For instance, many products require assemblage by local entrepreneurs, and 

electronic software can be programmed in multiple languages, or adaptable, to adjust to the 

individual user.  

 

Proposition 6: Design for Low Literate Users 

When designing products for the subsistence markets, companies need to be aware of its low-

literate consumers (Viswanathan & Sridharan, 2012). One way of overcoming this problem is 
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through   using   local   language   and   local   icons,   thus   “localizing”   the   content   of   the  

communications. Moreover, Viswanathan and Sridharan (2012) suggest use of imagery or 

recorded messages, and a further way to remedy the low literacy of users could be through 

educating customers in how to use the product (2005, p. 26). 

 

Proposition 7: Design for Local Sustainability 

Design for local sustainability is a broad concept including involving local entrepreneurs, in order 

to customise the product and create jobs, and sourcing local raw materials (Viswanathan & 

Sridharan, 2012). Prahalad and Hammond (2002) have also argued the need of seeing 

entrepreneurs  as  critical  partners,  but  further  stress  the  need  of  seeing  women’s  significant  role.  

Moreover, Viswanathan and Sridharan (2012) also argue the need for environmental 

sustainability, as well as cultural sensitivity. 

 

2.3.3 Product development and delivery  

Based on the findings of their study Viswanathan and Sridharan (2012, p. 65) suggest that 

product development and delivery have traditionally been separately treated in previous research, 

“as  two  distinct  stages  of  the  product  development  process”,  whereas  “the  case  studies  indicate  

that   in   BoP   contexts,   the   two   have   to   be   intertwined”.   Companies   thus   need   to   overcome   the  

challenge or reaching semi-urban and rural customers, which is hindered by geographic 

fragmentation and undeveloped infrastructure (Ray & Kanta Ray, 2011).  

 

Proposition 8: Leapfrogging Lacking Infrastructure 

Leapfrogging lacking infrastructure means to envisage how the product, or the delivery thereof, 

can circumvent infrastructural problems in subsistence marketplace. These can be for instance 

lack of roads, of electricity or of skilled labour (Viswanathan & Sridharan, 2012). The example 

of Essilor (Cherrier & Jayanth, 2009) illustrates how it is possible to reach thousand of 

consumers in the Indian countryside through their innovative distribution system. Using a bus to 

transport both opticians, and eyeglass manufactures, they visited several rural villages that had 

received notice beforehand so that villagers could save up sufficient funds to afford these 6 USD 

glasses.  
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Proposition 9: Leveraging Existing Infrastructure 

Leveraging existing infrastructure is about using what is already there. In both product 

development and distribution, existing infrastructure such as televisions or telephones, can be 

used as a mean to distribute the product. Further, individuals can also be used in leveraging 

existing infrastructure (Viswanathan & Sridharan, 2012), as can be seen in the example of Yakult 

that   used   unemployed  women   to   deliver   their   products   to   peoples’   homes   (How  Yakult   helps  

reduce poverty, 2012).  

 

Proposition 10: Developing Product-Related Infrastructure 

Viswanathan and Sridharan (2012) argue that innovative products need not to be seen as stand-

alone products. For instance, packaging can serve more purposes than only a way to transport, or 

distribute, the product, but can also provide information to the user or to the producer. 

Viswanathan and Sridharan (2012, p. 65) note that “Although   it   may   be   impractical   for   each  

product to be supported by elaborate infrastructure investment, on the evidence of some of the 

case study projects, developing cost-effective product-related infrastructure is crucial in BoP 

product  development”. 

 

Proposition 11: Using Existing Products as Vehicles for Addressing Needs 

Products already owned, and used, by subsistence market consumers can be used as vehicles for 

new innovative products. For instance, one of the projects investigated by Viswanathan and 

Sridharan (2012) was a solar panel attached to a cart, rather than sold as a stand-alone product.     

 

2.4 Develop in a price-based costing framework 

Though  it  may  appear  obvious  when  targeting  the  world’s  poorest,  several  authors  (Anderson  &  

Billou, 2007; Prahalad, 2005; 2012) have highlighted the importance of thinking about 

affordability when creating products for subsistence markets. Prahalad (2012, p. 7) claims that 

this  is  often  ”the  most  difficult  problem  for  firms  from  the  developed  markets  to  come  to  terms  

with.”  Firms  that  wish  to  target  subsistence  markets  do,  according  to  the  author  “need  to  provide  

world-class quality (not luxury) at prices  that  are  1/50  or  better”  than  those  in  developed  markets  

(Prahalad, 2012, p. 7). According to Prahalad (2012) this need to radically reduce costs can 

”challenge  the  existing  product  concept”  and  drive  innovation. 
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Prahalad   (2012,   p.   9)   talks   of   “the   logic of Price - Profit   =   Cost”.   Hence,   the   author   clearly  

suggests social product innovation to take place in a price-based costing framework where the 

point of departure is what customers are willing to pay, and not what the product costs to 

manufacture. 

 

2.5 Model framework for social innovative product development 

From the theory, the authors of this study have created the model framework containing the key 

factors presented above, and that will constitute the foundation of the investigation of this paper. 

In the model below, the eight features of Michelini (2012) as well as the 11 propositions of 

Viswanathan and Sridharan (2012) have been merged in order to create a model framework for 

the purpose of this paper. To this is added the proposition of affordability, promoted by Anderson 

and  Billou  (2007)  and  Prahalad  (2012).  Michelini’s  (2012)  features  are  written  as  (1),  (2)  and  so  

forth, and are prerequisites in order to be considered a social innovation. Hence, if not fulfilled, 

the product ceases to be a social innovation. The features are presented above in section 2.2. As 

the authors of this paper consider features one and eight to be identical, these are merged into a 

new feature simply labelled as  “(1)  It  must  generate  a  positive  social  impact”.  Viswanathan’s  and  

Sridharan’s  (2012)  propositions,  as  well  as  that  of  affordability,  are  written  as  (p1),  (p2)  and  so  

forth,  and  are  presented   in  sections  2.3  and  2.4.  All  propositions  are,  as  opposed  to  Michelini’s  

(2012) features, key factors for product development towards subsistence markets.    

 

The model below (Figure 2) is built as a linear flow first showing the point of departure, being 

requirements of form as well as motivations. This is followed by four arrows containing key 

factors for social product development that show a linear flow of social innovative product 

development. The model then ends in an impact that follows from how well the key factors have 

been considered. 
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Figure 2: Extended model framework of social product innovation 
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3. Method 

3.1 Object of study  

In order to investigate the validity of the model framework, presented in section 2.5, four 

products have been chosen. All products studied have been developed by SMEs and are further 

described in section 4. The choice of investigating SMEs instead of MNCs is made for three main 

reasons: first is the assumption that smaller companies are more innovative than larger companies 

as argued in the introduction. Second, SMEs are often easier to get access to than larger 

companies, which facilitates data collection. Third, all investigated products were produced by 

micro enterprises, meaning having less than ten employees (European Commission, 2005, p. 14). 

Thus appropriate interviewees are also likely to have a more holistic picture of the product, and 

its innovativeness, in a way that in a large company, a single person is unlikely to possess.  

 

Though not initially intended, all SMEs in this study have their origin in Sweden. Sweden 

becomes a particularly interesting country of origin to study as it is generally seen as highly 

innovative,  for  instance  ranking  second  on  Bloomberg’s  ‘Most innovative in the world’ ranking 

in   2014.   The   report   states   that   “/.../Sweden   lead   the  world   in   innovation”   (Bloomberg,   2014).  

Further advantages of studying SMEs emanating from the same country also include facilitated 

access to companies, smaller language-barriers, and avoidance of perceptive cultural differences 

among the respondents.  

  

3.2 Research approach and research method 

This  paper  is  a  qualitative  research  and  takes  an  exploratory  approach,  as  this  study  will  “assess  

phenomena  in  a  new  light”  (Robson  2002,  p.  59  in  Saunders  et  al.,  2009,  p.  139)  by  focusing  on  

SMEs instead of MNCs. Moreover, as the area of research of this thesis is quite under-developed, 

this approach is appropriate for the purpose of the thesis as it offers flexibility (Saunders, 2009, p. 

140).  

 

For this purpose the study uses a cross-sectional, multiple case study methodology, as this latter 

is deemed particularly well suited for the purpose since it enables in-depth study of the research 

object (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 59; Fitzergald & Dopson, 2011; Saunders et al., 2009, p. 146f) 

as  well  as  useful  when  exploring  a  “contemporary  phenomenon  within  a  real  life  context”  (Yin,  
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2009, p. 2). Moreover, case-study methodology was the one used by Viswanathan and Sridharan 

(2012),  

 

Though it may be argued that case-study methodology lacks generalizability, Yin (2012, p. 18f) 

notes that there is a difference between statistical generalizations, and analytical generalizations, 

and   this   paper   only   makes   claim   to   the   latter.   Analytical   generalizations   “depend   on   using   a  

study’s   theoretical   framework   to  establish   a   logic   that  might  be  applicable   to  other   situations”,  

thus   “case   studies,   like   experiments,   are   generalizable   to   theoretical   propositions   and   not   to  

populations  or  universes”  (Yin,  2009,  p.  15).   

  
In order to secure validity for the findings of this thesis, this paper investigates more than one 

product, making this a multiple case study (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 63; Yin, 2009, p. 61). As 

noted  by  Saunders  et  al.  (2009,  p.  146),  the  rationale  behind  this  method  is  “the  need  to  establish  

whether   the   findings  of   the   first   case  occur   in  other   cases”.   In   this   thesis this means if certain 

factors are supported by more one product. As noted by Yin (2009, p. 61) there are substantial 

analytical benefits to having more than one case. For instance, the author mentions direct 

replicability, hence giving the study a higher reliability that can help bridge the fear about the 

uniqueness of findings emanating from single cases (Yin, 2009, p. 62). 

  
Finally, this study is a cross-sectional study, as it investigates social innovation at a particular 

time. This could affect the replicability, hence the external reliability of this study, but as argued 

by  LeCompte  and  Goertz  (in  Bryman  &  Bell,  2011,  p.  395)  “it  is  impossible  to  ‘freeze’  a  social  

setting  and  the  circumstances  of  an  initial  study”.   

 

3.3 Sample and sample size 

Suitable products for this study were found through searches on the Internet. Moreover, the 

authors attended the Inclusive Business Forum, held in Stockholm the 20th of February 2014 at 

the office of the Swedish Foreign Development agency (SIDA), and organized by Inclusive 

Business Sweden (Inclusive Business Sweden, 2014). The aim of the attendance of the authors 

was, both to gain personal access to some of the companies envisaged as interviewees, and to 

meet new potential companies that might produce products suitable for this study. 
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Subsequently, a total of 25 social innovations were discerned, and later narrowed down to 16 

firms with suitable products, based in different countries, which were contacted. The firms 

received an introductory letter, introducing the authors and the study, and were contacted through 

email, their website, or their Facebook-pages. Out of these seven answered, and all were positive. 

However two companies were excluded due to a change in orientation of the research, going 

from a broader perspective to choosing to focus solely on SMEs emanating from one country. 

Both were excluded as the object of study developed to be only Swedish companies, further, one 

was also not an SME. Though being an interesting case, one additional company was excluded in 

the end-stages of the study following a further narrowing down of the research object, choosing 

to focus solely on companies selling to end-consumers in East Africa, and primarily Kenya, 

Zambia and Tanzania. The selected products are all primarily sold in countries with a GDP per 

capita, based on purchasing power parity, lower than 2 920 USD per year (The World Bank, 

2012), which is the equivalent of eight USD per day, and the definition of subsistence market of 

this paper. 

 

The companies selected were considered a heterogeneous sample that ought to be useful when 

identifying key themes from the empirical findings of the study (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 234). 

The companies were not however, claimed to represent the entire population of Swedish 

companies targeting subsistence markets.  

