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Introduction 

The core philosophy of frugal innovation pertains to minimising the complexity and cost of a good or 

service (Tiwari and Herstatt 2012). According to Weyrauch and Herstatt (2016), innovations are frugal 

if they simultaneously meet the following three criteria: substantial cost reduction, concentration on 

core functionalities, and optimised performance level. Frugal innovations are also intrinsically linked 

to the notion of sustainability where resource usage in an economical and responsible way is seen to 

lead to positive environmental and social impacts (e.g. saving scarce physical resources, energy, 

creating grass-roots entrepreneurial opportunities, etc). Aligned with this perspective is the belief that 

frugal innovation contributes to sustainable development aspirations at the national level such as the 

UN’s sustainable development goals (SDGs).  

However, Leliveld and Knorringa (2018) argue that frugal innovation does not automatically translate 

to sustainable development. Following Schwittay (2011) and Dolan (2012), frugal innovation is 

contended to possess the capacity to both aid the SDGs as well as exacerbate capitalist exploitation 

and inequality, particularly in developing nations. As Leliveld and Knorringa (2018) highlight: 

“... many of the frugal innovations for really short-term solutions (like cheap batteries or solar 

cells produced in Asia and sold in rural Africa) may qualify as frugal innovation on some 

indicators – low cost, affordable, functional – and may help to address short-term issues, but it 

is an open question to what extent these also contribute to longer-term developmental solutions 

for poor communities” p.2. 

Hyvärinen et al. (2016) contend that whilst frugal innovations may potentially be sustainable at product 

level, a broader, more holistic view is necessary at the community stakeholder level to mitigate 
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business risks and achieve the wider societal impact of innovations. Various studies from an 

organisational level perspective (see for example (Simoes et al. 2018), (Khan 2016), (Brem and Ivens 

2013)) likewise emphasise the need for a better understanding of the relation between frugality and 

social sustainability innovation. More specifically, the manner in which frugal innovations are 

generated, managed and accounted for in different contextual settings, such as top-down versus 

bottom-up, can potentially help identify how accountability and internal governance mechanisms can 

be utilised for gaining the anticipated benefits and social impacts of such innovations. 

This chapter utilises a comparative approach for analysing the risks associated with meeting 

organisational goals including sustainability goals in top-down and bottom-up frugal innovation 

settings, and the role of accountability and governance mechanisms such as stakeholder engagement, 

strategic sustainability planning, and sustainability disclosure practices. Further, we analyse two 

reported contrasting case studies to highlight the critical governance policy and processes needed for 

supporting the link between frugal innovation and sustainable development, namely in relation to the 

UN’s SDGs. Through the lenses of organisational accountability and sustainable development, we 

identify several ways to support frugal innovations which include the adoption of a broader frugal 

management approach, the measurement and reporting of real social impacts, and the recognition of a 

more complex interconnected eco-system linking economic, environmental and social well-being 

outcomes. In doing so, we identify several opportunities for further research in this area. The remainder 

of this chapter is organised as follows: 

• The frugal innovation process – top-down versus bottom-up 

• Sustainable development and frugal innovation 

• Corporate accountability mechanisms 

• Case study examples 

• Research opportunities 

The frugal innovation process – top-down versus bottom-up 

Frugal innovation refers to the processes and methods involved in manufacturing or delivering goods 

and services  that seek to minimize the use of material and financial resources while fulfilling (or even 

exceeding pre-defined criteria) of acceptable quality standards (Tiwari and Herstatt 2012). There are 

two common settings in which frugal innovations may emerge and be developed. According to 

Weyrauch and Herstatt (2016), both top-down and bottom-up innovation processes are crucial to 

enable more inclusive forms of innovation and development.  
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The top-down process refers to simplifying existing products that were developed in technologically 

advanced nations or in the global north, for consumption in developing economies. An example of top-

down frugal innovation is German conglomerate Siemens, SMART (Simple, Maintenance friendly, 

Affordable, Reliable, and Timely-to-market) line (Wolfhart et al 2016). The SMART line extends 

Siemens’ healthcare product portfolio from top and high-end to medium and low-end markets.  

