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Introduction

In this book, we reveal the multitude of models, means, methods, as

well as measures that make innovation meaningful for the masses. We

advance a view of frugal innovation that reconnects this idea both with

social theory and with practical action, and that challenges the often

accepted view that associates ‘frugal’mostly with cost – perhaps frugal

innovation is much more complex than that. This is why we took a

more grounded approach and included the context of the innovation in

our conceptual model, rather than focusing on the innovation per se.

We view frugal innovation as innovation for humanity comprised of

multidimensional innovations in technology, social, institutional and

business model. We come to this finding by investigating how social

entrepreneurs conceptualise innovation, both broadly and specifically,

under extreme contexts marked by institutional voids and resource

scarcity. We explore these issues by using qualitative, descriptive and

analytical methods to study globally networked and formally recog-

nised social entrepreneurs. Our analysis focuses on the meso level of

innovation and value chains, incorporating micro-level observations

through document analysis, interviews and observations. To extend

our understanding of purposeful innovation carried out in challenging

contexts, we connect the theoretical framing of innovation in extreme

contexts with research on social and purposeful innovation.

The approach we have taken in this study moves away from a

traditional focus on Taylorian efficiency or multinational companies

(MNC) towards an examination of purposeful and social impact in

constraint-based contexts that market-based approaches would con-

sider extreme. Frugal innovation entails a process of problem solving

in which the needs and contexts of developing world or marginalised

consumers are put first. The frugal innovator develops accessible,
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adaptable, affordable and appropriate technologies, products and solu-

tions to address human needs in emerging markets as well as

developed markets. The efficiency approach has often been under-

contextual; the social approach is analytically useful because it

prompts researchers to be more explicit about contingencies, process

and local variation. The case of innovation by social entrepreneurs

working in developing or emerging markets is one such useful con-

text for studying the social approach. The focus on learning from

social entrepreneurs provides a different, useful and extensive empir-

ical base. Therefore, this work is novel in that it (1) starts from

different theoretical premises; (2) engages more directly with the

constraint and void aspects of context for a ‘process’ rethink; and (3)

proposes fresh and integrative dimensions for frugal innovation.

Since its debut in 2010, literature about frugal innovation has

relied on anecdotal examples or conceptual studies, often lacking

strong theoretical foundations and generally reducing frugal innov-

ation to cost or affordablility. Much work cites examples of frugal

innovation without providing a clear basis for the choice of cases or

labels and often cite many of the same examples. Perhaps for these

reasons, while the rate of publication on this topic is increasing,

frugal innovation has not yet found much exposure in top journals

(such as the chartered Association of Business Schools list of four-star

journals, or the Financial Times list of fifty journals used to rank

business schools). We are hopeful that this book will contribute to

changing the situation, by providing an extensive empirical account

derived from innovators, building a theoretical foundation from those

insights to pave the way for further empirical work which can help to

bring a higher level of exposure to the field. Our approach to under-

standing frugal innovation is based on the assumption that this type

of innovation is multidimensional and obliquitous. Obliquity is char-

acteristic of systems that are complex, imperfectly understood, and

that change their nature as we engage with them.

It is most challenging in extreme contexts shaped by the simul-

taneous challenges of resource constraints and institutional voids.

Despite some discussion of innovation in extreme contexts in the
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development literature, organisation theory and strategic manage-

ment researchers rarely touch on this aspect of innovation. Although

social entrepreneurs are credited with creating social innovation,

we know little about their views. Our analysis supports claims that

actors are devising new innovation processes (means) and outcomes

(ends) to generate business and social wealth. Social entrepreneurs, as

well as multinational firms, grassroots organisations and networks of

innovators, are creating the market for frugal innovations – poten-

tially profitable and socially valuable solutions that are affordable,

adaptable and accessible. And they are supported by a growing cadre

of funders characterised as impact investors or social venture capital-

ists. This form of socially responsible investing spurs and supports

frugal innovations that often result from tackling local problems of

global concern in diverse fields such as education, healthcare,

housing and transportation.

This study contributes to developing models of innovation

in contexts shaped by institutional voids or complexities and resource

scarcity. It reveals how social entrepreneurs perceive the conceptual

drivers, determinants and features of innovation. Social entrepreneurs

are involved in more than social innovation. They assemble offerings

and ventures that may combine varied innovation approaches,

are often more concerned about institutional and social innovation

than about technology innovation per se, and often pack combin-

ations of innovations into emerging concepts that resemble frugal

innovation. Furthermore, we find that social entrepreneurs are more

focused on resource challenges and investors on institutional chal-

lenges. The findings suggest that innovation among social entrepre-

neurs can be conceptualised as a multidimensional construct with

three innovative process components – social, institutional and tech-

nological – that help to achieve three outcome components:

affordability, accessibility and adaptability, all designed to address

three main challenges, namely institutional voids, resource scarcity

and affordability constraints.