  
The sample of this paper consists partly of the companies contacted that answered. Hence, the 

sample   is   partly   a   convenience   sample   (Bryman   &   Bell,   2011,   p.   190),   meaning   a   “Non-

probability sampling procedure in which cases are selected haphazardly on the basis that they are 

easiest  to  obtain”  (Saunders  et  al.,  2009,  p.  589).  Though  Saunders  et  al.  (2009,  p.  236)  argue  the  

likelihood of such sampling to be representative to be very low, this paper makes no claim of 

statistical generalizability, as mentioned earlier. Convenience sampling may on the contrary be 

useful if the time to perform the research is very short, and if there can be initial difficulties in 

finding desired members of the population (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 254), which has in part been 

the case of this study. Moreover, this was only partly a convenience sampling as the companies 

were screened to fit the study as well as cleared for companies that did not fit the criteria of the 

study.  
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All investigated products   fulfilled   More’s   (2011)   criteria   of   what   constitutes   a   successful  

innovation, mentioned in section 2.1.1. Moreover, all companies have been recognized and 

rewarded for their social innovative products (Female Inventor of the Year, 2013; Fox, 2013; 

Hansson Bittar, 2013; Talentum Sverige, 2014; Veckans Affärer, 2010). Hence these products 

have been deemed successful, not only by the company itself but also by independent sources, 

which makes them interesting to investigate for the purpose of this thesis.  

  
As noted by Saunders et al. (2009, p. 233f) the size of the sample is dependent upon the research 

question posed. Discussing the number cases needed in a case study, Yin (2009, p. 58) argues 

that there is no optimal amount of cases to look at. The important aspect is to feel secure about 

the fact that new data would provide no, or only few, new insights (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 233f; 

Yin, 2009, p. 58; Yin, 2012, p. 9).  

 

Subsequently to identifying suitable products, interviews were booked with seven people from 

four different companies. Another five follow-up interviews were later booked with four 

previously interviewees from four different companies to gain the feeling of security mentioned 

by Saunders et al. (2009, p. 233f) and Yin (2009, p. 58; 2012, p. 9) above. Interviews were held 

both in person, and over phone. A complete list of the in total twelve interviews is found in 

Appendix 1. 

 

3.4 Interviews 

3.4.1 Semi-structured interviews 

Semi-structured interviews have been chosen as a means to collect data for this paper, which Yin 

(2009,   p.   106)   argues   to   be   “One   of   the   most   important   sources   of   case   study   information”.  

Moreover, interviews are also one way of conducting an exploratory research (Saunders et al., 

2009, p. 140), and are further an attractive approach for data collection as they offer flexibility 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 465).   

 

Semi-structured interviews are made to cover a number of themes, usually written down 

beforehand in an interview guide (Appendix 2), and though the interviewer may already have 

some questions ready, these will not make up an all-comprising list. Hence, during the interviews 
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some questions can be neglected, and new questions can be posed, in order to gain better 

empirical material to answer the research question (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 467; Saunders et al., 

2009, p. 320ff). This is what Yin (2009, p. 107) terms focused interviews, which will last for 

about an hour.  

  
Saunders et al. (2009, p. 326f) identifies three quality issues related to the use of semi-structured 

interviews. First, as these interviews are not standardized, the issue of reliability may be raised as 

it is not certain that another interviewer might gain the same information as the first one. As 

noted   by   Marshall   and   Rossman   (1999   in   Saunders   et   al.,   2009,   p.   328)   however,   “findings  

derived from using non-standardised research methods are not necessarily intended to be 

repeatable since they reflect reality  at  the  time  they  were  collected”.  Second  is  what  Saunders  et  

al.   (2009,  p.  326f)   term  “forms  of  bias”.  They  discuss   interviewer  bias,  claiming  that   this   latter  

might try to impose his or her frame of reference when posing questions and interpreting 

answers. Further is the bias the interviewee might have of the interviewer, both with regards to 

appearance questions asked, and the time the interview takes, which might make the interviewee 

less prone to answering questions. The authors will attempt to argue as clearly as possible, the 

classifications made in the analysis. Interviewee bias can be alleviated through providing 

information to the interviewee beforehand in the form of a list of themes, and a participant 

information sheet, which are further described in section 3.5.1.1. Further, as the purpose of this 

paper is not to investigate abnormalities, or mistakes, the authors believe that trust should be 

ensured from the side of the interviewee. Third, Saunders et al. (2009, p. 327) note that findings 

derived from qualitative research may lack generalizability. However, as noted above, the authors 

do not make any claim of statistical generalizability.  

 

3.4.2 Operationalization of the theoretical framework  

In order to gain high validity an interview guide (Appendix 2) was constructed in accordance 

with the model framework presented in section 2.5. The interview guide was structured to begin 

with broad general questions about their company and their role within, in order to encourage this 

latter to give extensive answers (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 477), thereby building trust towards the 

interviewer. The following questions were all linked to one or more prepositions and features of 

the theoretical model. Each feature or proposition was linked to at least two questions. The 
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questions were built around eight themes, namely: The product, Conditions for adaptation, 

Satisfaction of needs that the products meets, Customization at point of Sale, Adaptation, The 

success of the product, The market, and Future plans. These themes and questions were 

developed in order to gain a holistic view of social product innovation, in order to discern key 

factors within. The term innovation was never used in the questions, as this might lead the 

interviewee to enhance their own product. Instead, questions were posed around the product. 

 

When constructing the interview guide, care was given to avoid long and leading questions 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 256f) and overly complicated vocabulary, or jargon, which the 

interviewee might not understand (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 329). As Saunders et al. (2009, p. 

383) nonetheless note the importance of language in making sure the respondent accurately 

understands what is asked of him or her, the interview guides were constructed in Swedish. 

Hence, even though this requires care when translating the content into English, the authors of 

this thesis still argue this to be the best method. 

  

3.5 Data collection 

3.5.1 Primary data collection 

3.5.1.1 Interview preparation and location 

Saunders et al. (2009, p. 326) argued that information gained from an interview can be limited if 

trust is not developed between the one interviewed and the ones interviewing. The authors of this 

paper tried to remedy this in four main ways. First, the authors of this study attended the 

Inclusive Business Forum to gain personal contact, and where they met three of the four 

companies interviewed. Second, prior to the interviews, data was collected about the company 

and the products in order to be well informed when attending the interview. Third, the 

interviewee received an email, one week prior to the interview, with themes that were to be 

discussed   during   the   interview.   As   noted   by   Saunders   et   al.   (2009,   p.   326)   “The   list   of  

themes/…/should  also  promote  validity  and  reliability by enabling the interviewee to consider the 

information   being   requested”.   The   final   initiative   undertaken   by   the   authors   was   to   send   a  

‘participant  information  sheet’  prior  the  interview  would  take  place,  including  information  about  

their rights and how the data would be used. The reason of doing this was to reach informed 

consent, since both lack of consent and implied consent would harm the ethical aspects of the 
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data in this paper (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 134ff; Saunders et al., 2009, p. 190). 

 

Of the interviews for this paper, four were conducted in the offices of the companies, and eight 

were conducted over phone. There are however, two main problems linked to phone-interviews. 

First, it might be harder to build trust. This was remedied in the four ways mentioned above. 

Second, telephone interviews might mean that the interviewer will not see the non-verbal 

behaviour of the interviewee. However, given the insensitive nature of the questions posed, the 

authors believe that little additional information risks being lost due to the lack of visual contact.  

 

Though there are problems related to telephone interviews, the primary reason for conducting 

these was due to the long geographical distance, which is a method supported by Saunders et al. 

(2009, p. 349) and Bryman and Bell (2011, p. 489). Follow-up interviews were also held over 

phone, in accordance with the suggestion of Saunders et al. (2009, p. 349), claiming that 

telephone   interviews   can   be   appropriate   “where   you   have   already   been   able   to   establish your 

credibility  through  prior  contact”. 

 

3.5.1.2 Conducting interviews 

All interviews were recorded, which is in accordance with Yin (2009, p. 109) and Saunders et al. 

(2009, p. 334), who claim that recording undoubtedly provides more precise information than any 

other method. Moreover, as interviews might change direction, depending on the interviewee, it 

is of great importance to record the interview or take notes (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 321). 

Finally, in order to produce data reliable for analysis it has been argued that a full record of the 

interview is needed shortly after it have taken place, why the authors recorded the interviews so 

as to be able to transcribe them (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 476; Saunders et al., 2009, p. 339). 

 

All initial interviewees were asked if they agreed to be recorded before the interview begun 

(Saunders et al., 2009, p. 339), which they all agreed to. Follow-up interviews however, 

contained mostly short-answer questions, which thus were not deemed necessary to record, and 

were thus not transcribed. 

 



Method Innovation for the poor 
 

 23 

3.5.1.3 Follow-up from interviews  

Out of the seven respondents, follow-up interviews were conducted with four of them. These 

contained questions that had come up during the transcription of each individual interview, and 

the analytical process of the thesis. A complete list of follow-up interviews can be seen in 

Appendix 1. 

 

3.5.2 Secondary data collection 

The only secondary data used in this study was corporate websites of the investigated companies. 

As noted by Johnston et   al.   (1999,   in   Michelini,   2012,   p.   79)   “Documentary   evidences   are  

considered  objectives  because  they  are  generated  outside  the  influence  of  the  researcher.”  Hence,  

these sources ought to be deemed as a reliable complement to interviews. 

  

3.6 Data processing 

3.6.1 Transcribing interviews 

After each interview, the authors of this paper discussed the content of the interview in order to 

establish what had been said that was of value to this study (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 476). Also, 

all interviews where transcribed, except the follow-up interviews, as it opens up for a closer 

examination of what the interviewee actually said (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 481ff).  

 

The parts of the interview established as valuable for the paper were transcribed word by word, 

whereas the rest was simply summarized. Particular care was also taken to accurately transcribe 

the questions posed so as to gain a higher validity (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 485f). 

  
The transcriptions were sent to the interviewees in the language the interviews where held, in 

order for them to be able to crosscheck the content thereof. Further, the empirical sections below 

related to each product were sent to the interviewee so as to make sure that he or she approved 

what would actually be published. 

 

3.6.2 Categorising qualitative data 

According  to  Yin  (2009,  p.  130f)  the  “most  preferred  strategy”  to  analyse  the  findings  of  a  case 

study is   to   follow   the  paper’s   theoretical  propositions.  For   this  a  pattern-matching technique is 

used whereby empirically found patterns are compared with predicted ones (Yin, 2009, p. 136). 
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Hence, the answers from the interviews, as well as secondary data, were categorised according to 

the different features and propositions of the model framework presented in section 2.5. The 

transcribed interviews were categorised by both authors of this thesis separately in order to 

increase the reliability of the findings. Later, these categorisations were compared and any 

differences were discussed. 

 

This  way  of  categorizing  is  not  without  it’s  problems.  As  noted  by  Bryman  (1988:81  in  Saunders  

et  al.,  2009,  p.  489),  “The  prior  specification  of  a  theory  tends  to  be  disfavoured  because  of  the  

possibility of introducing a premature closure on the issues to be investigated, as well as the 

possibility of the theoretical constructs departing excessively from the views of participants in a 

social  setting“.  To  avoid  these  issues,  the  authors  further  read  through  the  transcriptions  after  the  

initial analysis in an attempt to discern patterns and topics of interest that had not been captured 

by the model, which is in accordance with the recommendations of Saunders et al. (2009, p. 489).  

 

3.7 Reflection on the methodological choices of the conducted study 

This paper is a qualitative research and takes an exploratory approach, and uses a cross-sectional, 

multiple case study methodology. This study has investigated four products emanating from 

Swedish micro-SMEs, sold primarily in Tanzania, Zambia and Kenya, and data was collected 

through conducting 12 semi-structured interviews. Given the similarities in country of origin and 

the  products’  markets,   and   the  awards   the   innovations  have   received,   the   authors  of   this  paper  

argue that the data sample, and selection in combination with the methodological choice, 

described above, create the foundation of a reliable thesis. How both validity, and reliability was 

reached, and how difficulties related to the choice of methodology were dealt with, has been 

discussed above. 

