
The world of today has problems which cannot be

solved by thinking the way we thought when we

created them”.

These words of wisdom from Albert Einstein have been

said before, and they should be repeated many times

more. They remind us of constantly seeking new insight,

new inspiration and new understanding of the world

around us in order to develop sustainable solutions to the

complex challenges around us. The number of people

living without access to basic necessities or opportunities

for unfolding their human potential clearly testifies to the

urgency of thinking and doing things differently in

international development. 

The art and practice of doing things differently is called

innovation. A key characteristic of innovation is that it

happens when people get together across divides of

sectors, cultures, and mindsets, because this is where new

connections of insight and ideas emerge. One division of

sectors that has its roots deeply entangled in the European

history of ideas, is the divide between the social realm and

the economic realm – or the ‘do good’ and the ‘do well’. 

There is a large and so far quite unexplored space for

innovating new solutions to development in the

collaboration between the ‘do good’ and the ‘do well’

sectors. The Global Compact and the Millennium Goals

are important steps towards collaboration between

business and development, but the relation is still

primarily based on good intentions and philanthropy.

However, interesting new ideas and practices are

emerging from the business side under the headings 

of Base of the Pyramid and Social Business. These

tendencies should inspire leaders and practitioners in

development to embrace new and innovative forms of

collaboration and practice. 

Eradicating poverty through profits? 
In 1998, professors CK Prahalad and Stuart Hart published

the article with the optimistic and seducing title “The

Fortune at the Bottom of the Pyramid – Eradicating

Poverty through Profits”. The message was clear: the 4

billion poor people in the world need basic products and

services, and by approaching this new market, business

can make profit and contribute to social development.

This proliferated in a range of literature and conferences

on the potential of business in creating sustainable

development in the world. In 2008, UNDP joined the club

with the Growing Inclusive Markets initiative and the

report “Creating Value for All. Strategies for doing

business with the poor”, which was based on 50 case

studies on ‘inclusive business’ from different sectors and

continents. The strength of the Base of the Pyramid (BOP)

approach was the ability to attract the attention of big

business to the needs of the two thirds of the world’s

population, who was until then totally off their radar.

However, reality has proven to be a bit more complicated. 

Hindustan Lever Limited (HLL) in India is one of the

companies famed for their Base of the Pyramid initiatives,

e.g. the Shakti program where women in villages are trained
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‘Shakti lady’ is the only self-employed woman in her village under a
Base of the Pyramid initiative



as self-employed sales representatives. During my recent

journey to India I met a ‘Shakti Lady’ in a small village, only

70 km outside of Delhi, but a world apart. She is the owner

of a small shop where she, amongst a range of plastic stuff

and candy, sells small sizes of HLL brands of shampoo,

soap, washing detergents, etc. Her income is now

equivalent of a teacher’s, enabling her to send her kids to

school. She is the only self-employed woman in the village,

which has raised her status, but also made some relations

more difficult. The Shakti program creates income for

around 30.000 women, brings daily necessities to remote

villages, and provides a distribution network and business

platform for HLL. However, it seems that the model is not

always sustainable on the triple bottom line of social,

environmental, and financial value, since there is a reported

high turnover amongst the ‘Shakti Ladies’, and the small

plastic sachets are spread throughout the environment. 

Although many of the first generation BOP ventures have

not succeeded in delivering both social impact and profit,

there is one business that clearly testifies to the potential

of doing business with the poor and contribute to socio-

economic development. That is the business of mobile

communication, where the number of subscribers in most

developing countries more than doubles each year,

enabling increased economic activity and social networks

in both urban and rural areas. At the same time, the

mobile sector is driving innovation in a range of areas

from health care to banking and education, connecting

rural and urban poor to services that the public sector has

not been able to provide. 

The learning from these first BOP ventures seem to 

be – very much in tune with the experience from the

development sector – that a stand alone solution in terms

of providing a technological solution or an isolated

income-generation scheme will not be sustainable in the

long run. Poverty cannot be reduced through a ‘normal’

western-centric business thinking in terms of customers,

marketing, and distribution systems. A more holistic and

locally embedded approach is needed. 

Different kinds of Social Purpose Business
For this reason, Erik Simanis and Stuart Hart at Cornell

University are developing a second-generation approach

to Base of the Pyramid called the Base of the Pyramid

Protocol. They define a standard for BOP enterprise by the

following characteristics: 1) It is based on a business

model of mutual value creation for community and

company; 2) It is based on a triple bottom line approach

with social, environmental and economical sustainability;

and 3) It has the intention and potential to replicate and

scale. Where first generation of BOP was easily reduced to

a strategy of ‘Selling to the Poor’, the second generation

BOP is about ‘Business Co-Venturing’ through deep

dialogue, shared commitment and building local business

based on the resources and capabilities in the community. 

The best example of this kind of business is Grameen Bank

in Bangladesh, founded by Nobel Prize winner Muhammad

Yunus in collaboration with local communities. Based on a

model of Social Business, Grameen is now spreading into

other areas such as phone-services and nutritional

yoghurt. Because of this work of providing micro-credit

and opportunities for entrepreneurship to primarily poor

women, Bangladesh is actually on track to meet the

Millennium Goal of halving poverty by 2015. 

A difference between Yunus’ Social Business concept and

the work of the BOP Protocol is that Yunus insists on the

business being non-profit, with surplus being re-invested

to maximize social impact. At a recent conference in

Denmark, Yunus argued that a focus on profit making will

distort the goal of social impact, whereas the Minister for

Development, Mrs. Ulla Toernaes, proclaimed herself to be

‘a firm believer in the free market’ thereby arguing that

social impact should be reached by allowing business to

do their business and make a profit. There are obviously

many different models for business with social impact. 

The way ahead for business and development
Business brings a new dimension to development, which is

based on entrepreneurial spirit, business thinking, and the

opportunity to include local communities in larger networks

of economic activity and the exchange of products and

services. But business can only be part of the solution. The

time has come for new relations and collaborations between

local communities, social entrepreneurs, NGOs, business,

public sector and the development sector. 

The research and practice in Base of the Pyramid and

social business raises a lot of interesting questions and

opportunities. Can we think and do development with a

more resource – and entrepreneurship – based approach?

What are the new relations between the private sector and

public sector? Can we define a new approach to

development based on triple bottom-line sustainability,

integrated cross-sector partnerships and the mindset and

methods from innovation?

Innovation is about the audacity to challenge the existing

systems and ideas in order to develop new and better

solutions. This takes visionary leadership, organisational

flexibility, and new ways of working based on methodologies

like innovation camps that enable people to get together

across divides and develop new ideas and real practice. The

way ahead for global development is based on holistic

thinking and participatory innovation. 
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