Siemen’s focus was to reduce the complexity of their conventional offerings to provide low energy 

consumption and affordable (i.e. low price, low installation and operation costs) quality solutions for 

budget-restricted hospitals and physicians. 

The bottom-up approach refers to product development at the grassroots level that through 

technological enhancement is improved or made more sophisticated for consumption in more affluent 

markets. Another terminology used is reverse innovation, which is defined as “any innovation that is 

adopted first in the developing world” Govindarajan and Trimble (2012) (p. 4). Reverse innovation 

refers to new products developed in emerging markets which are modified for sale in developed 

countries (Brem and Ivens 2013); (Zeschky et al. 2014). An example of bottom-up frugal innovation 

is the Aravind Eye Care System, established in India in 1976 (Khan 2016). It is currently one of the 

largest eye care facilities in the world, providing efficient and high-quality service, generating profits 

from paying patients, and cross-subsidising and funding free surgeries for poor patients. The System 

now serves as a global model and its practices have been adapted and its products (low price lenses 

and other ophthalmic products) exported to 130 countries around the world. 

The opportunities and risks related to the generation of frugal innovations between top-down versus 

bottom-up settings can substantially differ. Moreover, the claims made by various organisations on the 

impact frugal innovations have on sustainable development remain unclear. Past studies have tended 

to focus on a particular dimension of innovation or interests of selected stakeholders, and either under 

or overestimate the impacts of frugal products and services (Bal et al. 2013; Tiwari et al. 2016). In the 

next section we provide a brief outline of the UN’s SDGs and consider how the opportunities and risks 

offered by frugal innovations can be linked to multiple SDG goals, leading to a discussion of the 

corporate accountability mechanisms of organisations undertaking frugal innovations.  

Sustainable development and frugal innovation  

In 2015, all United Nations Member States adopted the ‘2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’, 

which encompasses a shared blueprint for peace and prosperity for people and the planet, now and into 

the future. Central to the agenda are 17 SDGs that include thematic issues on water energy, climate, 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
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oceans, urbanization, transport and science and technology. In tandem, there were calls for 

collaborative efforts between developed and developing countries to incorporate global strategies to 

end poverty, improve health and education, reduce inequality, spur economic growth, and tackle 

climate change (UNSDG 2018). From a business viewpoint as noted in the UN guide to business 

reporting on the SDGs (UN 2018), “there is a strong business case for investing in opportunities 

aligned with the SDGs, including helping investors secure stable returns, better represent the values of 

their clients and offer sustainable financial products that differentiate them in the marketplace” p.4. 

Frugal innovation has been linked to sustainable development along three dimensions: ecological 

(innovations relating to energy efficiency, material efficiency, climate neutrality), social (innovations 

helping with the basic necessities of water, food, shelter, health education, and social equality) and 

economic (innovations saving time, increasing income, and creating jobs) (Levänen et al. 2015).  In 

developed countries, factors such as new market opportunities from green technologies, external 

pressure from non-governmental stakeholders, or the shift towards corporate citizenship and increasing 

attention on environmental rankings are pushing organisations to further integrate sustainability issues 

into their product innovation process. Equally, issues relating to social sustainability are also gaining 

prominence with the pressure to openly report on such matters. Social sustainability pertains to the 

development of programs and processes that promote community interaction and cultural enrichment 

e.g. safety, freedom, economic empowerment, etc which have implications for sustainable 

development through the interfaces among various social activities and processes (Khan 2016). 

Various studies highlight the strong connection between social sustainability and frugal innovation 

(Brem and Ivens 2013; Levänen et al. 2015; Rosca et al. 2017; Simoes et al. 2018).  

