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1. Introduction 

majority of the world’s population

. “

”

people be “included” as anything else than consumers or low
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“ vision … is the 

”.

Prahalad’s pioneering work

people’s low 
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1.1 Research questions and contributions 

‘Third World’ or ‘developing countries’, focusing on such questions as what pov-

universally ‘true’ co scholars’ diverse con-

creation by discussing the role of participants’ sensemaking efforts (essay 2) and 

Figure 2. My research focus. RQs = research questions. 
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–
on partners’ activities –

ing business ventures in India or Sri Lanka. I documented partners’ actions and 

ness scholars’ diverse conceptualizations of co

– –

proposals that on emerging markets, “local integration” is a superior alternative
to “local responsiveness”. The latter is recommended by the transnational model

Figure 1. Relating the essays to each other  
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partners crucial for most foreign companies’ competitiveness 

1.2 Key concepts 

–

– but these people nevertheless make up a majority of world’s population. 
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–
income producers’ 

–
–

“It’s 

and sustained involvement of multinational companies”,

’
’

“MNCs seeking partners should look beyond businesses
community groups. They are key sources of knowledge about customers’ behav-

els” Partnership can be defined as “a temporary social arrangement in which two 
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transmutation of materials, ideas, and/or social relations to achieve that end” 

partnerships as the “collaboration paradigm of the 21st 
century”.

each other’s core competencies to fulfil their mission (Austin & Seitanidi, 2012).

–

are here defined simply as “regularized types of acts” (Giddens, 1976: 
75). Practice theories see that people’s a
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and often such “using” takes considerable 
consultants’ knowledge 

manner that influences the entrepreneur’s actions. 

: People “pull 
… … 

sense using narratives”. For example, researchers’ familiar
helps them make sense of their peers’ critical utterings as typical 

1.3 Motivation 
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–
–

lars’ viewpoint

companies segment the BOP market “realistically” and ignore 

Figure 3. Base of the Pyramid as defined by Access BoP, a global consulting company 
(www.accessbop.com/AboutUs/WhatIsTheBoP/) 
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fers to this as “marketization of poverty”: the political, social, historical and eco-

(2011: 26), the BOP “discourse can pre

ties in poor communities” (see also 
“an imagery of socie

ket”

1990s, questioned for example by Amartya Sen’s work “De-

states”, Sen writes (2001: 3). Hence, the conversion of poor people i

donor countries’ 

“
as to what is and is not ethical”

as “the responsibility of 
enterprises for their impacts on society” (
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“[t]
”

”
sustained involvement of multinational companies”

1.4 Structure of this introductory essay 
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2. Co-creation of inclusive business in 
low-income contexts 

model or theory, but also about the “co creation paradigm” (Cova

2.1 Inclusive business 

“base/bottom of the pyramid” 
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Figure 4. The number of published BOP articles

their seminal article, Prahalad and Hart (2002: 6) contend that “no firm can do 

sources of competitive advantage and wealth.” 

“
” 
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”I 
proverbial ‘child with a hammer’ –

income ‘consumers’ look like a lot of new (albeit smaller) nails"
“second generation” BOP strategies

here is a “growi

way relationship”

). However, Stuart Hart also notes that “w

”.

2013) and ‘relational capacity for social in-
novation’ (Murphy
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inappropriate “one all” approach. 
that “notions that poor local communi-

ties can deal with the large private firms on an ‘equal basis’ reveals a serious gap 
power, authority and domination”.

, which were still “in a state of infancy” 

2.2 Co-creation of business models and strategy 
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as often been practiced from an ‘expert per-
spective’

‘lead user’ 

 

Figure 5. The processes of user-centred design and co-creation (Sanders and Stappers, 2008)  
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‘modes’ like c
) or ‘mechanisms’ like

“the pro-
cesses and practices of interaction and exchange” within 

“a longitudinal, dynamic, interactive set of experiences and activities”
creation as “planned resource integration 

behaviour”, and model service co partners’ 

–

–
ner’s 

down to outsiders “coming in with assumptions about the potential of develop-
ment … [and] seeking to create a ‘fortune at the bottom of the pyramid’” 

“in the BOP approach, inclusive partnerships between transnational corpora-
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–
sible investment] approaches” (

– –

nial instrument (Macnaghten et al., 2014). Where participants’ interests cannot 

2.3 Participation in development initiatives 

eople’s part

–

creation concerns poor people’s participation in planning and implement-

king promoted people’s cooperatives 
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As Michener (1998: 2109) notes, “participation is a pliable label without a 
firm definition”. “ef-

ciency seeking” and “transformative” (
“information gathering” and “rapport building” participation (Mosse, 

lenges. A prominent method for people’s participation in poor context have been 

2004) and misrepresented people’s comments in their reports (Mosse, 1994). Of-

’

