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Abstract 

This paper explores the business potential in the bottom of the pyramid market and how 

companies can access this potential by meeting the needs of the people in this socioeconomic 

group. Although people in the bottom of the pyramid do not have large incomes, they are 

members of the largest socioeconomic group in the world, and have many needs that are not 

currently met. The greatest needs found amongst this group are access to energy, water, and 

healthcare. Companies have the opportunity to solve the problems faced by this group by 

considering these needs and introducing products and services to meet them. By entering this 

market, companies are able to tap into the largest market in the world as well as make a 

difference in the lives of the world’s poorest citizens. Many products and services have been 

successfully introduced to the bottom of the pyramid, and there is potential for many more 

companies to find success in this market. In order to be successful, companies must consider the 

needs of the bottom of the pyramid, implement the keys to success, and be aware of the key 

constraints as noted by companies that have previously competed in this market. 
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Introduction  

The bottom of the pyramid is the largest, but poorest socioeconomic group in the world, 

consisting of around four billion people. This group is characterized by the fact that its citizens 

live on less than US $2 per day (Social Innovation 1). However, because this number is just an 

average, there are actually variations in their daily income due to their irregular and 

unpredictable sources of income. Some days, they may be making less than $2, or even nothing 

at all. There is often a misconception that the bottom of the pyramid only consists of citizens 

from developing countries, but there are citizens of developed countries that are a part of the 

bottom of the pyramid socioeconomic class as well. Due to this group’s low monetary resources, 

this market has essentially remained untouched by corporations because it is not seen as a 

profitable market to enter. However, because of the significant population of this group, the 

bottom of the pyramid actually contains two-thirds of the world’s population, making it the 

largest socioeconomic group in the world (Prahalad and Hart 2). Any product or service tailored 

to this group will be introduced to the largest target market possible, and therefore the most 

potential buyers. Therefore, the bottom of the pyramid has huge untapped business potential 

simply because it consists of billions of consumers that businesses have not reached yet. 

Although it is already the largest socioeconomic group, the population is expected to continue to 

grow, and has the potential to swell to more than six billion people over the next 40 years 

(Prahalad and Hart 2). It would be very beneficial for businesses to enter this market now so that 

by the time the market grows to this size, they will have perfected their business plan and will 

already be familiar to the consumers. 

The business potential in the bottom of the pyramid is further proven by the fact that their 

consumers account for $5 trillion in purchasing power parity terms (Prahalad 4). Although they 
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do not have large incomes, they still have money to spend and should be looked at as a profitable 

market. However, because of their low incomes, most of this group’s citizens only make enough 

to cover their necessary living expenses, if that. Therefore, they do not necessarily have the extra 

spending money that other socioeconomic groups do. Products and services introduced to this 

group must be affordable and practical so that citizens will be willing to purchase them. They 

also must be marketed in a specific way so that consumers will understand why the product or 

service is worth their money and how it will benefit them. Prahalad believes that the key 

ingredients for development at the bottom of the pyramid are awareness, access, affordability, 

and availability (11). By focusing on these concepts, he believes that businesses can successfully 

develop and distribute their product or services, and therefore can gain access to the $5 trillion in 

purchasing power that is available at the bottom of the pyramid. 

Although businesses have often questioned the business potential of the bottom of the 

pyramid, there is currently evidence that products and services introduced to the bottom of the 

pyramid can and have produced profitable business (Prahalad 4). Many examples of companies 

are discussed below that have had great success in selling their products and services to this 

market. Consumers in this market have proven that they are as demanding as anywhere else, 

which is apparent through the success of these companies, whom would not be able to succeed 

without the demand from consumers. 

Although citizens of the bottom of the pyramid do not have high incomes, they have 

needs and search for products and services to help meet those needs. However, many of the 

products and services that they currently use are not smart purchases. People spend hours 

searching for products and services, and all of their options are poor quality. If all of their costs 

and time are taken into account, people at the bottom of the pyramid are actually paying more for 
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their products and services than they are worth. This offers a significant opportunity for 

innovative businesses to provide good quality products and services at an affordable price that 

are easier to access than the current alternatives. Companies have the opportunity to provide 

value to these consumers by creating products or services that will directly address their needs 

(Rangan, Chu, and Petkoski 3). Therefore, the first step for successfully launching a product or 

service to the bottom of the pyramid is to consider the needs of its citizens, and attempt to create 

a product or service that will meet these needs. 

Needs of the Bottom of the Pyramid 

People in the bottom of the pyramid share the same needs as people in higher 

socioeconomic groups, but do not have access to the resources to fulfill these needs. For those 

lucky enough to have access to these resources, a majority cannot afford them. Some of the 

greatest needs are in the utilities and healthcare industries, so this section will focus on access to 

energy, water, and healthcare services. 

Access to Energy 

To start, around 1.4 billion people around the world do not have access to electricity, 

which is over one-fifth of the world’s population. Of this group, 85% live in rural areas or on the 

outskirts of cities, which is where a large portion of the bottom of the pyramid is located (Power 

to the People 1). It is typical for energy sources to greatly differ between rural and urban areas, 

especially in developing countries. Rural areas usually have less access to efficient sources of 

energy than urban areas (Pachauri and Spreng 273). Extending energy grids into these remote 

areas is very expensive, which is why the citizens are left without access to electricity. However, 

physical access is not the only factor in determining if a household is able to access energy 

services. Energy access is also limited by purchasing power, the cost of energy, and the cost of 
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energy-using equipment (Pachauri and Spreng 273). All of these factors are problems for bottom 

of the pyramid citizens, whom are living off less than $2 US per day and often cannot afford 

these services. The IEA predicts that if no attempt is made to alleviate energy poverty, 1.3 billion 

people will still be left without access to electricity in 2030 (Pode 1). Something must be done in 

order to make energy services accessible for this group, who will continue to suffer from energy 

poverty if no changes are made. The most important energy-based resource that the bottom of the 

pyramid currently lacks access to is electricity. Electricity is important for many reasons, but 

especially because it allows people to operate more efficiently in daily life and reduces the use of 

fuel-based energy that harms the planet as well as the people using it. 

Electricity allows for reliable and safe lighting, which contributes to the productivity of 

the world’s citizens. Without lighting, productivity is limited, especially in the early morning and 

at night, when it is dark outside. This affects everyone in the community, from children to adults. 

Children are unable to study, read, or do homework during the dark hours of the day without 

proper lighting, which affects their ability to learn. Although they can go to school during the 

day, they are unable to continue their learning process outside of school. They are missing out on 

a crucial part of their education by not being able to continue their studies and fully retain the 

material. Education is very important because it enhances productivity and income growth. 

Generally speaking, productivity relates to income generation because the more work someone 

does, the more money they are able to make. This is especially true in the bottom of the pyramid, 

where many people work as day laborers in urban areas, and farmhands in rural areas (Rangan et 

al. 3). For both of these jobs, once it is dark outside, people are forced to stop their work for the 

day. If these workers had access to electricity, they would be able to increase their productivity, 

and therefore increase their income. However, since they are unable to do so, they struggle to 
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make a steady income and have a hard time pulling themselves and their families out of poverty. 

Education not only affects productivity and income, but also has an impact on a person’s health. 

Education increases people’s health awareness and motivates them to achieve better health status 

(Kabir 186). This is important in the bottom of the pyramid, where many people lack healthcare 

access and are unaware of the importance of sanitation. If they have the opportunity to receive an 

education, they will learn how to live healthier lifestyles. Furthermore, it is proven that when 

women have an education, it will benefit their children’s health and social well-being (Kabir 

186). Children are the future of any community, so healthy children will result in a brighter 

future for the community. 

Other than education, exposure to dangerous chemicals also greatly affects people’s 

health at the bottom of the pyramid. People suffering from energy poverty use dangerous fuels to 

provide electricity for their household. According to the 1993-94 NSS household expenditure 

survey, most households in India use an average of two different types of fuel for energy access, 

and around a third use three or more fuels (Pachauri and Spreng 273). Therefore, multiple fuel 

use to meet energy needs is typical for households in India. The most common fuel combination 

for these households is biomass and kerosene, utilized by around 43 percent of the households 

(Pachauri and Spreng 273). These statistics are most likely similar for households in other 

developing countries as well. According to Pode, kerosene is actually the most widely used 

source of energy, and is consumed mainly by the poor (3). In fact, “over 79% of total households 

and 87% of rural households in Kenya use kerosene-based lamps as the main source of lighting” 

(Pode 3). The number of households in rural areas using these energy sources is higher because 

they lack access to more efficient sources. Unfortunately, although kerosene is an accessible 

alternative for energy access, it is a very dangerous chemical. Burning kerosene can contribute to 
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global carbon emissions, which greatly endanger the planet and increase the risk of chronic 

illness for people exposed to them. Kerosene is not only harmful, but is actually not even a cheap 

alternative for energy. Families spend around 25-30% of their income on kerosene, and only 

receive 0.1% of the lighting benefits from using it (Pode 3). The reason that kerosene is 

commonly used is because it is easily accessible and can be bought in small portions, which 

makes it more affordable for the poor (Pode 3). Therefore, if safe energy sources, such as solar 

home systems, became accessible to the bottom of the pyramid citizens, they could stop 

endangering themselves and the planet by burning dangerous fuels, which are not even an 

economically feasible purchase for them. Using other energy sources would also not only give 

them access to light, but all other forms of energy that they may need. 

