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Introduction 
In his book, The Fortune at the Bottom of the Pyramid, C.K. Prahalad suggests that we consider the 
world’s poor—those at the base of the economic triangle who survive on less than $2 a day—not as 
victims but, instead, as consumers representing a large latent market. Published in 2004, this book has 
become immensely popular with industry leaders, and the authors list several successful case studies of 
companies engaged in this strategy. Indeed, according to the United Nations Conference on Trade and 
Development (UNCTAD), “FDI [foreign direct investment] inflows to South, East, and South-East Asia 
maintained their upward trend in 2006, rising by about 19% to reach a new high of US$200 billion.”  
  
While global businesses chase the dream of making money at the bottom of the pyramid, they often 
forget that they need to create value for the “consumers” in this group. Well-researched insights about 
people’s aspirations and lifestyles, demographics, and statistics, as well as strategies and potentials are 
being discussed in global boardrooms. Ambitious business plans are being formulated. Pilot programs, 
dubbed “innovation strategies,” are being launched in developing countries to sell consumer appliances 
designed for the bottom of the pyramid. However, the reality on the ground is different. A good number of 
these programs are not as successful as expected, due to fundamental flaws in perspective.  
 
Excessive corporate desire, poor research insights, lack of local perspective, and unfamiliarity with the 
consumer are a few of the reasons for these failures. Popular theories of business strategy designed to 
reach the bottom of the pyramid do not always work. Fortunately, designers are uniquely positioned to 
change these failed practices and approaches. Through human-centered approaches, an emphasis on 
local context, systems thinking, and other strategies, it is possible to create true value for this segment of 
the human population. However, this requires a serious commitment from corporations who are keen on 
establishing a presence in such emerging markets as India, the world’s most populous democracy.  

 

The Changing Face of the Global Marketplace 
In the last decade, the world has witnessed a significant remapping of economies and trade flows. China 
and India have emerged as significant forces in the global marketplace, not only as capable providers of 
products and services but also as consumers with an increasing appetite for and means to buy goods. 
Three major developments are visible: (1) manufacturing of consumer goods (toys, white goods, 
electronics, etc.) and the provision of services (call centers, software development, etc.) has largely 
shifted to the East; (2) multinational corporations want to get into bottom of the pyramid (BOP) markets to 
sell their goods to growing and wealthier middle classes; and (3) companies in these rapidly developing 
economies (RDEs), now economically powerful through outsourcing success, are acquiring corporations 
in the West. As Sirkin, et al. report in BusinessWeek (2008), in recent months, Tata Motors of India 
acquired Jaguar and Land Rover; Brazil's Companhia Vale do Rio Doce acquired Canadian mining 
company Vale Inco and Tata Steel acquired Anglo-Dutch steel company Corus. Lenovo’s acquisition of 
IBM’s personal computer business is already old news.  
 
Statistics highlighting China and India’s speedy growth, burgeoning middle classes, and manufacturing 
and service industry capabilities have flooded newspapers, books, and business journals worldwide. 
There is no more question of whether these two countries will become financial giants; the question is 
how quickly this will happen. In 2005, in a speech at the 30th anniversary of the US–India Business 
Council, Commerce and Industry Minister Kamal Nath said “We no longer discuss the future of India: we 
say the future is India.” Western multinationals are toppling over each other to invest in India while Indian 
corporations are vying for Western markets; as India’s Tata Motors introduces its brand new $2,500 Nano 
under the global spotlight, Ford, Chrysler, and GM watch falling vehicle sales in the U.S.; as Indian 
graduates continue to seek education and jobs in the U.S., American MBA students are turning away 
from Wall Street for internship opportunities in India.  
 
BRIC Economies 



In one of their research publications released in 2003, financial firm Goldman Sachs reported that “India 
has the potential to show the fastest growth over the next 30 and 50 years” over Brazil, Russia, and 
China (O’Neill, 2005). These four nations—identified as the BRIC economies—are expected to play 
significant roles in the global economy as large emerging markets. Goldman Sachs had reported in 2003 
that these four would be the world’s most dominant economies by 2050—a projection they revised in 
2005 to suggest that this could happen much earlier. Following these four are two other nations, Korea 
and Mexico, both of which have shown potential to be global leaders along with the BRIC nations.  
 
These new global conditions have led to mixed reactions from the Western world, with fear of being 
deposed as economic drivers of the world, awe at the sheer magnitude of growth and eagerness of 
reaching new markets being the predominant responses. Large multinationals have quickly mobilized 
resources to take advantage of these new developments to establish operations in the BRIC nations and 
several small to medium enterprises (SMEs) are following suit. Success does not come easy, though. 
Corporations need to invest heavily in R&D, understand complex local contexts, deploy appropriate 
technologies, and build trust. None of these tasks are trivial and each one critical for establishing a 
foothold in these nations.  
  