2.4 Cross-sector partnerships 

– –

six of the world’s hundred largest firms embraced them, managing 

Partnership can here be defined as “a temporary social arrangement in 
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that end” (Roberts & Bradley, SPs, or the “collaborative 
century” (Austin, 2000), draws on diverse disciplines from 

–

“ ” “ ” “ ”

partner’s “
”

“ ”
“conflict res-

olution” (Murphy & Arenas, 2010), “ ”

utilize each partners’ com-

gers’ and employees’ perceptions, actions and inter-

partners’ roles at need (Le Ber & Branzei, 2010).

reason d’
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Austin’s (2010) observation that value creation is 

– –

sector partnerships is spurred by partners’ prior experience of cross

2010), partners’ social capital (Jamali, Yianni, & Abdallah, 2011; Ryan & O’Mal-
ley, 2016), active individual boundary spanners (Ryan & O’Malley, 2016) and the 

–

challenge is that partners’ organizational 
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companies “selling out the 
poor” 

’

2.5 International business in low-income contexts 

at kind of alliances help a firms’ 
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–
– –

“normal” 

’s
to combine “global integration” (

“local responsiveness” (adapting to local markets). 
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“
”

‘ embedded subsidiary’, which has close, long

– London and Hart’s
–

Figure 6. MNC management (sources Prahalad & Doz, 1987; Bartlett & Ghoshal, 1989) 

five “home team” 
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: “(1) engaging deeply with cus-

ment; and (5) participating in the broader development of social value.” They con-
“ up strategy … 

in today’s global environment” (Santos & Williamson, 2015: 47).

2.6 Theoretical underpinnings: The sensemaking and practice  
        approaches 

to each other’s diverse knowledge and perspectives, and seek sustained collabo-

As such, collective sensemaking is often “marked by divergent and sometime
tagonistic frames of reference” (Drazin, 
Brown, 2000). Indeed, some scholars suggest that “congruent” (Vlaar, Fenema & 
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Tiwari, 2008) or “coherent” understandings (Landau & Drori, 2008; see also Na-

1994) or dominant “vocabularies”. As Weic
People “pull words from vocabularies of society and make sense of ideology. … 

… And they pull words from vocabularies of sequence and experience and make 
nse using narratives”. 
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– –

but also a ‘way of seeing’ or a theoretical and ontological lense (Corradi

– –

definition of practices as “regular-
ized types of acts” (Giddens, 1976: 75). Seasoned practitioners often take the pre-

–
–

– ry similar to Orlikowski’s (1992) 

–
–
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Giddens’

schemas. They “consider an 

resources in use to frameworks” and vice versa

Figure 7. Resourcing cycle (source: Feldman 2004) 

broad definition of a resource as “any
actions” (Sewell 1992: 9). Thus

partners’ abilities to develop coherent understandings and to enact and adapt 

together and the profound influence of history and context on partners’ activities, 
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Table 1. Summary of the most relevant research streams 

Research field Relevant research 
themes 

Gaps or limitations How thesis relates 
or contributes 

Inclusive business Inclusive business 
co-creation in low- 
income contexts 

Very few studies of 
what such co- 
creation entails in 
practice 

Novel theorizing 

Business strategy 
and innovation 

The process of  
business model and 
strategy co-creation 
and consumer  
empowerment in it. 

Very few studies on 
low-income contexts 

Extension to a new 
empirical context 

Development  
studies 

The purposes and 
challenges of  
participation in  
development  
initiatives 

Findings are little  
utilized in inclusive 
business research 

Utilization of  
relevant key  
findings 

Cross-sector  
partnerships 

Synergistic value 
creation in and  
microfoundations of 
partnerships;  
Partnership  
challenges. 

Few empirical  
in-depth studies of 
transformational 
partnerships 

Conceptual  
contributions;  
Utilization of  
relevant findings 

International  
business in low- 
income contexts 

Emerging market  
entry: Local  
responsiveness 
(transnational  
strategy) versus local 
integration 

Few studies of what 
local integration in 
low-income contexts 
entails in practice 

Novel theorizing 

Sensemaking  
approach 

Collective  
sensemaking 

Very few studies of 
collective sensemak-
ing in diverse groups 

Novel theorizing 

Resourcing theory Interplay between  
organizational and 
societal practices, 
people’s actions and 
their resouces. 

Theory not utilized in 
inclusive business 
research 

Utilization in new 
empirical context 
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3. Research approach 

participants’ 

 

 

 

“
” Practices “resemble macro phenomena in constraining individual 

activity”, yet they are constantly interpreted, reproduced and shaped by individ-

In my first essay, I identify, organize and discuss other BOP authors’ 
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– –

3.1 Review of the state of knowledge 

”bottom/base of the pyramid” 
“inclusive business” 

–

“
”

‘What do we know about the definition, out-
creation in BOP contexts?’

