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Abstract 
 
The collaborative business model literature is increasingly being applied to understand 
opportunities at the base of the pyramid (BoP). Through a structured literature review, we 
identify and describe key insights from this literature that guide the creation and capture of both 
financial and social value in BoP settings. We find that most articles are focused on business 
models for sustainability in developed countries; only three are specifically situated in the BoP 
context. Owing to this dearth of studies, we build on the broad collaborative business modelling 
literature to develop a comprehensive framework that distills the requirements for business 
modeling at the BoP into five themes. We also present six avenues for future research to explore 
the frameworks’ applicability in BoP settings.  
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Introduction 
In recent years a large community of scholars has devoted attention to business modeling (Massa, 
Tucci, & Afuah, 2017), and this work is increasingly being applied to understand opportunities at the 
base of the pyramid (BoP), that is the largest, but poorest socio-economic segment (e.g. Dembek, York, 
& Singh, 2018). This literature describes strategies and approaches that benefit from the economic 
potential of these often underutilized markets, whilst at the same time providing social benefit for the 
local communities (Brehmer, Podoynitsyna, & Langerak, 2018; Dembek et al., 2018; Dreyer, Lüdeke-
Freund, Hamann, & Faccer, 2017). For example, Simiyu, Masum, Chakma, and Singer (2010) analyze 
how a Kenyan public research institute overcame BoP-related challenges through adaptation of its 
business model towards product diversification, partnerships and improving its innovation 
management capabilities. Bittencourt Marconatto, Barin-Cruz, Pozzebon, and Poitras (2016) show that 
integration of various traditional and non-traditional partners is crucial to leveraging social networks 
and gaining legitimacy from local communities.  
 
However, in practice, there is an unresolved tension between firms’ financial objectives and the social 
value they aim to realize in BoP communities. Noble social motivations may attract subsidy in the short 
term, but there are many examples of such noble beginnings ending in failure (Bocken, Fil, & Prabhu, 
2016). The business modeling literature may not be directly applicable to the BoP context due to 
specific conditions and characteristics of the local communities, the (lack of) infrastructure, and 
particularities of their regulatory environment (Matos & Silvestre, 2013). Additionally, scholars and 
practitioners need to take account of the many stakeholders involved in business development in a 
BoP context, and account for the alignment of their objectives (Boons & Lüdeke-Freund, 2013; 
Brehmer et al., 2018; Matos & Silvestre, 2013). If general business modeling theory is applied at the 
BoP without accounting for the local situation, including such diverse local stakeholders, this may result 
in conflict and a worsening of local business and social outcomes (Bittencourt Marconatto et al., 2016; 
Dembek et al., 2018; Oskam, Bossink, & de Man, 2018). The implications of business modeling theory 
for multi-stakeholder value appropriation at the BoP has not been adequately discussed in the 
literature. This is important because sustainable impact in the BoP context can only be achieved if the 
local entrepreneurs, and the broader societies that they serve, appropriate created value so that these 
communities can experience well-grounded growth, self-determinism and a long-term drive away 
from poverty and dependence (Dembek et al., 2018; Goyal, Sergi, & Kapoor, 2014).  
 
The purpose of this paper is to synthesize and extend theory on business modeling in the BoP context. 
Through a structured literature review, we identify and describe key insights that may guide the 
realization of both financial and social objectives. Two streams of literature provided relevant input. 
First, from papers drawing specifically on BoP-situated business modeling, we summarize, among 
other things, how the concept of native capabilities may help collaborations between local and foreign 
firms. Second, as BoP-centric business modeling inherently adopts a multi-stakeholder perspective, 
due to its explicit objective of creating a mix of economic, social or environmental value for a range of 
locally situated actors, we investigate the growing literature on collaborative business modeling. We 
find that this literature tends to focus on business model forms that jointly create value which is 
captured by a single organization (Bankvall et al., 2017; Lindgren et al., 2017), and we explore insights 
from the considerably smaller part of this literature that includes value creation and appropriation by 
multiple stakeholders.  
 