 

A possible limitation of this paper is the heavy reliance on the two studies of Viswanathan and 

Sridharan   (2012),   and   of  Michelini   (2012).   As   Michelini’s   (2012)   study   is   a   recent   literature  

review which builds on an extensive body of existing literature in the field of social innovation. 

Additionally,  in  her  work  she  concludes  Viswanathan’s  and  Sridharan’s  (2012)  study  to  be  “One  

of  the  most  focused  articles”  on  the  topic  of  product  development  process  for  subsistence  markets  
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(Michelini, 2012, p. 43). This paper further adds additional sources, in order to verify, and 

support, the features and propositions of this study.  
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4. Four cases of social innovation 

As mentioned above, four socially innovative products are investigated in this thesis. These are 

fuel pellets, a portable toilet, a solar-powered lamp and mobile phone charger, and a solar-

powered mobile phone charger. All products are described below, and pictures of these can be 

seen in Appendix 3. 

 

4.1 SupaMoto Pellets, a fuel for safe and clean cooking  

The SupaMoto Pellets are used as fuel in small stoves utilized for daily cooking. As opposed to 

using charcoal, which is dirtying, produces unhealthy fumes, is expensive and hazardous as it can 

cause fires, pellets offer a healthy, cheap, and safe way to cook food. The pellets are produced by 

Emerging Cooking Solutions (ECS), a profit-seeking company, and are manufactured and sold in 

Zambia. Though being an established product in other countries, pellets are new in the Zambian 

context. In order for the pellets to be used, stoves that support these are required. Though the 

stoves are actually neither manufactured by ESC, nor their own products, ECS still sells these 

(Löfberg, 1; 2, 2014). 

 

4.1.1 Making use of Zambia’s redundant saw dust 

The company chose to establish itself in Zambia, which is a relatively calm county, and which 

has an abundance of unused sawdust out of which pellets are made. The large amounts of 

sawdust were shown to Löfberg (1, 2014) on a trip to Zambia, which inspired the idea of the 

pellets,  hoping  to  create  a  “circular,  healthy  material  flow”.  This  idea  of  clean,  and  safe  cooking  

has enabled ECS to receive support from the Finnish/Austrian development fund EEP, SIDA, 

Tillväxtverket, and the UN Global Alliance for Clean Cookstoves (Löfberg 4, 2014).  

 

4.1.2 Selling through locals 

In the early stages, stoves were sold by local salespeople that targeted factory-workers within 

large industry and mining-companies, which had a higher income than individuals in subsistence 

markets.  This   idea  was   later   abandoned   as   the   company’s   intended   target group only used the 

pellets, and stoves, as back-up in the case of power-failures preventing them from using their 

electrical stoves. Hence ECS begun targeting a lower income segment, and has had information 
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meetings in churches where they have informed locals of the benefits of both pellets, and the 

stoves (Löfberg 1, 2014).  

 

The stoves sold by ECS range from smaller, portable ones sold to private individuals, to larger 

ones sold to restaurants, and most of them are equipped with rechargeable battery fans for 

adjusting the flames. Currently some of the stoves are sold at a loss, and financed through 

donations, and through the sales of pellets (Löfberg 1, 2014). This cross-sectional financing is a 

short-term strategy that the company wants to successively abandon (Löfberg 1, 2014), and one 

way of reducing the price of stoves is to assemble these in Zambia, which ECS has discussed 

(Löfberg 2, 2014).  

 

The company does not perceive language as a major inconvenience as most people speak English 

(Löfberg 1, 2014). The company representatives themselves teach the women that sell the pellets 

and the stoves how these are to be used, often through showing them (Löfberg 2, 2014). 

Moreover, Löfberg (2, 2014) notes that all customers teach each other and that the stoves come 

with small folders in English with text, and some pictures, as well as instructions on the 

packaging (Löfberg 4, 2014). 

 

4.1.3 Localized production, presence and after-sales 

Between one and 15 people work in the onsite pellet-production, depending on the demand 

(Löfberg 2, 2014), and the pellets, as well as the stoves, are later distributed by local women, who 

already run kiosks (Löfberg 1, 2014). The company begun with one woman, and now has a long 

list of aspiring saleswomen, which is according  to  Löfberg  (2014,  2)  explained  by  that  “There  is  

not much one can make money off in Zambia, so there is a large interest in selling attractive 

products”.  Moreover,  the  pellets  are  often  distributed  by  people  that  would  previously  have  sold  

charcoal and firewood (Löfberg 3, 2014). The pellets are distributed in plastic bags that are 

currently not possible to recycle (Löfberg 4, 2014).  

 

Today Löfberg travels to Zambia several times a year and the company has one man, and one 

woman, working in the country. Löfberg (1, 2014) argues that women understand other women 

better than would a man why he sees this as an advantage. 
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The company offers service on stoves for one year, after which they still offer to repair them, but 

at a cost. The stoves are estimated to have a lifespan of five years, and ECS has the ambition to 

recycle all the stoves, (Löfberg 1, 2014), which ought to be feasible as these are easy to take apart 

(Löfberg 2, 2014). 

 

4.1.4 A positive impact but there are challenges to scale 

As argued by Löfberg (1, 2014), the main challenge for the company right now is the price of the 

stoves, necessary for the sale of pellets. The advantages of the ECS pellets however are 

numerous, for instance they are safer against fires than the traditional way of cooking with 

charcoal, and they are faster to light up. Moreover, they are environmentally cleaner as they are 

made of old biomass, and thus have the benefit of limiting deforestation and reduce carbon-

dioxide emission (Emerging Cooking Solutions 1, 2014). According to Löfberg (1, 2014) this 

former problem is especially worrisome for the locals. Further, pellets are cleaner than charcoal 

in the sense that the user does not get as dirty and does not need to wash after having cooked. 

Finally, they are  much  cheaper  and  have  been  estimated  to  half  the  households’  cost  of  cooking  

fuels, and in some cases even cut these by 80 %. However, when marketing the pellets, the main 

argument is economical, how much money they can save cooking this way. 

 

The company estimates having sold about 1 200 stoves that use its pellets (Löfberg 1, 2014), 

which according to their calculations ought to reach 6 000 people (Emerging Cooking Solutions 

2, 2014). ECS however, only estimates having sold about ten to 20 tons of pellets (Löfberg, 4, 

2014), which would be a yearly supply of pellets for between 125 and 335 people (Emerging 

Cooking  Solutions  2,  2014).  The  company  claims  to  see  demand  for  it’s  products  in  all  of  sub-

Saharan Africa and has as its goal to expand its operations in the future (Löfberg 1, 2014). 

 

4.2 Peepoo, a fully biodegradable and portable toilet 

When visiting a slum-area during a trip to Bombay in 2005 Wilhelmsson, architect and the 

founder of Peepoople, was told of the problems people had taking care of their personal hygiene 

(Wilhelmsson, 2014). This is one of the UN Millennium Development Goals lagging behind, and 

to which few solutions exist (Ruiz 1, 2014). From these insights, Wilhelmsson (2014) invented 
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the  patented  “Peepoo”,  a  personal,  single-use, and fully biodegradable toilet. Further the Peepoo 

is self-sanitising, which means that it prevents diseases from spreading in the slum.  

 

4.2.1 A unique design with unique advantages 

The product was developed together with a design firm, as well as two researchers at the Swedish 

Agricultural University (Sveriges Lantbruksuniversitet) (Wilhelmsson, 2014), and is produced by 

the for-profit organization Peepoople (Peepoople 4, 2014). It takes the form of an elongated 

plastic bag (Berndtsson 1, 2014), which keeps odours and gases inside the Peepoo. Further, when 

faeces react with the urea inside of the Peepoo, this inactivates dangerous bacteria and pathogens 

(Berndtsson 3, 2014). The Peepoo-bag is designed to look fresh and clean, and to be likeable. 

Finally, the name Peepoo is also their logo, which was chosen in order to increase brand 

awareness (Wilhelmsson, 2014), and according to Ruiz (2, 2014) the Peepoo is today one of the 

three most well-known brands in their main geographical market in Kenya, along with Coca-

Cola, and telecom company Safaricom.  

 

The advantages of the product, as opposed to a normal toilet, is that it requires no investment 

costs on the part of the user, no fixed infrastructure, and no water (Ruiz 1, 2014) and that it is 

portable (Wilhelmsson, 2014). Though the Peepoo is a unique product, there are some other 

initiatives to solve the problem with personal hygiene in the slums, such as pay toilet, or biogas 

toilets. The alternatives however are usually public, and about two or three Kenyan Schilling 

more expensive than Peepoos. Moreover, they and are associated with hygiene, and safety, risks 

posed mainly to women and children in the slums. Finally, the slums are often very confined 

spaces, with limited room for larger toilets (Ruiz 2, 2014), as well as lacking sewage-systems. 

 

Peepoople has developed two add-on products, one is a seat, and the other one a tent, mainly used 

in disaster areas (Peepoople 3, 2014). The idea of the seat came from field-observations 

(Berndtsson 1, 2014) and is designed so that it cannot be used as a bucket in order for people to 

avoid using it to transport water, and thus to make it more hygienic (Berndtsson 3, 2014). As 

argued  by  Berndtsson  (1,  2014)  ”These  things  that  one  sees  in  the  field,  later  contribute  to  what 

we  do”.  The  seat   is   called  Kiti,  which   is  Swahili   for   little  seat,   a   language  spoken   in  Peepoo’s  

main market Kenya (Berndtsson 1, 2014). As further argued by the founder of Peepoople 
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(Wilhelmsson,  2014)  “one  part  of  the  value  of  Peepoo  is  that  we  have  extreme awareness about 

our  customer,  we  know  how  these  people  live”. 

 

4.2.2 Creating a circular value-chain in Nairobi, Kenya 

Peepoo got launched in Nairobi, Kenya, since that was where the company had previously done a 

field-test, but also due to the perceived simplicity offered by operating in a relatively stable, 

English-speaking country, where the UN is located (Ruiz 2, 2014). In 2011 Peepoople received 

grants from the Dutch non-profit Simavi, which secured the launch of the first Peepoo-project in 

Nairobi (Lidström, 2011). Today, Peepoople Sweden is developing, manufacturing, and selling 

Peepoos to the NGO Peepoople Kenya, which is distributing Peepoos in Kibera, a slum-area in 

Nairobi (Ruiz 2, 2014).  

 

Peepoo are sold for two to three Kenyan Shillings to private individuals, both by women, through 

community sales programs, and by 21 branded kiosks in Kibera (Ruiz 1, 2014). Further 

community engagement sessions and block parties are arranged, where individuals are educated 

about hygiene and the Peepoo. This is perceived important in order to create legitimacy and 

cooperation. Another important distribution channel for the company is their school project, 

where children get trained in how to use Peepoo (Berndtsson 1, 2014; Ruiz 2, 2014). Peepoople 

has created plaques containing pictures that either are informing about how to use Peepoo, the 

importance of hygiene, or how the Peepoo is influencing the ecosystem in a positive manner. The 

school project is entirely financed by donors, and is an important marketing channel in order to 

reach out to the communities (Ruiz 2, 2014). Finally, Peepoos are also sold to humanitarian 

organizations and used in disaster areas on several continents (Peepoople 2, 2014). The Peepoo is 

sold in packages of 28 bags, which suffices for one person and one month (Berndtsson 1, 2014). 

However, as opposed to the Peepoos, the packages are not biodegradable, as they need to be 

possible to store for a longer period of time. They also have three pictures printed on them, 

explaining in three steps on how to use the Peepoo (Berndtsson 3, 2014). 