Access to Water 

The lack of clean water in the world is a huge problem that needs to be addressed. 

Currently, more than 1.1 billion people, or over one-sixth of the global population, do not have 

access to safe drinking water (Meeting the MDG 8). The issue has become so important that 

World Health Organization has actually declared 2005-2015 the decade of water. During this 

time frame, they hope to establish the framework to provide access to clean water and sanitation 

for everyone (Elimelech and Montgomery 18). However, many regions still lack access to 

improved water and sanitation, and will not be any closer to the proper access by 2015 unless 

significant improvements are made. Specifically, Sub-Saharan Africa is currently facing the most 

severe conditions, where 42% of the population does not have clean water and 64% does not 

have access to proper sanitation. Due to these factors, deaths caused by diarrheal diseases are 

greater in sub-Saharan Africa than in any other region (Elimelech and Montgomery 18). 

Contaminations due to water and sanitation issues often result in disease outbreaks that get 
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passed around communities and become fatal to citizens in the area. In fact, one-tenth of the 

global disease burden is caused by poorly managed water (Prüss-Üstün, Bos, Gore, and Bartram 

3). For example, between February and June of 2006, a community in southern Africa faced a 

cholera outbreak, which sickened 43,000 people and killed 1,600 (Herro 1). The cholera 

outbreak occurred because the community did not have access to clean water and sanitation. 

Sadly, stories such as this one have become uncommon for citizens in the bottom of the pyramid. 

Currently, in developing countries, which make up a large portion of the bottom of the pyramid, 

nearly 80% of diseases are linked to water and sanitation (Massoud, Al-Abady, Jurdi, Nuwayhid 

1). Diarrhea is one of the most common water-borne diseases, and although sub-Saharan Africa 

has faced the most deaths due to diarrhea, it is not the only area affected by this. Diarrhea is the 

third largest cause of disease and the sixth largest cause of death in the world (Elimelech and 

Montgomery 19). Sadly, children are affected the most by these contaminations, and many die 

from diseases due to unclean water each year. According to a study conducted by the Pacific 

Institute, “if no action is taken to address the lack of water, sanitation, and hygiene, as many as 

135 million preventable deaths will occur by 2020” (Elimelech and Montgomery). The World 

Health Organization is taking huge steps in order to provide everyone with access to clean water 

and sanitation, but more efforts need to be made in order to prevent these deaths. 

Unclean water not only presents a burden in healthcare, but also in the daily lives of 

people living in regions affected by this problem. Due to the lack of water access in many 

regions of the world, people must travel far distances in order to collect water. This 

responsibility is typically given to women and children, whom spend up to 6 hours each day 

searching for water to meet their household’s needs (Elimelech and Montgomery 19). This time 

could be spent more productively in ways that will benefit the lives of these women and children. 
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Both groups tend to miss out on many opportunities while taking the time to fulfill their duty of 

collecting water. For example, it is common for children to miss school because they are 

searching for water. Also, women typically miss out on business opportunities, such as growing 

and selling vegetables, because they do not have time outside of their water collection time. 

However, if they did have the time, the lack of water limits their ability to grow and water 

vegetables anyways. Therefore, a lack of water not only reduces productivity because of the time 

spent collecting water, but also because it decreases business opportunities. All of these factors 

negatively affect the economy. Therefore, increased accessibility to water could help greatly 

increase economic production over time. 

 Furthermore, a lack of water also contributes to the sanitation and health problems that 

already exist. Without water, people are unable to practice proper hygiene habits, such as 

washing their hands and bathing (Elimelech and Montgomery 19). This greatly affects sanitation 

and contributes to the disease problems in these regions. As stated previously, a lack of water 

limits the ability to grow vegetables, which in turn deprives people of the nutrients from 

vegetables. These nutrients are essential to a person’s diet and help them fight disease, so 

because they cannot grow and eat vegetables, their immune systems are weaker. Therefore, they 

have an even greater chance at facing the water-borne diseases. Water and sanitation services 

could help fix these sanitation and health problems so that people do not have to suffer from 

preventable diseases anymore. In fact, compared to medical treatment, these services are more 

cost-effective and locally sustainable. 

 In the past, institutions and national governments seeking a solution to water access 

believed that the implementation of large, centralized treatment systems is the answer. However, 

centralized systems are not where focus should be placed. Centralized treatment systems are not 
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a practical solution for rural areas because their populations are scattered, so it is harder to serve 

a large proportion of the population (Elimelech and Montgomery 19). As noted previously, rural 

areas face more severe conditions than urban areas, so it would be unfair to implement a system 

that will not necessarily help these areas. Furthermore, areas on the outskirts of urban towns are 

beginning to grow very quickly, and centralized treatment systems are not ideal to serve these 

areas either. The growth of the outskirts is unpredictable, so a centralized treatment system set in 

one location may not be able to reach these areas as they grow. Overall, centralized systems tend 

to result in “high capital costs, lack of proper operation, and an overreliance on treatment 

technologies that cannot be afforded or maintained” (Elimelech and Montgomery 19). Therefore, 

a decentralized approach that focuses on treatment services for individual houses is a better 

solution. However, because institutions and national governments have been focusing on 

centralized treatment systems, they must change their focus to a decentralized approach in order 

to be successful. 

Access to Healthcare 

One of the main reasons that waterborne diseases result in a high mortality rate is that 

citizens in the bottom of the pyramid do not have access to healthcare. For instance, there is 

currently a huge primary care void in India, where only 10% of Indians have health insurance 

(Emmons 1). Sadly, voids such as this one are common amongst most bottom of the pyramid 

countries. These voids are due to a combination of factors, beginning with the fact that a majority 

of people does not realize the importance of having health insurance. Bottom of the pyramid 

countries have low per capita income so they are unable purchase the necessary goods and 

services to promote health and wellness (Kabir 187). Therefore, citizens are unaware of the 

importance of healthcare, and because healthcare resources are not easily accessible, they do not 
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make strong efforts to seek them out. The first step to increasing health insurance rates in 

developing countries is to inform citizens of the importance of maintaining one’s health. Next, 

issues regarding accessibility and affordability must be met, because they are the two main 

causes for the low number of healthcare recipients. 

As stated previously, a majority of the bottom of the pyramid is located in rural areas. 

This poses a problem for accessibility to many resources, including healthcare. For example, in 

Brazil, healthcare resources are located in the largest cities, so it is difficult for residents of small 

and remote towns to access these resources (Alkmim et al. 1). It is assumed that these resources 

should be placed in areas with dense populations, but then rural areas are left without access to 

them. For rural areas lucky enough to have healthcare access, problems regarding quality of 

service and resources are often found. Typically, health professionals in rural areas are young 

and inexperienced (Alkmim et al. 1). Although it is beneficial for rural areas to have health 

resources, they should not suffer from bad quality because of the region they live in. 

Furthermore, healthcare payments are a huge burden for a majority of the world’s population, 

and healthcare costs are only rising. These costs will continue to rise over time because people 

are living longer, chronic diseases becoming more common, and new and more expensive 

treatments are becoming available (Chan 1). Therefore, more and more people are unable to 

afford healthcare services, especially amongst the bottom of the pyramid social class. In fact, 

more than a billion people do not have access to healthcare because they cannot afford to pay for 

it (Zarocostas 1125). No one should be jeopardized of their basic health needs just because they 

suffer financially. Unfortunately, people’s financial situations are only worsening as they attempt 

to make payments for healthcare. According to Margaret Chan, Director-General of the World 

Health Organization, “no one in need of healthcare, whether curative or preventive, should risk 
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financial ruin as a result of paying for this care” (Chan 1). Although healthcare is extremely 

important, it should not be exchanged for one’s well-being in other aspects of life, such as 

financially. Financial poverty will only worsen health conditions due to the inability to provide 

basic needs for one’s self, such as food, water, and shelter. 

In most developing countries, people finance their healthcare through out-of-pocket 

payments, but this method only tends to exacerbate poverty. Many facilities require direct 

payments at the time of care, which is causing people to make payments that they cannot afford 

in order to meet their health needs. Worldwide, about 150 million people face health costs that 

require them to pay more than 40% of their income, after basic needs have been met, and 100 

million are driven below the poverty line because of health payments (Evans et al. 5). These 

payments also discourage the poor from getting even the most basic care, simply because they 

cannot afford it. In a study involving 11 Asian countries, about 2-7% of the total population 

studied fell below the extreme poverty line of $1 per day when payments for healthcare were 

subtracted from their resources (Doorslaer 1357). The bottom of the pyramid already suffers to 

live off an average of US $2 per day, and then their healthcare payments reduce their income 

even lower. If countries cut these user fee and direct payment requirements, they will be able to 

increase access to healthcare for the poor (Zarocostas 1125). Eliminating these requirements will 

make healthcare much more affordable, and therefore more accessible. It is necessary for these 

changes must be made or alternative solutions to be offered to help prevent disease and death in 

bottom of the pyramid countries without pushing their citizens further into poverty. 