Through this systematic synthesis of the literature we form a comprehensive framework that distills 
the broad business modeling literature into five themes: phases to follow, elements to design, impact 
to evaluate, cooperative capability and native capability. This framework forms the basis for theorizing 
on collaborative business modeling in the BoP context, which leads to a research agenda. The five 
themes also offer practical guidance for organizations operating at the BoP. 
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Methodology 
We conducted a structured literature review (SLR) with the goal to identify the state of the art on 
collaborative business models relevant to the BoP context. A systematic literature review is considered 
a means of evaluating and interpreting existing research relevant to a particular a topic area or 
phenomenon of interest (Kitchenham & Charters, 2007) and a literature review represents the 
foundation to strengthen the research in a particular field of study (Webster & Watson, 2002). In 
conducting this SLR, we followed the guidelines provided by Kitchenham and Charters (2007) and 
Webster and Watson (2002). Figure 1 presents the process derived from these guidelines for 
performing our SLR and applied as a procedure in systematically searching and selecting relevant 
studies.  
 
 

 
Figure 1: Specific SLR methodology 
 
 
The starting point (Step 1) for an explorative pilot search was a set of five articles which were 
considered relevant by the authors for our research topic. Based on these articles an initial search was 
set out, resulting in 103 articles (Step 2). Preliminary analysis of this set indicated that the overlap 
between ‘collaborative business models’ and ‘base-of-the-pyramid’ was virtually non-existent. This 
exploration also revealed that collaborative business models can both indicate that the business model 
applies to a network, but aimed at value appropriation of a focal firm, or aimed at value capture for 
multiple actors or society at large. The sweet spot of our study would then be studies that focused on 
value creation and capture for multiple actors, not those that consider value appropriation for a single 
organization. 
 
From the pilot search it was concluded that the query had to be broader and the selection of the 
articles would require more in-depth inspection. All the following steps were therefore executed by a 
team of three researchers. Each part was reviewed by at least one other researcher and issues were 
discussed in face-to-face meetings. The query conducted in February 2019 in Scopus (Step 3) searched 
for articles in which a variation of the term ‘collaborative’ appeared before any variation of the term 
‘business model’ in the title, abstract or keyword. The query was not limited in time horizon, but 
language was restricted to English. After removing eleven duplicates (Step 4), this resulted in 503 
studies. In the relevancy scan, 331 articles were eliminated based on abstract only (Step 5) and another 
132 were eliminated after reading the full article (Step 6). The articles were analyzed based on the 
aspects in Table 1. Articles were included if they were labelled as ‘with’ and ‘for’; or ‘with’ or ‘for’ and 
BoP. To capture quality and recency, for journal articles a positive eigenfactor1 was required and for 
conference publications were required to be recent (≥ 2014). By means of snowballing based on 
backward references (Step 7) another eight articles were added. This resulted in a final set of 48 
articles.  
 
The final step (Step 8) in this process is related to synthesizing the contributions of the relevant articles. 
This step required several iterations of coding and recoding and team discussions. The first round was 
focused on identifying and coding the contributions into themes. The second round was to identify the 
specific contributions of each article to the identified themes. This was done by aligning and coding 
the specific contributions for each theme into dimensions. This process resulted in a framework that 

 
1 Eigenfactor.org 
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captures the state of the art with respect to collaborative business modeling in context of the BoP, see 
Figure 2. It consists of five themes, containing 3 to 11 dimensions and a mapping of the 48 articles to 
these dimensions.  
 
Aspect Description 

With The article is related to business models aiming to create value with multiple actors. 
This may nonetheless be focused on value capture by a focal firm.  

For 
The article is related to business models aimed at value capture for multiple actors 
or society at large. This does not require those actors to be involved in the value 
creation process. 

BoP The article contains contributions applied at the BoP 
Table 1: Article assessment aspects 
 
 

Findings 
Different conceptualizations of business models exist which in general refer to how value is created, 
delivered and captured by an organization. In the context of BoP, a combination of economic, social 
and environmental value must be created and captured for a multitude of stakeholders. Therefore, 
several authors plea that a more collaborative approach of business modeling is required to support 
the development of sustainable business in a BOP context (e.g. Bittencourt Marconatto et al., 2016).  
 