Simoes et al. (2018) identify a set of four indicators that support frugal innovation developers in 

assessing social sustainability performance of a product or service: (1) the most relevant stakeholders 

(identified as local community, consumers/users/customers and neighbouring communities); (2) the 

most significant social assessment areas (identified as society and product responsibility); (3) the frugal 

characteristics (such as attributes organised according to the acronym FRUGAL: functional, robust, 

user-friendly, growing, affordable and local (Berger 2105)); and (4) social value and social impact 

concepts (where social value is perceived by stakeholders as the influence of the product/service to 

their wellbeing, and social impact is how the product/service will  change or influence each stakeholder 

over time).  

Brem and Ivens (2013) present a framework to explain how frugal and reverse innovation can help 

companies from developing countries improve their sustainability performance and also provide 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/topics/science
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insights for companies from developed countries on how to react on such developments. The link 

between frugal and reverse innovation and sustainability performance is established through a 

differentiated perspective on dimensions representing different fields of sustainability management, 

i.e. the sustainability of resources used in value creation, the sustainability of the actual value creation 

processes, and the sustainability of the outcomes of value creation processes. A company’s market 

performance as well as contextual, cultural and political factors are also considered as strong 

influencing factors. 

A study by Rosca et al., (2017) considers how frugal and reverse innovations strengthen sustainable 

development. They find that most frugal innovations in developing countries have clear social impact 

(e.g. offering low price and good-enough quality services in sectors such as food, health, water), 

economic impact (e.g. poverty reduction through opening new markets and access to global 

knowledge), and ecological impact (e.g. use of less production material or use of local material). 

Whereas, the sustainability effect of reverse innovations in developed countries relates mostly to 

ecological impact (e.g. offering better products/services with less resources and less unnecessary 

features).   

However, there are risks associated with frugal innovation which make it problematic to always equate 

frugality with sustainability. Resource and affordability concerns of the Bottom of the Pyramid (BoP) 

is a significant issue relating to frugal innovations in emerging markets. Bhatti (2012) identifies 

resource scarcity, where necessary resources are simply not available, or lack of purchasing power, 

where people lack the means to access them, as barriers to innovation. Bhatti (2012) also considers the 

institutional (economic, political and/or social) context and the lack of market facilitating institutions 

as a major hurdle for frugal innovators in emerging markets. Frugal innovations may cause adverse 

social or environmental impacts. Rosca et al. (2017) suggest that frugal and reverse innovations offer 

affordable products which may lead to increased consumption and which may result in more 

environmental damage in the long run. Hyvärinen et al. (2016) indicate that potential advantages of 

frugal innovations may be lost when realizing innovations at a larger scale and the importance of the 

local context may also be lost. Frugal innovations may also lead to the creation of or the inability to 

alleviate larger societal problems. Levänen et al. (2015) identify several major sustainability 

challenges facing frugal innovators: integration of material efficiency into product/service systems, 

promotion of inclusive employment, and promotion of sustainable local industrialisation.    
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Corporate accountability mechanisms 

Accountability is about identifying what one is responsible for and then providing information about 

that responsibility to those who have rights to that information (Gray et al. 1996). The massive impact 

of corporate activities on issues involving society as a whole (such as environmental pollution and 

health and safety) compels organisations to accept a societal responsibility and to be accountable to 

the public (Porter 2009). Organisations may be considered accountable to shareholders, stakeholders 

and society in general (Porter 2009). Frugal innovations may be considered accountable to a broad 

range of stakeholder groups including local workers and communities, nongovernment organisations 

(NGOs), and government entities. In this chapter, we consider corporate accountability mechanisms 

which can support frugal innovations in achieving sustainable development. We focus upon three key 

areas: stakeholder engagement, strategic sustainability planning, and sustainability disclosures.  

Stakeholder engagement 

Meaningful stakeholder involvement/collaboration is essential to achieve sustainability related goals. 

Frugal innovation is based on strong involvement of organisational stakeholders such 

as NGOs, governments, the media, customers and suppliers (Watson et al. 2018). Stakeholder 

engagement may be considered as more than simply a way to consult and influence stakeholders, but 

also as an effective instrument for involving stakeholders in the organisational decision making process 

through mutual commitment (Manetti 2011). Engaging stakeholders builds trusts, identifies 

commitment and promotes co‐operation amongst stakeholders and organisations, and improves an 

organisation’s social, environmental and economic performance (Gao and Zhang 2006).  