 

Avoiding causing a negative environmental impact is central to the company (Berndtsson 1, 

2014; Wilhelmsson, 2014). When the Peepoos have been used, they can be returned to collection 

centres in Kibera where they are bought back at one Kenyan Shilling a piece (Berndtsson 3, 
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2014). The Peepoos are later transported out from Kibera, and stored for a four-week period, and 

later sold to farmers as manure (Berndtsson 1, 2014).  

 

4.2.3 The challenging goal of reaching 150 million people daily 

The Peepoo responds to hygienic, environmental, agricultural, and safety problems (Ruiz 2, 

2014). The company owns its own production, with a capacity of 500 000 Peepoo a day 

(Berndtsson   1,   2014),   and   Peepoople’s   long-term goal is to reach 150 million people daily 

(Peepoople 1, 2014). Today about 3 000 Peepoo are sold daily in the slum, and additionally 3 000 

are distributed through the school programs (Ruiz 2, 2014), which so far has reached 72 schools 

and 10 000 children (Ruiz 1, 2014). Further, about two to three farmers are using Peepoos as 

fertiliser. As each farmer needs 20 000 Peepoo each year per hectare for their crops, this business 

can expand as sales of Peepoos scales (Ruiz 2, 2014).  

 

The  CEO  of  Peepoo  claims  that  in  the  slum  “the  biggest  challenge  has  been  to  scale  up  quickly  

and  to  find  the  forms  of  how  to  do  this,  to  market  and  sell  in  order  to  reach  scale”  (Ruiz  2,  2014).  

The company hopes to tackle this challenge by lowering the cost of the Peepoo through the use of 

alternative materials, improving and making the sales models in the slums more effective, and 

also increase revenues from manure (Ruiz 2, 2014). Peepoople is further considering to introduce 

their product to developed countries, starting to target the outdoor-market (Peepoople 5, 2014).  

 

4.3 HiLight, a powered charger and lantern 

HiLight is a solar-powered mobile phone charger and lantern developed by the for-profit 

company HiNation (Linhardt 1; 2, 2014). This product targets the 850 million people south of 

Sahara that that live in complete darkness during 12 hours a day, which for instance prevents 

children from reading or doing their homework. Further, mobile phones are extremely 

widespread in Africa and of central importance in the daily life of many, why being able to 

charge these becomes very important (Frisk, 2014). The prospect of doing something that would 

make a lasting impact was also very important for the founders (Linhardt 1, 2014). For their 

contribution to increase the quality of life of individuals living in poverty, the company has been 

part   of   among   others   SIDA’s   Innovations   against   Poverty   program   (SIDA,   2011).   Grants   has  
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further been received from for example Vinnova, and Tillväxtverket, where the latter financed the 

company’s  field-testing.  

 

4.3.1 A high-tech robust lamp 

HiLight, which is produced in Poland (Linhardt 1, 2014), includes a high-efficiency solar cell, 

and a LED-diode, which has a lifespan of over 20 years, and has a battery that is easily 

replaceable and lasts three to five years (HiNation 1, 2014; Linhardt 1, 2014). From ten hours of 

charging in the sun, HiLight can generate up to 20 hours of light, or charge three to ten mobile 

phones (HiNation 1, 2014). It is water resistant and has a very robust construction, which makes 

it suitable for many different environments where electricity is lacking. To illustrate the 

robustness, Linhardt (1, 2014) dropped the lamp during the interview to show that it still worked 

afterwards. The price of the HiLight is quite high (Frisk, 2014), and though similar, and cheaper, 

products exist, these are often of poorer quality and not as advanced as HiLight (Frisk, 2014; 

Linhardt 1, 2014).  

 

4.3.2 A design enabling multiple usage situations 

The first prototype of HiLight was designed to resemble a paraffin lamp, in order to make its 

intended usage evident. The following field-testing showed that the design turned out to be a 

mistake (Linhardt 1, 2014) since the people did not know how to use their products, mainly due 

to lack of instructions (Frisk, 2014). These tests however showed the demand for the product to 

be huge (Linhardt 1, 2014).   

 

Subsequently, HiNation turned to the outdoor company Addnature for practical advice with 

regards on how to design their product. The outdoor environment was deemed to have similar 

problems, and similar demands on the products as did people in Africa, namely lack of light and 

energy, and a demand for high quality. The new product that emanated from this co-operation 

was field-tested in Tanzania in 2010 (Linhardt 1, 2014), where about 80 % of the population lives 

in the countryside (Frisk, 2014). HiNation gathered impressions from several different actors in 

the social innovative product development.  
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According to Linhardt (1, 2014) one of the reasons why the HiLight has been adopted is that 

HiNation can clearly show the utility of the product and its numerous usage situations. For 

example, the lamp has been used to create artificial daylight in order to make animals eat more 

frequently, or for longer periods of time, thereby accelerating their process of maturity. For 

instance, using HiLights, it took fish only six months to reach selling weight instead of eight, 

which enables the farmers to sell their animals faster and thereby increasing their profit.  

 

Another example is how the HiLight can enable farmers to milk their cows even before daybreak, 

which enables them to transport their milk to diaries during the cooler part of the day, hence 

avoiding the milk to sour. In normal cases, in Kenya, 70 % of the milk gets sour before it has 

reached the dairies. These examples of usage situations have often been invented by the customer 

themselves in different settings (Linhardt 1, 2014). 

 

4.3.3 Making use of local distributors 

The distributors are being educated in different usage situations, but HiNation also notes the 

importance of reading the user guide, which exists in many different languages, such as English, 

French, and Swahili. Though not everyone can read, in  HiNation’s  experience,  people  are  very  

good at helping each other out (Linhardt 1, 2014). Moreover the lamp is distributed in a 

recyclable packaging with pictures on to show how the product is to be used (Linhardt 2, 2014). 

The company is frequently meeting different groups and users, where they present their product. 

One example of this is the information meeting arranged for up to 700 people, all members of a 

dairy cooperative with which HiNation collaborate (Linhardt 1, 2014).  

 

Though the local distributors handle much of the distribution, Frisk (2014) also notes that there is 

a relatively well-functioning postal-system that can be used for distribution.  

 

4.3.4 A large interest despite an expensive product 

According to Frisk (2014) one of the great challenges is the high price of the product, which is 

today sold for up to 990 SEK (HiNation 2, 2014). Further, Linhardt (1, 2014) stresses the need of 

reaching   scale   “which   will   probably   not   be   easy,   and   it   will   take   some   time,   but   it   is   fully  

possible”.  HiNation will most likely develop an additional product, targeting the mass market 
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with a simplified product, with the same good quality but to a lower price, inspired by their 

experiences (Linhardt 1, 2014).  

 

To date, approximately 2 000 HiLights have been sold, mainly in Kenya, Tanzania and Zambia 

(Linhardt 1, 2014). Interest and requests are also being raised from other countries, however 

HiNation experience that they have to reject these for now in order to stay focused and achieve 

results. The HiLight is also sold in a smaller scale to the outdoor markets in developed countries 

(Linhardt 1, 2014).  

 

4.4 A solar-powered mobile phone charger  

The nameless product is a solar-powered mobile phone charger, capable of charging up to 20 

telephones per day. The product, which is no longer distributed, was manufactured by the for-

profit company Powerfy (Beckmann 2, 2014) and was aimed towards entrepreneurs in Kenya 

who could start a mobile phone charging business. As noted in the description of HiLight, mobile 

phones are common in Africa and of central importance in the daily life of many. This made 

Powerfy see solar-energy as an alternative to using electricity that is both scarce and that can 

have harmful environmental impacts. Their environmental concern also made Powerfy want to 

create sustainable products, hence the chargers were built to last a long time, and included 

changeable   batteries   (Beckmann   1,   2014).   The   company’s   subsidiary   Sunny   People   have  

previously received grants from SIDA for their operations (Beckmann 2, 2014). 

 

4.4.1 A robust and easy-to-use product 

On the back side, the charger had three lamps that would light in green, orange, or red if the 

charger could charge more phones, or if it could not (Beckmann 1, 2014). Further, the solar-panel 

was designed to have lost only about 10 % of its capacity within 20 years (Beckmann 1, 2014). 

Moreover it is based on substrates of stainless steel to ensure their robustness (Beckmann 2, 

2014; Powerfy, 2014), and the electronics on the back of the charger were built to last at least ten 

years. The solar-cells were manufactured in Europe by the Swedish company Midsummer and 

the electronics were manufactured in Singapore and in China. The products were finally 

assembled in Sweden before they were shipped to Kenya (Beckmann 1, 2014).  
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When delivered, the charger was not contained in a box but instead it had removable plastic 

corners, which made the machines possible to staple on top of each other. When the machine had 

been delivered the corners were taken back to Sweden and used again in future deliveries 

(Beckmann 2, 2014). 

 

4.4.2 Failing to understand the customers 

Originally, the company wanted to scale quickly and did field-tests in Kenya in late 2010. 

However, scaling proved more difficult than originally thought. Powerfy started to work with a 

microfinance organisation as this latter already had an existing network. However the cooperation 

did not work out, as the institutions proved reluctant to invest in something unfamiliar to them. 

Moreover, the institutions targeted the wrong group in the initial field-testings, for which they 

were  responsible.  Subsequently  Powerfy  switched  to  it’s  own  network  of  distributors  and  sellers,  

which was perceived to be the most successful way to distribute the mobile charger (Beckman 1, 

2014).  

 

A telephone helpline was also set up by the company in order to answer questions that their users 

might have (Beckmann 1, 2014). Though this was deemed unsuccessful as it functioned more as 

customer care than as a support line, the helpline was considered to be necessary in order for the 

Kenyan people to feel that Powerfy was there for them. At most, the company had four people 

working  on  the  helpline,  which  were  salespeople  hired  through  Powerfy’s  fully  owned  subsidiary  

Sunny People (Beckmann 2, 2014).  

 

4.4.3 Trying to be and to do many different things  

The chargers cost about 1 500 SEK and the company tried several different financing models, 

selling the chargers, renting them out, and having a system based on provision. The model that 

proved to be the most efficient according to Beckman (1, 2014) depended on where the product 

was sold, and the financial means of the people living there, hence local adaptation was needed.  

 

Powerfy had a global partner who though the product should be tested in other markets, but as the 

company lacked financial resources, this expansion never took place. Further, Beckmann (1, 

2014) argues that Powerfy tried to be both producer, and distributor, which were deemed to be 
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too many things at once. The product was distributed in 200 copies before the company decided 

to stop selling the mobile phone chargers. 
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5. Analysis 

Below the empirical data gathered will be analysed using the model framework presented in 

section  2.5  of   this   thesis.  All  of  Michelini’s   (2012,  p.  14)   features  are   requirements  of   form   in  

order   to   be   counted   as   a   social   innovation   whereas   Viswanathan   and   Sridharan’s   (2012)  

propositions, as well as that of affordability, are key success factors. 

 

As noted in the theoretical section of this thesis, part of the definition of a successful innovative 

product is something that is context specific (Atuahene-Gima, 2012), which solves important 

customer problems (Atuahene-Gima, 2012; Becheikh et al., 2006), that functions, has been 

commercialized, and has been introduced to a market (More, 2011). This is clearly the case for all 

four investigated products. It should be noted however, that the majority of the products are quite 

new (Rogers, 1995 in Linton, 2006) and have not existed in their context for more than, at most, 

three to four years. Hence, certain products have perhaps not yet proven their full ability to be 

sustainable, to scale, or to impact. Subsequently, this thesis evaluates both actual output and 

outcome, as well as the potential for such.  

 

Finally, though ECS are selling pellets, the stoves are an integral part of their product, as these 

former cannot be used without the latter. Thus, in some cases, for instance when discussing 

sustainability, the stoves will be discussed as part of the ECS product, along with the pellets. 