India Today 
The fast-growing Indian economy inspires as much awe as it does doubt. The awe may be attributed to 
the scale of demand and the speed of growth, while the doubt to the evident chaos in everyday life and 
the seemingly irreconcilable contradictions inherent to India. India is urban and rural, rich and poor, 
educated and illiterate. The past and the present are simultaneously visible and continue to cohabit in 
Indian streets. While guarding its traditional roots, India also embraces new technology. While this 
dualism may be perceived as paradoxical it, in fact, represents a kind of hybridity that is not uncommon to 
the Indian context. Understanding how Indians negotiate these conditions in everyday life can be critical 
to operating in this vast subcontinent.  
 
The Indian market is by no means singular, unified, or cohesive. Indeed, one may argue that no market 
ever is, but the diversity, fragmentation and divisions are probably more keenly manifest in India. It is also 
important to recognize that the polarities of rural and urban or rich and poor lie on a continuum, with 
several hybrid models scattered between them. The terms “semiurban,” “developed rural,” “close to 
urban,” and “ural,” are just a few that refer to the shades of gray between the black and the white. 
Perhaps a vision that makes more sense and is closer to the reality on the ground is “India as 
composition of many Indias.” It is not uncommon in India to find islands of contrasting socioeconomic 
development coexisting in near vicinity. The fact that these contradictions cannot be reconciled into one 
comprehensible whole does lead to confusion. In fact, this may be understood better through Kenneth 
Burke’s (1984) “perspective by incongruity,” a notion that finds meaning in the simultaneous and close 
juxtaposition of seemingly opposing viewpoints. In other words, it is the very presence of the contradicting 
ideas that gives rise to a new meaning, a new way of understanding the world. Such metaphors are 
potentially the best means by which to make sense of what is India.  
  
Good and bad news appear simultaneously in newspapers and on television; a fact that could be 
unsettling for most multinationals and global business practitioners. The city of Pune, in the state of 
Marashtra in western India boasts a young and hip crowd with growing special economic zones, IT parks, 
malls, and McDonald’s. A quick road trip in the city also reveals bottlenecked traffic, severe pollution, as 
well as slow and endless construction. Successful farmers markets, thriving local entrepreneurship, and 
historically significant traditions survive in this environment with grocery chains, multinationals, and 
tradition-busting behaviors. The question that is always asked is whether there is a single reality. And if 
that cannot exist, is this contradictory India sustainable?  
 

The Bottom of the Pyramid Theory 
“If we stop thinking of the poor as victims or as a burden and start recognizing them as resilient and 
creative entrepreneurs and value-conscious consumers, a whole new world of opportunity will open up” 
(Prahalad, 2006, p.1). With these opening lines, Prahalad sets the stage for the theory of the bottom of 
the pyramid, what it means in today’s economy and how multinationals can generate profit while 
simultaneously helping the poor.  



 
According to Prahalad and Hart (2002) the economic pyramid of the world is built up of four tiers. The top 
tier represents the richer nations with 75–100 million people whose purchasing power parity is more than 
$20,000, while the bottom tier represents 4 billion people with purchasing power parity of less than 
$1,500. This latter group survives on less than $2 a day and three-quarters of them live in China, India, 
Brazil, Mexico, Russia, Indonesia, Turkey, South Africa, and Thailand. Though this group does not have 
the level of buying power individually, collectively they represent a significant market. This has been 
referred to as the latent purchasing power, a force, according to the authors, that can be tapped with 
mutual benefit to both, the poor as well as the private sector.  
 
This new business model rests on three suppositions: One, that the BOP does actually represent a latent 
market and the poor can be transformed into consumers through the appropriate business development; 
two, that the BOP presents new opportunities for growth and innovation; and third, that the BOP becomes 
a key target market for firms rather than a recipients of charity or corporate social responsibility (CSR) 
funds. In order for this relationship to be successful, however, the private sector has to radically change 
its business practices. Corporations need to rethink their marketing strategies, they cannot rely on 
practices that have been successful elsewhere, and they cannot sell the way they have been used to.  
 
Prahalad points out to a series of specific issues that have to be considered for BOP markets, and offers 
suggestions that corporations can adopt to be successful.  

• Products and services in this market have to demonstrate superior price performance.  
• They have to appropriately incorporate emerging technologies and practices into existing 
ones.  
• Corporations have to rethink the notion of scale: these markets are large, and they bring 
a set of unique challenges.  
• Due to this scale factor, resources have to be wisely used with a focus on minimizing 
waste.  
• Both function and form have to be actively and accurately considered in the design of 
products. As contexts of use are different, Western models often do not succeed in BOP markets. 
• Product innovation has to be accompanied with service innovation, which may utilize 
existing infrastructures or signal the need to develop new ones. 
• The labor force is largely unskilled to semiskilled, a factor that has to be taken into 
account when new manufacturing facilities are set up. 
• As in any new market, customer education is central to success of goods and services. 
However, in BOP markets, traditional channels of television and print advertising may not always 
be available.  
• It is often significantly more challenging to design products for BOP markets due to 
environmental conditions such as heat, noise and dust as well as uneven infrastructural 
conditions of power supply, water supply, etc.  
• Interface design should take into account the specific needs of populations with varying 
levels of literacy and variations in language use. 
• Urban and rural markets may not be easy to reach due to challenges of geography and 
density, and distribution networks will need to be robust enough to handle both. 
• Rapid updates to product features and functions are often necessary, and therefore 
platform solutions that allow for quick design changes may be necessary.  

