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This research aims to understand how multinational corporations (MNCs) enter
the base of the pyramid (BoP) by adopting the creation view of opportunities.
We employ actor–network theory and explore the key actors, the process and
the opportunity development that enable MNCs to tackle the relative poverty of
the BoP market. Our qualitative exploratory case study illustrates that, at the
BoP, MNCs have to involve beneficiary stakeholders such as non-governmental
organizations and BoP communities. In this process, they should be open to
modifying their business model continuously to build awareness about the
product among the poor and ensure affordability, availability and acceptability.
At the BoP, opportunities do not exist in the external environment and they
should be developed by identifying and addressing the real needs of the poor,
enhancing their quality of life and being patient about earning a profit. This
research contributes to the entrepreneurship literature by expanding the creation
perspective of opportunities and provides implications for the managers of
companies targeting the BoP market.

Keywords: creation view of opportunity; base of the pyramid; actor–network
theory; India; opportunity development

1. Introduction

Opportunities are critical to the survival, profitability and growth of corporations (e.g.Verbeke,

Chrisman, and Yuan 2007; Halme, Lindeman, and Linna 2012; Webb et al. 2010).

An opportunity is a set of environmental conditions that leads to the introduction of a new

product/service in the market (Dutta and Crossan 2005, 426). Identifying new opportunities

globally and turning them into income streams have become critical for multinational

corporations (MNCs) as they are faced with intense competition and saturated markets in

developedcountries (LondonandHart 2004).Oneof themarkets that has captured the attention

ofMNCs is thebaseof thepyramid (BoP) (Schuster andHoltbrügge2012;Hart 2005).TheBoP

represents around 70% of the world’s population who live in relative poverty and have been

ignored by MNCs to date because of their disadvantaged condition (Prahalad 2010).

In this research, we aim to understand how MNCs can enter the BoP. We adopt a

creation perspective of opportunities, which builds on an interpretive or social

construction ontology and posits that opportunities do not exist independently but are

formed through the interaction of an entrepreneurial team with the external environment
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(Baker and Nelson 2005; Korsgaard 2011; Steyaert 2007). We employ actor–network

theory (ANT) (Korsgaard 2011) and attempt to explore the following: (a) who are the key

actors that should be involved? (b) what is the nature of the entrepreneurship process? and

(c) how are opportunities developed at the BoP?

This research makes several contributions. First, although there is a proliferation of

research about opportunities in small- and medium-sized enterprises (Sanz-Velasco 2006;

Williams and Williams 2012), there are fewer studies that have focused on the concept of

opportunity in large and established corporations (Zahra 1996; Kellermanns and Eddleston

2006; Ghauri, Hadjikhani, and Johanson 2005), especially at the BoP (Prahalad 2010). The

findings of this research bridge this gap and shed light on how MNCs can successfully

enter the BoP market, which can present a new avenue for their future growth (Prahalad

2010; London and Hart 2004). Second, while the opportunity discovery perspective has

been the dominant view in the entrepreneurship literature (Kirzner 1997, 1973; Shane and

Venkataraman 2000), this research reveals the necessity of pursuing an alternative

approach at the BoP. It thus adds to the growing literature on the creation perspective of

opportunities and provides empirical examples supporting the ANT-informed

interpretation of opportunities (Korsgaard 2011).

In the rest of this paper, we first define the context of the BoP, review the ANT and

explain the research methodology. Then, the findings of the paper are discussed. The paper

concludes with the theoretical and managerial implications and an explanation of the

research limitations and future research avenues.

2. The context of the BoP

The BoP is usually used to refer to the approximately 4 billion people globally whose

earnings are below the poverty line (Prahalad 2010). Statistics illustrate that 2.6 billion of

these people earn less than two dollars a day and 1.4 billion earn between two and eight

dollars daily (Schuster and Holtbrügge 2012). Political instability, and a lack of access to

technologies and employment opportunities have prevented these people from finding their

own way out of poverty (Hammond et al. 2007; UNDP 2008). In addition, the majority of

these people are illiterate and live in scattered rural areas where the infrastructure is poorer

and there are fewer facilities (Hammond et al. 2007; The World Bank 2008).

Anderson and Billou (2007) have highlighted that, because of the nature of the BoP, if

companies want to enter this market, they have to consider the 4As of awareness,

acceptability, affordability and availability. In other words, MNCs should make sure that

poor people are aware of the existence of their product and the advantages that it can offer,

that they can afford to purchase the product and that the product is available in their village

if they decide to buy it.

3. Actor–network theory

The ANT is employed in this research to discuss the creation perspective of opportunity.

As Korsgaard (2011) explains, the ANT emanates from semiotics, where the meaning of a

word is dependent on its relation to other words (Law 1999). Therefore, according to the

ANT perspective, the identity of any object, whether human or non-human, is dependent

on its relations with others. The ANT is grounded on constructivist assumptions (Burr

2003) which perceive the social reality as being objective and the result of collective

constructive endeavours. However, the ANT goes beyond the constructivism forms and

views human and non-human as mutually constitutive. Korsgaard (2011, 665) states that
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for ANT, the continuous construction of reality is accomplished as much through materials
and material practices as through mental or discursive activities. In that sense it maintains a
form of realism as extra-mental or extra-discursive elements are not constructed through
mental or discursive operations.

The ANT is based on the ontology of becoming (Chia 1995), in which entrepreneurs, firms

and markets are created as a result of exchange. In the ANT approach, the focus of the

analysis is on the dynamic becoming of entities (Van De Ven 2007). Similarly, in the

creation perspective, the ANT shows how opportunity is a product of the involvement of

several actors and not the initial point of the process.