 

5.1 Novelty and Form 

3) It must be novel 

This  paper’s  definition  of  novelty  (Atuahene-Gima, 2012; Michelin, 2012, p. 12; Rogers, 1995 in 

Linton, 2006) was fulfilled by all products. The SupaMoto Pellets for instance, though not being 

a new product, these are new to the ones using it and to the Zambian context (Atuahene-Gima, 

2012; Michelini, 2012, p. 12). The same can be said of the solar-powered charger, as well as the 

HiLight. Finally, the Peepoo is an entirely new product, hence it is both original, as well as new 

to the ones using it and to the Kenyan context. This feature thus appears to be fulfilled by all 

products. 
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As all products were novel, all companies claimed to educate consumers in the usage there of. 

This is in accordance with Michelini (2012, p. 13) who claims that in order to gain a competitive 

advantage two main aims exist; the novelty of the product for the market, and the ability to 

convince the consumers of the new benefit that that they will receive from the product.  

  
It should be noted however that novelty is complicated to define, and if a product is deemed 

novel will depend on how broad or narrow the definition of the product as well as the market. If 

for instance, the HiLight would be considered a lamp in Africa, it would certainly not be novel. 

However, defined as a technologically advanced solar-powered lamp, with high capacity 

charging being sold in Tanzania, it certainly is novel. 

 

4) It can be promoted by different actors  

All investigated products were sold by private sector actors, with a top-down approach 

(Michelini, 2012, p. 13). Moreover, all companies received grants (Beckmann 2, 2014; Lidström, 

2011; Linhardt 1, 2014; Löfberg 4, 2014; SIDA, 2011). Hence, all products were promoted by 

both private sector actors, as well as non-profit organisations, government agencies and 

intergovernmental organisations.  

 

As opposed to the requirement of being novel, which can be used to differentiate between social 

innovation and other products, this feature is all-inclusive, as all products must be promoted by 

someone. Thus this feature would always automatically be fulfilled.   

 

7) It can take different forms 

All products took the same form, namely that of products (Michelini, 2012, p. 14). This finding 

however follows from the methodological selection of companies described in section 3.3. Again, 

as opposed to the requirement of being novel, this feature, just as the one above, is all-inclusive. 

All products must by definition take some form, hence, this feature is automatically fulfilled.   

 

5.2 Motivations 

2) It is driven by both social and economic motivations 

All four social innovative products were driven by both social and economic motivations 
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(Michelini, 2012, p. 12). For instance, in the case of the SupaMoto Pellets, Löfberg (1, 2014) 

wished   to  create  a  “circular,  healthy  material   flow”.  At   the  same  time,   the  company  promoting  

the pellets is a profit-seeking company. Similarly, the Peepoo was created to solve a humanitarian 

problem that the founder had noted, and that is a lagging UN Millennium Development Goal, at 

the same time as the company is for-profit.  

 

It should be noted that situations exist where the real motivation is unclear (Michelini, 2012, p. 

12), and to discern the true motivations of the founders can be complicated. The authors of this 

paper have, through the interview guide presented in Appendix 2 as well as through corporate 

websites, attempted to understand the founding ideas as well as the corporate business model in 

order to answer this question. 

 

Perhaps however this double motivation is not entirely necessary. For instance, it could be argued 

that large international MNCs are primarily, if not entirely, driven by economic motivations. If 

these are then, as argued by Reficcio and Rueda (2012), well positioned to fight poverty, and 

improve the lives of the poor, perhaps they could through their size create a greater positive 

impact than many SMEs operating in these markets. However, social motivations could make 

companies endure longer periods of economic difficulties, as opposed to purely profit-seeking 

companies. Moreover, social motivation might, if not guarantee a positive impact, at least 

provide some form of guarantee against a negative one.  

 

5.3 Understanding the marketplace 

Proposition 1: Identification of Critical Basic Needs 

All products fulfil several basic needs, both related to health and safety, as well as to savings and 

income that gives an indication of the correctness of the proposition.  

 

However, as noted in the theoretical section poor people have a low and uncertain income, and 

they often decide whether to buy the product, or producing the product themselves (Viswanathan 

& Sridharan, 2012). In the case of the pellets, these can easily be replaced by firewood, and the 

Peepoo can be replaced by public toilets, which means the company needs to communicate the 

advantages of their products (Michelini, 2012, p. 13), and the needs these fulfil, more clearly. 
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This is less the case of the solar-powered lamp and charger, since they are more difficult to 

replicate. 

 

It should be noted that basic needs can differ substantially from one market to another, and can 

mean different things to different people. For instance, none of the products were foodstuff, in 

line with Subrahmanyan and Gomez-Arias (2008) suggestion that individuals in subsistence 

markets will also consume other things. Though this finding follows from the methodological 

selection of companies made prior to the data collection, the wide range of critical basic needs 

fulfilled by the products, show how different these needs can be.  

 

Proposition  2:  Identify  Key  ‘Aspirational  Needs’ 

It has been argued that the companies that manage to link higher needs to a product are more 

likely to succeed in these areas (Subrahmanyan & Gomez-Arias, 2008). Aspirational needs, as 

opposed to basic ones, were only fulfilled by one of the investigated products. The HiLight 

enables children to read and study at night, and can help entrepreneurs wishing to develop their 

business, or to start one.  

 

Interestingly, however, the HiLight was initially not thought of as a way to help farmers 

(Linhardt 1, 2014), though  it’s  ability  to  do  so  has  been  important  to  the  company.  This  indicates  

that aspirational needs do not necessarily need to be identified initially during the design process, 

but can be found through engagement in the market. As argued by Linhardt (1,  2014)  “it  is  very  

important  to  have  big  ears  and  listen  if  one  wants  to  hit  the  spot”. 

 

Powerfy also attempted to fulfil this   need,   however,   the   company  misjudged   their   customers’  

aspirational needs as these, as opposed to those of HiNation, had no desire to develop their 

business further (Beckmann, 2014).  

 

This study thus finds only little support for this proposition, illustrated only by the case of 

HiLight,   as   opposed   to   that   of  Viswanathan’s   and   Sridharan’s   (2012).   It   could   be   argued   that  

basic needs are easier to discern, and that aspirational needs are often not as visible, hence, a 

possible explanation for not identifying aspirational needs could be lack of understanding the 

market. Several authors (Egbetokun et al. 2009; Görnerup, 2009; Morris, 2013) note that 
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customers often know what they want, why a better understanding of these could have helped 

uncover   additional   needs.   Viswanathan’s   and   Sridharan’s   (2012)   study   was   conducted   by  

domestic students that were possibly more aware of the conditions and aspirations of their fellow 

citizens than were the Swedish entrepreneurs investigated in this study, why they might have 

failed to identify aspirational needs. 

 

Nonetheless, it should be noted that the lack of indication in favour of this proposition could also 

be a result of the methodological selection of the limited number of products investigated. 

Additionally, it could be argued that in extremely poor conditions, more acute basic needs are 

also more likely to be targeted first by companies, hence more evidence of the proposition 

regarding basic needs will be found in a random sample. Finally, the lack of empirical findings 

however does not mean that indication of the correctness of this proposition cannot be found. For 

instance, the pellets, lighting up faster could give women more spare time to do other things, 

thereby connecting to an aspirational need. Thus, the findings only indicate that identifying key 

aspirational needs is not a necessity to succeed.  

 

Proposition 3: Envision Product Usage Situations 

It is of high importance to achieve a broad understanding of the conditions and the culture in 

which the product will be used (Viswanathan & Sridharan, 2012), and these latter need further to 

be tailored and unique to the circumstances in the subsistence markets (Nakata & Weidner, 

2012). Since subsistence markets are argued to be quite different to those that developed 

companies are used to (de Castro, 2014; Nakata & Weidner, 2012; Petrick, 2011), it could be 

advantageous for companies to find similar environments in the home country where the product 

can be tested, as in the case of HiLight in the outdoor environment (Linhardt 1, 2014).  

 

ECS currently also has two people working in Zambia, out of which one is a founder, and further 

all companies did field-tests in order to see how their prototype would be used. This is in 

accordance with the suggestions of Lewis (1959, in Nakata & Weidner, 2012) promoting 

immersion. Wilhelmsson (2014) for instance understood the need of personal hygiene and the 

environment in which a toilet would be used. Hence, the Peepoo for instance was designed to be 

portable, as many people in the slums need to move frequently and often live in very confined 
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spaces. Another example is that of how Löfberg (2014) saw the need for clean and safe cooking 

as well as large amounts of unused biomass, and thus the potential for pellets. Also, the stoves 

needed to use the pellets were easily repairable, which was argued to be important by Petrick and 

Juntiwasarakij (2011). Finally, both the HiLight and the solar-powered charger were built to be 

robust (Ray & Kanta Ray, 2011).  

 

All however, except for Powerfy, also adjusted their products, changed their targeted customers, 

or created add-on products after having evaluated their experiences from their field-tests. The 

initial shape of the prototype of the HiLight as a paraffin lamp was thus discovered to be a 

mistake, which made the company change the design of their product. This is echoed by 

Berndtsson   (1,   2014)   claiming   that   “These things that one sees in the field, later contribute to 

what  we  do”.  This  however,  would  suggest   that   the  process  of  social  product   innovation   is  not  

linear,  as  Viswanathan  and  Sridharan’s  (2012)  model  would  suggest,  but  instead  parallel  whereby  

envisioning usage situations comes after having identified needs, but where envisioning usage 

situations can lead to a revision of how the needs are fulfilled, and perhaps also whose needs one 

is attempting to fulfil. It could even be argued that if one has not envisioned product usage 

situations,  one  has  not  understood  individuals’  needs. 

 

5.4 Product design 

Proposition 4: Design for Multiple Purposes 

Products designed for the subsistence markets are often used in other situations, or for other 

purposes, than for those for which the product was originally designed (Viswanathan & 

Sridharan, 2012). Hence multi-functionality becomes highly important. This was clearly the case 

of the HiLight, which could fulfil both domestic and agricultural purposes. Moreover, though 

being  quite  expensive,  the  lamp’s  multi-functionality could make customers willing to pay more 

for the product, as would have been expected from the findings of the case of Yakult, mentioned 

in the theoretical section of this thesis (How Yakult helps reduce poverty, 2012). This paper thus 

finds some support for the proposition that products are more likely to be successful if designed 

for multiple-purposes.  

 



Analysis Innovation for the poor 
 

 43 

Viswanathan and Sridharan (2012) argue multi-functionality for the purchasing user. However, 

looking at the Peepoo, it has two purchasing users for each bag, namely the initial user as well as 

the farmer. Through its recycling it thus fulfils different purposes for different people, it is hence 

still designed for multiple purposes, though not in the way intended by Viswanathan and 

Sridharan (2012). 

 

Designing for multiple purposes however appears to be a function of the broadness of the 

functionality of the product, and thus, the more generic the function, or functions, performed by 

the product, the more likely it is to fulfil multiple purposes. The functions of lamps, producing 

light, will obviously serve more purposes than that of pellets. This however, does not necessarily 

mean that for instance pellets, which fulfil a very specific purpose, cannot be successful. Looking 

at the solar-powered mobile charger, failure to identify aspirational needs is more likely to have 

contributed to them ending their operations, than was the single purpose design. Instead, 

designing for multiple purposes could perhaps be seen as a way to diversify risk.   

 

Proposition 5: Design for Customisation  

It is very important to consider customisation in the design of a product (Viswanathan & 

Sridharan, 2012). However, none of the investigated products fulfilled this criterion. This could 

be explained by the fact that all products are simple and generic, making no use of language.  

 

This proposition could be tightly linked to the issue of scalability (Michelini, 2012, p. 13), 

discussed further in 5.6. For instance, the more it is possible to customize, the less it ought to be 

easily, and cheaply, scalable. Hence, companies might need to balance these two. On the other 

hand it could even be an advantage to create a product that needs not be possible to customize, 

such as a lamp or pellets, as it would thus be easier to scale. This balance however, though 

probable in the case of physical products, might not exist in the case of intangible products, such 

as computer software. 