Strategic sustainability planning1 

Many organisations lack a strategic planning approach to sustainability issues and follow unsystematic 

procedures in measuring sustainability performance, which may lead to negative impacts for the 

organisation and society (Adams and Frost 2008). Various strategic planning frameworks have been 

proposed to help organisations manage complex social/environmental issues in a systematic and 

coordinated way (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000; Hahn 2013). Organisations may express managerial 

commitment to UN resolutions such as the SDGs and outline their social policies including details of 

a social responsibility committee/board such as a social audit committee, a sustainability advisory 

board, or a social compliance team. 

 
1 Figge, F., Hahn, T., Schaltegger, S. and Wagner, M. (2002), “The sustainability balanced scorecard – Linking 
sustainability management to business strategy”, Business Strategy and the Environment, Vol.11, pp. 269-248. 
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Sustainability disclosures  

Increasingly, organisations are considered to have a societal responsibility to account for and report 

on social and environmental issues which are related to organisational activities (Akbar 2018). 

Sustainability reporting practices are important to achieve accountability (Hess 2007). Organisations 

communicate sustainability information through multiple mediums of disclosure including corporate 

reports (such as annual reports, sustainability reports, and integrated reports) and corporate websites 

(KPMG 2017).  Additionally, sustainability information is often published in special purpose reports 

(such as Investor Relations, Media reports, Social Audit reports) and may also be included on product 

packaging, posters, magazines, brochures and various other forms of advertising. In summary, Figure 

12.1 illustrates the links between corporate accountability mechanism design and sustainable 

development organisations where accountability can help frugal innovations promote the SDGs and 

achieve sustainable development. 

Figure 12.1: Linking accountability, frugal innovation and sustainable development 

Adapted from (Khan 2016) 

 

Case study examples 

While differences between top-down and bottom-up innovations have been examined along the 

dimensions of production scale (mass manufacturing versus single items), and the development 

process (complex, structured and elaborate versus simple and improvised) (Wohlfart et al. 2016), in 

this case we seek to assess the approach taken in relation to three corporate accountability mechanisms: 

stakeholder engagement, strategic sustainability planning and sustainability disclosures.  We review 
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two cases of frugal innovation – Hindustan Unilever Limited as a top-down innovation case, and 

Craftskills East Africa Limited as a bottom-up innovation case in examining the accountability 

mechanisms employed by these organisations.  

Case 1: Hindustan Unilever Limited 

Hindustan Unilever Limited (HUL) is the Indian subsidiary of Unilever, a British-Dutch transnational 

company - the world's largest consumer goods company. HUL produces foods, beverages, cleaning 

agents, personal care products and water purifiers (www.hul.co.in).   The HUL corporate website has 

a sustainability section (Sustainable Living) and further details are included in the Annual Report and 

the Sustainability Report - Unilever Sustainable Living Plan (USLP 2017). HUL appears strongly 

committed to sustainable development and their website states, “… we’re taking action on the UN 

Sustainable Development Goals as part of our USLP.” HULs sustainable development goals align 

with the UN SDGs of: Good Health and Well-being (Goal 3), Clean Water and Sanitation (Goal 6), 

Affordable and Clean Energy (Goal 7), Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure (Goal 9), and Climate 

Action (Goal 13). HUL lists its involvement with diverse local/international multi-stakeholder 

sustainability efforts. As stated on their corporate website, “Global partnerships are a vital part of our 

business model - which recognises that growth for Unilever is inextricably linked to our ability to have 

a positive social impact and reduce our environmental footprint.”  