This theoretical perspective is built upon three elements, agency, process and the

opportunity development (Korsgaard 2011) (see Figure 1), which are explained in the

following section.

3.1. Agency

In the ANT interpretation of the creation view, an agent is defined as ‘“anything” that

modifies a state of affairs by making a difference’ (Latour 2005, 71). Therefore, the

entrepreneurial process does not have to focus on the initial person but can include more

actors such as customers, advisors or suppliers, who contribute to the process. This is

similar to the suggestion of those scholars who argue that entrepreneurship is a collective

action and unfolds through interaction between different actors in order to achieve a new

commercial goal (Johannisson 1998; Johannisson and Nilsson 1989; Holmquist 2003;

Lindgren and Packendorff 2003; Johannisson 2011).

Latour’s (2005) definition of an agent also allows the consideration of other types of

actors, both human and non-human, that play a fundamental role in the entrepreneurial

process. In addition, the ANT shifts the attention away from the sole entrepreneur to other

agents and the network inwhich the entrepreneur is embedded (Gaddefors 2005; Johannisson,

Ramı́rez-Pasillas, and Karlsson 2002). In the ANT perspective, opportunities are created ‘in

here’ rather than being viewed as pre-existing ‘out there’. It is through interaction that the

actor (human or non-human) and the opportunity come into existence. According to

Korsgaard (2011, 670), ‘the question is thus not how structure and agent interact, but how a

particular structure and agency constellation (or actor–network) has come to be’.

The creation perspective of opportunity thus allows the inclusion of the social and

relational network of the entrepreneur (Fletcher 2006; Gaddefors 2005; Korsgaard 2011).

The role of networks in the entrepreneurial process has been emphasized by several

scholars (Anderson and Jack 2002; Ghauri, Hadjikhani, and Johanson 2005; Chabaud et al.

Process
Opportunity
development

Agency

Figure 1. Key elements of the actor–network theory in the creation perspective of opportunity.
Source: Korsgaard (2011).
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2012). Networks have been found to enable companies to get access to cheaper resources,

and even resources that may not be available in markets (Witt 2004; Bhagavatula et al.

2010), to gain valuable information (Tolstoy 2010) and to achieve competitive advantage

(Lechner and Dowling 2003; Butler and Hansen 1991).

3.2. Process

According to the ANT understanding of the creation view, the three stages of discovery,

evaluation and exploitation are not separable; discovery is a continuous process and opens

up due to the interaction of agents. Evaluation and exploitation co-exist as a new

understanding of the current situation is suggested, accepted or denied. Exploitation is

based on agents collaborating to act upon an opportunity (Korsgaard 2011).

Actors initiate their activities based on their understanding of their abilities, and the

nature of opportunities and resources that are at hand (Alvarez and Parker 2009; Baker and

Nelson 2005). These initial beliefs about opportunities, resources and abilities are all

socially constructed and may vary among different actors (Mosakowski 1997). Because of

the mismatch between these beliefs and reality, actors have to act to see the response from

their customers, and then adjust their beliefs and act again (Weick 1979). At the beginning,

no one knows what the outcome of the process will be; multiple voices of those who are

trying to shape opportunity in different directions are heard. Therefore, the transformation

of opportunity is an open-ended process and, as a result, opportunity may be reinvented as

users take it and transform it to suit their interests (Akrich, Callon, and Latour 2002;

Korsgaard 2011). Fletcher (2007) indicates that the identified sequential order is post hoc

based on what makes sense of the phenomenon.

3.3. Opportunity development

In the creation perspective, opportunities do not exist in the environment and are

endogenously generated by the actors (Wood and McKinley 2010). Entrepreneurial agents

are constitutive of the external reality and, as a result, opportunities are created through the

entrepreneurial process (Sarason, Dean, and Dillard 2006; Sarason, Dillard, and Dean

2010). According to the advocates of this perspective, opportunities are not fully developed

at the beginning of the entrepreneurial process (Sanz-Velasco 2006; Korsgaard 2013).

Therefore, when studying the entrepreneurial process, the entire transformational process

that opportunities undergo should be taken into account (Latour 1987). The advocates of this

view explain that, at the initiation of the entrepreneurial process, the actors may have some

ideas about how their activitiesmight develop into opportunities, butwhat the end result will

be is not clear (Sarasvathy 2008). As stated by Alvarez, Barney, and Anderson (2013, 308),

‘opportunities cannot be fully understood until they exist, and they only exist after they are

enacted in an iterative process of action and reaction’. Thus, the creation process is path

dependent (Garud and Karnøe 2001) and it is through actions and reactions that

opportunities are enacted and exploited (Weick 1979; Alvarez and Barney 2007).

4. Research methodology

4.1. Research design and data collection

We adopted a qualitative approach in this research, owing to its exploratory nature (Hair

et al. 2007; Gerring 2007) and in order to obtain richer data (Flick 2009). The case-study

methodology was used as it allows the researcher to examine the setting and understand
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the inherent dynamics of the case in question (Eisenhardt 1989; Eisenhardt and Graebner

2007; Yin 2009). Several company cases were studied, as multiple cases facilitate

replication logic and each case can be employed to confirm/disconfirm the findings from

the other cases (Creswell 2007; Ghauri 2004).

