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What is the BoP?  What does it have to do with PR?

In our class on Africa, Professor Falconi discussed communication in international and economic development, traditionally run by governments and non-profit organizations.  He cited resistance to the idea that PR is a tool of international development, but noted, “Not one dime of money goes into development that is not linked to communication plan.”  It seems to me that the emerging role of business in development offers a new discussion that acknowledges the use and growth of PR in development.  To demonstrate this point, I explore how Multi-National Corporation’s (MNC) working at the “Bottom-of-the-Pyramid” connects to PR theories explored through our semester in Global Relations & Intercultural Communications.


The Bottom-of-Pyramid (also known as the “Base of the Pyramid”, and hereafter BoP) population encompasses the poorest people on Earth.  Technically, the BoP represents people living on less than $2.50 per day.  In 2005, BoP was over 3 billion people, then almost half the global population (Shah, 2005).  Business’ focus in the BoP seeks, initially, to create consumers, but requires innovation and expansion of the paradigm that quickly involves the BoP as employees, entrepreneurs, partners, and in other active roles (Prahald, 2005; Tao, 2009; Devenshwar, 2009; et al).  As development that eradicates poverty cannot happen only on an economic level, social and environmental issues must also be considered (World Development Report, 2003, quoted in Ströh & Heerden, 2005).  Business in BoP thus necessitates partnerships across sectors (Prahalad, 2005).  
C.K. Prahalad is a business strategist known for leading the movement recognizing the Fortune at the Bottom of the Pyramid (Prahalad, 2005).  In this book, he explains: 

“The objective … is to build a framework for poverty alleviation.  We start with a simple proposition.  If we stop thinking of the poor as victims or as a burden and start recognizing them as resilient and creative entrepreneurs and value-conscious consumers, a whole new world of opportunity will open up.”  

Communication is integral to the process he foresees giving way to poverty alleviation. He says, “The opportunities at the BoP cannot be unlocked if large and small firms, governments, civil society, organizations, development agencies, and the poor themselves do not work together with a shared agenda.”  His exploration of these partnerships unconsciously illustrates a model of a stakeholder wheel, and puts the business as the driver of these relationships.  He says, “MNCs working at the BoP learn rapidly that they have to learn to lie with a wide variety of relationships with a large number of institutions” (Prahalad, 2005).   I submit that MNC with well-developed PR functions that manage stakeholder relationships effectively have already learned this lesson.  There is an opportunity for them here.  Prahalad does not recognize the role herein for PR to help unlock the door to empowerment, prosperity, and innovation.   

Others write on the power of the BoP in creating change, too.  Literature on case studies of successful practice in the BoP by MNC abounds.  These writers, researchers, government agencies, businesses, and others are — based on my research — silent on the potential and power of using PR to develop relationships, shift a paradigm that has left the BoP a “latent market,” and move business’ role in alleviating poverty forward.  The BoP literature seems to be missing this key point.   


In the literature, “marketing” and “community engagement” are cited as essential elements in successful case studies (Prahalad, 2005).  The value of “listening” on the part of corporations and innovative adjustment to new environments is cited (Al-Shobakky, 2006).  PR, however, seems left out of the conversation.  What does PR look like in this arena? 

Postmodern PR and the BoP.
Because “The essence of postmodern experience is participation,” (Cova, 1996), postmodernist PR is well suited to business in the BoP.  “Postmodern practitioners experiment with various combinations of paradigms, methods and techniques of communication, but the emphasis is on linking, networking, articulating issues, and understanding through the process of interaction and meaning making” (Ströh & Heerden, 2005).  This description of postmodern PR practice echoes in Prahalad’s “Twelve Principles of Innovation for BoP Markets” (Prahalad, 2005).
Successful cases show that the BoP relationships with business require investment from both sides; relationships that are non-linear, innovative, paradigm-shifting, and supported must be built (Prahalad, 2005).  “MNCs and large firms have to start from a deep understanding of the nature and the requirements of the BoP” (Prahalad, 2005).  Moreover, the relationship and communication process is unpredictable and opens access that can change entire systems, give companies license-to-operate, or eliminate their voice all together (Deveshwar, 2009).  While the businesses focused on BoP have structured goals and interests in the numbers of people, amount of profit, and other metrics, the reality is trial-and-error and engaging both the company and the BoP members involved as listeners and communicators is the best path to success (McGovern, 2009).  This relationship building cannot be predicted; the process defines next steps.  This postmodern PR “…evolves to form new hybrids of previous communication systems” (Ströh & Heerden, 2005).  