HUL produces many products typifying top-down frugal innovation, characterised by the mass 

production of affordable and quality products to developing economies. One example is the Pureit 

Classic water purifier. Pureit is a gravity-driven “table-top” water filtration system that does not require 

electricity or running water to function (www.pureitwater.com/IN/). The technology in the water 

purification process meets the strict international criteria of the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 

(USEPA) for the removal of harmful viruses and bacteria (Levänen et al. 2015). The filter sells today 

in Bangladesh, Brazil, Indonesia, Mexico, Nigeria and Sri Lanka. The main contributing factor to the 

success of Pureit was price - the product was priced at less than half the entry level prices of other 

purifiers, and the company also invested heavily in advertising. However, although Pureit has been 

sold to millions of middle-income or high-income customers it is still too expensive to reach the 

extreme poor people of the low-income market segment. Other challenges to acceptance relate to 

differences in country context/culture such as lack of awareness of the importance of clean drinking 

water and a mistrust of drinking tap water (Shashidhar 2013). 
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Sustainability challenges: Challenges faced by HUL in introducing frugal innovations necessitate the 

identification and management of various stakeholder needs and risk. Costing by the manufacturer 

becomes a critical issue, and at the same time affordability by the consumer. Ideas from grass-roots 

can be potentially enhanced to find local solutions to advance economic and social well-being. 

According to Singh and Perepu (2013), Pureit has received a lot of criticism due to the chemical content 

in the water and the pollution and environmental hazard the used sachets would create in the absence 

of proper waste disposal methods in the country i.e. solving one problem and creating another. 

Affordability is a critical issue, and new micro-funding schemes were needed to be developed in 

conjunction with external entities to increase affordability. However, the issue remains as to whether 

the firm continues to review, invest in and innovate its cost structure or relies on external fund suppliers 

which increases financial risk for the more vulnerable clients. The company may benefit from engaging 

in a more holistic analysis of anticipated sustainability benefits. 

Table 12.1 provides a summary of the main motives/objectives of the top-down frugal innovation 

process and shows how they align with HULs organisational goals and target UN SDGs, as well as the 

sustainability challenges/risks faced by the company, and the accountability mechanisms employed by 

the company to address sustainability challenges and which may help to achieve sustainable 

development.  

Table 12.1: Hindustan Unilever Limited (HUL) - Top-down case 

Motives/objectives of 

top-down frugal 

innovation 

HUL: Organisational goals 

and target UN SDGs 

HUL: Sustainability 

challenges/risks 

HUL: Corporate 
accountability 

mechanisms employed 

Mass production 
 
Affordable products at 
quality of the brand 
 
Marketing to poorer 
nations 
 

Organisational goals: 
-Take action to improve 
health and well-being for 
more than a billion people  
-Reduce environmental 
impact by half 
-Enhance the livelihoods of 
millions of people  
Achieving sustainable 
development goals: - 
Ecological dimension: energy 
efficient and climate neutral  
Social dimension: help fulfil 
basic human needs such as 
water, food, shelter  
Economic dimension: release 
time resources of users for 
other purposes 

Costing and affordability 
issues 
 

Adverse 
social/environmental 
impacts 
 

Stakeholder engagement: 
HUL is involved in various 
local and international 
collaborative stakeholder 
efforts e.g. Trustea, The 
Rainforest Alliance 
 
Strategic sustainability 
planning: HUL follows 
the Unilever Sustainable 
Living Plan (USLP) 
 
Sustainability 
disclosures: HUL 
publicises sustainability 
performance in the 
annual/sustainability 
report, corporate website, 
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Target UN SDGs: 
GOAL 3 Good Health and 
Well-being 
GOAL 6 Clean Water and 
Sanitation 
GOAL 7 Affordable and 
Clean Energy 
GOAL 9 Industry, Innovation 
and Infrastructure 
GOAL 13 Climate Action 

and various media such as 
newspaper/magazine 
articles 

Case 2: Craftskills East Africa Limited  

Craftskills East Africa Limited is a Kenyan social business selling renewable energy equipment in 

Africa (www.craftskillseastafrica.com). Craftskills sustainable development goals align with the UN 

SDGs of Good Health and Well-being (Goal 3), Affordable and Clean Energy (Goal 7), Industry, 

Innovation and Infrastructure (Goal 9), and Reduced Inequality (Goal 10). It is a small-scale limited 

liability corporation owned by 4 directors. Craftskills Enterprise advertises its business on its corporate 

website but does not publish any public reports. Craftskills is listed on the directory of the Trickle Out 

Africa Project, a research project funded by the Economic and Social Research Council, UK. The 

Project aims to highlight the role of social enterprises in poverty alleviation and sustainable 

development across Africa. Craftskills does not directly mention sustainability issues on its corporate 

website. The business could further its exposure to a broad range of stakeholders (such as international 

NGOs, civil society groups, academic researchers) through publication of a separate corporate annual 

or sustainability report or through seeking increased media exposure.  