This research was conducted in India because a considerable share of the BoP population

resides there, and the country has attracted MNCs that are targeting the BoP market

(Hammond et al. 2007; Prahalad 2010). Eight MNCs that were offering products/services for

low-income people in India and five non-governmental organizations (NGOs) agreed to

participate in the study. However, for reasons of space, and in order to provide a more in-

depth understanding of the initiatives of the MNCs, here we focus on three of them: FMCG

Co., Mobiles for All and Home Appliances. It should be mentioned, though, that the

presented findings of this research are based on the analysis of all interviewed MNCs.

The companies were selected from a variety of industries serving different BoP

markets. Diverse cases allow the researcher to obtain more information than average,

similar cases would (Eisenhardt and Graebner 2007). In addition, industry diversity is

useful when it comes to generalizing findings; for example, in this case, conditions at the

BoP may affect different business activities differently (Schuster and Holtbrügge 2012).

Table 1 gives an overview of the company cases and their activities at the BoP.

Primary data were collected using interviews as they are recommended for exploratory

and theory-building studies (Silverman 2010; Ghauri and Gronhaug 2010). An interview

guide was developed in the form of a semi-structured interview, including questions based

on the reviewed literature (Bryman and Bell 2007).

The insights gained from the companies in India were complemented with interviews of

managers from the companies’ headquarters. Several senior-levelmanagerswere interviewed

in each company; the interviewees’ job titles included Corporate Sustainability Manager,

Sales and Marketing Manager, Design Manager, Brand Manager, Project Manager, Rural

Manager and Head of Corporate Social Investment. The use of multiple informants mitigates

subjective bias and results in a richer andmore comprehensive understanding (Eisenhardt and

Graebner 2007). After one person in a firm had agreed to participate in the research, he/she

was then asked to identify another key respondent involved in the firm’s entry into the BoP

market. This resulted in 44 interviews in total with theMNCs andNGOs. Fourteen interviews

were related to the MNCs whose cases are presented in this research, six people being

interviewed fromFMCGCo.,five fromMobiles forAll and three fromHomeAppliances. The

interviews in India were conducted between April and June 2010 by two of the authors and

Table 1. Overview of company cases.

Company Industry Activities at the BoP in India

FMCG Co. Fast-moving
consumer goods

FMCG Co. is a fast-moving consumer goods producer in India
and produces products such as tea, soap, shampoo, detergent.
The company offers affordable and accessible products to
rural areas to meet the needs of the poor.

Mobiles for
All

Mobile
telecommunications

Mobiles for All produces affordable handsets and has developed
several mobile applications (apps) (e.g. agricultural apps and
educational apps) for low-income people.

Home
Appliances

Electronics Home Appliances offers consumer electronic goods, domestic
appliances, lighting, medical systems and medical technology.
Built upon its superior design capabilities, the company has
designed a smokeless stove for the BoP population.

Note: Fake names have been given to the companies for confidentiality purposes.
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followedupover the phone/Skype on occasions between then and 2011. The interviews lasted

between 45 and 90minutes. They were digitally recorded and transcribed, and the transcripts

were sent back to the interviewees for confirmation.

When access was granted, representatives of the NGO partners of the MNCs were also

interviewed, including one with the NGO partner of Mobiles for All and nine with the

NGO partners of other MNCs whose cases are not presented in this paper. Interviewing

representatives of the NGOs enabled us to triangulate the perspective of the MNCs

(Gummesson 2003) regarding the creation view of opportunity at the BoP. It should be

noted that these NGOs had a long history of working with the BoP people, which also

helped us to learn about the perspective of the BoP people. In addition, secondary data

including the perspective of NGO partners was used. The key sources of secondary data

were company websites, company reports, magazines and journals, videos of

presentations by executives and other online sources.

4.2. Data analysis

Data analysis commenced with the entry of the transcribed interview data into NVivo

qualitative data analysis software. The data analysis pursued cross-case synthesis and was

carried out in two phases:within each company and across companies (Flick 2009;Yin 2014).

In the first phase, ‘story-telling’, all interviews in each company were synthesized and a

chronology of events that had taken place in the organization was developed for subsequent

analysis (Eisenhardt 1989). In the secondphase,wecoded the data provided in each interview,

meaning that the statements in the interviews were categorized into themes (codes) that

captured the theoretical categories (agency, process and opportunity development) as

suggested by Ghauri (2004). Under each theme, we were then open to the sub-themes that

emerged in each company case explaining how theMNCswere able to enter the BoPmarket.

We then went through several rounds of reduction and abstraction (Swanborn 2012; Ghauri

2004). During this stage, some sub-themes were merged together. The analysis eventually

resulted in the identification of a small number of core categories, which served to tightly

integrate all the theoretical concepts into the original evidence. After the within-case analysis

had been carried out, cross-case analysis was performed. Here, we attempted to identify

whether different cases shared similar themes and whether they could be considered as

replications of each other, and to aggregate the findings of the research (Yin 2014). The core

themes thatwere found in thewithin-case analysis and confirmed in cross-case analysis under

each category of agency, process and opportunity development are presented in the findings

section. It should be mentioned that, although in this paper we are presenting the activities of

just three of the MNCs, the analysis was carried out for all interviewed companies.