In order to introduce better healthcare resources, it is important to observe the resources 

that are currently available. Unfortunately, there are some major flaws in the world’s healthcare 

systems, which have resulted in many of the problems previously identified. It is currently 
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estimated that the world’s healthcare systems are wasting around 20% to 40% of their resources. 

Some of these wasted resources include unnecessary tests and procedures, overprescribed 

medicines, and longer than necessary hospital visits (Zarocostas 1125). If practices only offer 

necessary resources to patients, they would have to pay for less resources, and overall healthcare 

costs would significantly lower. Another way to lower these costs is to identify cheaper 

alternatives to the resources that are currently used. For example, it is estimated that 60% of the 

costs of medicines could be saved if a policy is put in place that encourages the use of generic 

medicines (Chan 3). One of the wasted resources is overprescribed medicine, so the encouraged 

use of generic medicine would result in less wasted medicine and lower overall costs. Another 

major flaw in the world’s healthcare systems is that many policies have excluded the poor (Chan 

2). Healthcare policies are the main determinant of what truly makes a difference in health 

outcomes, so when the poor are excluded from these policies, they are not receiving the care they 

deserve. The importance of healthcare policies is demonstrated in Costa Rica, where citizens had 

the highest life expectancy compared to other developing countries in 2002 (Kabir 88). This 

achievement is attributed primarily to their public health policy. If a strong healthcare policy 

results in a country having high life expectancy, it is apparent that healthcare policies greatly 

impact the health of a country’s citizens. Therefore, policies should be reformed to include the 

poor, so they can receive the same healthcare benefits as other socioeconomic classes. 

Companies Meeting the Needs of the Bottom of the Pyramid 

 There are many companies that have already recognized the needs of the bottom of the 

pyramid as an opportunity to help people and gain business by introducing products or services 

to meet those needs. Many examples of these companies have been identified through secondary 

research as well as primary research. These are presented in order below. 
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Secondary Research 

General Needs 

 The bottom of the pyramid has many more needs than the three that have been focused on 

so far, which are energy, clean water, and healthcare. Although these three needs are vital, it is 

also important to recognize other needs that exist. All of the needs of citizens at the bottom of the 

pyramid can be seen as opportunities for businesses to enter the bottom of the pyramid market. 

They can help make the lives of the poor better by introducing products and services that meet 

these needs. Some examples of companies that have met other needs include Essilor 

International, Hindustan Level Ltd., Nirma Ltd., and Grameen Bank Ltd. 

To start, Essilor International, a manufacturer and distributer of optical lenses, observed 

and met the need for eye care in developing countries. Their observation began when they 

noticed that an absence of adequate eye care facilities has resulted in negligible use of spectacles 

(Social Innovation 1). Refractive error is a common eyesight problem, and when it is left 

uncorrected, it is one of the major causes of blindness (Social Innovation 1). Since citizens were 

not receiving eye care, they were at risk of becoming blind. Essilor International saw this 

problem as an opportunity to introduce eye care facilities in developing countries. Specifically, 

they identified a large need in India, so they began their introduction process there. After 

completing a barrier study, the company realized that people did not buy spectacles because they 

could not afford them, but because they did not have easy access to facilities (Social Innovation 

1). Distribution is a common problem in India, and many people are unable to meet their needs 

because of problems relating to access. In order to best serve the market, Essilor developed a 

mobile refraction van to “facilitate eye examination and diagnosis, as well as the manufacturing 

and delivery of spectacles (Social Innovation 1). Essilor International found success in the 
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bottom of the pyramid by identifying a need, completing research to find out why the need 

exists, and introducing a new service to meet this need. 

Next, Nirma Ltd. and Hindustan Level Ltd. currently compete in the bottom of the 

pyramid market, both working to meet the need of hygiene through their unique detergent 

products. Although Hindustan Lever Ltd. (HLL) was already established in developing countries, 

such as India, Nirma created a new product that was able to successfully compete with theirs. 

Nirma formed a new product development process for detergent that included “new product 

formulation, low-cost manufacturing process, wide distribution network, special packaging for 

daily purchasing, and value pricing” (Prahalad and Hart 5). Nirma’s target market was the poor 

in rural areas, which is a market that always has a greater need for products and services than 

urban areas. Therefore, it is a great starting point for any business that is hoping to compete in 

the bottom of the pyramid. Nirma began to see success very quickly, and HLL responded by also 

creating a new business model. HLL’s old product had a high oil to water ratio, and because the 

poor often wash their clothes in natural or public water systems, they decided to reduce this ratio 

in order to prevent more oil from being released into these systems (Prahalad and Hart 5). This 

reflected positively on the company for their corporate social responsibility. They also 

decentralized their product production, allowing them to utilize the abundant labor pool in rural 

India (Prahalad and Hart 5). By using local workers, they created sales channels for the company 

in local areas that they may not have been able to reach otherwise. Lastly, HLL was able to lower 

the cost of their product by changing their production process. All of these factors led to 

continued success of HLL, and allowed them to continue to compete with Nirma at the bottom of 

the pyramid. After these changes were made, HLL witnessed a significant growth in their profits, 

which shows that changing one’s business model to match the needs and wants of the poor will 
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deliver results. Currently, HLL and Nirma both have 38 percent market share, so their 

competition is truly at its strongest (Prahalad and Hart 5). These large market shares prove that 

with the right business model and product, companies can be profitable at the bottom of the 

pyramid. 

Next, the Grameen Bank Ltd. is recognizable for their efforts in meeting the financing 

need at the bottom of the pyramid by being one of the first companies to offer microlending 

services at the bottom of the pyramid. Grameen Bank works to extend credit to lowest-income 

customers who do not typically have access to credit. In the rural communities that Grameen 

Bank serves, women are typically the breadwinners and entrepreneurs, so 95 percent of their 2.3 

million customers are women (Prahalad and Hart 7). The loan process requires clients to be 

respectable and responsible, which is why women, the typical breadwinners, are a majority of 

Grameen Bank’s clients. In order to receive a loan, candidates must have five nonfamily 

members of the community evaluate and support their proposal (Prahalad and Hart 7). This gets 

the community involved and ensures that candidates are deserving of credit. A common fear of 

extending credit to the lowest-income customer group is that the credit will not be paid back 

because people will not be able to afford it. However, by offering these people credit, banks are 

giving people the opportunity to start businesses that they would not have been able to start 

otherwise. Once they are able to do so, they can receive a steady income and pay off the credit. 

In fact, Grameen Bank achieved a 95 percent repayment rate in 1996, which was the highest 

repayment rate out of all of the banks in the Indian subcontinent (Prahalad and Hart 7). Their 

repayment rates continue to be high, and their impressive rates prove that even the lowest-

income customers are worthy of receiving credit, and microlending can result in a successful 

business. Offering credit to low income customers allows them to have opportunities that they 
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would not be able to with their current income, and can help them make a better life for 

themselves. 

Access to Energy 

There are many companies that are currently attempting to provide energy access to 

developing areas, specifically in the form of electricity. Solar Electric Light Fund (SELF) is one 

of these companies, and works to meet the need of energy poverty by bringing electrical services 

to remote villages in Africa and Asia (Prahalad and Hart 8). These areas are typically deprived of 

energy services because it is difficult and expensive to extend these services into these areas. 

However, SELF is able to provide electrical services to these remote areas by allowing local 

villagers to operate the electrical systems themselves. They are able to implement this project 

successfully and extend energy services to the most people possible through the use of a 

revolving loan system. This system begins by selling solar energy systems to households in the 

village, and each household makes a down payment rather than a full payment. These households 

then continue to make monthly payments, which are put into the revolving loan fund to finance 

units for other families (Prahalad and Hart 8). This revolving loan system makes the services 

affordable for families who cannot afford to pay large amounts at once and allows the citizens of 

the village to get involved in the project. Each household that purchases an electrical system 

essentially gives another household the opportunity to purchase one as well, without the financial 

burden of paying for an entire electrical system at once. This concept, along with the fact that 

locals are trained to operate the electrical systems, results in a sustainable solution to electricity 

access. 

Another example of a company that brings electricity to rural areas is Electricité de 

France (EDF). Similarly to Solar Electric Light Fund, EDF also involves the community in their 
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program. EDF finds communities suffering from energy poverty and sets up local energy 

businesses in these communities. Their businesses use solar panels or fuel powered generators, 

which offer a cheaper means of providing electricity (Social Innovation 1). EDF sets up these 

businesses alongside citizens from the communities so the citizens learn how to run the business. 

EDF finds this business plan to be more impactful than simply donating electricity resources to 

the community because it gets the community involved and results in a sustainable energy 

service for the community (Social Innovation 1). By involving the community in the set-up 

process, the citizens learn how to fix the system if it breaks, which is how the project becomes 

sustainable. Setting up local businesses also brings jobs into the community and gives citizens 

the opportunity to make an income by working for the local energy business.  