As indicated by studies in business network theory (Bankvall, Dubois, & Lind, 2017; Jabłoński, 2015); 
emerging technologies (Bullinger, Neuhüttler, Nägele, & Woyke, 2017; Palo & Tähtinen, 2013); and 
sustainability (Costa & Da Cunha, 2015; Dembek et al., 2018; Karlsson, Hoveskog, Halila, & Mattsson, 
2018; Wadin, Ahlgren, & Bengtsson, 2017), most collaborative business models focus on business 
model forms that jointly create value which is captured by a single organization. These authors hold 
that a change is needed towards value creation and capture at the collective level. To support this 
need, we reviewed literature on collaborative business modeling focusing on studies that include value 
creation and capture by multiple stakeholders. 
 
We retrieved 48 articles on collaborative business models all stressing the importance of an 
organization’s relationships and networks for value creation and capture. The articles consist of 32 
journal articles, the oldest from 2003. Most articles (9) appeared in the Journal of Cleaner Production. 
Of the total, sixteen articles were conference publications. In 2018, the highest amount of journal 
articles (11) and conference proceeding (1) were published, potentially indicating an increased interest 
in the topics.  
 
Some articles focus on network embedded business models in general (Bankvall et al., 2017; Bullinger 
et al., 2017; Laya, Markendahl, & Lundberg, 2018). Bankvall et al. (2017) propose that there are two 
types of business models – firm centric and network embedded – that can both be analyzed at the 
firm, relationship and network level. An analytic framework is proposed to analyze network embedded 
business models. Laya et al. (2018) follow the network centric business model framework proposed by 
Palo and Tähtinen (2013). Bullinger et al. (2017) argue that business model development is a 
collaborative effort and propose some methods to support this.  
 
The largest part of the retrieved papers has a sustainability background focusing on collective business 
modeling in developed countries (Brehmer et al., 2018; Brennan & Tennant, 2018; Evans et al., 2017; 
Geissdoerfer, Vladimirova, & Evans, 2018; Karlsson et al., 2018; Mlecnik, Straub, & Haavik, 2019; 
Oskam et al., 2018; Rohrbeck, Konnertz, & Knab, 2013; Wadin et al., 2017). Brehmer et al. (2018) 
explore and describe the content, structure and governance based on the boundary-spanning 
perspective of Zott and Amit (2010) of environmental and social sustainable business models. Evans et 
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al. (2017) present an unified view on sustainable business models based on literature from business 
model innovation, sustainability innovation, networks theory, stakeholder theory and Product Service 
Systems. Oskam et al. (2018) study the interaction between network ties and business modeling along 
five lifecycle phases, ideations, conception, business start-up, early growth and continued growth. 
 
Within the  group of articles with a sustainability background some are situated in emerging economies 
(Dragusin, Welsh, Grosu, Iosif, & Zgura, 2015; Dreyer et al., 2017; Jamasb, Thakur, & Bag, 2018; Simiyu 
et al., 2010; Yunus, Moingeon, & Lehmann-Ortega, 2010) and three articles have a specific BOP focus 
(Bittencourt Marconatto et al., 2016; Dembek et al., 2018; Matos & Silvestre, 2013). These studies are 
mainly explorative and descriptive in nature, with few normative conclusions being derived. Yunus et 
al. (2010) describe how decades of experience in the Grameen bank, a pioneer in micro-finance and 
creating 30 businesses aimed at relieving poverty, provided for a number of attractive business models. 
Jamasb et al. (2018) propose a smart distribution network business model for developing countries. 
Some normative conclusions are provided by Dembek et al. (2018) who create a BoP business model 
matrix and explain how the nine business models use different activities, value approaches, value 
creation logics, value sources and capturing mechanisms to benefit different stakeholders. Also, Dreyer 
et al. (2017) provide some normative conclusions, they model the three way interactions between 
local context, collaborative consumption business models and stakeholder value impacts in emerging 
economies. Finally, Bittencourt Marconatto et al. (2016) show that businesses with a sustainable 
business model within a BoP context can deal with the government or its programs and regulations 
through mobilizing native capability. A main conclusion is that research has, so far, provided limited 
insight into how business models can be made that create and capture value in terms of reducing 
poverty. 
 