5. Company cases at the BoP

5.1. FMCG Co

FMCG Co. produces fast-moving consumer goods, including food, beverages, cleaning

agents and personal care products. It is an MNC headquartered in Europe and has

subsidiaries in more than 100 countries. FMCG Co. in India was formed around 80 years

ago and is one of India’s biggest producers. In 2005, the company was faced with saturated

markets in the urban areas and wealthy segments of the rural areas of India. Around 76%

of the population in India live in rural areas. However, the majority of them are poor and

constrained by their low incomes (Hammond et al. 2007; The World Bank 2008). While

the lack of disposable income of the BoP people inhibits them from being considered an
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opportunity at first glance, FMCG Co. decided to enter this market and develop

opportunities there. It started with an analysis of the situation facing the BoP people who

earned a very small amount of money every day. It was clear that their limited income

would constrain them from paying for the relatively expensive, large-sized products of

the firm. In addition, the majority of these people were illiterate, did not have access to TV

and lived in rural areas where proper infrastructure such as transportation did not exist. All

these conditions hindered the firm’s use of its main business model and required it to

revisit its existing products, prices, means of promotion and distribution channels. One of

the top managers recounted:

We were already a very strong player in India . . . we knew that a huge market of consumers
lies in rural India and we did not have a business model that could take our products to these
consumers.

Thus, in order to adapt itself to the limited earning of the BoP, the company changed the size

of its products and offered single-serve sachets. This strategy led to lower product prices,

which enabled the poor to afford the product and buy enough to meet their daily needs.

In addition, the company had to change its promotion strategy as it had previously relied on

consumers having access to TV and being literate. In its new strategy, the company started

dispatching its marketing team to rural areas to promote its products at village gatherings.

It also used the walls in the villages to put up pictorial messages (instead of written ones)

informing consumers about its products. In addition to building awareness of the availability

of its products, with some of the products the company had to motivate people to use them.

For example, it had to educate the poor about the necessity of washing their hands with soap

in order to remove germs. Diarrhoea, which is caused by poor sanitation and not using soap,

kills a considerable number of children in developing countries, and especially in India

(World Bank 2000). To encourage people to wash their hands and reduce the incidence of

diarrhoea, the company developed an interesting illustration to show that visibly clean

hands may still have germs on them. As explained by one of the brand managers:

The company representatives rub powders onto people’s hands and wash their hands with
water. Then, under UV light, they show people that, although they have washed their hands
with water and they seem to be clean, there is still a residue from the powder on their hands.
Then, these people are asked to wash their hands with soap and look at their hands under the
UV light again, which illustrates that the powder residue has now been removed.

Another challenge that the company had to deal with was related to the distribution of

products in rural areas. To tackle this, the company sought the collaboration of NGOs that

were working with poor women and educating them on how to start micro-businesses to

improve their lives. Through this collaboration, the company gained access to over 3,500

women. These women lived in dispersed rural areas and many were employed to work as

FMCG Co.’s representatives, educating people about the products, and selling and

distributing them, even in some of the most remote rural areas. This was a win–win

solution in that it offered empowerment opportunities to the poor and improved their

earnings, while bringing profitability to the firm.

5.2. Mobiles for All

Mobiles for All manufactures mobile devices and develops mobile applications (apps).

It is headquartered in Europe and sells its products in more than 150 countries. A statistical

analysis of the market in India showed the company that, while in some of the big cities

such as Delhi mobile penetration was around 100%, it was still only 20% in rural areas.
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This offered a potentially huge opportunity for the company, provided that it could sell its

products in this market. The company’s preliminary research revealed that the majority of

these people were constrained by the BoP conditions (e.g. low incomes and illiteracy) and

could not afford to buy the existing products of the company. Instead of ignoring this

market, Mobiles for All decided to develop solutions so that it could sell its products to the

BoP population. First, it started working on its mobile handset to make it suitable for the

needs of these people. It simplified the handset and its features so as to offer a basic

affordable handset. In the design of the handset, the company also had to take into account

the specific life circumstances of these people. For example, because the majority of rural

people in India are farmers, the company had to consider that the handsets might get dirty

and be dropped during farm work. The people’s illiteracy also necessitated the

development of products that would be easy to use.

Although the handsets were now cheaper, the BoP people were still not keen to spend

their limited earnings on them. This led the company to invite NGOs that offered micro-

finance to collaborate with it and provide loans to the poor for the purchase of handsets.

Mobiles for All was also asked by some NGOs in India to play a role in addressing

social problems such as poverty, widespread disease and illiteracy. Through several

meetings with the NGOs and the BoP communities, the company learned how it could

contribute towards solving these social problems by developing mobile apps. Through this

collaboration, it was able to offer apps that allowed subscribers to receive updates on

chosen topics such as market prices, news or weather forecasts, English lessons or help

with exam preparation. One of the apps that became very successful was an agricultural

app that provided weather forecasts and updates on the market prices for agricultural

products in nearby cities where the farmers could potentially sell their products. By using

this app, the farmers no longer had to carry their products long distances without knowing

what the prices would be at their destination. It saved the farmers time and money, and

gave them the opportunity to sell their products when and where market prices were

higher. In the words of one of the managers,

For these people, whose income is about $100–120 per month, parting with a dollar or two a
month is a big deal. So what was a pleasant surprise was their willingness to carry on with this
service [agricultural app] month after month. It proved that the service had benefit to them, in
that it brought information directly to them – they didn’t have to go out and search for the
information, they didn’t have to spend a lot of time and money or go into the local town to get
the information.

After developing the requested apps,Mobiles forAll asked theNGOs to educate peopleon

how touse themobile phones and apps. This collaborationwith theNGOswas quite crucial, as

the company did not have the required resources in dispersed local areas to build awareness

and sell its product/service itself. According to one of the managers of Mobiles for All,

NGOs can help us in implementing a programme on the ground because we will never claim to
be the best people to implement social programmes because that’s not where our expertise lies.