 

The balance between customization and scalability might explain the lack of findings in favour of 

this  proposition.  Viswanathan’s  and  Sridharan’s  (2012)  study,  which  focuses  on  student  projects,  

did not emphasize scalability, enabling a higher level of customization. Scalability however was 
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central to all the investigated products in this thesis, which might thus explain the lack of 

customization.  

 

Proposition 6: Design for Low Literate Users 

All companies had local distributors that showed the customers how to use the products, which 

echoes the need to educate the consumers, discussed by Prahalad (2005, p. 26). Additionally, the 

products were also relatively simply designed so as to facilitate usage. For instance, the solar-

powered charger had lamps indicating if the machine could be used to charge more phones. 

Moreover, the company had a helpline, targeting the many mobile phone users in the country, 

which was heavily used. Peepoople gave their seat a Swahili name, hence using local language to 

indicate its intended usage. Moreover, the company uses plaques with pictures, consistent with 

Viswanathan’s   and  Sridharan’s   (2012)   suggestion   to   use   imagery.  No   company,   however   used  

local icons, and Peepoople had no icon linked to their product at all. This paper thus finds some 

support for the proposition. However, all of the investigated products are perhaps more cases of 

designing easy to use products, hence not completely in line with what Viswanathan and 

Sridharan (2012) call design for low literacy, but closely related. 

 

It should be noted that both ECS and HiNation experienced that locals were very good at passing 

information on how to use products on to others. Hence, perhaps the need to design for low 

literate users is a function of the culture in which the product is immersed, and, the more people 

are likely to educate each other, the less important this criterion becomes. Understanding of these 

social structures ought to become apparent during the process of understanding the market, and 

thus is tightly linked to the proposition of envisioning product usage situations. 

 

Proposition 7: Design for Local Sustainability  

All products involved local entrepreneurs in the sales processes, which echoes Prahalad and 

Hammond (2002) who argue the need of seeing entrepreneurs as critical partners. The authors 

further stress the  need  of  seeing  women’s  significant  role,  which  was  specifically  mentioned  by  

ECS and Peepoople. It could however be argued that understanding the market and gaining 

legitimacy is perhaps impossible without the help of locals. This is a strategy employed by most 

firms entering any new type of market, and the companies behind the investigated products are 
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not an exception. The same can be said of cultural sensitivity, which all companies need to 

consider.  

 

All products were designed to be sustainable through having a long life span, and being 

environmentally friendly. For instance, the pellets were made out of discarded biomass and 

produced locally. Moreover, the company has an ambition to recycle the stoves as well. Both the 

HiLight and the solar-powered charger used renewable energy, and finally, the Peepoo was 

completely biodegradable. This final product also had an elaborate collection system designed 

around it in order to ensure the bags were properly taken care of.  

 

Two of the companies also had recyclable packages. Powerfy delivered their chargers with 

plastic corners that were later shipped back to Sweden for being re-used in future deliveries. 

Moreover, the HiLight was customised to be possible to recycle. As noted by Linhardt (2, 2014) 

“It   is   not possible to create a product that is environmentally friendly and later sell it in 

something   that   is   not   environmentally   friendly”.   This   thesis   thus   finds   some   support   for   the  

proposition.  

 

As countries may have varyingly strict environmental regulation, it is possible that this 

proposition can in itself be contradictory. For instance, creating jobs in a country with poor 

environmental control might be environmentally harmful. Nonetheless, as noted below, in order 

to be a social innovation it must be environmentally sustainable. 

 

6) It must be sustainable 

As noted above, all products were designed to be sustainable. Nonetheless, it should be noted that 

though  Michelini  (2012,  p.  14)  argues  that  the  product  “must  achieve  continual  improvements  of  

its environmental   performance”,   the   products   are   all   relatively   new   and   thus   have   had   limited  

time to achieve this. Finally, Powerfy had completely abandoned its production. 

 

Sustainability however is difficult to measure as for instance local production in countries with 

in-existing, or low environmental regulation, can be more harmful than production in a different 

market than that in which the product is later shipped to, and sold in. The authors of this thesis 
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have drawn conclusions based on the intention of the companies behind the products, as well as 

product attributes, and find some support for the proposition.  

 

5.5 Product development and delivery 

Proposition 8: Leapfrogging Lacking Infrastructure 

All products attempted to circumvent infrastructural problems in subsistence marketplace 

(Viswanathan & Sridharan, 2012). This thesis finds that this can be done in two ways. The first 

way of leapfrogging was shown by ECS that have distributed stoves to ensure their product could 

be used, hence in a way building infrastructure. This has also proven to be their biggest challenge 

as they have not yet found a cheap enough stove, hence the pellets are extremely dependent on 

the suppliers of ECS, which can in itself be problematic due to the reasons mentioned above. 

Moreover, the stoves require electricity, as they need to be charged regularly and are thus only 

partly leapfrogging lacking infrastructure. Finally, the collection system designed by Peepoople 

is another way infrastructure was built.  

 

The second way, which might be preferable, as it requires no additional cost apart from the 

product, is circumventing the need for infrastructure all together. For instance, all products were 

portable and easy to store. Moreover, both solar-powered products needed no electricity, hence 

no infrastructure. The clearest illustration of this proposition is perhaps the design of the Peepoo, 

which circumvent a lacking sewage-system in the slums. Further, due to its small size, light 

weight, and portability, is well suited to the narrow spaces, and the lack of developed 

transportation means, within these areas. Finally, the product leapfrogs a lacking waste-disposal 

system as the bags can be recycled. This paper thus finds some support for the proposition. 

 

Moreover, linked to the issue of designing for low literate users (Viswanathan & Sridharan, 

2012) mentioned earlier, companies leapfrogged lacking human infrastructure by educating the 

users of their products through engaging local distributors, which is echoed by Prahalad (2005, p. 

26).  

 

Linked to the issue of job creation discussed in the previous proposition, production was only 

located locally in one of the four cases, and perhaps tellingly this was the least technically 
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complicated product. This could be argued to be a way to leapfrog lacking educated human 

infrastructure, which could make local production difficult. There could thus be some level of 

conflict between the two propositions whereby the company needs to consider the complexity of 

their product and the local human infrastructure before choosing the site of location. 

 

Proposition 9: Leveraging Existing Infrastructure 

Leveraging existing infrastructure is about using what is already there (Viswanathan & Sridharan, 

2012), sometimes in order to leapfrog what is not (Petrick, 2011). Hence these two propositions 

are tightly linked. This is illustrated by the fact all companies used existing networks, such as 

churches, microfinance organisations, offices or schools, in order to reach fast distribution. 

However, Powerfy did not handle that contact themselves, instead the microfinance organisations 

chose the entrepreneurs. This might have resulted in the wrong individuals being given the 

chargers, and as expressed by Beckmann  (1,  2014)  “They  chose   the  wrong  people  for   the  pilot  

project, they probably rather chose the ones that needed to make money than the ones that were 

good  at  selling”.   

 

Moreover all products were distributed by local distributors (Viswanathan & Sridharan, 2012) 

that knew the market, and Powerfy for instance switched completely to this means of distribution 

after having abandoned the micro-finance institutions. Further, HiNation uses postal services, and 

organized large meetings, and Peepoople uses existing kiosks, schools, and farmers in their 

distribution network. Thus the findings of this study give some indication that the proposition is 

correct. 

 

The issue of leveraging existing infrastructure could also be linked to the issue of local 

sustainability. For instance, making use of people that would otherwise sell firewood, ECS 

managed to create a distribution network for their pellets, thereby both helping locals gaining an 

income as well as leveraging existing distribution networks that are already there.  

 

Finally, leveraging existing infrastructure through using existing networks such as was the case 

for ECS distributing their products in large mining, and industrial companies, can also lead to a 

better understanding of the market by giving insight into needs, and product usage situations. 
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This is illustrated by the case of ECS who realized that their intended customers did not need the 

stoves, and only used them in cases of power failures.  

 

Proposition 10: Developing Product-Related Infrastructure  

Two product supports this proposition, namely Peepoo and HiLight, which had pictures on the 

packages, instructing how the products are to be used. Why two of the products lacked product-

related infrastructure could perhaps be explained by the fact that most companies choose to 

educate users themselves rather than using product-related infrastructure to do so. This could be 

explained by the need to gain legitimacy, mentioned by Peepoople, which would make personal 

contact more desirable, if not imperative, than product-related infrastructure. However, the need 

for legitimacy could perhaps vary depending on if the product is deemed to be of a sensitive 

nature or not, such as touching upon personal hygiene. On the other hand, there is little evidence 

that indicates that developing product-related infrastructure would be harmful to the company 

and this could very well be a useful complement to educating consumers. The proposition thus 

gains some support from this paper. 

 

It could be argued that this proposition is tightly linked to both the propositions of designing for 

low literate users, as well as that of leapfrogging lacking infrastructure. Hence, if two of the cases 

did not develop product related infrastructure, it could mean that the products investigated in this 

study have used other ways in order to solve these problems.  

 

Proposition 11: Using Existing Products as Vehicles for Addressing Needs 

Two  of   the  products   indicate   support   to   this  proposition,  namely  HiLight  and  Powerfy’s   solar-

powered mobile phone charger, which are both dependent that their customers own a mobile 

phone. A third case that could have used existing products was the Peepoo, using a bucket instead 

of the Kiti. This however, would not have been desirable for sanitary reasons.  

 

It should be noted however that only one of the products were completely dependent on existing 

products, namely the solar-powered charger, whereas the others could be used as stand-alone 

products as well, or necessitated further investment in new products, such as the stove. Further, it 

is the multi-functionality of the HiLight that makes it a possible stand-alone product as well. An 
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interpretation of these findings could be that, it is better to develop, at least partly, stand-alone 

products rather than being   dependent   on   existing   infrastructure,   as   was   the   case   of   Powerfy’s  

charger.  

 

Another explanation of the findings regarding this proposition could be that the Swedish 

companies investigated did not have an adequate understanding of the markets in which they 

entered,   and   the   products   used  within   these.   Looking   again   at   Viswanathan’s   and   Sridharan’s  

(2012) study, the students that took part of the study are likely to have had a better understanding 

of the market, and the products used within, as was already noted in section 5.1. This could 

explain why not all products used existing products as vehicles. 

 

Nonetheless,   Viswanathan’s   and   Sridharan’s   (2012)   study   discuss   prototype   development.   A  

stand-alone product however, might be more qualitatively scalable than one that needs to be 

attached to an existing product, which might not be present in all targeted markets, or owned by 

all targeted customers. Thus this could also explain the findings. 

 

This proposition could, just as the proposition of designing for customization, be linked to 

scalability, and tightly linked to the issue of leveraging existing infrastructure, which it could 

even be argued to be sub-categorizations of. 

 

5.6 Scalability 

Scalability can be seen in several ways. First, there needs to be a demand in the market that 

allows the product to scale, and second, the company needs to have both the organisational and 

production capacity to scale. 

 

All products had potentially very large markets, hence, the possibility to scale. Looking at ECS, 

as noted by Löfberg (2, 2014), many people want to sell their pellets, hence distribution ought not 

to be a problem either. Moreover, they owned their own production and had previously had 15 

employees, which was deemed to have been an overcapacity. Looking at the Peepoo, it fulfils a 

basic need of many and the company also owns its own production capacity, which can make up 

to 500 000 Peepoos a day. The other two products targeted large parts of Africa that lack light, 
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and people that have mobile phones. Though the companies did not own their own production 

facilities, their products could nonetheless be argued to be too technological, thus too expensive 

to produce in a small scale in-house. Linhardt (1, 2014) even argued that not owning their own 

production facilities meant they could scale. Powerfy however, despite the ambition to do so 

(Beckmann 1, 2014) did not manage to scale, though again, this could be related to their failure to 

understand aspirational needs. Though being a successful innovation, it is not a successful social 

innovation in terms of being scalable in the meaning of Michelini (2012), as the company has 

ceased to distribute its products. Three companies nonetheless had the possibility to achieve 

qualitative scaling, and both HiNation, and Peepoople, reached diversified scaling as well 

through their add-on products (Michelini, 2012, p. 14).  