Craftskills Enterprises is a practical example of ‘bottom up’ frugal innovation. Craftskills Enterprises 

builds wind turbines from local materials (such as old motorcycle engines) to supply energy to small, 

dispersed off-grid African villages. The initiative has successfully generated electricity to light whole 

villages and to power water pumps which supply irrigation and clean drinking water (Khan 2016). 

According to Schmitt’s (2009) case study of Craftskills, it has solved the problem of lack of electricity 

in a rural area by constructing cheap, efficient wind turbines that provide affordable clean energy to 

the local community.  

Sustainability challenges: Craftskills Enterprise is still struggling to upscale. Customers are small, 

and friends in powerful position or large organisations can aid in the development of a bottom-up 

frugal innovation. According to (Adriaens 2012), “in this case, the organizational field is initiated by 

a leader with vision, borrowed from previous days when he had electricity except that he has come up 

with a modern idea for wind power generation. However, he needs friends who will agree to work with 
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him on this vision of wind power so as to build the firm from scratch” p. 17. Disclosure is limited, with 

a very basic website. To meet the SDGs in mind, building trust and thereon building venture investment 

attractions can be aided only through better strategic planning that involves multi-level stakeholder 

discourses.  

Table 12.2 provides a summary of the main motives/objectives of the bottom-up frugal innovation 

process and shows how they align with Craftskills organisational goals and target UN SDGs, as well 

as the sustainability challenges/risks faced by the company, and the accountability mechanisms 

employed by the company to address sustainability challenges and which may help to achieve 

sustainable development.  

Table 12.2: Craftskills East Africa Limited – Bottom-up case 

Motives/objectives of 

bottom-up frugal 

innovation 

Craftskills: Organisational 

goals and target UN SDGs 

Craftskills: Sustainability 

challenges/risks 

Craftskills: Corporate 
accountability 

mechanisms employed 

Cost effective, good 
enough quality, easy to 
operate, accessible 
products and services, 
sustainable solutions to 
customers at the Bottom 
of the Pyramid (BoP)  
 

Organisational goals: 
To provide affordable wind 
turbines and LED lights for 
off-grid Africa homes  
Achieving sustainable 
development goals – 
Ecological dimension: use of 
non-polluting wind energy 
instead of fossil fuels  
Social dimension: reducing 
social inequality by providing 
electricity to less privileged 
communities 
Economic dimension: 
ensuring affordable public 
energy 
 
Target UN SDGs: 
GOAL 3 Good Health and 
Well-being 
GOAL 7 Affordable and 
Clean Energy 
GOAL 9 Industry, Innovation 
and Infrastructure 
GOAL 10 Reduced Inequality 

Upscaling 
 

May not alleviate larger 
societal problems 

 
Inability to attract powerful 

stakeholders 
 

Input from other 
designers/collaborative 

design may not be possible 
 

Long-term economic 
viability 

 
Limited publicity 

Stakeholder engagement: 
Craftskills has limited 
international stakeholder 
collaboration  
  
Strategic sustainability 
planning: Craftskills has 
not implemented any 
strategic sustainability 
planning framework 
 
Sustainability disclosures: 
Craftskills has a corporate 
website, but publishes little 
sustainability-related 
information through 
corporate reports/other 
media 

 

These case examples demonstrate how corporate accountability mechanisms may be used to address 

the risks faced by frugal innovations and to steer organisations towards sustainable development goals. 
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Stakeholder engagement incorporates the efforts of influential actors in sustainability 

activities/programs, strategic sustainability planning helps organisations to implement 

policies/practices which focus on the SDGs and organisational disclosures help legitimise corporate 

activity and publicise corporate sustainability efforts. Whilst the top-down case (HUL) investigated in 

this chapter utilises all key accountability mechanisms, the bottom-up case (Craftskills) makes limited 

use of these mechanisms. We suggest that frugal innovations, both top-down and bottom-up, need to 

focus on all three accountability mechanisms to address challenges/risks faced by the company, which 

may help to achieve organisational goals as well as the target UN SDGs.   