5.3. Home Appliances

Home Appliances is based in Europe. The company operates in more than 60 countries,

offering a variety of products such as consumer electronics, kitchen appliances, personal

care and healthcare.

In 2005, the company noticed that selling its products in developed countries was

becoming difficult, and it was failing to reach four billion lower-income people. In order to

develop new ideas for a product/service that could address the needs of these people, the
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company organized an event comprising 275 managers from Home Appliances

worldwide, as well as some of the leading NGOs at the BoP. The intention was to

promote fresh thinking, and the envisioning of products the company could produce that

would improve the quality of life at the BoP. Out of 80 suggested solutions, one of the

prominent ideas was related to the health of poor people. Because many people at the BoP

still cooked indoors with biomass fuels (e.g. wood or dung), respiratory illnesses were

quite common among them.

To develop a cheap stove that would not produce smoke, Home Appliances asked

NGOs to collaborate with it to conduct a survey at the BoP. The aim of this survey was to

gain insight into the culinary habits of rural people in India and their purchasing power, as

well as local production and distribution channels. Based on this information, the company

would need to develop a stove that was cheap and simple to use, while reducing indoor

pollution. The necessity of developing a new product and devising a different business

model was reflected by one of the respondents:

We had to look beyond traditional strategies and develop new strategies to learn about
customer needs, product design and innovation in these [BoP] markets. The significantly
lower purchasing power of these populations required new innovative strategies.

The research conducted by the NGOs and Home Appliances demonstrated the importance of

offering a very cheap product. As a result, the company decided to design a smokeless stove

and donate the design to local entrepreneurs and NGOs for production and distribution.

It should be pointed out that, although Home Appliances found that it would be unable to

earn a profit from the smokeless stove, it was able to gain access to the BoP market through

the design of the stove, learn about this market’s specific needs and, as a result, adapt/

develop other products for it. This was illustrated by one of the company’s top managers:

It is also very beneficial for us . . . it develops brand equity and trust . . . It also shows us new
ways of co-creating value through cooperation with “unconventional” partners such as NGOs,
local entrepreneurs and self-help group women.

6. Findings

In this research, we have attempted to understand the entry of MNCs into the BoP from the

creation view of opportunities. The findings of this research have revealed several factors

contributing to understanding the creation perspective of opportunities at the BoP within an

ANT framework. Here, we summarize what can be inferred from the activities of our case

companies in relation to each of the factors of agency, process and opportunity development.

6.1. Agency

6.1.1. Necessity of involvement of beneficiary stakeholders

The findings of this research show that, at the BoP, MNCs will not generally be able to

enter this market on their own. All of the company cases involved multiple stakeholders

such as the BoP communities, NGOs and local entrepreneurs, playing a role in the

entrepreneurship process. The main reason these entities were invited to get involved was

related to the necessity of ensuring the 4As.

Engagement of the BoP communities helped the MNCs to learn about their exact needs

and consequently to offer a more affordable product. In addition, since the communities

have been involved in the product development process, they were more prone to purchase

the product.

M. Tasavori et al.114



The involvement of NGOs and local entrepreneurs also contributed to the 4As. The

NGOs helped the MNCs to learn about the unmet needs of the BoP people by sharing their

knowledge and experience of working with the poor, as well as by asking the communities

to collaborate with the MNCs (e.g. in the case of Home Appliances and Mobiles for All).

Some NGOs also helped MNCs to come up with the right ideas with the potential to

address the needs of the BoP people. Home Appliances, for example, started by inviting

the leading NGOs to help it understand how it could use its own capabilities to solve the

social problems at the BoP. In the case of Mobiles for All, NGOs raised the potential of

developing a mobile app to address social problems. Collaboration with NGOs ensured

that these MNCs developed the right products that were affordable and acceptable to these

stakeholders.

It also enabled the MNCs to benefit from the NGOs’ local resources and networks in

different rural areas. In the case of Home Appliances, NGOs carried out a door-to-door

survey about the cooking habits of rural households. Home Appliances then donated the

design of the smokeless stove to local entrepreneurs and NGOs who produced and

distributed the product. FMCG Co. gained access to NGOs’ networks of women in self-

help groups. Access to these widespread networks allowed FMCG Co. to develop a

relatively cheap distribution channel in India’s rural areas. If these MNCs had wanted to

employ their own resources, it would have cost them much more money and time, and the

affordability of their products might have been compromised.

The involvement of the NGOs also contributed to the building of awareness about the

products and their advantages. Mobiles for All benefited from its collaboration with NGOs

who taught people how to use its mobile phone and apps. NGOs also educated people

about the importance of hygiene, which helped FMCG Co. to sell its products much more

easily.

It should be noted that, in addition to human actors, non-human actors such as the

products of the MNCs were quite critical to the successful creation of opportunities at the

BoP. None of the company cases were able to employ their existing products in this market.

Instead, they had to adapt/develop new products and processes to suit the BoP conditions.

6.2. Process

6.2.1. Continuous modification of business model to ensure the 4As

First, it should be noted that none of the company cases were able to use their own existing

business models at the BoP. In addition, none of the company cases had a clear idea of the

business model that would be successful at the BoP. When they started targeting the BoP,

they had to learn and co-create their new business models in collaboration with other

agents until they were sure that the BoP people were aware of the product and that the

product was affordable, acceptable and available.