 

Peepoople deemed scalability to be vital to succeed and reach a positive result in their business 

but Ruiz (2, 2014) also claimed it to be their biggest challenge. This was also echoed by Linhardt 

(1, 2014). Hence, there are indications that the feature is important in creating social innovative 

products. However, both companies deemed that in order to reach this scale, decreasing price was 

of central importance. 

 

5.7 Impact 

1) It must generate a positive social impact  

All  investigated  products  have  had  positive  impacts  in  accordance  with  Michelini’s  (2012,  p.12)  

suggestion. The SupaMoto Pellets provide cleaner, safer, healthier, and up to 80 % cheaper 

cooking for between 125, and 335 people daily, all whilst reducing carbon dioxide emission and 

deforestation. The Peepoo, which is distributed in 6 000 copies per day, enables improved 

personal hygiene, increased personal safety, provides environmental benefits, and helps farmers 

by providing them with manure. Moreover, the school project has reached 10 000 children in 72 

schools. The HiLight helps children to do their homework and farmers in their work, and has 

been distributed in 2 000 copies to date. Finally, the solar-powered charger provided 200 

entrepreneurs with jobs. Hence, the feature is fulfilled by all products. 

 

5.8 Develop in a price-based costing framework 

All companies mentioned price, or price-sensitivity, as being problematic when selling to 
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subsistence markets, which echoes de Castro (2014) claiming the particularity of subsistence 

markets  with  regards  to  consumers’  low  disposable  income,  and  the  need  to  think  of  affordability  

when creating products for subsistence markets (Anderson & Billou, 2007; Prahalad, 2005, p. 14; 

2012). Price was a particular issue for HiNation and ECS, whose products were quite expensive. 

To remedy this the latter company tried a payment-model whereby stoves were sold on credit. 

Different payment models were discussed by Beckmann (1, 2014), who claimed that these 

worked differently in different settings. No company was at the time of writing, completely self-

financed, and all were at least partly grant financed, indicating the difficulty in achieving 

profitability. 

  
This study finds evidence that willingness to pay for a product ought to guide the development 

process.  Speaking  of   the  Peepoo,  Wilhelmsson   (2014)  claimed   that   “The  most   important   thing  

naturally, was that it should be accessible, and to a poor person accessible means one can afford 

it/.../One cannot think of a solution to begin with that that does not state that it has to be freaking 

cheap”.  He  claims  the  initial  frame  he  begun  with  to  be  “something  that  the  world’s  poorest  can  

buy”.  This  way  of  thinking was also seen in for instance choices of materials, and features in the 

case of HiNation. The company discussed developing less advanced products to make them 

cheaper, an issue also tightly linked to that of qualitative scaling. Using alternative materials was 

also discussed by Peepoople as a way of lowering the cost of their product. This thesis thus finds 

indications   supporting   Prahalad’s   (2012)   claim   that   social   product   development   needs   to   take  

place within a price-based costing framework. 

  

Affordability is linked to the issue of motivation and that the process of social product innovation 

needs to be driven by both social and economic motivations as it needs to both reach the people it 

will benefit, as well as also make a profit. Moreover, affordability is clearly linked to scalability 

as the low profit margins for the producing firms, require these latter to reach volume in order to 

be profitable. 
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5.9 Overview of analytical findings 

Below a summary of the analytical findings described above, are presented. The feature and 

propositions are presented in the left column with each subsequent column representing if the 

findings for each product fulfilled the feature or supported the proposition. 

 

  SupaMoto 

Pellets (ECS) 
Peepoo, portable 

toilet 

(Peepoople) 

HiLight, solar 

powered charger 

and lantern 

(HiNation) 

Solar-powered 

mobile phone 

charger (Powerfy) 

(3) It must be novel Yes Yes Yes Yes 

(4) It can be promoted by 

different actors  
Yes Yes Yes Yes 

(7) It can take different 

forms 
Yes Yes Yes Yes 

(2) It is driven by both 

social and economic 

motivations 

Yes Yes Yes Yes 

(p1) Identification of 

Critical Basic Needs 
Yes Yes Yes Yes 

(p2) Identify Key 

‘Aspirational  Needs’ 
No No Yes No 

(p3) Envision Product 

Usage Situations 
Yes Yes Yes No 

(p4) Design for Multiple 

Purposes 
No Yes Yes No 

(p5) Design for 

Customisation 
No No No No 

(p6) Design for Low 

Literate Users 
Yes Yes Yes Yes 
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(p7) Design for Local 

Sustainability 
Yes Yes Yes Yes 

(6) It must be sustainable Yes Yes Yes Yes 

(p8) Leapfrogging Lacking 

Infrastructure 
Yes Yes Yes Yes 

(p9) Leveraging Existing 

Infrastructure 
Yes Yes Yes Yes 

(p10) Developing Product-

Related Infrastructure 
No Yes Yes No 

(p11) Using Existing 

Products as Vehicles for 

Addressing Needs 

No No Yes Yes 

(p12) Develop in a price-

based costing framework 
Yes Yes Yes Yes 

(5) It must be scalable Yes Yes Yes No 

(1) It must generate a 

positive social impact 
Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Table 1: Overview of analytical findings 
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6. Discussion  

The purpose of this study is to contribute to a better understanding of social product innovation 

for subsistence markets by investigating key factors for SMEs emanating from developed 

countries to consider in order to create social innovative products for subsistence markets.  

 

This study thus takes its origin in existing theory on the subject and has identified 19 propositions 

and features that have been investigated. As can be seen in table 1, this study found indications in 

favour of 18 of these. 14 propositions and features were exhibited by three, or four products, and 

four propositions were exhibited by one, or two products. No indications were found in one of the 

cases. Moreover, during the interviews, two further key factors that appear important for SMEs to 

consider when creating innovative products for subsistence markets were discovered. This ought 

to contribute to the purpose of this paper as they are not discussed in the literature used for this 

study. These two new key factors are providing multiple values, and name and exterior design, 

and are presented below.  

 

6.1 Additional identified key factors in social product innovation 

6.1.1 Multiple value and diversifying risk 

From the findings in the empirical section, it could be argued that products providing value for a 

multitude of different target groups can be more successful than those that only target fewer 

groups. Looking for instance at the Peepoo, this was also used in disaster areas where 

humanitarian organisations bought the bags and distributed them on site. Moreover, Peepoople 

have begun to think about targeting the outdoors-market in developed countries, a market to 

which the HiLight is also already sold. This way of providing value to, sometimes radically, 

different customer segments can thus ensure a higher level of production and sales, but can also 

be a way to diversify risk, just as was the case of Proposition 4, Design for Multiple Purposes. 

Through targeting consumers and organisations in developed countries, which is part of the 

process that is known as frugal innovation (Govindarajan & Trimble, 2012; Jagtap et al., 2013; 

Petrick & Juntiwasarakij, 2011), companies may be able to scale further.  

 

Subsequently, when creating socially innovative products for subsistence markets, this thesis 

finds indications that the creation process ought also to consider customers other than those living 
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in these markets as well, and the potential value these former could gain from the products. 

 

6.1.2 The importance of what’s in a name and of the exterior design 

Wilhelmsson   (2014)   claimed   that   when   inventing   the   Peepoo,   he   wanted   to   create   “a   really  

modern  and  contemporary  product”,  designed  to  look  fresh  and  clean.  According to the company, 

the design of the bag was of central importance for its adaptation. Ruiz (2, 2014) even mentioned 

that Peepoople was one of the three most well known brands in Kibera, along with Coca-Cola 

and  Safaricom.  Finally,  Peepoo’s  brand  visibility  was   further  enhanced  by   the  company’s   lime 

green packages (Appendix 3).  

 

Peepoople also discussed the importance of using the product name as a logo, which is part of the 

company name. This did according to Wilhelmsson (2014) increase brand awareness, and brand 

visibility as well as it enabled double hits when performing searches on Internet. Interestingly, 

Powerfy’s   product   had   no   name,   and   though   other   reasons   might   have   contributed   to   their  

product’s  inability  to  scale,  the  clever  branding  is  certainly  a  part  of  Peepoople’s  ability  to  do  so.   

 

The importance of exterior design, and name as a means to render the product attractive however, 

is surprisingly not discussed by Viswanathan and Sridharan (2012). The latter is vaguely touched 

upon by Proposition 6: Design for Low Literate Users, though mostly as a way of communicating 

content, and not in a way to create visibility and brand awareness.  

 

6.2 Integration of findings into a new revised model framework 

Based on the findings of the analysis and the discussion, the authors of this thesis have revised 

the model framework presented in section 2.5, which has undergone six changes. First, the 

proposition Design for low literate users is revised to include product simplicity, which 

Viswanathan’s   and  Sridharan’s   (2012)  model   does   not.   Second,   the   former   proposition  Design  

for local sustainability, and the feature It must be sustainable, have been merged as the former 

includes the latter. It is however still considered both a feature and a proposition, hence it is still 

considered both a requirement of form as well as a key success factor. Third, as scalability was 

deemed to be important in order to reach profitability by all firms behind the investigated 

products, and not only important to be a social innovation and reach many people. Hence 
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scalability is labelled as both a feature, as well as a proposition. Fourth, the former propositions 

Developing Product-Related Infrastructure and Using Existing Products as Vehicles for 

Addressing Needs have been removed as these are deemed to be sub-categorizations of 

Leapfrogging Lacking Infrastructure, and Leverage available Infrastructure, respectively. Fifth, 

the propositions Design for Multiple Values, and Design with Appealing Exterior and Envision a 

Name, have been added after the empirical observations of this thesis. Sixth, Design for 

Customisation is written within parenthesis as no support was found, either for, or against, this 

proposition,  and  it’s  importance,  or  lack  thereof,  can  thus  not  be  determined.  The  numbering of 

all propositions and features has been adjusted to fit the new proposed model framework.  

 

As mentioned in the analysis, all companies adjusted their products, changed their targeted 

customers, or created add-on products after having evaluated their experiences from their field 

tests.   This   goes   against   Viswanathan   and   Sridharan’s   (2012)   linear   conception   of   product  

innovation. Though some factors perhaps need to be understood and established before others, 

such as a thorough understanding of the market, illustrated by the case of Powerfy, several factors 

are interdependent, suggesting that a partly parallel model is more appropriate than a completely 

linear one. This finding echoes that of Craig and Hart (1992, in Michelini, 2012, p. 42), and 

hence, the revised model framework below is partly parallel. 

 

The model framework on the next page (Figure 3) first shows the point of departure, being 

requirements of form as well as motivations. This is followed by five arrows containing key 

factors for social product development. These key factors are complemented with further arrows 

describing a parallel flow of social innovative product development. The model then ends in an 

impact. 

 

 



Discussion Innovation for the poor 
 

 57 

 
Figure 3: Revised model framework of social product innovation 
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From the analysis and discussion also emanates certain possible trade-offs that companies have to 

make when creating socially innovative products. First, companies need to see to which degree 

they wish to design for customisation, and how this enables them to scale. Second, designing for 

local sustainability can in itself be a contradiction as job creation in a country with poor 

environmental control might be environmentally harmful, thus in itself contradictory. Third, 

sustainability can also be at odds with scalability as the environmental impact might follow 

increased production. Finally, designing for local sustainability with regards to job creation could 

be a problem when creating for instance technically complicated products. Thus, a trade-off 

appears between complexity in product creation and local sustainability. 
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7. Conclusion 

7.1 Summary of findings  

This thesis has attempted to investigate key factors for SMEs emanating from developed 

countries to consider in order to create social innovative products for subsistence markets. To 

answer this question, this study has investigated four products emanating from Swedish micro-

SMEs, sold primarily in Tanzania, Zambia and Kenya. 

