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Frugal Innovation
In light of growing discourse on ‘frugal innovation’, this book offers
novel approaches to innovation based on extensive empirical
research. The study complements a decade of scholarly attention on
frugal innovation by taking a research-based approach to innovation
in resource-scarce and complex institutional contexts. The ﬁndings
suggest that concepts such as frugal, reverse, jugaad, social, grassroots and inclusive innovation in fact represent heterogeneous assemblies of innovation for social, environmental and economic value.
The conceptual framework invites attention to more plural sources
and elements in the study of models of innovation to inspire further
research in the ﬁelds of strategy, innovation, entrepreneurship, economic sociology and development studies. The design framework
offers models, metrics and competencies for practitioners and policymakers to identify, evaluate and design frugal innovations. The comprehensive view of frugal innovation demonstrates how ﬁrms can
implement globally competitive strategies by pursuing innovation
for humanity to improve lives for everyone, everywhere.
yasser bhatti completed his graduate studies in strategy, innovation and entrepreneurship at the University of Oxford, jointly at the
Saïd Business School and Green Templeton College. His research
interests in the ﬁelds of innovation, entrepreneurship and strategy
focus on innovation under constraints, the localisation and globalisation of innovation, and the role of emerging market economies and
situated actors (such as social entrepreneurs) in emerging trends in
innovation, particularly frugal and reverse innovation. He has served
on the scientiﬁc advisory board of the European Commission Project
on Frugal Innovation and holds research and teaching afﬁliations with
the University of Oxford, Imperial College London, Warwick University and Queen Mary University of London.
radha ramaswami basu has over forty years of experience in
technology innovation and management. She is widely recognised
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as a leading female entrepreneur in hi-tech companies and as a pioneer in the Indian software business. Radha is founder and CEO of
iMerit Inc., a technology services company (www.iMerit.net) that
pioneers the ‘smart sourcing model’, working on latest AI, machine
learning and ecommerce services for global clients. Radha was
Founder and Director of the Frugal Innovation Lab at Santa Clara
University and sits on the boards of NetHope, Santa Clara University
Miller Center for Social Entrepreneurship and Jhumki Basu Foundation. She has won numerous awards including the ﬁrst UN Women
GEMTECH award, Excelsior Leadership, Top25 Women of the Web,
CEO of the Year 2000 and Leader of the Millennium.
david barron is a Rhodes Trust Associate Professor in Organisational Sociology at the Saïd Business School, University of Oxford, as
well as the Vice Principal and a Fellow and Tutor in Management
Studies at Jesus College, Oxford. After graduating from Cambridge in
1979 with a degree in natural sciences, he worked for several years as
a social worker in Scotland and London, before completing his MA
and PhD in sociology at Cornell University. David Barron’s research
is concerned with the sociology of organisations, quantitative
research methods and social networks.
marc j. ventresca is an Associate Professor of Strategic Management, Saïd Business School, University of Oxford, and a Governing
Body Fellow of Wolfson College. He is also Senior Research Fellow at
the Technology and Management Centre for Development at Queen
Elizabeth House. His research and teaching focuses on innovation,
institutions and infrastructure, with empirical work on emerging
technologies and nascent markets. He earned degrees at Stanford
University, is an economic and organisational sociologist and a
specialist on innovation strategy and entrepreneurial ecosystems.
Ventresca joined Oxford in 2004, after serving on the faculty at the
University of Illinois, Northwestern University and the University of
California.
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Policymakers around the world and especially in emerging markets
can leverage frugal innovations to better promote human welfare.
The models and tools in this book should support leaders in their
efforts to foster equitable growth and sustainable development.
– Shaukat Aziz, Chairman of the Oxford Emerging Markets Symposium
Steering Committee and former Prime Minister of Pakistan

This book should give tremendous impetus for serious and rigorous
academic research on innovation under severe constraints.
– Vijay Govindarajan, Coxe Distinguished Professor at Tuck, Dartmouth
and author of the New York Times best seller, Reverse Innovation

This book complements previous books in helping to establish
frugal innovation as a ﬁeld that merits serious attention in the
diverse worlds of academia, practice and policy. It extends prior
work by developing models, frameworks and tools to help scholars,
innovators and managers to deliver meaningful and much needed
innovation for all of humanity.
– Jaideep Prabhu, Professor of Marketing at Judge Business School, Cambridge
and co-author of best sellers Jugaad Innovation and Frugal Innovation

To solve the wicked problems confronting humanity and the planet,
we need frugal innovators –wise problems solvers who operate with
a business mind, social heart, and ecological soul. Building on earlier
works on frugal innovation, this scholarly book offers a rigorous
theoretical framework to understand, teach, and practice the art
and science of designing and delivering frugal solutions that integrate six key elements: affordability, accessibility, simplicity, sustainability, quality, and purpose.
– Navi Radjou, Fellow at Judge Business School, University of Cambridge
and co-author of best sellers Jugaad Innovation and Frugal Innovation