 
It is evident from the above list that the private sector has to retool its thinking for such emerging markets 
as India. How successful are corporations in doing this? And is there anything design can do to assist? 

 
The Role of Design in Creating Value 
There is no question that design thinking, if appropriately practiced, can assist all the stakeholders in 
achieving their goals. Design can act as a facilitator and mediator between the needs of people and the 
capabilities of organizations. Human-centered design emphasizes the need to understand the context 
within which people use products. The rapidly growing field of design research addresses this very need, 
largely through such qualitative methods as focus groups, interviews, field observations, etc. The goal of 



these methods is to be able to identify people’s articulated as well as unarticulated needs. Product  
development corporations hope that knowing people’s needs will lead to designs that are more readily 
assimilated into people’s everyday lives, thereby increasing sales. Understanding these needs of BOP 
consumers will be critical.  
  
Designers can also assist corporations to engage in systems thinking by focusing not only on a specific 
artifact or product but the entire product and service system. Design’s current emphasis on the total 
consumer experience can guide corporations in committing to creating long-lasting value rather than 
providing short-term, incomplete solutions. And in this case, it will also be important to recognize that 
each social group seeks a unique cultural experience. In other words, satisfactory experiences in a 
certain geocultural situation may entirely fail in others, and this awareness will be critical as designers, 
engineers and business personnel strive to enter BOP markets.   

 

It will be important for multinationals to ensure that all product concepts are well designed for consumers, 
well engineered for utility, financially profitable, good for society and ecologically sound. In doing so, they 
will have to satisfy the triple bottom line for sustainable development: economic prosperity, environmental 
responsibility and social equity. Several concerns have already been raised about the environmental 
problems caused by China’s rapid consumption of coal and the resulting pollution. Such conditions should 
be avoided at all cost if sustained growth is to be expected.  
  
BOP markets are hungry for new products. Very often, corporations expect of find success in the power 
of high tech solutions regardless of acceptability. Instead of struggling with the issue of low-tech devices 
vs. high tech devices, companies will need to carefully examine the context and recommend the most 
appropriate technology. Appropriate technology takes into account the social, cultural, economic, ethical, 
and environmental contexts of the location for which designs are being created. If accomplished, these 
solutions developed around appropriate technology are accepted easily by communities, require lower 
capital investments, are easier to maintain, and are generally more sustainable. 

 

One additional consideration that will help in acceptability and durability of goods in BOP markets is 
emphasis on culturally appropriate design that relies on a classic notion of goodness rather than a trendy 
notion of fashion. Though this may seem at once obvious and simplistic, enduring designs are those that 
embody aesthetic and cultural values of contexts they are designed for. “Of all the objects we have seen 
and admired during our visit to India, the Lota, that simple vessel of everyday use, stands out as perhaps 
the greatest, the most beautiful. The village women have a process which, with the use of tamarind and 
ash, each day turns this brass into gold.” This quote from the India Report by Ray and Charles Eames 
exemplifies the classic success of good design. Recreating the timeless design of a lota might be a 
difficult challenge, but certainly not an impractical goal. 
 

Conclusion 
As the mad dash to capitalize on all the wealth that appears to reside at the bottom of the pyramid picks 
up momentum, there will be several successful corporations and a large number of casualties. A 
sustained interest in the BOP market, desire to change lives of the poor, commitment to sustainability and 
a good design sense will be the landmarks of companies that prevail. Understanding India (and other 
BOP markets) will require higher R&D efforts, careful scrutiny of failed as well as successful projects and 
a presence on the ground. Designers are better poised than any other discipline to lead the way, and we 
can only hope that they do it right. 
  
References 
 
Burke, K. (1984). Permanence and change: An anatomy of purpose. Berkeley, CA: University of 
California Press. 
 
Eames, R., & Eames, C. The India report. Retrieved May 7, 2008, 
http://www.nid.edu/aboutus_eamesreport.htm.  
 



Prahalad, C. K. (2006). The fortune at the bottom of the pyramid: Eradicating poverty through profits. New 
Jersey: Wharton School Publishing. 
 
Prahalad, C. K., &  Hall, S. (2002). The fortune at the bottom of the pyramid. Strategy+Business, 26. 
 
O’Neill, J., Wilson, D., Purushothaman, R., & Stupnytska, A. (2005). Economic Paper, 134. Goldman 
Sachs. 
 
Sirkin, H., Michael, D., & Bhattacharya, A. (2008) The new global economy. BusinessWeek, Retrieved 
May 2008, http://www.businessweek.com/globalbiz/content/dec2007/gb20071221_777347.htm. 
 
 