  
This paper finds indications in favour of 16 key factors, made up of features and propositions 

from previous studies. Moreover, this study has identified two further prepositions as key factors 

for SMEs emanating from developed countries to consider, in order to create social innovative 

products for subsistence markets. 

  
All key factors have been summarized in a model framework (Figure 3), which fulfils the goal of 

the study to develop theoretical guidelines for SMEs when creating social product innovation for 

subsistence markets. Thus further fulfils the purpose of this thesis, namely to contribute to a 

better understanding of social product innovation for subsistence markets. 

 

7.2 Three key take-aways for social product innovation in subsistence 

markets 

The findings of this paper suggest that the social innovative product development process is more 

complex than that originally presented, containing additional propositions, as well as traits of 

parallelism. As the goal of the study is to develop theoretical guidelines for SMEs when creating 

social product innovation for subsistence markets, this paper wishes to specifically point to three 

groups of factors that are deemed of particular importance in this creation process. These are 

Understanding the marketplace, Develop in a price-based costing framework, and Scalability.  

 

Understanding the marketplace, and selling the developed product at an affordable price enable 

scalability, which is also the only way to achieve long-term profitability in subsistence 

marketplaces. These three groups of factors were mentioned as particularly important by all 

firms, and failure on any of these points can be detrimental to the organization, as is illustrated by 

the  example  of  Powerfy’s  solar-powered charger. 
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7.3 Limitations of findings 

The features and propositions have only been investigated from the point of view of Swedish 

micro-SMEs. Interviewees coming from another cultural background might have interpreted the 

experiences in the field differently, thus having rendered in different findings.  

 

As noted in the theoretical section, there are numerous risks linked to innovation in subsistence 

markets, such as for instance suboptimal regulation (World Bank, 2011). Though none of the 

interviewees explicitly mentioned this specific problem, Peepoople claimed to have launched in 

Nairobi, partly due to the perceived simplicity offered by operating in a relatively stable, English-

speaking country, where the UN is located (Ruiz 2, 2014). Hence, the findings of this paper 

might have differed in another contextual setting. 

 

7.4 Suggestions for further research  

Looking at this study, out of the features and propositions in the revised model framework 

(Figure 3), not all have been empirically verified, hence the two new propositions developed 

through the findings of this thesis, ought to be confirmed by future investigation. 

 

Future empirical investigations could also attempt to discern if there is a difference between 

creating physical social innovative products, and developing intangible products, such for 

instance applications for mobile phones. Further, not all products investigated in this study fulfil 

aspirational needs. It would be interesting to see if a study with products solely responding to this 

need would yield different results. Moreover, all products in this study are aimed towards end-

consumers and the results might differ would these products be aimed towards for instance only 

cooperatives.  

 

In this thesis, only products produced by SMEs emanating from Sweden, and sold towards East 

African markets, have been investigated, which could influence the findings. It could be 

interesting if further investigations are made on SMEs from other countries than Sweden selling 

to subsistence markets other than in East Africa. Finally, the thesis investigated micro-SMEs, and 

thus, investigating other sized companies could contribute to a better understanding of the 

subject.  
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Appendix 

Appendix 1: List of interviews 

Date and 
time 

Interviewee 
(s) 

Position Company Location Notes 

19/3 

09.20-10.40 

Per Löfberg Co-founder, 

HR and Sales 

manager 

Emerging 

Cooking 

Solutions 

Over 

telephone 

Took notes and 

recorded. No 

webcam. 

Sometimes bad 

connection, was 

driving in the 

beginning 

28/3 

10.00-11.00 

Maria 

Berndtsson 

Product 

Manager and 

Field 

Coordinator 

Peepoople Peepoople 

Head Office, 

Alsnögatan 3, 

Stockholm 

Took notes, 

recorded. 

Showed pictures, 

information 

guides 

28/3 

10.30-11.00 

Karin Ruiz CEO Peepoople Peepoople 

Head Office, 

Alsnögatan 3, 

Stockholm 

Took notes, 

recorded, 

interview 

together with 

Maria 

Berndtsson 

28/3 

11.05-11.45 

Anders 

Wilhelmsson 

Founder Peepoople Peepoople 

Head Office, 

Alsnögatan 3, 

Stockholm 

Took notes, 

recorded 

28/3 

14.00-14.35 

Johan 

Beckmann 

Co-founder 

and CEO 

Powerfy Over 

telephone 

Took notes, 

recorded. 

7/4 

10.00-11.20 

Kristina 

Linhardt 

Chairman of 

the board 

HiNation HiNation 

Head Office, 

Took notes, 

recorded 
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Kungsgatan 

84, 

Stockholm 

7/4 

13.30-14.00 

Per Löfberg Co-founder, 

HR and Sales 

manager 

Emerging 

Cooking 

Solutions 

Over 

telephone 

Took notes, 

recorded. 

Follow-up 

questions from 

first interview 

7/4 

14.30-15.10 

Göran Frisk Agent, 

HiNation 

Africa 

HiNation Over 

telephone 

Took notes, 

recorded 

22/4 

13.40-13.55 

Maria 

Berndtsson 

Product 

Manager and 

Field 

Coordinator 

Peepoople Over 

telephone 

Follow-up 

interview 

22/4 

15.30-15.45 

Per Löfberg Co-founder, 

HR and Sales 

manager 

Emerging 

Cooking 

Solutions 

Over 

telephone 

Follow-up 

interview 

22/4 

16.00-16.15 

Johan 

Backman 

Co-founder 

and CEO 

Powerfy Over 

telephone 

Follow-up 

interview 

8/5 

14.45-15.00 

Kristina 

Linhardt 

Chairman of 

the board 

HiNation Over 

telephone 

Follow-up 

interview 

Table 2: List of interviews 
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Appendix 2: Interview guide 

The questions below build on the model framework presented in section 2.5. of this paper. The 

numbers  within   parenthesis   are   related   to  Michelini’s   (2012)   different   propositions,  written   as  

(1),   (2)   and   so   forth,   as  well   as  Viswanathan’s   and   Sridharan’s   (2012)   propositions  written   as  

(p1), (p2) and so forth. The questions in English are translations of the ones posed in Swedish.  

 

The questions written in italic are the ones that were deemed less important, hence that could be 

ignored if the interviewee would have a limited amount of time. This however was never the 

case. 

 

Öppnande frågor/ Opening questions 

  
Är det ok om vi spelar in samtalet? / Would it be alright if we record the interview?  

  
 

Företaget / The Company 

  

1.1. Kan du kort berätta om ert företag? / Could you briefly describe your company? 

 

1.2 Vad är din roll på företaget? / What is your position at the company?  

  
 

Produkterna / The Product/s 

  
2.1. Kan du berätta om er(a) produkter? / Please tell us more about your product/s? 

 

2.2. Hur kom ni på er produkt? (2) / How did you come up with your product? 

  
2.3. Hur tillverkas era produkter? Av vem? Och var? (5, 6, p7) / How is your product 

manufactured? By whom? And where? 

 

2.4. Hur lång livslängd har er produkt? (inte nödvändigtvis viktigt, beror på produkt. Kanske mer 
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fallet för HiNation, Miris och den typen av produkter) (1, 8) / How long is the life-span of your 

product?  

  
2.5. Vad händer med produkten när denna är förbrukad/gått sönder etc? (1, 8) / What happens to 

your product once it is consumed/broken etc? 

 

 

Förutsättningar för adaptation / Conditions for adaptation 

  

3.1 Används er produkt själv eller är det ett tillägg? (p11) / Is your product used by its own or is 

it a supplement to other products?  

 

3.2 Finns det något som måste finnas på plats innan er produkt kan användas? (p11) / Is there any 

prerequisite that has to exist on the market before the product can be used? Or is it a stand-alone 

product? 

 

 

Behovstillfredsställelsen som produkten uppfyller / Satisfaction of needs that the product 
meets 

  
4.1. Vilka behov uppfyller er produkt (p1 och p2)? / Which needs does your product satisfy? 

 

 

Lokal anpassning vid försäljningsställe / Customization at point of sale? 

  
5.1. Hur säljs er produkt? (p5, p10) / How is your product sold? 

  
5.2. Var säljs er produkt? (p5, p10) Och av vem? (4)/ Where is your product sold? By whom? 

 

 

Anamande / Adaptation 

6.1. Hur informerar ni om er produkt? Behöver ni utbilda användare och isf hur? (gräv vidare 
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beroende på svar,  ex  om  svaret  är  ”genom  broschyrer”  så  ”Hur  ser  de  ut?”)  (p6)  /  How  do  you  

inform about your product? Do you need to educate the users? If that is the case, how is this 

done?  

    

6.2 Har ni märkt att produkten använts på sätt som ni inte tänkte på ursprungligen? (p3-4) / Have 

you noticed if the product is used in a way that you did not originally think it would? 

  
6.2.1 Hur har detta påverkat er produkt? Efter de erfarenheter ni gjort med produkt(erna)  på 

er(a) marknad(er), har ni anpassat produkten eller har den varit den samma sedan början? (p3-

4) / How has this affected your product? After the experiences you have with the product/s on the 

your market/s, have you adapted the product or has it been the same from the beginning? 

   
6.3 Har ni samarbetat med några andra aktörer inom er marknad? Isf vilka. (p8-9) / Have you 

collaborated with other actors on your market? Which? 

  
 

Produktens framgång / The success of the product  
  
7.1. Vad anser ni ha varit de bidragande orsakerna till varför människor har anamat er produkt? / 

What do you consider as contributor to people adopting your product?  

  

7.2. Vad har varit de största utmaningarna? / What has been the greatest challanges?  

  
7.3. Vad skulle du ge som råd till andra mindre aktörer som vill ta sig in på fattiga markander? / 

What advice can you give to other small actors that want to engage in the subsistence markets?  

  

 

Marknader / The Market/s 

8.1. Fanns identiska produkter till eran på dessa marknader sedan tidigare? (3) / Did identical 

products (to yours) existed on these markets prior to your entry?  
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8.2. Vilka är era konkurrenter? Har ni några? (p1-p3) / Which are your competitors? Do you 

have any? 

 
 

Framtidsplaner / Future plans 

  
9.1. Hur ser ni framtiden för er produkt? Kommer denna att säljas på ytterligare marknader? (5) / 

How does the future look for your product? Will the product be sold on additional markets? 

  

9.1.2. (Vid eventuella expansionsplaner) har detta alltid varit er tanke eller är det något 

som tillkommit senare? (5) (In case of optionally expansion plans) Has the expansion been a 

thought from the beginning or something that has reside later on?  

  
  

Avslutande frågor / Concluding questions  
  

10.1. Har ni någon impact-report vi kan få ta del av? (1, 8) / Do you have any impact report that 

we can take part of?  

  

10.2. Är det ok att vi nämner er vid namn eller vill ni vara anonyma? / Would it be alright if we 

use your names in the thesis or would you like to remain anonymous? 

  
10.3. Är det ok om vi kontaktar er med eventuellt ytterligare frågor? / Would it be alright if we 

contact you with additional questions if there are any?  

  

10.4. Har ni ytterligare kontakter till personer som vi kan få tillgång till? / Do you have additional 

contacts we could get access to? 
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Appendix 3: Images of all products  

SupaMoto Pellets and one of its stoves 

 
(Emerging Cooking Solutions 1, 2014) 
 
Peepoo and its Kiti 

  
(Peepoople 3, 2014) 
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HiLight 

 
(HiNation 2, 2014) 
 
Solar-powered charger 

 
(Powerfy, 2014) 
 