Notably, our class’ exploration of postmodern PR was posed through the lens of PR in Africa.  Postmodern PR in Africa operates in an environment wrought with poverty, and on the frontlines of many international development initiatives (Ströh & Heerden, 2005).  This poverty means that survival in many parts of Africa is a group effort.  From this reality comes the worldview of man as a social being, sensitive to the needs of others, from and of a collective being, which forms the basis for ubuntu and an expectation of social responsibility (Ströh & Heerden, 2005).  PR in this environment employs open communication, mutual trust, respect, care, and a non-hierarchical system of management (Ströh & Heerden, 2005).  Businesses and organizations that practice PR in this environment “are involved in emergent strategy — strategy that is created through conversations and dialogue” (Stacey, 2003).  Businesses in these environments must fully engage the communication process (Ströh & Heerden, 2005).   And while there is no normative research to dictate how to engage BoP and enterprise, successful cases and descriptive assertions about this engagement have postmodernism as a common thread.

Indeed, the individuals in the BoP — and frankly, also those in MNC and other businesses working in the BoP — are not simply defined.  Medi Mohsenian Rad (2004) predicts that in the future, each person will greet and receive messaging and communication in a globalized message bazaar — facilitated horizontally around the world by the internet.  He explores the many levels of a human’s identity in the message bazaar and says, 
“…assume the individual is like a colored glass with an independent specific color.  At any given times, one part of this glass is experienced to a specific colored light (message) and has some overlaps with some other mutually colored glasses (individuals); therefore it will get a new color at the given time and is also able to experience a new colored light (another message source) and overlap with some other mutually colored glasses (other individuals) to get a different and more desired color.”  

Individuals each carry so many possibilities that modernist — highly structured and planned — communications cannot work.  This is true of BoP communications (Prahalad, 2005).

The emphasis on interpersonal communication in postmodern practice, however, should not be a disqualification for the use of these theories of communication when BoP and enterprise come together.  Postmodern management theory dictates that technologies like the internet, email — amongst other elements — do not coincide with the postmodern environment where in-person conversation, collaboration, gestures, and responses provide most meaning (Ströh & Heerden, 2005).  The development of ICT — or Information and Communications Technologies — is a huge piece of the current efforts to engage the BoP in business.  My research points to the idea that the use of “modernist technology” to facilitate communication should not be dismissed, but rather the postmodern participative underpinnings should be engaged to utilize these tools — whether that be through the use of camera-phones and webcams, or by teaching farmers of people living in urban slums ways to use the technologies that they can adapt to their needs.   

 “Communications”, when mentioned in reference to the BoP, usually refers to ICT.  Indeed, the precise “lack of access to technology” Ströh and Heerden (2005) use to argue postmodern PR in Africa should not rely on technological strategies or tactics, is a market opportunity to MNCs.  Simply, billions of potential customers who do not own their products offer huge growth.  Beyond creating new consumers, though, new flows for information are forged and innovation begets a new level of engagement.  In this transmission, individuals pushed to the margins of society and legally absent from modern society gain a voice (Prahalad, 2005).  And, as Mohasenian Rad predicts for the future, “the loss of communicational limits will cause innovation,” transparency becomes inherent to the environment, and “the collapse of communicational limits and the increase of individuals communicating independence would be the occasion of communicators, safety and security” (Mohsenian Rad, 2004).
Mobile phones and the internet are obviously invaluable tools for connecting BoP populations with resources and integrating them into conversations on business, entrepreneurship, and other ways to break free of poverty.  But, in a case I learned this fall, what comes before and with the exposure to “communications” technology can be a need for communication and PR, already being done, but not being named.

De facto PR: Reflective China Mobile, are you listening?


This fall, I heard Tao Yong, Chairman and CEO of SDR and consultant to China mobile, speak.  Tao consulted with China Mobile to bring mobile phones into rural China and over the past four years, they have gained 200 million rural Chinese farmers as customers (Tao, 2009).  First, the farmers were “given voice” through mobile phones and networks supporting them (Tao, 2009).  Into that network, China Mobile then marketed a “time saving” service that allows Chinese farmers to access information previously difficult to get.  Now, they are focused on developing microfinance tools to be used on the network (Tao, 2009). 
Tao estimates China has 40,000 townships and 600,000 villages.  China Mobile now has one store per township and one agent for every village.  The agents are BoP farmers employed by China Mobile, and in charge of coaching and educating the famers who are buying and using phones “to secure their voice” and be able to master the technology (Tao, 2009).  
The company started by staffing agent positions with college grads, but a disconnect and high-turn over rates taught China Mobile the power and need for farmers to be included in their staff (Tao, 2009).  Now, these farmers are “un-official” public relators — performing educative roles, and responding to the company’s reflective realization of their public’s needs and interests.  
The decision to start using college-educated agents in stores and villages in rural China was reflexive of China Mobile.  That is to say, the company “perceive[d] its own worldview (namely that college-educated people are better at working than poor people, or that poor farmers can work for a major phone company) as necessary, natural” (Holmström, 2005— italics inserted).  However, by recognizing disconnects and resolving to employ farmers as agents, the company became reflective, with “…self-understanding in relation to the environment” (Holmström, 2005).