Access to Water 

 Procter & Gamble identified the need of clean water in the developing world, and 

believed it could help save lives by providing an innovative water purification system. This 

system, known as PUR, is actually a packet of powder that is able to clean up to 10 liters of dirty 

water by simply being mixed with the contaminated water (Dahan, Doh, and Yaziji 334). This 

packet is extremely easy to transport, which makes it ideal for countries where distribution poses 

a problem. However, although Procter & Gamble was able to develop an innovative product, 

they had no expertise in water access, and were worried they would not be a credible company to 

distribute this product. For this reason, they partnered with national government organizations in 

order to help them raise awareness about the need to treat drinking water and the efforts they 

were making to do so. One of these organizations was Population Services International (PSI), 

which is one of the largest social marketing NGOs in the world (Dahan et al. 334). By the time 

they partnered with PSI, PSI had already been involved in the implementation of safe water 
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programs in 20 developing countries. PSI was able to give Procter & Gamble insight on “how 

water was viewed, used, and distributed in developing countries” (Dahan et al. 334). This insight 

allowed Procter & Gamble to enter a market that was extremely foreign to them, and helped 

them to be successful in their venture. Procter & Gamble also priced their product very low, 

around $0.08-$0.10, which is an affordable price for low-income consumers, such as the bottom 

of the pyramid (Dahan et al. 334). Procter & Gamble has been very successful, having sold 

millions of units, and has been able to save millions of lives from contaminated water as a result. 

Hindustan Unilever also introduced a water treatment product in an attempt to meet the 

need of clean water by introducing Pureit, a water filter. Similar to Procter & Gamble, Unilever 

also partners with national government organizations to receive help in educating consumers 

about the needs of clean water and how their purifier can meet those needs (Rangan et al. 6). 

However, unlike Procter & Gamble, Unilever also partnered with microfinance institutions. 

These institutions were a key partnership for Unilever and were able to both help them reach 

consumers, lower their marketing costs, make their product more affordable (Karamchandani, 

Kubzansky, and Lalwani 5). The microfinance institutions were able to do this by having their 

loan officers aggregate consumers into groups. This provided a more direct relationship with 

consumers. Once they were in groups, Unilever could educate and market to consumers more 

easily, allowing them to reduce marketing costs. Furthermore, the microfinance institutions 

provided credit for these consumers. This allowed consumers to be able to afford the water filters 

at their full cost in one payment, which they would not have been able to do without receiving 

credit. 

Access to Healthcare 
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As stated previously, India greatly suffers from a lack of healthcare access, with only 

10% of Indians having health insurance, and hundreds of millions left without access to doctors 

(Emmons 1). Meradoctor, a consultation-by-telephone company, is working to meet this need by 

offering an alternative to health insurance. Meradoctor offers unlimited health consultations by 

phone for up to six household members. They only charge subscribers a monthly fee of 100 

rupees, which is equivalent to about $2 US (Emmons 1). This is a very affordable service that 

offers extremely easy access to health professionals. While distribution and access continue to be 

a problem in India due to its infrastructure, this service makes it possible to seek health advice 

without leaving one’s household. This consultation service also acts as cheap alternative to 

health insurance, so the 90% of Indians without health insurance can have access to an affordable 

healthcare resource. Many Indians are taking advantage of this service, which demonstrates that 

people are willing to pay for healthcare resources and services as long as they are offered at an 

affordable price.  

 Furthermore, HIV/AIDS is huge health concern and common cause of death, especially 

amongst the bottom of the pyramid because they do not have access to the proper medication. 

Gilead Sciences is a biopharmaceutical manufacturer and one of the world’s leading suppliers of 

antiretrovirals, and wanted to increase medication access for HIV/AIDS patients. They were able 

to do so by finding a solution to the distribution problem and the barrier of regulations. In 2003, 

it is estimated that there were around 35 million people suffering from HIV/AIDS in Sub-

Saharan Africa and South Asia. Of these people, around 10 million were candidates for 

antiretroviral drugs, but most did not have access to them (Rangan et al. 5). Availability of these 

drugs was very limited due to regulations on the medicine. Therefore, in order to get around 

these regulations, Gilead “made the patents for two of its top products, Viread and Truvada, 
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available to 12 generic-drug manufacturers in India and South Africa” (Rangan et al. 5). By 

making these patents available, these manufacturers could create the drugs for distribution, stay 

within the governmental regulations, and make them affordable for patients. Gilead helped create 

a sustainable system for drug distribution that will make the lives of HIV/AIDS patients easier. 

Gilead achieved great success through this service. Its program broke even in 2009, and by 2010, 

it had made a $5 million surplus and served more than 1.4 million patients in the developing 

countries (Rangan et al. 5). By taking an innovative approach to health care and combating the 

distribution and affordability issues surrounding medicine, Gilead became very successful in the 

bottom of the pyramid. 

Primary Research 

Evolving Technologies 

Evolving Technologies, or EvoTech, is working to make healthcare more accessible by 

introducing their new endoscopic imaging systems, developed specifically for the bottom of the 

pyramid market. This innovative company has developed a new endoscopy prototype for use in 

emerging medical space that is more cost-effective, uses less energy, and is more portable than 

systems currently used in the United States and other developed countries (Zilversmit). This 

prototype will make healthcare equipment, and therefore medical procedures, more accessible in 

the bottom of the pyramid. The current equipment options are expensive, not portable, and use a 

lot of energy. The bottom of the pyramid does not have access to this equipment, and if they did, 

it would be impractical for emerging markets because of its portability constraints and energy 

use.  EvoTech has only built five of these systems for use so far, but have already tested their 

equipment in over 100 cases in Uganda and India and have seen very positive results 

(Zilversmit). The use of their equipment has significantly greater benefits than the use of 
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traditional systems, and performs operations within the same time frame with no loss in overall 

quality of the operation. 

 EvoTech currently has three products, which are the EvoCam, EvoVet, and EvoLight. Of 

these three products, EvoCam and EvoVet are actually the same design, but vary in their 

intended use. EvoCam is provided for human endoscopies, while EvoVet is provided for 

veterinary use (Zilversmit). The EvoCam and EvoVet are both endoscopic cameras that are 

cheaper, lighter, and use less energy than existing solutions. These are ideal characteristics for 

medical devices in bottom of the pyramid countries because they offer a cost-effective system 

that can be easily transported to rural areas, which is where most doctors lack healthcare 

supplies. Also, most of the bottom of the pyramid faces energy poverty, so a system that uses 

less energy is ideal. The total cost of their systems include the cost of a laptop, which is where 

the images are viewed, and the cost of the camera, which is about $600 (Zilversmit). This is 

extremely cheap compared to the current systems used in developed countries. Furthermore, 

these endoscopic imaging systems are the first open source medical device, which means that 

anyone can build it, making it even more accessible (Zilversmit). Once doctors have the 

necessary parts, they are able to build the device themselves and can easily fix it if it breaks. 

Therefore, these products offer a sustainable solution to the problem of inaccessible healthcare 

and equipment in the bottom of the pyramid. 

 EvoTech is currently trying to build a community of doctors in order to introduce their 

products into the bottom of the pyramid. Their hope is that these doctors will work together to 

solve problems in their respective areas using EvoTech’s products. In large cities and other urban 

areas, distributors have easy access to physicians, but it is difficult to reach doctors in rural areas 

because it is expensive for distributors to travel great distances for one sale (Zilversmit). Once 
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EvoTech establishes its community of doctors, they can easily distribute their products to doctors 

in urban areas, and then they can attempt to reach out to doctors in rural communities. EvoTech 

will provide these doctors with the necessary resources for their operations, and then the doctors 

can build the equipment themselves or EvoTech can reengineer the products to match their 

specific needs (Zilversmit). By building a community of doctors, EvoTech’s products will get 

introduced into the bottom of the pyramid and gain credibility in the medical communities there. 

In an attempt to get further involved in these communities, EvoTech is also working with 

nonprofit organizations, specifically ones that focus on women’s health. Through these 

organizations, they hope to meet doctors specializing in procedures that do not need any 

equipment other basic supplies and an imaging system, such as the EvoCam (Zilversmit). These 

doctors typically do not have access to an imaging system, and therefore cannot perform their 

necessary procedures. However, they do have access to basic supplies. EvoTech’s imaging 

system combined with the doctors’ basic supplies provides the necessary resources to complete 

certain procedures. EvoTech is currently focusing on vaginal fistulas cases, because the 

procedure necessary for these cases meets these equipment criteria (Zilversmit). By focusing on 

this market, EvoTech can increase their trial numbers, and therefore gain more credibility before 

moving onto more complicated cases. In the future, EvoTech hopes to partner with more 

nonprofits, specifically ones that provide surgeries (Zilversmit). These nonprofits will be able to 

use their equipment and spread its impact even further. 

Agua Inc. 

Agua Inc. is helping to make clean water more accessible to the bottom of the pyramid by 

introducing their water purification systems, which are more cost effective and use less energy 

than current water treatment systems. Agua Inc. is a unique water treatment company that 
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specializes in ABIS (Advanced Biological Integrated Systems) technology, which is a plant and 

bacterial based biotechnology (Griffith). This technology allows Agua Inc. to use natural 

processes for cleaning water, rather than using chemicals, such as other treatment systems do. 

Agua Inc.’s process involves the use of a special type of aquatic plant, called macrophytes. These 

plants are placed the contaminated water and float with their roots submerged in the water. The 

macrophytes have evolved to handle high levels of contamination, and through their evolution, 

they have developed the capacity to inject large amounts of oxygen into the water. This process 

of oxygenating the water creates an environment that is conducive to aerobic bacteria, which 

break down contaminants in the water (Griffith). This natural process of treating water requires 

no energy usage or technical expertise because the plants complete the treatment process. Agua 

Inc. has had a lot of success in introducing this system. Over the past ten years, Agua Inc. has 

successfully completed 175 installations and installed 4 million plants into water treatment 

systems (Griffith). They hope to continue to grow their company in order to provide this solution 

for many more regions in the future. 