The interviews indicate how the activities of the MNCs went in new directions as they

learnt about the needs of the BoP people. In the case of FMCG Co., the company started

with several strategies, each of which proved inadequate and forced it to incorporate

another strategy modification in their business model (e.g. changing its marketing and

advertising strategy, changing its distribution channel and building awareness about the

products). Thus, evaluation and exploitation formed an ongoing process until the company

was able to sell its products to this market. Similarly, in the case of Mobiles for All, the

company developed an affordable handset but people were still not initially willing to pay

for it. The company thus had to revise its business model and invite micro-finance NGOs

to offer loans to help the BoP people to afford its product. Still, this initiative was
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inadequate and the company learned that it had to educate the BoP people about the

advantages and benefits mobile phones could offer them. In fact, the pursuit of

opportunities led to several modifications to the business model before the best solution

was found.

6.3. Opportunity development

6.3.1. Identifying and addressing the specific real needs of the BoP people

The findings of this research illustrate that opportunity development at the BoP should

start with learning about the specific needs of the BoP people. It is very important that

MNCs identify the exact products and services that the BoP people need, and to which

poor people will be happy to allocate part of their limited income. While, in developed

countries, MNCs may incorporate into their products additional features that customers

may not need, at the BoP, customers are very sensitive to the price of a product. As a result,

MNCs should offer products that address only those needs that have been identified

(features, size, etc.). Mobiles for All had to simplify its handset in order to make it

affordable and acceptable to the poor. Home Appliances noticed that respiratory illness

was very common among rural people and that, if it could develop a product to solve this

problem, it would be welcomed by the poor.

6.3.2. Improving the quality of the BoP people’s lives

The findings of this research have revealed that, as part of opportunity development,

MNCs should consider how the products they offer can contribute to bringing people at the

BoP out of poverty and enhancing the quality of their lives. MNCs should develop

solutions that increase the disposable income of the BoP people by either reducing their

costs or increasing their incomes. FMCG Co. and Home Appliances are reducing the

incidence of diarrhoea and respiratory illness, respectively, allowing the poor to avoid

spending money on treatment; the agriculture app of Mobiles for All is also reducing the

BoP people’s living costs, allowing them to avoid having to travel long distances to find

out the market prices of the products they wish to sell. These MNCs have also attempted to

increase the income of the BoP people by creating job (FMCG Co.) and entrepreneurship

(Home Appliances and Mobiles for All) opportunities for them.

6.3.3. Not rushing into earning a profit

As part of their opportunity development process, MNCs should accept that they may not

earn money from the BoP market immediately. The findings of this research suggest that,

because of the dominant poverty in this market, MNCs need to be patient and pursue long-

term profitability. The company cases in this research had to offer low-priced products

with very marginal or even no profit. Home Appliances, for example, had to start with a

business model that did not generate any profit for the firm in the short term. However, the

company is hoping to learn from its experience and apply its knowledge to develop other

products for this market or even its mainstream market in the future. In the case of FMCG

Co., it took a long time for the company to make its business model profitable. As one of

the interviewees from this firm commented:

If a company was to start tomorrow and say ‘I want to do this in rural India,’ it would take a
long time for it to be profitable and this is exactly what we are witnessing right now.
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7. Discussion

While the dominant view in the entrepreneurship literature centres around opportunity

discovery (Shane 2003; Kirzner 1979, 1997), this study corroborates the idea that, at the

BoP, MNCs have to pursue the creation approach towards opportunities (Fletcher 2006;

Gaddefors 2005; Korsgaard 2013). A summary of the findings of this research based on the

ANT and in relation to the agents, process and opportunity development is presented in

Table 2.

In contrast to the discovery perspective that relies on an alert individual entrepreneur

to recognize opportunities (Shane 2003), and consistent with the ANT interpretation of the

creation approach, the findings of this research illustrate that, at the BoP, multiple

stakeholders and beneficiaries should collaborate together in order to develop

opportunities, corroborating prior studies (Gaddefors 2005; Johannisson, Ramı́rez-

Pasillas, and Karlsson 2002). This research thus endorses the social constructionism view

of opportunities and emphasizes that opportunities are not developed in the mind of the

entrepreneur but during the interaction of the entrepreneur with its network, confirming

social and relational aspects of the entrepreneurship (Fletcher 2006; Bjerke and Karlsson

2013). It also validates the collective entrepreneurship literature emphasizing the necessity

of the involvement of different actors in the process of entrepreneurship (Johannisson

1998; Johannisson and Nilsson 1989; Holmquist 2003; Lindgren and Packendorff 2003;

Johannisson 2011).

In addition to the MNCs and their modified products, the key agents that played a role

were NGOs, the BoP communities and local entrepreneurs, as outlined in Table 2. Without

the contributions of each of these actors, the companies would not have been able to ensure

the 4As at the BoP. This is consistent with the findings of other scholars highlighting the

importance of the involvement of NGOs and low-income people for successful entry into

this market (e.g. Perez-Aleman and Sandilands 2008; Seelos and Mair 2007; Rashid and

Rahman 2009; London and Hart 2004). The participation of NGOs and the BoP people in

the product development process enabled these MNCs to learn about the specific needs of

the people in this market, allowed them to build awareness of their products, enhanced the

acceptability of the products and facilitated their distribution through these agents

(Anderson and Billou 2007). According to prior studies, establishing a network of such

actors can improve the innovation capabilities of MNCs (Gellynck, Vermeire, and Viaene

2007), provide access to resources and knowledge (Witt 2004; Bhagavatula et al. 2010;

Tolstoy 2010) that they may lack at the BoP and enhance BoP communities’ well-being

(Besser, Miller, and Perkins 2006). The importance of the involvement of the BoP

communities in this process also supports the findings suggesting that the BoP community

can play an influential role in the execution and outcome of any entrepreneurial activity

there (Hindle 2010; Johnstone and Lionais 2004).

