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Outline 

'aim of discussing concepts that are currently not 
mainstream and may (or perhaps should) become 
mainstream in the aftermath of COVID 19'

What is Frugal Innovation and who are Frugal 
Innovators?

What is the academic agenda?

What is the policy agenda?



New low-cost ventilator which doesn’t need 
electricity could help hospitals treat COVID patients

•The team - Yusuf Bilesanmi, Ricardo Nascimento, Dr Yusuf Shittu, Gaurav Nanajkar 
and Pawel Nycz - designed the ventilator with four key features:

• Simple to use – by the average health workers and takes only 30 minutes of training
• Low-Cost – can be produced at a very small fraction of the average ventilator price
• Non-Electric – making it suitable for hospital settings with unreliable power
• Oxygen-Efficient – requiring almost as little as a third of the average oxygen 
consumption of High Flow Oxygen systems





Examples





Frugal innovation increasingly ‘on the radar’ 

Policy debate Academic Debate



Academic agenda: Adam Smith (1723-1790)

“Frugality is important in the 
process of producing economic 
wealth, to avoid a destructive 
cycle of commerce, leisure, 
luxury and corruption’

In: An Inquiry into the Nature and 
Causes of the Wealth of Nations, 
he uses ‘frugal’ or ‘frugality’
37 times.



New attention for frugal innovation

First	break	all	the	rules:
The	charms	of	frugal	innovation	

April	15th,	2010.



Leiden-Delft-Erasmus 
Universities

Three recent streams in Frugal Innovation literature

• Technology/ Engineering: innovation process and stages, (value-
sensitive) design, robustness, simplicity, affordability 

• Entrepreneurship/ Management studies: Base of the Pyramid, focus on 
FI as a commercial proposition, business models & also achieve 
societal goals (social entrepreneurship)

• Development studies/ sociology: how do poor(er) people innovate and 
deal with scarcity? Grassroot innovation, jugaad, bricolage. What are 
the economic, social & environmental impacts of FI?



Three types of Frugal innovators 

• Firms that develop Frugal Innovations to make profits 
and penetrate new markets

• NGOs, with donor funding, develop Frugal Innovations to 
address societal challenges

• Individuals and communities who develop their own 
Frugal Innovations to address their own bottlenecks

• Not in isolation! Co-creation, polycentric actors, be 
aware of 'power' differences



Firm, example from the Health sector

General Electric, Portable electrocardiogram (ECG)

• Portable ECG for rural
areas in India

• Sold at 10% of price for
ECG’s developed for 
the US market



NGO/Social enterprise Frugal Innovation:



Examples
Community Frugal Innovation



Leiden-Delft-Erasmus 
Universities

Additional debates coming up:

• Scaling and Governance of Frugal Innovation, for example in provision 
of basic services like water, energy, health, & looking at political 
economy and societal impacts

Role of Frugal Innovation in other discourses: Sustainability, Climate 
Change/ Green Transformation, Circular Economy/Society, Citizen 
Science, Intellectual Property Rights;
Industrialization, Food Security, New Technologies, Consumer 
Behavior and Planetary Boundaries



The Policy Agenda

UNCTAD:

Appeals to have new 
innovation approaches 
to implement the SDGs.

Confusing terminology:
Frugal, social, inclusive, 
grass-root, jugaad
innovation



Broadening the innovation policy agenda

• Innovation	beyond	'only'	commercializing	scientific	discovery

• Beyond	public	sector	R&D	investments	and	incentives to	large	
firms

• A	frugal	approach	to	simultaneously	address	rising	inequality	
and	environmental	destruction

• Mission-driven	innovation	strategies,	industrialization,	local	
economic	development



Local innovation practices & resilience

• Combine	‘local’	knowledges	with	‘new’ technologies	and	R&D	
expertise	through	adaptive	learning and	innovative business	
models

• Re-thinking	of	societally	desirable innovation trajectories:
– reduce over-engineering
– involve lower-income	innovators	&	citizens

With	a	focus	on	adaptation,	simplicity	&	functionality:
‘good	enough	instead	of	optimal’	practices,	enhancing	
resilience	and	increasing	speed	of	local	innovation	processes



Conclusion

Focus on frugal innovation, not instead of investments 
in R&D, but to be woven into the innovation agenda as 
a way to make policies more inclusive and sustainable

At our Centre, we engage in an empirical research 
agenda to see under what conditions frugal 
innovations are more likely to contribute to addressing 
the Sustainable Development Goals



Thank you for your attention

more info on our Centre at:
www.cfia.nl 
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