Agua Inc.’s system is an extremely viable solution for the bottom of the pyramid, 

especially compared to conventional systems. Conventional systems use a lot of energy, making 

them very expensive and unsustainable for the future (Griffith). The high costs and energy usage 

result in these systems being inaccessible to the bottom of the pyramid, which suffers from 

financial and energy poverty. Also, a certain level of expertise is required to operate these 

conventional systems, and most people in the bottom of the pyramid are do not have the 

necessary expertise because they are uneducated. In addition, these systems use chemicals in 

order to treat water, which is very bad for the environment (Griffith). On the other hand, Agua 

Inc. does not use energy to treat water because the plants are able to decontaminate the water on 
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their own. Because of this, treating water using their system is a simple process that can be 

maintained by anyone in the community, so their systems do not require technical expertise. 

Lastly, Agua Inc.’s system is one of the only systems in the world that does not use chemicals to 

treat water (Griffith). Instead, their system has a positive environmental impact. This is not only 

due to the fact that they do not use energy or chemicals, but also because their system sequesters 

carbon (Griffith). This results in the storage of carbon, rather than the release of it, which is 

much better for the environment. 

Agua Inc. currently has a significant presence around the world. They have treatment 

systems in many regions in Europe and Africa, along with company representatives located in 

South and Central America (Griffith). Although they hope to expand into rural areas, as of now, 

they are primarily located in urban areas. This is because their technology is well suited for 

urban areas, having the ability to treat water for communities with as many as 50,000 inhabitants 

(Griffith). However, Agua Inc. hopes to move into rural areas by getting into the utility industry 

in the future. At this time, they charge to implement their system as a whole, but by moving into 

the utility industry, they can begin to charge based on usage rates (Griffith). This could make 

their systems more affordable, allowing consumers to pay less money up front, and pay monthly 

fees instead. 

Social Entrepreneurs 

The Role of Social Entrepreneurs 

In order to meet the needs of the bottom of the pyramid, social entrepreneurs are needed 

to act as agents of change. Social entrepreneurs are people with similar qualities and behaviors of 

entrepreneurs, but are more concerned with helping others than making money (Thompson 413). 

The outcomes of entrepreneurial ventures are often uncertain, and since this market has remained 
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untouched, the outcomes are even more unpredictable than in markets that have been explored 

before. If change is going to take place in order to make energy, water, healthcare, and other 

resources available to the citizens of the bottom of the pyramid, someone must drive this change. 

Social entrepreneurs are called upon to do so because their passion for the overall outcome of 

helping others will override the hesitancy that is common with taking a risk such as this one. 

They have the ability to find resources to start a venture, but must be motivated to find these 

resources in order to be successful. Grants and venture capitalists are examples of resources that 

will be necessary for a social entrepreneur to begin the process of creating a product or service to 

introduce to the bottom of the pyramid. Their passion will drive them to find these resources and 

begin their venture. Passion must not only stem from the want to help others, but also from 

recognizing the potential for business success in a market. There are many reasons why social 

entrepreneurs should be interested in penetrating the market at the bottom of the pyramid. 

Why Social Entrepreneurs Should be Interested 

As mentioned in the overview of the bottom of the pyramid, social entrepreneurs should 

be interested in introducing products and services to the bottom of the pyramid because there is 

untapped business potential in this market. Since this group has essentially remained untouched 

by corporations, the quality and quantity of products and services that are currently available to 

this group is very minimal (Prahalad and Hart 3). Therefore, it is the perfect time to enter this 

market because there is huge business potential, few competitors, and the quality of current 

products and services will not be difficult to beat.  

Other than reasons related to business opportunities, social entrepreneurs should also be 

interested in the bottom of the pyramid market because of the impact they can make on the 

world’s planet and the lives of it’s citizens. Currently, the United States, which only comprises 



! 26!

4% of the world’s population, consumes 25% of the planet’s resources (Prahalad and Hart 3). If 

the bottom of the pyramid began to consume resources at a rate similar to the United States, the 

planet would be in great danger. Therefore, it is important to introduce sustainable products to 

this group because it is necessary to conserve the planet’s resources, especially because they are 

currently being consumed at a high rate. The movement to “go green” has become a huge 

phenomenon around the world and it is now crucial for businesses to prove their sustainability 

efforts in order to retain customers. Typically, businesses hoping to join the movement by 

creating sustainable products or services should test their product or service with a market before 

launching it, and the bottom of the pyramid is an ideal testing ground. Not only are these 

products beneficial to our planet, but they are also perfect for the lifestyle of the bottom of the 

pyramid. For example, biodegradable packaging is ideal for this group because many bottom of 

the pyramid areas have waste problems, and this packaging will help eliminate waste. Also, 

products that use solar energy are cheaper and more realistic for bottom of the pyramid citizens 

that do not have access to electricity. As noted previously, energy poverty has become a huge 

problem amongst poor areas. Solar energy is a much safer and cheaper option than burning 

dangerous chemicals, which is the method currently being used in these areas. 

Lastly, one of the most important benefits of doing business in the bottom of the pyramid 

is that products or services created for this group have the potential to transform the lives of its 

citizens as well as help the global economy. Introducing products or services to this group could 

improve their way of life and help lift people out of poverty, which is critical to the stability and 

health of the global economy (Prahalad and Hart 2). By lifting people out of poverty, they have 

the opportunity to make an income and create a better life for themselves and their families. 
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Once they are out of poverty and making an income, they will be able to make more purchases, 

which puts money back in the economy, and therefore boosts the global economy. 

What Affects the Success of Social Entrepreneurs? 

Keys to Success 

There are several common keys to success that have been implemented by companies 

with previous success in serving the bottom of the pyramid. All of these keys to success are 

based around the general concepts of awareness, access, affordability, and availability, which are 

the key ingredients identified by Prahalad for market development at the bottom of the pyramid 

(Prahalad 11). The basic keys to success identified from previously successful companies in this 

market include creating awareness, making products and service affordable, forming 

partnerships, using renewable resources, and getting the community involved. 

Awareness 

 If there is no demand for a company’s product or service, that company will not be 

successful. A unique aspect of the bottom for the pyramid is that “companies must create 

demand for entire categories of products”, rather than just for their individual product (Rangan et 

al. 6). The bottom of the pyramid consumers must understand why they need a certain type of 

product and how it will benefit them. Therefore, by selling an individual product, companies are 

also advocating for the general need of the product category. This is seen in the examples of 

Procter & Gamble’s PUR and Hindustan Unilever’s Pureit. Most people in the bottom of the 

pyramid do not understand the importance of water purification, so both companies had to 

educate consumers about this need in order to sell their products. For consumers that are aware 

of the need, they already have a cheap alternative – boiling their water (Rangan et al. 6). 

Therefore, these companies are faced with the task of educating consumers about the importance 
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of purifying their water, and also about why consumers should pay for purification systems. In 

doing so, they are creating awareness for the entire product category, and then must market their 

own product above and beyond these informational campaigns. 

Affordability 

Currently, the bottom of the pyramid is actually paying premiums for their products and 

services. The current selection of products and services is of very poor quality. People spend a 

lot of time searching for products and services, so if the time they spend searching is taken into 

account along with their total costs, they are paying more for their products and services than 

they are worth (Prahalad and Hart 5). Therefore, if higher quality affordable alternatives are 

made available, these products and services will beat the competition that is currently available. 

In order to make products and services affordable, companies should price their products using 

this model: Price-Profit=Cost (Prahalad 13).  It is important to determine the price that 

consumers can afford and would be willing to pay before considering any other factors. Then, a 

company can decide what profit they want or need to make per product. After deciding on these 

two factors, the company can find the difference between them in order to determine the cost that 

they need to operate at. Lastly, and most importantly, they must find a way to develop their 

product or service under that monetary limitation. There are several ways to make products and 

services more affordable for consumers, such as lowering manufacturing costs, using single 

serving packaging, or offering credit. 

Hindustan Level Ltd. (HLL) And Nirma Ltd. are both examples of companies with low 

manufacturing costs that allow them to have low product prices. Hindustan Level Ltd. was 

already established in the detergent market in the bottom of the pyramid, so when Nirma entered 

the detergent market with lower prices, HLL had to make changes to successfully compete. 
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Nirma was able to offer their products at a low price because of their low-cost manufacturing 

process. Once HLL realized this, they decided to lower their production costs.  Therefore, HLL 

made changes in their production process in order to make their products more affordable. Some 

of these changes included decentralizing their product production and using local labor instead. 

These changes significantly lowered HLL’s product prices, and led to the strong competition 

between Nirma and HLL that exists today. 

Although Nirma’s manufacturing process was one factor that led to their low prices, they 

also used also used single-serving packaging to keep their products affordable. Single serving 

allows for daily purchasing, which makes products more affordable. The want and need for 

single-serving packaging is very unique to the bottom of the pyramid. In developed countries, 

citizens prefer to buy large amounts of items so that they do not have to go to the store often. For 

example, shampoo and conditioner are purchased in large bottles that will last a long time. 