“ ”

be summarized as (i) keyword search with “base/bottom of the pyramid”, (ii) 

poor people. This follows other inclusive business authors’ calls 
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3.2 The WeBusiness initiative 

Figure 8. Co-creation of handicraft designs by Indian producers, Nordic entrepreneur and de-
signer, and NGO representatives. 

– –
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–

to different companies’ needs. The programme came to entail two field trips, eight 

h company’s needs. First, the NGO shared its knowledge of the Indian and Sri 

Figure 9. WeBusiness schedule 

rganizers’ different rather than anybody’s ideal vision. 
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–
–

–
–

–
–

profit partner’s know
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Table 2. For-profit partners 

 

Company 
size 

Inclusive business idea Objective 
during the 
innovation 
programme 

Previous 
cross-sector 
partnerships 

Weeks 
spent 
on 
field 

Bio Small Establishing a bioenergy 
training center in Sri 
Lanka. 

Finding key 
partners to 
support 
funding 
applications. 

Closely 
linked to a 
university. 

5 

Compost Medium Introducing 
household/company size 
compost bins to Sri 
Lanka, and engaging 
low-income farmers 
either as customers or 
entrepreneurs. 

Developing a 
business 
model, finding 
key partners. 

Numerous, 
with public 
actors, 
NGOs, 
universities. 

5 

Edu Micro Providing capacity 
building services to 
Indian women 
entrepreneurs in 
collaboration with local 
partners. 

Developing a 
business 
model, finding 
key partners. 

none 
(start-up) 

1 

Energy Large Engage rural Indian low-
income people in 
collecting biomass for its 
power plants and 
adopting other more 
sustainable energy 
sources for their 
household needs. This 
would improve the social 
and environmental 
impact of its planned new 
power stations. 

Developing a 
model and 
piloting the 
process for 
community 
engagement 
and. 

Numerous, 
with NGOs 
and  
universities. 
 

1 

Handi Micro Partnering with Indian 
low-income handicraft 
producers to design and 
produce business gifts to 
the Finnish market. 

Refining 
business idea, 
launching 
business. 

none 
(start-up) 

4 

House Small Introducing an affordable 
and simple construction 
technique to Sri Lanka, 
and bringing work and 
training to unskilled 
workers. 

Selecting 
market 
segment and 
key partners. 
Tailoring the 
house plan 
and materials 
to local tastes 
and 
resources. 

A few, 
mainly with 
public 
agencies 

3 

Travel Small, part 
of a large, 
well-
resourced 
corporation 

Co-developing 
sustainable tourism 
services with local people 
and organizations and 
marketing them to 
tourists world-wide. 

Finding key 
partners, 
starting the 
development 
of first 
services. 

Several, 
mainly with 
development 
agencies 

6  
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Figure 10. The empirical setting 

ners’ limited expertise, imbalanced power relations, sectoral and cultural differ-
st, and confusions about partners’ roles.

Nordic partners’ failures to recognize their softly spoken concerns
In WeBusiness, the partners’ roles were defined in rather general terms. The 

development and our research group’s brief was to provide academic knowledge 
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3.3 Action research 

inclusive business partners’ activities, interactions and perceptions. There was 

Action research attempts to “bring together action and reflection, 

issues of pressing concern to people” (Reason and Bradbury, 2001: 1). 
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colleagues’ attempts to collaborate with diverse actors 

Different approaches to action research vary in terms of the researchers’ roles 

members of the operative team and the steering group and doing “with” rather 
than doing “for” the practitioners (Greenwood & Levin, 2007). This meant that 

“spiral of steps”
–

–

“

… ‘
’ … pre

participant researcher as a facilitator of the research process”
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–

ions and allowed me to explore partners’ 
“theories use”, not just the “espoused theories” they could express (cf. Argyris, 

“the dearth of data on what people actually do –
–

anized”. To 

methodologies that are “strong on descriptive accuracy” (Barley & Kunda, 2001: 
84). Interviews are not well suited for the task, as “most work practices are so 

ntextualized that people often cannot articulate how they do what they do” 

3.4 Analysis 

“ ”
“ ” “ ” “ ” of co
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codes of “articulation”, “elabora-
tion” and “action” drawn from 

, much in line with Whiteman’s (2010) 

“

Without it, our scientific accounts may be less rich and potentially misleading”, 

–

Sutcliffe and Obstfeld’s (2005) words that “



Research approach

47 

“what’s the story?”
sentence, noting “this is EXACTLY the feeling I had most of the time in Lanka” 

colleagues’ 

the codes; findings sections with “power quotes” (Pratt, 200

ment Journal, who commonly “mix – –
… 

proaches continue to have trouble breaking free from its influence” (
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Figure 11. The resourcing of a composting initiative by GlobalMission
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3.5 Quality and limitations 

research procedures and reflection of researcher’s own background

245) “[P]rolonged engagement and p

iry effort was achieved”. 