Contrary to the discovery approach, the pursuit of opportunities at the BoP was not

linear and did not follow the traditional three stages of opportunity discovery, evaluation

and exploitation (e.g. Shane 2003; Eckhardt and Shane 2003). Instead, it was an

intertwined process and these stages coexisted and were not separable (Fletcher 2007).

None of the company cases started with the opportunity discovery and evaluation stage, as

the low incomes of the BoP population would have prevented them from being considered

as opportunities. Instead, all of the companies learned about the needs of the BoP and how

they could contribute towards addressing those needs. In line with the findings of London

and Hart (2004), all of the company cases had to reinvent their business models, change

their products and modify their processes in such a way as to overcome the disadvantaged
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Table 2. The creation perspective of opportunities in company cases based on ANT.

Company
case Actors Process Opportunity development

FMCG Co. † FMCG Co.
† Affordable and
available products

† NGOs (introducing
thousands of low-
income women)

† Low-income
women (sales
representatives and
distributors)

† Preliminary evaluation did not
support opportunity discovery
due to the lack of disposable
income of the BoP people

† Different stages of
entrepreneurship process
(discovery, evaluation and
exploitation) were continuous
and inseparable:

†modifying existing product and
offering cheaper single-serve
sachets

† modifying marketing,
advertising and promotion
strategy considering the lack of
TVs and illiteracy: pictorial
messages on walls, face-to-
face promotion, educating
people about the importance of
hygiene (e.g. washing hands
with soap)

† Distribution of products by
rural low-income women

† More than 70% of
India’s population live
in rural areas and have
low disposable income

† Addressing the needs of
the BoP people

† Modification of product/
process to suit the BoP
people’s needs

† Empowerment of the
BoP people

† Improving the quality of
life at the BoP (e.g.
reduction of the
incidence of diarrhoea)

Mobiles
for All

† Mobiles for All
† Simple affordable
handsets

† Mobile apps
† NGOs (offering
micro-finance)

† BoP communities
(contribution to the
process of mobile
app development)

† NGOs (suggesting
mobile apps and
educating people
about the use of
mobile apps)

† Opportunity discovery,
evaluation and exploitation
were a continuous process.
The company had to re-
evaluate the opportunity and
the needs of the BoP people
several times and modify its
business model accordingly:

† offering simple, durable and
affordable handsets that suit
the needs of the BoP

† inviting NGOs to offer micro-
finance

† surveying the needs of the BoP
people in terms of mobile apps
(through collaboration with
NGOs)

† developing apps that reduce
social problems based on the
request of NGOs

† adapting marketing, sales and
distribution based on the BoP
conditions

† Availability of large
market size (low
penetration of mobiles
in rural areas of India)

† Educating people about
the role mobile apps
could play in improving
their lives (through
collaboration with
NGOs)

† Improving the quality of
the BoP people’s lives
by giving them the
opportunity to earn more
money/ reducing their
costs through mobile
apps (e.g. agricultural
app)

(Continued)
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conditions of the BoP. The product/process development was iterative and continued until

the companies had developed situations in which the BoP people were happy to pay for

their products. This resonates with the argument of Weick (1979) suggesting that agents

should take action, look at the reactions of their customers and then adjust their products

accordingly. For example, in the case of Mobiles for All, the company was not successful

by just offering a simple and affordable handset; it had to come up with the idea of micro-

finance for the purchase of its products, and even offer mobile apps to enhance the poor

people’s income.

Although the discovery view suggests that opportunities have subjective existence

prior to the entrepreneurship process (Shane 2003), the findings of this research illustrate

that, at the BoP, opportunities are not out there and need to be developed. When

developing opportunities, it is crucial that MNCs do not just focus on their own profits.

Instead, the company cases had to consider the ‘real needs’ of the BoP people and how

their products/processes could improve the quality of their lives. This also corroborates the

findings suggesting that the endeavours of companies at the BoP should centre around

mutual value creation (London, Anupindi, and Sheth 2010; Prasad and Ganvir 2005).

Corporations have also been advised to pursue business models that incorporate the BoP

people as producers and entrepreneurs (London and Hart 2010). Undoubtedly, all these

initiatives of MNCs at the BoP have not only developed opportunities for the companies

but also led to community development (Spilling 2011).

Table 2 – continued

Company
case Actors Process Opportunity development

Home
Appliances

† Home Appliances
† NGOs (developing
ideas to address
social problems)

† Smokeless stove
† NGOs (conducting
survey about the
culinary habits of the
BoP)

† NGOs and local
entrepreneurs (as
manufacturers and
distributors)

† A profitable opportunity using
the products of the firm did not
exist; the company had to
involve several agents and
seek their collaboration to
develop an opportunity based
on Home Appliances’
capabilities

† Identification of a social
problem that the company
could address by developing a
product (in collaboration with
NGOs)

† Market research and learning
about the culinary habits and
specific cooking needs of the
BoP communities (in
collaboration with NGOs);
inviting the BoP people to take
part in the product
development process

† Developing a detailed drawing
of the stove

† The company had to donate its
design to local entrepreneurs
and NGOs (for production and
distribution) in order to make it
affordable

† Saturated market in
developed countries and
four billion low-income
people at the BoP

† Considering the social
problem/the real needs
of the BoP people before
designing the product

† Developing products/
processes that suited the
needs of the BoP
communities

† Making the product
affordable by donating
the design to the local
entrepreneurs for
production and
distribution

† Reducing the incidence
of respiratory illness by
offering a smokeless
stove
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It should also be mentioned that it is through this mutual value creation that MNCs

have been successful in mobilizing different actors such as NGOs and BoP communities.