However, in the bottom of the pyramid, citizens cannot afford to purchase a large supply at once, 

so single-serving packaging is very popular. Nirma took advantage of this concept and 

introduced their products in small packages, which allowed for daily purchases by its customers. 

Another very effective way to make products and services more affordable is to offer 

credit. Companies such as Hindustan Unilever and Solar Electric Light Fund (SELF) use this 

technique. Hindustan Unilever is able to offer credit to consumers by partnering with a 

microfinance institution. This institution offers consumers credit in order to purchase Hindustan 

Unilever’s product, Pureit, making it much easier for consumers to purchase the product. SELF 

has created their own system in order to offer credit to consumers. However, this is not always 

an option for companies because microfinance’s reach is limited in most countries, so it cannot 

be considered a universal solution (Karamchandiani et al. 4-5). SELF utilizes a different 
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approach to offering credit by using a revolving loan fund. Through this fund, households make 

a down payment for SELF’s solar electricity system, and each down payment is put into a fund 

that will be loaned to other households hoping to purchase the system. This revolving loan fund 

allows households to purchase an electricity system for their house without putting down a large 

sum of money at once. 

However, it is also possible to be successful without using any specific technique to make 

a product or service affordable. Some needs of people in the bottom of the pyramid are large 

enough that they are willing to purchase a product or service to solve their need, as long as it is 

priced affordably. Two services that demonstrate this concept are healthcare and cell phone 

service. For example, Meradoctor offers health consultations by telephone with health 

professionals. They charge subscribers a monthly fee of 100 rupees, which is equivalent to about 

$2.00, for unlimited consultations for up to six household members. This service is very 

affordable, and offers a cheap alternative to healthcare, a service that people often cannot afford. 

Meradoctor’s success in India proves that when health services are offered at an affordable price, 

people in the bottom of the pyramid are willing and able to pay for them. Furthermore, 

consumers are also willing to pay for cell phones and cell phone service when it is affordable. 

For example, in 2013 the United Nation found that out of the 7 million people in the world, 6 

million have mobile phones, while only 4.5 million have access to a toilet (Wang 1). This 

statistic reveals that there are many people that live in extreme poverty, yet still have a cell 

phone. People in the bottom of the pyramid obviously consider the need for cell phones very 

important, and therefore choose to spend their money on this service. There is often a 

misconception that bottom of the pyramid consumers are not interested in and cannot afford 
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world-class goods and services, but Meradoctor’s healthcare services and cell phone services 

prove that assumption to be incorrect. 

Partnerships 

 Forming partnerships allows companies to gain access to resources and information that 

they do not currently have access to. Prahalad states that companies must work collaboratively 

with civil society organizations and local governments in order to be successful (Prahalad 15).  

Civil society organizations and local governments are very influential in their communities and 

have access to key resources that can help companies enter the community. One major step 

towards working collaboratively with these organizations is to partner with them, which is a 

common key to success found amongst most companies with previous success in this market. 

Partnerships can take place amongst a variety of companies and can help companies in several 

ways. 

 Although corporations and non-governmental organizations seem to be opposite, they 

actually form great partnerships. Partnering with a non-governmental organization allows large 

firms to gain local knowledge, access specialized skills, gain trust, and become locally relevant 

(Prahalad 14). Large firms typically have trouble connecting to locals on a personal level, and 

locals are accustomed to working with other locals so they may not trust large companies. 

Furthermore, although non-governmental organizations do not profit from their business, they 

still need to balance their economic needs and financing, so they consider the same factors as 

for-profit businesses when designing their business models (Dahan et al. 329). Therefore, it is 

not difficult for these companies to relate to each other, and they can form a mutually beneficial 

relationship. When corporations partner with non-governmental organizations, it is important 

that they each have unique resources, trust each other, have individual organizational goals that 
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fit together, and work together to understand the local business environment (Dahan et al. 336) 

Without these key factors, the partnership between a non-governmental organization and a large 

corporation will not be successful. 

 Non-governmental organizations form beneficial partnerships not only for large firms, 

but for all companies entering the bottom of the pyramid. These organizations have desired 

resources such as “market expertise, legitimacy with clients/customers, civil society players and 

governments, and access to local expertise and sourcing and distribution systems” (Dahan et al. 

326). These resources are necessary for success at the bottom of the pyramid, and are not 

available to most companies first entering the market. For this reason, many companies choose to 

partner with non-governmental, or nonprofit organizations. 

 For example, Agua Inc. partners with local non-governmental organizations in order to 

gather information about the current water situation as well as current health statistics in various 

regions (Griffith). Partnering with these companies allows them to gain access to information 

that they would not have access to otherwise. Agua Inc. also utilizes these partnerships to help 

them educate consumers about their company and the need to treat water. Their partners are able 

to direct them to local schools and other non-governmental organizations that can assist them in 

setting up their education campaigns. These campaigns allow them to directly interact with 

locals, educate large groups at once, and form a strong presence in the community. 

Similar to Agua Inc., Procter & Gamble and Hindustan Unilever also partnered with non-

governmental organizations for assistance in raising awareness about the need to treat drinking 

water. Nonprofit organizations are not only helpful for communicating with consumers, but are 

also able to “offer missing capabilities to complete each other's business models” (Dahan et al. 

326). For example, when Essilor International encountered difficulties with distribution, they 
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created a mobile refraction van as a solution to this problem. In order to make this happen, their 

technicians partnered and collaborated with nonprofit organizations such as Sankara Netralaya 

and the Aravind Eye hospital in order to change their technology and distribution model (Social 

Innovation 1). Essilor International would not have been able to complete their van without the 

help of these organizations. EvoTech is another company benefitting from relationships with 

nonprofit organizations. EvoTech has partnered with nonprofit organizations in order to find 

doctors focusing on procedures in need of their endoscopic imaging systems. This is helping 

them to continue trials and create awareness about their products in the medical community at 

the bottom of the pyramid. 

 Furthermore, Hindustan Unilever not only partnered with a nonprofit organization to help 

them raise awareness, but also partnered with a microfinance institution to receive other benefits. 

This partnership not only helped them reach consumers, but also ended up reducing their 

marketing costs and making their products more affordable. Microfinance institutions helped 

them do this by aggregating their customers into groups and providing credit for them. Since 

their customers were no longer spread out, it became easier for Unilever to educate and market to 

consumers. Furthermore, because consumers could now get credit, they were able to afford 

Unilever’s products. Although microfinance institutions are not a possible partnership for every 

company, there are many other potential partnerships that will be beneficial. 

Use of Renewable Resources 

As renewable resources are becoming a huge trend in developed countries, they are also 

becoming a key to success for serving the bottom of the pyramid market. As noted previously, 

Solar Electric Light Fund (SELF) provides electricity to rural areas, and they use renewable 

resources, such as solar panels, to do so. Electricité de France (EDF) also uses solar panels to 
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offer electricity through the local energy businesses they set up in rural areas. While it is difficult 

and expensive to extend energy grids into remote areas, solar panels offer a cheaper and effective 

way to bring electricity to these areas. Solar panels and other renewable resouces simply utilize 

resources that are available to everyone in the world, including the bottom of the pyramid. This 

is a more cost-effective way to provide electricity to these areas, and is much safer than the 

lighting methods they are currently using. Without electrical systems in rural areas, the citizens 

burn “hazardous kerosene, candles, wood, or dung for their light and cooking” (Prahalad and 

Hart 8). Using these resources for lighting and cooking is very dangerous, and also not cost 

effective. As noted before, families spend around 25-30% of their income on kerosene, and only 

receive 0.1% of the lighting benefits (Pode 3). Therefore, by providing an alternative electricity 

source through the use of renewable resources, SELF and EDF is offering an affordable source 

of electricity that also protects those people’s health and the Earth’s environment. 

Agua Inc. also utilizes renewable resources by using plants to purify contaminated water. 

Instead of using chemicals and energy to treat water, they use plants, which result in a 

sustainable solution to water treatment (Griffith). This solution also offers a cheap alternative to 

current systems that are available. Many regions in the bottom of the pyramid do not have access 

to energy or chemicals, so are left without access to water treatment systems (Griffith). However, 

the use of plants, a renewable resource, is both accessible and affordable. The use of renewable 

resources also results in a positive environmental impact. Agua Inc.’s water treatment system has 

a very positive impact on the environment because it sequesters carbon (Griffith). Global 

warming is typically attributed to carbon emissions, so by storing carbon rather than releasing it, 

Agua Inc. is greatly benefiting the environment and the inhabitants of the Earth. 

Getting the Community Involved 
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Another important key to success in the bottom of the pyramid is getting the community 

involved. Companies can do this by employing locals to operate their business, to act as co-

producers, or to distribute and spread the word about their products and services. In all of these 

scenarios, companies are giving locals a chance to make a profit, which creates entrepreneurs 

and businesspeople at the grass root level, which can help pull people out of poverty. The 

primary need of people at the bottom of the pyramid is to earn additional income (Rangan et al. 