Synthesis 
The synthesis revealed five inter-related themes in the literature on collaborative businesses in BoP 
settings. The resulting framework is presented in Figure 2 and substantively discussed below.  
 

Impact to evaluate (6)Elements to design (34)Phases to follow (19)

Cooperative capability (36)

Native capability (9)

Coordinate (12)
Lead (13)

Influence (7)
Celebrate (2)

Align (10)
Share (14)

Diversify (9)
Communicate (11)

Engage (15)
Learn (9)

Network (3)

Initiation (10)
Ideation (11)

Invention (14)
Evaluation (11)

Implementation (10)

 Value proposition (22)
Value creation (12)
Value delivery (24)
Value capture (16) 

Value community (12) 
Value network (22)

Environmental friendly (6)
Social well-being (6)

Economic resilience (6)

Social contracts (2)
Non-traditional partners (2)

Local solutions (6)
Local expertise (2)

Cope with government (5)

 
Figure 2. Framework of interrelated themes and underlying dimensions; numbers between brackets represent the amount 
of articles providing support for this theme/dimension; arrows indicate investigated relationships.  
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Phases to follow. Scholars who study collaborative business models as a process usually consider the 
steps organizations take in business model innovation. In general, five steps can be distinguished: 1) 
initiation, 2) ideation, 3) invention, 4) evaluation; and 5) implementation. From this perspective, the 
new or adapted collaborative business model is seen as an outcome (Geissdoerfer et al., 2018). To be 
sustainably successful, the business modeling design process requires strong collaboration between 
organizations (Bullinger et al., 2017; Karlsson et al., 2018). This often proves difficult owing to 
interaction complexities, conflicts and co-dependencies (Solaimani, Bouwman, & Itälä, 2015). 
Therefore, scholars have proposed various tools that facilitate joint decision-making (Bullinger et al., 
2017; Costa & Da Cunha, 2015; Geissdoerfer, Bocken, & Hultink, 2016; Karlsson et al., 2018; Pereira, 
dos Santos Medina, Gonçalves, & da Silva, 2016; Rohrbeck et al., 2013). An alternative process 
perspective on collaborative business models is provided by Van der Borgh, Cloodt, and Romme (2012) 
and Oskam et al. (2018). They consider the collaborative business model as dynamic entity that evolves 
over time from entry to exit in respectively three and five micro-level processes. From their 
perspective, a collaborative business model can function as a device creating a viable network, 
whereas the business model itself is also transformed through interactions between organizations (see 
also Palo & Tähtinen, 2013).  
 
Elements to design. A collaborative business model in a BoP context largely resembles a conventional 
business model, because it also is a “simplified representation of the value proposition, value creation 
and delivery, and value capture elements and the interactions between these elements” (Geissdoerfer 
et al., 2018, p. 402). Yet scholars also distinguish two specificities of the collaborative business model 
in BoP settings: the value network and the customer community. The customer community represents 
all actors that are involved in the usage of products and services (Romero & Molina, 2011). To 
successfully alleviate poverty, poor communities should be actively involved in the development of 
new products and services. As BoP consumers are very different from conventional consumers, this is 
necessary to get deeper insights into customers’ behavior and preferences (Dembek et al., 2018; 
Romero & Molina, 2011). The value network is seen as a set of roles and interactions in which multiple 
organizations engage to achieve economic, social and environmental good (Evans et al., 2017). So, the 
collaborative business model goes beyond merely identifying key partners of a single actor (e.g. Paiho, 
Abdurafikov, Hoang, & Kuusisto, 2015; Pereira et al., 2016) towards a network of organizations that 
creates and captures value by collectively identifying, developing and exploiting business opportunities 
(Palo & Tähtinen, 2013; Van der Borgh et al., 2012).  
 