One of the main goals of this study is to help researchers in

organisational theory, strategy and the management sciences specify
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better models of innovation by revealing how social entrepreneurs in

extreme conditions perceive innovation. Twomodels of innovation are

used to present these findings. The first model shows ‘why’

social entrepreneurs hold a range of different views on innovation,

reflecting various motivations, means and outcomes related to social,

user, efficiency and challenge concerns. The second model shows

‘how’ social entrepreneurs turn to a mix of technological, social

and institutional innovations to deal with, make use of, and overcome

constraints. We use the models and propositions developed through

qualitative insights to propose a theory of frugal innovation as an

emerging ‘market’, championed and generated by the activities of both

social and mainstream entrepreneurs, corporates and policy actors.

The concept of frugal innovation is a useful way to conceptual-

ise the process of integrating existing innovation approaches in

extreme contexts with more familiar processes of product innovation

or business model innovation. Unlike organisations involved in high-

profile innovation, such as NASA, the ‘mission’ undertaken by social

entrepreneurs is often more focused on pioneering new solutions to

current challenges common peoples face: i.e. to create offerings for

people who live and work at the less privileged interfaces of the

modern world. Notwithstanding the mundane problems, novel offer-

ings can have a profound impact on the lives of many millions or even

billions of people. This is the ‘why’ of frugal innovation: a broadly

shared desire to provide consumer value and amenities that offer

extreme affordability. In this research report, for example, we demon-

strate with data and models that the motivations for attempting

frugal innovation are diverse and range from philanthropy, social

issues, challenges and markets to the search for efficiency, but are

seldom reducible to cost alone.

In our research, we use mainly qualitative methods, with a

particular focus on retroduction, sometimes called abduction, as

opposed to a pure grounded theory inductive approach. This approach

offers an iterative deductive–inductive process that helps make the

research transparent and rigorous. There is no shortage of studies that
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purport to use a purely grounded theory approach, in which research-

ers often continue to work within preconceived goals, assumptions

and expectations. We tried initially to pursue a grounded theory

approach, but our efforts encountered difficulties to implement in

practice. The retroduction approach seemed more consistent with

and reflective of the iterative sense-making process of research

design, defence and implementation. Furthermore, this methodo-

logical approach helped us avoid treating perceptions as merely

socially constructed.

Content analysis and thematic coding revealed intriguing

results and two models of innovation. Innovation Model 1, on the

views of social entrepreneurs, is introduced in Chapter 2, while

Innovation Model 2, on innovation under constraints as viewed by

social entrepreneurs, is revealed in Chapter 3. Chapter 4 integrates

lessons from these two models of innovation to propose a theory of

frugal innovation. In Chapter 5, we test the models and the proposed

theory to popularly recognised published accounts of innovation,

beyond those from which our findings were empirically drawn. In

Chapter 6, we review emerging concepts in innovation and suggest

how our findings inform specifically the literature on frugal innov-

ation. Finally, in Chapter 7, we discuss implications that could be

useful for scholars, practitioners and policymakers.

For theory, this research demonstrates that a peculiar kind

of constrained innovation, captured as a concept, idea, framework

or process, is being articulated by social entrepreneurs in the form

of frugal innovation. Its impact and use are diffusing: bringing priorities

for purposeful and social outcomes closer to mainstream entrepreneurs

and large corporations. Frugal innovation offers opportunities to dis-

rupt some prevalent assumptions about innovation, relating to its

sources, lead users, patterns of diffusion and outcomes. Innovation is

always subject to constraints. But in the context of frugal innovation,

we find that the most significant constraints are institutional voids, a

lack of resources and the need to make products affordable to low-

income customers. Interestingly, these constraints or challenges are

introduction 5

www.cambridge.org/9781107188976
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-18897-6 — Frugal Innovation
Yasser Bhatti , Radha Ramaswami Basu , David Barron , Marc J. Ventresca 
Excerpt
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

not unique to innovation in developing or emerging markets, but also

increasingly exist in pockets of developedmarkets. This work is instru-

mental in developing a theory of frugal innovation by postulating

propositions based on empirical data. The theory, models and con-

structs explored here will be valuable for future research.

When it comes to practice, the strength of social-value-enhan-

cing strategies and frugal innovations that are adaptable, accessible

and affordable means that firms can discover new applications and for

previously overlooked market segments. The fact that social

innovation in a broad sense and frugal innovation more specifically

have caught the attention of policymakers suggests that this work is

part of an evolving field of innovation studies and can engage a wider-

impact community, offering scope for timely and relevant policy-

making.These detailed constructs and relationships can help to

identify various stakeholders involved in the market for frugal innov-

ations; the toolkit offered here enables practitioners to identify and

categorise the lifecycle stages of frugal innovations. However, policy-

makers may want to focus more on encouraging practitioners to

experiment and evolve, rather than on trying to benchmark elusive

and ever-changing ‘ideal’ innovations. For the practitioner, we char-

acterise the ten core competencies that have proven to be successful

in scaling innovations for low-resourced environments and which

often emerge as solutions for broader use in both emerging and

developed markets.

Our contribution to developing models of innovation in con-

textual conditions marked by institutional voids or complexities and

resource scarcity will support future work in innovation in challen-

ging and extreme contexts. Although we use the increasingly popular

term, frugal innovation, to describe our findings, others may prefer

the following modifiers: reverse, inclusive, grassroots, bottom of

the pyramid, extreme affordability or jugaad. All of these constructs

have synergies with the contextual characteristics or principles of

innovation we present, characterised here as means and ends to do

more with less for many.
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