a “worthy topic” (Tracy, 2010). 
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–

sumptions about the nature of social reality: there is no “true” reality but multiple

2014). The positioning of a research as an ‘insider’ can lead to a better under-

–

considered all articles with the “base/bottom of the pyramid” 
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participants’ 

–

–
–

tably influences one’s observations and interpretations
is in development studies, so I share many development scholars’ concerns out-
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’

–
–

For example, during the last discussion one development expert said “

really are valuable.”
mentioned inability to place poor communities’ viewpoints 
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all sought to combine profitability and poverty reduction. Where partners’ rela-
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4. Summary of the essays 

 

 

 

4.1 Essay 1: Literature review 

tegrates different partners’ knowledge and capabilities
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velopment studies where a related discussion on poor people’s participation 

tion into more “efficiency seeking” and “transformative” types (C

Figure 13. Different conceptualizations of cocreation in inclusive business literature. 

poor people’s 

more hurdles: partners’ different 
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4.2 Essay 2: Sensemaking perspective to co-creation 

partners’

inclusive business partners’ collective sensemaking revolves around: 

driver’s seat? While the first two issues engage with previous BOP research on busi-

dic partners’ failures to recognize their softly spoken concerns. 
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Figure 14. The model of collective sensemaking in diverse groups 

crutinizing partners’ sensemaking on these 

date one shared “story”. Secondly, such 
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diverse partners’ –
time perspectives can be ‘nearer’ or more ‘distant’, so important events are ex-

where “things will take as long as they need to take” (Dubinskas, 1988).

believing in each other’s knowledge
spur efforts to discover and utilize partners’ knowledge one nug-

4.3 Essay 3: Bounds of NGO contributions 
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– –
officials, peers and the media. NGO contributions were also bound by partners’ 

–
–

–

nificant misunderstandings. Due to a lack of trust in partner’s competence or in-
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5. Contributions  

5.1 Answering the research questions: What does co-creation  
       entail? What limitations and hurdles need to be overcome? 

“

”
income countries as “enduring and iterative interaction where diverse actors inte-

income entrepreneurs, producers, employees or consumers”.

other’s knowledge

partnering individuals’ 
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artners’ different dominant logics, 

dered by companies’ limited willingness and ability 

limitations in partners’ expertise,

–

–
–

5.2 Problematizing co-creation as a means of marrying profitability 
and poverty reduction 
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–

“

”

creation as “enduring and iterative interaction tha

business models and ecosystems”. This definition specifies empowerment as the 
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‘modes’ and ‘mechanisms’ 

–

elieving in each other’s k

2010), “deep listening and mutual dialogue” (an 

in partners’ expertise, and limitations in mu-

–

–

’

eron & Lavine, 2006; Tushman, Smith, Wood, Westerman, & O’Reilly, 2010) –
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–

–

“strong on descriptive accuracy” (

h that is “strong 
on descriptive accuracy”

close studies of work, I see that “scholars cannot develop … theories 
of phenomena that they cannot describe”. Close field studies of inclusive business initia-
tives and partnerships are needed to develop a better understanding of partners interactions, 
motivations and perceptions as well as the potential and limitations of such initiatives. Field 
studies are crucial, because people typically cannot accurately describe the specifics of 
what they do outside of the context of actually doing it (Barley & Kunda, 2011: 84). Suit-
able methodologies include ethnography, participant observation and action research. Suit-
able theoretical perspectives include  
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5.3 Expanding collective sensemaking research to diverse groups 

tioned by Gioia (1986), who suggested that such an “encompassing definition of 

ble action”. Subsequent studies ha
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5.4 Bringing relational insights to cross-sector partnership research 

Firstly, this thesis supports Austin’s (2010: 14) notion that 

“within the portfolio of resources, some are more significant than others”. When 
–

–

partnering individuals’ 

nidi (2012) places “deepening relations” at the institutionalization phase rather 
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ences in partners’ sectoral 

5.5 Deepening local integration 

“local 
integration” is a superior alternative to “local responsiveness” “

– ”
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–

vital for firms’ license to operate and market growth (Prahalad 

: there’s 
enefiting from their partners’ assets. Partner 

onal enterprises’
host country development than outlined by the “spillovers” and “liabilities of for-
eigners” perspectives 

5.6 Practical implications to companies and NGOs. 

–



Contributions

70 

– –

in each other’s intentions or capabil-

paper entitled “Co
its of NGO contributions”. In sum

contest other’s 
– people’s understand-

raising people’s awareness 
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Partners’ 
–

– –

5.7 Practical implications to policy makers 

–
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ple’s self

creation depends on the partners’ ability to reach 

NGO representatives’ must 

– –
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