4). By starting a business for the bottom of the pyramid, companies have the opportunity to meet 

this need by employing locals, and other needs by introducing products and services. Companies 

often assume that after they create and provide a product or service that is beneficial for the 

bottom of the pyramid, their job is over (Rangan et al. 4). However, in order to be successful, 

they need to create a sustainable solution, and one way to do this is by getting the community 

involved in their business efforts. 

Employing the locals offers a great way to learn about the community and gain respect 

for their company in the community. Hindustan Level Ltd. has taken this approach, and was able 

to utilize the abundant labor pool in rural India (Prahalad and Hart 5). Before decentralizing their 

product production, they did not take advantage of the local workers. There is such a large labor 

pool in rural India, and it is important for companies to not only create products for these people, 

but to give locals a chance to make a profit and pull themselves out of poverty. With little 

training, people at the bottom of the pyramid have the ability to work in a variety of job roles 

(Rangan et al. 4). By giving locals the chance to work, they can make additional income, which 

they will then be able to spend. Therefore, employing locals will result in money being put back 

in the economy in these areas, which will benefit a company’s business in the long run by 

increasing the amount of consumers that can pay for their product or service. 
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Electricité de France (EDF), a company that brings electricity to rural areas, allows locals 

to act as co-producers for their local energy businesses. They involve people in the community 

by setting up their businesses alongside locals, and then teaching them to run the businesses. 

This gives the locals a chance to learn about running a business, make a profit, and also keeps the 

business locally sustainable. By setting up the business with the locals, they learn how to operate 

the equipment and will be able to fix it if it breaks. Solar Electric Light Fund (SELF) also gets 

locals involved by training them. SELF trains solar installers and technicians from the village, 

like EDF, to ensure that the systems can continue to operate efficiently. Their training program 

also brings new jobs into the village, which allows people to support themselves and their 

families. 

Grameen Bank involves the community in a very unique way. In order for community 

members to receive loans, they must submit proposals for other members to evaluate and 

support. This system keeps locals involved in their operation and makes members of the 

community feel as if they are a part of the banking process. It helps people realize the importance 

of being responsible and respectable in order to receive awards, such as credit. Also, the sense of 

community is very important to communities in bottom of the pyramid countries. Most people in 

a community are very close, and almost act as family. Therefore, members of the community 

will be proud to support their fellow community members, and will enjoy being a part of the 

process. 

Evolving Technologies (EvoTech) also uses a unique approach to getting the community 

involved in their efforts. They are in the process of finding doctors in bottom of the pyramid 

countries, and creating a community of these doctors. They will then provide these doctors with 

their products, and encourage the doctors to use their products in order to solve problems in their 
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communities. By assembling this team of doctors, EvoTech will be able to more effectively 

distribute their products through these local doctors, and their company will gain respect in the 

medical communities that the doctors work with. The doctors will also help introduce them to 

other people in the field, and they will become a respectable and well-known company. By 

involving the community, they are also making healthcare more accessible to more people in the 

community. 

Key Constraints 

In order for companies to have success in the bottom of the pyramid, there are several 

constraints that they must consider. Many companies that are successful at the bottom of the 

pyramid overcome obstacles or face problems while introducing their products and services to 

this market. A few of the typically constraints faced are the need to change their business plan, 

finding the right margin, distribution, and regulations. 

Business Plan Changes 

To start, the bottom of the pyramid market has different needs and wants than markets in 

developing countries. For this reason, this market cannot be approached with the same mindset 

as traditional markets (Prahalad 11).  Every market has unique constraints that must be taken into 

account in a company’s business plan. Therefore, a business model created for the bottom of the 

pyramid market will not be complete unless it addresses the specific problems faced in the local 

area it is targeting (Dahan et al. 326). Business model changes for the bottom of the pyramid 

typically involve “redesigning value delivery systems, product attributes, and cost structures” 

(Dahan et al. 330). It is very important to make these changes to a company’s business model in 

order to successfully introduce products or services to the bottom of the pyramid. For example, 

Essilor International was able to successfully alter their business plan after identifying the 
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distribution problem in India. They altered their business plan by developing a mobile van that 

facilitates eye examination as well as manufactures and delivers rather than opening a regular 

office (Social Innovation 1). By altering their business plan, they were able to reach many more 

customers than if they built a stationary facility. Furthermore, Hindustan Level Ltd. changed 

their business plan in order to compete with Nirma, whose low prices were driving HLL out of 

business in India. HLL altered their business plan by decentralizing their product production, and 

started using local labor instead, which lowered the company’s overall costs and allowed them to 

lower the price of their detergent. HLL was able to gain many more consumers and successfully 

compete with Nirma. This change in their business plan resulted in “a 20 percent growth in 

revenues per year and a 25 percent growth in profits per year between 1995 and 2000” (Prahalad 

and Hart 5). By altering their business model to better meet the needs and wants of the bottom of 

the pyramid, HLL witnessed huge increases in profits, which illustrates the importance of 

catering a company’s business plan to their specific target market. 

Finding the Right Margin 

There is not one particular business model that will ensure success at the bottom of the 

pyramid, and it is important for companies to determine the best margin for their product or 

service. Many businesses that are attempting to enter the bottom of the pyramid market believe 

that offering products at extremely low prices and selling them in large quantities will generate 

profits. Prahalad seems to agree with this model, stating that “bottom of the pyramid businesses 

tend to be low margin, high volume, high return on capital businesses” (11). This is because 

companies have to make their products affordable, which results in selling them at a very low 

cost, resulting in a low margin. However, this model requires a penetration rate of 30% of more 

of the target market, which is sometimes impractical (Simanis 1). Many companies use this 
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model based on the success that Hindustan Unilever had while using this model to sell their 

detergent. 

If this business model is not right for a company, it also also recommended to use a 

model that raises gross margins above the company average by lowering variable costs and 

raising the price of the product or service. This model increases the profits to cover fixed and 

operating costs generated from every transaction. Procter and Gamble faced a problem with their 

pricing model when they introduced their water purification system, PUR. They priced their 

product according to their typical business model used in developed countries, which has a 

margin of around 50% (Simanis 1). However, they were unable to generate competitive returns 

and eventually had to give up on the business. In every successful venture in the bottom of the 

pyramid, “managers had to ‘forget’ traditional ways of approaching business and develop a new 

and innovative approach” (Prahalad 17). It is important to realize that the bottom of the pyramid 

is a completely different market than in developed countries, so typical business models and 

margins cannot be used. Procter & Gamble assumed they could expect the same margins for 

PUR as they do for their products and services in traditional markets, but they had to develop an 

innovative approach in order to be successful. Although it is uncertain which pricing model is the 

best, trying to determine the best one for each product or service is part of the risk that 

entrepreneurs must take when entering this market.  

Distribution 

 Distribution is a very common problem faced amongst companies introducing products 

and services to the bottom of the pyramid. This is especially true for electricity distribution in 

Africa and South Asia, which is where a majority of the world’s energy-poor live. The 

infrastructure chains in these areas are poor or non-existent which makes it hard to distribute any 
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product or service (Power to the People 4). Solar Electric Light Fund (SELF) and Electricite de 

France (EDF) both had to face this problem while bringing electricity services to rural areas. 

They were able to overcome this problem by using renewable resources, such as solar panels, 

and getting the locals involved by teaching them to operate the local energy businesses. Both of 

these solutions are keys to success at the bottom of the pyramid and have helped combat this 

specific problem. By using solar panels, there is no need to extend energy grids out to rural areas, 

and the operation will be more cost efficient. Getting the locals involved resulted in a sustainable 

solution for these villages, rather than having the companies continuously travel to the areas to 

continue the operation. There are multiple ways to involve locals in a company’s operations. For 

example, sometimes, the best way to distribute products is to have locals distribute them. This 

not only makes distribution easier for the company, but gives locals the opportunity to make an 

income. Unilever was able to successfully distribute their product by building a large network of 

shakti ammas, or rural entrepreneurs, who distribute their products and educate the public about 

them (Prahalad 13). These locals know how to reach other people in the area, and can better 

distribute products and services.  

Another way to make distribution easier is to network within the community and with 

companies or businesses that have similar values. This network is called an ecosystem and 

typically consists of “large firms, small enterprises, medium size enterprises, micro 

entrepreneurs, civil society organizations, and often the public sector” (Prahalad 13).  By 

creating an ecosystem, companies are essentially partnering with a variety of companies in order 

to gain access to a variety of resources. This allows companies to gain access to a large pool of 

skills and knowledge, which will help them successfully distribute products in services in areas 

that are typically problematic. 
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Regulations 

 Lastly, regulations within the bottom of the pyramid countries should be a cause of 

concern to companies that hope to enter this market. For instance, import duties are an obstacle 

that many companies have faced. As stated previously, the bottom of the pyramid is an ideal 

testing ground for sustainable products. However, there are high import duties on clean-energy 

products in many developing countries, which may act as a barrier for companies entering this 

industry. For example, Ethiopia charges 100% duty on solar product imports and Malawi charges 

a 47.5% tax on LED lighting systems (Power to the People 4). Duties such as these ones may 

prevent certain products and services from being successfully introduced in the bottom of the 

pyramid. 

