
INCLUSIVE PROSPERITY

TOGETHER 
WE MAKE IT HAPPEN

FRUGAL 
INNOVATION

RESEARCH AT ERASMUS - nr. IP4

“Frugal innovation is about solving the paradox of doing more with less. Frugal innovation 
research at Erasmus is changing the game in helping to make an extended range of 
products affordable for the four billion consumers at the bottom of the pyramid.”

The Centre for Frugal Innovation in Africa 

(CFIA) is an innovative and influential centre 

of excellence co-established and led by 

Professor Peter Knorringa at ISS (the Institute 

for Social Studies, EUR’s international 

graduate school that brings together 

students from the Global South and North). 

 

Through a strategic alliance with Delft and 

Leiden Universities, the centre is studying 

value-sensitive design and marketing 

strategies to bring relatively sophisticated 

products, services and systems within 

the reach of the billions of poorer and 

emerging new middle class consumers 

at the middle and bottom of the pyramid. 

Successful frugal innovations are increasingly 

co-produced in polycentric networks 

of innovation, which link entrepreneurs, 

designers, financiers, manufacturers and 

distributors from various parts of the globe. 

 

The primary aim of the CFIA is to 

develop systematic knowledge about 

Frugal Innovation in order to be able 

to answer questions like “where and 

when are Frugal Innovations likely to 

be a commercial success?”, “where and 

when are Frugal Innovations likely to 

have a local socioeconomic impact?” 

and “where and when are Frugal 

Innovations likely to have broader 

macroeconomic transformative effects?” 

These answers will enable eff-ective and 

science-based policy making at a local, 

national, European and global level by 

governments, international organisations, 

entrepreneurs and NGOs. 
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Results & next steps 

• CFIA is studying the possibility of using decentralised drinking water expertise 

 to create access to clean water for rural populations in Eastern Africa. The decentralised 

 attributes of this application decrease costs and increase flexibility as there is no need 

 to build big infrastructure.          

• In partnership with Philips, the frugal innovation team is studying a model for community 

 life centres (CLCs): the size of a football field, local consumers using them have access 

 to electricity through solar energy. Besides the opportunity to charge appliances, 

 the model also has a function at the societal level:                                                              

 a. businesses based in the CLCs can prolong their business hours (the CLCs take  

 care of lighting after nightfall);         

 b. children can study in the evening;        

 c. people have increased access to primary health care as Philips cooperates with local  

 health workers based in the CLCs who can make use of available facilities.

 There is huge potential that can be seized once this infrastructure is in place, including 

 sustainable start-ups and other sustainable businesses within and for the local economy.

• A cheap and safe medical device – a frugal thermometer - is being developed. 

 At the bottom of the pyramid tactile measurements of body temperature (e.g. with a hand  

 against the forehead) are often the only diagnostic recourse for mothers and other 

 caretakers of young children to measure fever. Research has shown this to be inaccurate 

 and unreliable when compared with objective measurements of body temperature 

 (e.g. with a thermometer). As under-diagnosis of fever may lead to delayed health 

 seeking, whereas over-diagnosis may lead to unnecessary self-treatment with antibiotics 

 or antimalarial medications, an objective method of measurement is needed in rural East 

 Africa. The Frugal Thermometer team is currently exploring different types of business 

 models to eventually bring the thermometer to the people.  

Impact

Frugal innovation makes a significantly extended range of products affordable for the roughly 

four billion consumers at the bottom of the pyramid, of whom about 500 million live in Africa.
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