This is also consistent with the proposition of Porter and Kramer (2011) arguing that

corporations’ success would benefit from aligning companies’ activities with social

betterment. The necessity of aligning corporations’ values with the social values that

NGOs pursue has also been emphasized for a successful collaboration (Waddell 2000,

1999; Dahan et al. 2010).

Finally, the last point that ensures successful opportunity development is related to the

importance of adopting a long-term orientation towards earning a profit in this market.

While prior research points out that there are fortunes to be made at the BoP (Hammond

et al. 2007; Prahalad 2010), the findings of this research illustrate that, because of the

nature of the opportunity development there, profitability may not occur immediately.

While companies should invest in enhancing the disposable income of the poor, they

should be aware that coming out of poverty takes time and that they will be unlikely to

jump straight into earning high profits from this market.

8. Conclusion

This research aimed to reveal how MNCs can enter the BoP market. We adopted the

creation perspective of opportunities and employed the ANT to shed light on the actors,

processes and opportunity development in this market. A summary of the findings of this

research is presented in Figure 2.

The figure illustrates that successful entry into the BoP market requires the

involvement of multiple beneficiaries. In particular, gaining the support of NGOs

(London and Hart 2004; Reficco and Márquez 2012; Dahan et al. 2010) and the

involvement of the BoP population can guarantee subsequent success (Dahan et al. 2010;

Hindle 2010). Second, we have illuminated the point that MNCs should engage in an

iterative process and redefine their business models several times in order that they suit

the BoP conditions. In this process, companies will benefit from the involvement of

different agents who can contribute to affordability, acceptability, availability and

awareness. Third, corporations have to invest in developing the opportunities. Despite

Agency
• The company
• The modified product/process of the

firm
• NGOs and local entrepreneurs
• BoP people

Opportunity development

• Identifying and addressing the specific
real needs of the BoP people

• Improving the quality of the BoP
people’s lives

• Not rushing into earning a profit

Process
• The business model was modified

several times in order to ensure the
4As

Figure 2. The creation perspective of opportunities at the BoP based on the ANT framework.
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the huge market size, corporations need to create conditions in which it will make sense

for these low-income people to spend their limited funds on the corporations’ products.

The findings of this research show that companies can achieve this by incorporating the

real needs of the poor into their plans. In addition, when developing products and

services, companies should not only address these needs but also offer solutions that

increase the disposable income of poor people. Finally, in the opportunity development

process, MNCs should be open to the adoption of business models that may not lead to

immediate profits.

This research makes several contributions. First, it adds to the entrepreneurship

literature, by investigating opportunity in the context of large and established corporations

(Zahra 1996; Kellermanns and Eddleston 2006; Ghauri, Hadjikhani, and Johanson 2005).

Second, the findings of this research authorize the process theories of entrepreneurship

(Steyaert 2007) by highlighting the necessity of pursuing the creation perspective of

opportunities at the BoP market (Sanz-Velasco 2006; Korsgaard 2013). This is a totally

different understanding from the dominant discovery view in the entrepreneurship

literature (Kirzner 1997, 1973; Shane and Venkataraman 2000; Shane 2003). Third, this

research provides new empirical insights into ANT interpretation of the creation

perspective (Korsgaard 2011). Specifically, based on the ANT, we have revealed that, at

the BoP, opportunities are constructed in a relational exchange and through a nonlinear

process (Fletcher 2006; Bjerke and Karlsson 2013; Schindehutte and Morris 2009). In this

vein, this research offers empirical insights into the proposition of Fletcher (2006, p. 436)

who explains that in the social constructivism view, ‘the enquirer moves beyond an

examination of individual opportunity-seeking processes to consideration of the

relationality between people’s actions and their cultural, societal, economic and political

situational context’. Finally, the findings of this research contribute to the collective

entrepreneurship literature by pinpointing the reality of distributed agency in the

entrepreneurship process (Johannisson 1998; Johannisson and Nilsson 1989; Holmquist

2003; Lindgren and Packendorff 2003; Johannisson 2011; Bjerke and Karlsson 2013).

This study also has some managerial implications as it illuminates how MNCs’

managers can successfully enter the BoP market. First, managers should seek the

collaboration of other agents in their network and expand their network to include non-

traditional partners when required (Hadjikhani, Lee, and Ghauri 2008; London and Hart

2004). Second, they should learn that, at the BoP, defining a business model is a

continuous, recurring process. Finally, business managers should engage in a process of

transformation and development of opportunities by serving the key needs of the BoP

people and developing solutions that will bring them out of poverty and produce long-term

profitability.

This research is not without limitations. Although it was originally based on eight

cases, three of which are presented in this paper, it is limited in its generalizability. It is

only based on the ANT interpretation of the creation perspective and is mainly built upon

the MNCs’ viewpoint. Future studies could employ other theoretical perspectives in this

area to illuminate other aspects, and interview different actors to provide a more

comprehensive picture of the phenomenon. Future studies could also carry out quantitative

research to test the findings of this research.
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