Impact to evaluate. A collaborative business model’s impact in a BoP setting is commonly evaluated 
through a sustainability lens. Sustainable business models “appear to be more suited than traditional 
profit and customer focused business models to address the specific challenges of the BoP context” 
(Dembek et al., 2018, p. 1603). This implies that a collaborative business model at the BoP should 
generate income for its owners and employees by selling a product or service, while protecting the 
natural environment and increasing social wealth (Brehmer et al., 2018). The work of Overbeek and 
Janssen (2015) and Rodríguez-Rodríguez, Alfaro-Saiz, and Verdecho (2015) suggests that a business 
model’s economic resilience, environmental friendliness and social well-being can be translated in to 
key performance indicators to assess its sustainability based on real recent performance. In this way, 
organizations can assess whether their joint business model is successful or not in addressing the 
complexity of extreme poverty in BoP settings (Dembek et al., 2018). Yet the extent to which a business 
model can create and capture economic, environmental and social value is not only dependent on the 
business model design (Bittencourt Marconatto et al., 2016; Brehmer et al., 2018; Ciulli & Kolk, 2019; 
Kortmann & Piller, 2016), but also on the involved organizations’ cooperative and native capabilities 
(Bittencourt Marconatto et al., 2016; De Bernardi & Tirabeni, 2018; Evans et al., 2017). 
 
Cooperative capability. The importance of inter-organizational relationships for successful business 
models in the BoP context is widely recognized because as “the business model develops, it both shapes 
and is shaped by the network” (Palo & Tähtinen, 2013, p. 775). Ideally, organizations see themselves 
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as part of a network that creates economic, social and environmental value for every partner in it (De 
Bernardi & Tirabeni, 2018). Yet the complexities of social systems and impossibility of ideal societal 
decisions often make collaboration challenging (Dembek et al., 2018; Matos & Silvestre, 2013). 
Therefore, organizations need to develop cooperative capability, i.e. the ability of organizations to 
jointly manage, integrate and learn in the relationship to achieve mutual benefits (based on Kohtamäki, 
Rabetino, & Möller, 2018, p. 191). Scholars identified eleven capabilities that organizations need to 
successfully create and capture shared value from a collaborative business model (e.g. Chatterjee & 
Matzler, 2019; Lozano, Carpenter, & Satric, 2013; Mlecnik et al., 2019; Solaimani et al., 2015; Wadin et 
al., 2017): (1) coordinating reciprocal value exchanges; (2) leading interaction processes by a focal 
actor; (3) influencing partners for the better; (4) celebrating short-term value boosts; (5) aligning 
individual and collaborative business models; (6) sharing sustainability interests, principles and values; 
(7) diversifying objectives, from single to multiple; (8) communicating competences, ideas and 
knowledge; (9) building trust through social engagement; (10) learning new competences; and (11) 
networking to expand relationships.  
 
Native capability. Although any business model requires adaptation in a new context, the need to 
carefully (re)design the business model needs special attention in BoP settings. An inclusive business 
model that does not respond appropriately to its unique local challenges can destroy rather than 
create value to the poorest (Dreyer et al., 2017). Therefore, it is crucial that organizations take the time 
to adequately address the governmental, environmental and socio-economic issues associated with 
BoP contexts (Bittencourt Marconatto et al., 2016; Dreyer et al., 2017; Jamasb et al., 2018; Simiyu et 
al., 2010). To align the collaborative business model with the BoP contexts’ realities, organizations 
need to build native capability which is its ability to “develop fully contextualized solutions to real 
problems in ways that respect local culture and natural diversity” (Hart & London, 2005, p. 30). It 
consists of five competences: (1) working with non-traditional partners; (2) co-creation of local 
solutions; (3) development of local expertise; (4) coping with central government; and (5) building 
social, not legal, contracts (Bittencourt Marconatto et al., 2016; Hart & London, 2005). Through native 
capability, organizations can manage the two specific aspects of inclusive business models (Yunus et 
al., 2010). First, it supports organizations in managing the inherent and ongoing trade-off between 
economic, social and environmental goals (Bittencourt Marconatto et al., 2016; Matos & Silvestre, 
2013). Second, it supports organizations in managing the complex and ambiguous stakeholder 
relationships in BoP settings (Matos & Silvestre, 2013).  
 

