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Since the original publication of my article with C.K. Prahalad, “The Fortune at the Bottom of 

the Pyramid”, in 2002, the theory and practice of bottom (base) of the pyramid (BoP) 

business has taken off. Thousands of new corporate initiatives, start-up ventures, 

development institution programmes and innovative investment funds focused on social 

impact have exploded onto the scene. A whole new lexicon has emerged to describe this 

phenomenon, including new buzzwords and catch phrases such as: “inclusive business”, 

“opportunities for the majority”, “sustainable livelihoods”, “pro-poor business” and “social 

business”. The number of conferences and summits dedicated to the premise that business 

and entrepreneurship (rather than just aid and philanthropy) can be brought to bear to 

alleviate poverty has skyrocketed. And literally thousands of books, articles, newsletters and 

blogs addressing this topic have appeared on the scene.  

Yet despite all this activity and attention, there is still the nagging sense that we have not 

yet cracked the code when it comes to BoP business. The unfortunate truth is that most BoP 

ventures and corporate initiatives over the past decade have either failed outright, or 

achieved only modest success at great cost. As a consequence, a growing number of 

companies now simply assign this activity to their corporate social responsibility department 

or corporate foundation.  

Such lack of traction can been explained in part by the incremental approach taken by many 

BoP ventures and corporate initiatives. Indeed, I and several of my colleagues have drawn a 

distinction between “BoP 1.0” and “BoP 2.0”. The former, which has been the dominant 

approach to date, focuses on adapting existing products, reducing price points and 

extending distribution to previously underserved or unserved customers, often with non-

governmental organization (NGO) partners to compensate for the lack of prior experience. 

And while such “business model innovation” is necessary, it has proven less than sufficient, 

since most such “outside-in” initiatives have been commercial failures. I liken BoP 1.0 to the 

proverbial “child with a hammer”—give a child a hammer and everything looks like a nail. 

Corporations know how to swing their existing hammer, and lower-income “consumers” 

look like a lot of new (albeit smaller) nails. Some have even suggested that this approach is 

nothing more than the latest form of corporate imperialism.  

Over the past decade, BoP 2.0 has been advanced as a way to overcome many of the 

problems of simply “selling to the poor”. The 2.0 approach stresses the importance of co-

creating products and compelling value propositions with under-served communities, 

innovating from the bottom up, leapfrogging to environmentally sustainable technology, 

and creating a dedicated set of metrics and timelines suited to the unique features of the 

under-served space. If the BoP 1.0 model can be summarized as “finding a fortune at the 

BoP” (premised on the logic of tapping into existing, albeit under-served, markets) then BoP 

2.0 can be characterized as “creating a fortune with the BoP” (premised on the logic of 

creating entirely new markets).  



The BoP Global Network has been dedicated to building the theory and accelerating the 

practice of BoP business enterprise that is inclusive, culturally embedded, environmentally 

sustainable and profitable. Members of the network have contributed in significant ways 

over the past several years to moving us towards BoP 2.0. And while we are still in the midst 

of developing the new skills, capabilities and organizational routines necessary to execute 

BoP 2.0, additional challenges, complexities and opportunities are being revealed. Indeed, 

only by taking action does one uncover the shortcomings in the approach taken. As 

expected, BoP 2.0 is clearly not the end of the road.  

It is therefore time to press forward, towards a BoP 3.0.  

*** 

This is an edited extract of the prologue to the new Greenleaf Publishing title Base of the 

Pyramid 3.0: Sustainable Development through Innovation and Entrepreneurship (Stuart L. 

Hart and Fernando Casado Cañeque).  
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