Frugal innovation is a topic of considerable interest to companies,
policy makers and researchers. It offers both innovation to connect
the poorest and most disadvantaged citizens to the beneﬁts of
new products and services and opportunities for ﬁrms to identify
new and potentially lucrative markets. This important book offers
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important new conceptual and practical insights into frugal innovation and should be seen as essential reading for anyone engaging
with this topic.
– Alex Nicholls, Professor of Social Entrepreneurship, Saïd Business
School and Fellow in Management, Harris Manchester College,
University of Oxford

Targeted to scholars and providing a solid foundation for future
research, Frugal Innovation also offers keen insights on how social
entrepreneurs conceive of innovation in multiple dimensions.
Practitioners will ﬁnd experience-based frameworks that help
them synthesize and communicate the integrative nature of innovations that beneﬁt the underserved. Like social entrepreneurship,
‘frugal innovation’ is a term with many meanings. Integrative,
synthetic, and clear, the authors examine multiple dimensions of
innovation and distill frugal innovation as a hybrid approach tuned
to environments with extreme resource constraints and resource
voids. Both researchers and practitioners will beneﬁt from learning
how social entrepreneurs themselves perceive innovation.
– Thane Kreiner, Howard and Alida Charney University Professor and
Executive Director, Miller Center for Social Entrepreneurship, Santa Clara
University

New models of innovation are desperately needed in global health
systems which are being squeezed by increasing demand, declining
budgets and rising complexity of disease. This book shows how
frugal innovations can play a vital role in containing soaring
healthcare costs while upholding quality standards, which simply
cannot be compromised in healthcare.
– Ara Darzi, Professor of Surgery at Imperial College London, member of
the United Kingdom's House of Lords and former Parliamentary UnderSecretary of State at the Department of Health

Frugal Innovation: Models, Means, Methods is a must-read for
academics, entrepreneurs, corporates and investors. It will advance
how to get to inclusive solutions not merely based on cost
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effectiveness and ﬁnancial returns but combining them with purpose and impact. This book shows that frugal innovation is not just
another innovation term, but that empirically based models and
theories that the authors have proposed will help enable creating
and scaling solutions under resource constraints both by social
entrepreneurs and traditional businesses.
– Venkata Gandikota, President and Co-Founder, The Nordic Frugal
Innovation Society

This book is needed! The marrying of social value and business
value has gained steam in many circles with a focus on value – both
human and economic. Frugal Innovation widens the path for
intrepid innovators by grounding insightful conceptual frameworks
upon an extensive base of empirical evidence.
– Kristian Olson, Director of the Consortium for Affordable Medical
Technologies and Associate Professor, Harvard University Medical School
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We dedicate this book to the late Pamela Hartigan, who spread her
optimism far and wide to help make a better world, served by better
business.
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Entrepreneurs, whether primarily commercial or social in orientation, are
cut from the same cloth: resourceful, pragmatic, innovative and
opportunity-oriented. All entrepreneurs need to keep in mind social and
ﬁnancial goals. Social entrepreneurs prioritise social gain and pursue
ﬁnancial gain to sustain and expand their social mission and its growth.
– Dr Pamela Hartigan, 1948–2016
Director, Skoll Centre for Social Entrepreneurship at the
Saïd Business School, University of Oxford
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Foreword

You are holding in your hands one of the most extensive studies of
what has come to be called ‘frugal innovation’. Rooted in several
years of sustained empirical work, this volume deals comprehensively with the various constructs associated with low-cost innovation in resource scarce and institutionally complex contexts. The
authors reveal the many facets of frugal innovation through a process
of discovery grounded in practices of social entrepreneurs, and in
prior studies by academics. The result is real progress: understanding
what frugal innovation means and why it is important – and why it
should be important – to innovation scholars, practitioners and
policymakers.
Doctoral students and scholars will ﬁnd the surveys of the literature and theory to be essential resources for understanding frugal
innovation and related constructs. For those seeking to advance knowledge about frugal innovation, primary and secondary case studies offer
fascinating opportunities to understand how this idea is implemented
in practice. The authors draw on the literature and experiences
of actual innovators to build a theoretical framework for scholars
who seek to increase the body of knowledge about this concept. In
addition to identifying what frugal innovation is and means, the
authors test the boundaries of the idea, and then offer a series of tools
for practitioners seeking to implement frugal innovation as a process.
The ideas that permeate this book reﬂect that low-cost innovation is fundamentally about change that does not drive more luxury
but focuses on equitability. In the end, the phenomenon raises fundamental questions about the purpose of the systems of innovation that
dominate the landscape of change in most established contexts.
Innovation under principles of frugality leads to foundational
xviii
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foreword xix
questions about the purpose of the system that we customarily rely
upon to generate change. At its heart, frugal innovation challenges
orthodoxy.
Anita McGahan
Rotman Chair in Management and Professor of Strategic
Management at Rotman School of Management, University of Toronto
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Preface