Research agenda 
The findings and synthesis reveal six areas for further research on collaborative business modeling in 
the BoP context. First, the five steps of collaborative business modeling are usually represented as a 
sequential process and the resulting business model is commonly seen as static. In reality, the steps 
are iterative and entangled, and the business model is subject to continual change (Palo & Tähtinen, 
2011, 2013). Further exploration of business modeling’s dynamic aspects would help organizations to 
create and capture value in ever-changing and uncertain BoP settings.  
 
Second, scholars are primarily focused on the conception of collaborative business models in the BoP 
context, while their growth only receives marginal attention. Yet “social businesses often fail to make 
a significant social impact because of the lack of scalability of their business” (Bocken et al., 2016, p. 
298). To enable organizations to meet magnitude of the needs to they aim to fulfil, more research into 
scaling collaborative business models for BoP is clearly invaluable.  
 
Third, collaborative business models are, in terms of Massa et al. (2017), almost always understood as 
an attribute of real organizations or formal conceptual descriptions. In contrast, scholars are rarely 
concerned with how they are interpreted by organizational members and their role in social 
interaction. Additional research into collaborative business models as cognitive/linguistic schemas is 
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needed to design business models that realign organizations’ search for profits with environmental 
and societal benefits.  
 
Fourth, theories on inter-organizational relationships are seldomly used, even though relationships are 
a fundamental aspect of collaborative business models. A few studies use the boundary-spanning 
perspective (Zott & Amit, 2010), yet this focuses on a focal firms’ interdependent activities rather than 
the network as a whole (Oskam et al., 2018). The introduction of theory on whole networks (Provan, 
Fish, & Sydow, 2007) in the collaborative business model literature would deepen our understanding 
of the interaction between network partners in BoP settings.  
 
Fifth, it is surprising how many scholars give unequivocal recommendations about how to design 
collaborative business models without assessing their impact. The notable exceptions show that they 
do not necessarily have positive effects (Ciulli & Kolk, 2019; Dembek et al., 2018) because there exist 
inherent trade-offs between environmental, social and economic value (Brennan & Tennant, 2018). 
Therefore, future studies should go beyond mere descriptions of collaborative business models in a 
BoP context towards explanations of how they create and capture sustainable values.  
 
Sixth, the local context often remains overlooked in research on collaborative business models in BoP 
settings. However, the local context and organizations’ responses to this context determine how a 
business model will impact its stakeholders (Dreyer et al., 2017). To develop new business model 
solutions that truly alleviate poverty rather just increase quality of life for BoP consumers (Dembek et 
al., 2018), further research on collaborative business model should be carefully embedded in the local 
context. 
 

Conclusion 
Our paper’s objective is to synthesize theory on collaborative business modeling relevant to the BoP 
context. Through a structured literature review, we build on 48 articles to distill a comprehensive 
framework that captures the knowledge of collaborative business modeling at the BoP. We observed 
that BoP-centric business modeling inherently adopts a multi-stakeholder perspective due to its 
explicit objective of creating a mix of economic, social or environmental value for a range of locally 
situated actors. Therefore, collaborative business model designers should also include the value 
network and value community in the development process. Also, we learned how the concept of native 
capabilities and cooperative capabilities may help collaborations between local and foreign 
organizations. Yet our main conclusion is that research has, so far, provided limited insight into how 
business models can be made that create and capture value in terms of reducing poverty. Collaborative 
business model research specifically situated in BoP contexts is mainly focused on the creation of new 
initiatives, rather than their scaling towards widespread and long-lasting social benefit, and we may 
therefore conclude that there is currently a lack of understanding about appropriate actions, as well 
as a lack of suitable tools and methods for joint value creation and appropriation in scaling-up 
collaborative business models in BoP markets. Therefore, further work on this framework includes the 
derivation of requirements from the literature to design and validate an actionable approach for 
collaborative business modeling for BoP in practice. This includes also the identification of tools and 
support for the different themes. 
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