Furthermore, Gilead Sciences faced problems regarding regulations while attempting to 

distribute antiretroviral drugs for HIV/AIDS patients in developing countries. Although 

HIV/AIDS is a huge problem in Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia, the availability of these 

drugs is very limited due to regulations on the medicine. Gilead was able to surpass these 

regulations by making patents for two of his medicines, and making them available to drug 

manufacturers in these areas. Therefore, although these regulations definitely are a constraint in 

bottom of the pyramid countries, companies can be innovative and find ways around these 

obstacles. 

Lastly, Agua Inc. has encountered difficulties entering new countries due to regulations. 

While attempting to introduce their water treatment systems to new regions, they have found that 

every country has their own system for approving and implementing new projects (Griffith). It is 

important to research the process that companies are required to go through in order to introduce 

a project into a new country. Companies need to learn about who the relevant stakeholders are, 
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which government agencies they are required to work with, and what permits they need to get 

(Griffith). All of these factors differ amongst countries, and may act as barriers for companies 

attempting to enter new markets. 

Recommendation 

 Although the bottom of the pyramid is believed to be an unprofitable market, many 

companies that have entered this market have proven this idea to be untrue. As the largest 

socioeconomic group in the world, companies have the opportunity to introduce their product or 

service to the largest target market possible. Therefore, the bottom of the pyramid market has 

huge untapped business potential, and companies should take advantage of this.  Although this 

group does not have large incomes, they still have needs to be met, and companies can introduce 

products or services to help meet these needs. In order to successfully enter this market, 

companies should first research the needs of the people in this group. Some of the largest needs 

found in the bottom of the pyramid, as discussed previously, are access to energy, clean water, 

and healthcare. By creating a product or service to increase access to one of these needs, 

companies can help the poorest people in the world live a better life, while also making a profit 

and succeeding in business. 

In order to be successful at the bottom of the pyramid, companies should implement the 

keys to success stated previously. These keys to success include creating awareness, making 

products and services affordable, forming partnerships, using renewable resources, and getting 

the community involved. It is imperative for companies to create awareness about their 

company, the need for their product or service, and how their product or service will benefit 

consumers. Consumers in this market need to know that their purchase will be worth their 

money. For this reason, products and services also need to be made affordable. Companies 
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should make their overall costs as low as possible so they can sell their products at affordable 

prices. Furthermore, in order to gain insight to the community and access to resources, 

companies should form partnerships. Non-governmental organizations are very popular to 

partner with because they have access to many resources that multinational corporations do not 

have access to. Whether a company partners with a non-governmental organization or another 

company, they should make sure that the partnership is beneficial and that both companies 

involved can help each other in some way. Next, companies should use renewable resources 

when possible. Renewable resources are a very important key to success because they utilize the 

Earth’s resources, which are free for everyone to use and do not harm the environment. Lastly, 

companies should make sure to get the community involved. Companies have the opportunity to 

employ people from the abundant labor pool in the bottom of the pyramid, which helps people 

pull themselves out of poverty. The locals can also introduce a company to resources in the 

community, and help them gain respect. 

Lastly, companies should keep the key constraints at the bottom of the pyramid in mind 

as they enter this market. These are problems that almost every company faces when they enter 

the bottom of the pyramid, and as long as companies anticipate these problems, they can have 

pre-determined solutions to them. The main key constraints to be aware of include the need to 

change their business plan, finding the right margin, distribution, and regulations.  In order to 

enter the bottom of the pyramid market, companies cannot use their traditional business plans. 

Typically, companies have to alter their production process in order to lower their costs, and 

make other changes to better serve the market. Companies must be ready to make these changes 

before entering the market. Furthermore, while pricing their product or service, companies may 

face problems while trying to find the right margin. Products and services need to be priced low, 
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so margins will most likely be low. However, it may take time to find the right margin. As stated 

previously, most companies face problems with distribution in the bottom of the pyramid. These 

countries often have poor infrastructure, making distribution difficult. Companies must be 

innovative in order to successfully distribute their product, either creating a mobile solution or 

hiring people in the community as distributors. Lastly, companies must research regulations in 

their desired target market, based on country. There are strict regulations in other countries that 

do not exist in the developing world, so companies need to be prepared to find solutions to get 

around these regulation obstacles. As long as companies are aware of the typical problems faced 

in the bottom of the pyramid, and implement the keys to success in their business plan, they can 

find success at the bottom of the pyramid. 



! 45!

References 

Alkmim, Maria B., Renato M. Figueira, Milena S. Morcolino, Clareci S. Cardoso, Monica Pena 

De Abreu, Lemuel R. Cunha, Daniel Ferreira Da Cunha, Andre P. Antunes, Adelson 

Geraldo De A Resende, Elmiro S. Resende, and Antonio Ribeiro. "Improving Patient 

Access to Specialized Health Care: The Telehealth Network of Minas Gerais, Brazil." 

World Health Organization. N.p., 31 Jan. 2012. Web. 29 Apr. 2014. 

Chan, Margaret, Dr. "The Path to Universal Health Coverage." World Health Report: Health 

Systems Financing: The Path to Universal Coverage. Berlin. 6 Apr. 2014. World Health 

Organization. Web. 

Dahan, Nicolas M., Jonathan P. Doh, Jennifer Oetzel, and Michael Yaziji. "Corporate-NGO 

Collaboration: Co-creating New Business Models for Developing Markets." Long Range 

Planning 43.2-3 (2010): 326-42. Print. 

Emmons, Gary. "A Healthy Profit." A Healthy Profit. Harvard Business School, 1 Mar. 2013. 

Web. 06 Apr. 2014. 

Evans, David B., Riku Elovainio, Gary Humphreys, Daniel Chisholm, Joseph Kutzin, Sarah 

Russell, Priyanka Saksena, and Ke Xu. "The World Health Report." World Health 

Organization. N.p., 2010. Web. 20 Feb. 2014. 

Griffith, Bianca. "Interview with Agua Inc." Telephone interview. 06 May 2014. 

Herro, Alana. "Water and Sanitation "Most Neglected Public Health Danger"" Worldwatch 

Institute. N.p., 2006. Web. 5 Mar. 2014. 

Kabir, Mahfuz. "Determinants of Life Expectancy in Developing Countries." The Journal of 

Developing Areas 41.2 (2008): 185-204. JSTOR. Web. 

Karamchandani, Ashish, Mike Kubzansky, and Nishant Lalwani. "Is the Bottom of the Pyramid  



! 46!

Really for You?" Harvard Business Review (2011): n. pag. Web. 

"Meeting the MDG Drinking Water and Sanitation Target : The Urban and Rural Challenge of 

the Decade." World Health Organization. World Health Organization and UNICEF, 

2004. Web. 10 Feb. 2014. 

Massoud M, Al-Abady A, Jurdi M, Nuwayhid I. "The Challenges of Sustainable Access 

to Safe Drinking Water in Rural Areas of Developing Countries: Case of Zawtar El 

Charkieh, Southern Lebanon." Journal of Environmental Health 72.10 (2010): n. pag. 

EBSOCOHost. Web. 1 Mar. 2014. 

Pachauri, Shonali, and Daniel Spreng. "Energy Use and Energy Access in Relation to Poverty." 

Economic and Political Weekly 39.3 (2004): 271-78. Print. 

Pode, Ramchandra. "Financing LED Solar Home Systems in Developing Countries." Renewable 

and Sustainable Energy Reviews 25 (2013): 596-629. ScienceDirect. Web. 

"Power to the People." The Economist. The Economist Newspaper, 04 Sept. 2010. Web. 06 Apr. 

2014. 

Prahalad, C. K. The Fortune at the Bottom of the Pyramid: Eradicating Poverty Through Profits. 

Upper Saddle River: Pearson Education, 2010. Print. 

Prahalad, C.K., and Stuart L. Hart. "The Fortune at the Bottom of the 

Pyramid." Strategy+Business 26 (2002): n. pag. Strategy+Business. Strategy+Business, 

10 Jan. 2002. Web. 6 Apr. 2014. 

Prüss-Üstün A, Bos R, Gore F, Bartram J. "Safer Water, Better Health: Costs, Benefits, and 

Sustainability of Interventions to Protect and Promote Health." World Health 

Organization. N.p., 2008. Web. 29 Apr. 2014. 

Rangan, V., Michael Chu, and Djordjija Petkoski. "Segmenting the Base of the Pyramid." 



! 47!

Harvard Business Review. N.p., June 2011. Web. 5 Mar. 2014. 

Simanis, Erik. "Reality Check at the Bottom of the Pyramid." Harvard Business Review. N.p., 

June 2012. Web. 05 Jan. 2014. 

"Social Innovation: Creating Products for Those at the Bottom of the Pyramid." INSEAD 

Knowledge. N.p., 12 Dec. 2007. Web. 06 Apr. 2014. 

Thompson, John L. “The World of the Social Entrepreneur.” International Journal of Public 

Sector Management 15.5 (2002): 412-31. Web. 

Zarocostas, John. "Countries Must Cut User Fees for Healthcare to Increase Access for the Poor, 

WHO Says." British Medical Journal 341.7783 (2010): 1125. Web. 

Worstall, Tim. "More People Have Mobile Phones Than Toilets." Forbes. Forbes Magazine, 23 

Mar. 2013. Web. 06 Apr. 2014. 

Zilversmit, Moshe. "Interview with Evolving Technologies." Telephone interview. 12 Apr. 2014. 

 