Almost a decade has passed since the idea of frugal innovation began
to be globally recognised. With so much already achieved, this is
an opportune time to further help to authenticate the growing but
occasionally confusing frugal innovation agenda for researchers,
practitioners and policymakers. This book complements other books
on frugal innovation by breaking critical ground in drawing from the
perspectives of social entrepreneurs as a focal lens to base pluralistic
arguments for frugal innovation underpinned by empirical research
and theory development. It builds on and extends original doctoral
thesis by Dr Yasser Bhatti, successfully defended at the Saïd Business
School, University of Oxford in the summer of 2014.
Social entrepreneurs, as well as multinational ﬁrms, are creating the market for frugal innovations – potentially proﬁtable and
socially valuable solutions that are affordable, adaptable and accessible. Often, frugal innovations are the result of efforts to tackle local
problems of global concern in the ﬁelds of education, healthcare and
housing. By starting our analysis with social entrepreneurs and building on the assumption that they carry out social innovation, we
transition to frugal innovation as a concept that helps to capture the
plural sources and elements of innovation, beyond just social innovation, that they actually see as important in their work, context and
indeed as occurring around them. As a unique source transcending
private and public sectors, they provide fresh insights on broader
issues of equitable and sustainable growth through innovation which
is becoming increasingly important for markets, civil society and
governments.
Our research shows how the emerging trend in frugal innovation deals with, makes use of and overcomes resource constraints
xxi
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xxii preface
and institutional voids to create social value and generate proﬁt, the
former improving lives and the latter making solutions sustainable.
We discuss how the concept of frugal innovation (deﬁned through the
ﬁndings of this study) compares with the nuanced meanings found in
the existing literature and argue that frugal innovation is best construed as ‘means and ends to do more with less for the many’, thereby
moving beyond the view that frugal is mainly about cost, affordability
or simply constraint.
With conceptual frameworks and theoretical models, the primary audience for this book consists of strategic management
researchers and organisational theorists studying: (i) strategy and
innovation; (ii) social entrepreneurship; (iii) development studies;
(iv) sustainability and (v) design and engineering. The presentation
style, arguments and analyses are tailored for academic researchers
and policymakers, as well as for postgraduate MSc and PhD candidates writing research-based dissertations.
In addition, with design frameworks and practical models, this
book also provides tools to help practitioners and policymakers to identify, measure and evaluate frugal innovations. It aims to create awareness
among entrepreneurs and ﬁrms of ways to improve lives by providing
greater social value. Given increasing competition from low-cost global
competitors, this study should help businesses and social entrepreneurs,
as well as large ﬁrms, to learn about core competencies associated with
frugal innovation to become more globally competitive. The ﬁndings can
beneﬁt practitioners and policymakers in the following ways:
• Entrepreneurs of all kinds, whether primarily social, such as Jacqueline
Novogratz of the Acumen Fund, or commercial, such as Elon Musk of Tesla
Motors, who seek to maximise the triple bottom-line beneﬁt to proﬁts,
people and the planet by doing more with less for many;
• Firms and organisations that support and promote frugal innovation,
including TATA (India), General Electric (USA), Haier (China), Danfoss
(Denmark), Nissan (Japan) and many others, as well as those adopting frugal
innovation strategies to discover new markets and applications abroad or
at home;
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• Policymakers and think tanks, such as the European Commission
Directorate-General of Research and Innovation (Belgium), NESTA (UK),
Social Innovation Generation (Canada), the Rockefeller Foundation (USA),
the SERCO Institute (UK), the Schwab Foundation for Social
Entrepreneurship (Switzerland) and the Grameen Foundation (Bangladesh
and global) that seek to promote inclusive growth and development through
business.

We hope that this book will advance the academic research agenda
in innovation studies and raise awareness in both the practice and
policymaking communities. There is still much work to be done and
we invite readers to share their views with us so that we can collectively advance knowledge about innovation and for humanity.
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BOP

Base of the Pyramid

EDEA

Entrepreneurial Design for Extreme Affordability

FIL

Frugal Innovation Lab

GSBI

Global Social Business Incubator

RBV

Resource-Based View

SCU

Santa Clara University

SE

Social Entrepreneur/ship

TCA

Thematic Content Analysis
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