Research opportunities  

Having considered how corporate accountability mechanisms employed by frugal innovations can 

influence sustainable development, we propose future research directions and opportunities in the three 

key areas: stakeholder engagement, strategic sustainability planning, and sustainability disclosures.  

Stakeholder engagement: Forming partnerships can help companies meet their sustainability 

commitments, as well as their frugal innovation aims. To make frugal innovations work most 

effectively, ‘hyper collaboration’ with relevant stakeholder groups is considered critical. Suggestions 

include creating an innovation-brokering function, identifying and nurturing partnerships with other 

innovative organisations to learn to innovate faster and more cheaply, and pulling pioneering, relevant 

ideas from the external ecosystem and bringing them to the attention of committed board-level 

stakeholders (EY Consulting, 2016). Additional research on how to improve engagement with 

stakeholders to make frugal innovations more successful, may be useful to many parties. Hyvärinen et 

al. (2016) identify one of the main problems related to frugal innovations to be an institutional 

deficiency arising from the lack of clear roles between public and private sector actors. The need for 

collaboration and dialogue between the public and the private sector from the beginning of the frugal 

innovation process is considered essential. Such deficiency may be addressed by establishing general 

guidelines on tackling frugality and sustainability (as part of existing forums such as the World 

Business Council for Sustainable Development or the UN Global Compact).  

Strategic sustainability planning: Another possible way of understanding how frugal innovation can 

lead to sustainable development is to consider a cost management approach. The concept of corporate 

frugality has been successfully applied in many instances, where minimisation of costs and 

maximisation of quality through innovative re-design of products and processes have led to innovative 

business models (Anderson and Lillis 2011). Further study is needed to better relate how a more 

broader organisational approach to corporate frugality can aid design better use of internal cost 
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management tool such as activity-based costing and management for strategic sustainability planning. 

Frugal companies are likely to employ tools of internal improvement e.g., target setting, waste 

reduction, continuous improvement, productivity enhancement programs, risk management, 

automation, lean accounting, and environmental impact reduction.  Frugal companies are also likely 

to manage costs at the boundaries of the firm, using value chain analysis and divesting unprofitable 

businesses or products. Wohlfart et al. (2016) suggest a holistic assessment of frugal innovation can 

be supported by lifecycle thinking which assesses environmental and social aspects of innovation along 

the whole process chain from cradle, to manufacturing and use, through to grave. 

Sustainability disclosures: The need for companies to publicly demonstrate that they are sustainable 

is driving the frugal innovation agenda (Hemsley, 2016). Organisations which do not publicise their 

social and environmental activities may face consequences such as loss of public popularity/position 

or failure to attract powerful stakeholders or gain collaborative input. On the other hand, sustainability 

disclosures may well become no more than a ‘public relations smokescreen’ (Bartley 2007). Research 

investigating organisational disclosure practices of frugal innovations can help to identify the 

significance of sustainability disclosures in promoting sustainable development. 

Summary 

Frugal innovation fuelled by resource constraints and consumer affordability has been anecdotally 

associated with sustainable development. This chapter provides an analytical framework that helps 

identify how the alignment of selected corporate accountability mechanisms such as stakeholder 

engagement, strategic sustainability management and sustainability disclosure practices can help 

maximise the expected impacts of frugal innovations – both for the firm and for society as a whole.  

Evidence from the two case analysis supports the involvement of stakeholders, proper strategic 

planning and accountability exercised through appropriate and open disclosures is intrinsically 

intertwined with efficient management of frugal innovation. 
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