After the mobile phone network for 200 million phones in rural China was established, China mobile launched the program that allows farmers to call an informational hotline that provides up-to-date information about seeds, fertilizer, crop pricing, etc. that they used to have to travel long-distances to collect in person.  This process is empowering these farmers in the marketplace and helping raise productivity and efficiency (Tao, 2009).  I wonder, though, if the process is two-way?  Are farmers allowed to ask questions?  Or deposit information anywhere?



De facto PR: Indian ITC and trilateral governance.

Holmström’s exploration of reflective corporations, and their role as responsible members of society, resonates with the way the Indian corporation, ITC, perceives its role in the BoP.  I heard Yogesh Chander Deveshwar, Chairman and CEO of ITC Limited, speak about how ITC has engaged the BoP and created tools to empower farmers and simultaneously serve its business strategies in India.  Without saying it, he was describing a trilateral model of governance that engages the business, the publics, and the greater good (Duarte, 2007).
ITC, a huge corporation that makes cigarettes, food products, paper products, and many other products, has a renown sustainability practice, and drives results on a “triple bottom line” that meets environmental, social, and profit goals.  The company is profitable, and in part due to the tree-planting initiatives in the Indian BoP, offsets their deforestation (Deveshwar, 2009).  

Most interesting in the ITC cases, from a PR perspective, are the tools and strategies ITC has used to connect with the farmers and families in the BoP.  They work with local non-government-organizations (NGOs) to involve communities in the projects, teach farmers how to grow trees and intercrops on the land the government gives them, and drive the triple bottom line.  

How do they communicate?  First, with this program and others, ITC has recognized the need for community elder support.  Through local NGOs and concerted effort, the company works to build relationships and trust with leaders in rural communities.  Then, ITC drives vans equipped with movie screens into rural areas to host classes.  They train the individuals, and make a social contract with the farmers.  This seemingly win-win case, does not clearly give the BoP voice in the exchange.  I do know other ITC farmer-engagement tools, such as the information system called eChoupal, do offer two-way communication (Anamalai & Rao, 2003).  Clearly, ITC sees the BoP as integral to their business and their responsibility to society.  

By agreeing to a verbal contract with ITC, farmers involved in their programs become “publics” who are organized and actively involved (Grunig, 1984).  Duarte explains, “Publics are different from other forms of human association by means of their capability to act as a whole and produce what Weber called meaningful oriental social action…” (Duarte, 2007).  As Duarte says, “Publics have the power to influence decisions and they demand that organisations legitimise [sic] themselves and obtain a license-to-operate” (Duarte, 2007).  Thus companies who are engaging the BoP are forced to reflect upon the power of the BoP side of the relationship — as a public with a powerful, valuable, and perhaps even essential voice in their business.  Not just a stakeholder but a wholly engaged voice.  Symmetry in power is a dominant characteristic of the paradigms created by BoP innovation (Prahalad, 2005).  PR —  “management of two-way, symmetrical relationships between an organization and its publics” (Grunig & Hunt, 1984) — is needed here.  
Who do you know?  The urban BoP in Brazil.


Both China Mobile and ITC’s case studies discussed here are in rural conditions.  There, communication with the BoP was facilitated through local voices and institutions.  They led relationship building between a huge corporation and farmers — who predominantly had limited access to technology, communications tools, and thus information.  What about urban poor?  What about other examples around the globe?


Raquel Brandim informs me there is coming research from one of our in-class speakers, Dr. Paulo Nassar of Brazil, exploring, specifically, communication in impoverished populations and communities in the urban slums in Brazil, or favelas.  The findings of this research will be very interesting to add to this conversation about communication between BoP and enterprise.  There is existing research, however, on the big picture business and urban poor in Brazil that “stress[es] the   importance   of   alliances   and   partnerships   for   achieving   success   in operations involving low-income economies (Khanna & Rivkin 2001, quoted in Wright & Spers, 2008). The research highlights the power of social contracts in the BoP and the necessity for businesses in the BoP to understand the “social orientation of the people they hope to engage.  “To be successful in this market, they must acquire the capacity to understand and appreciate the benefits of the current social infrastructure” (Lee & Millar, 1999, quoted in Wright & Spers, 2008). 


While we know from our class studies and classmate’s experiences that Brazilian PR is deeply rooted in the personal relationship model, this is a different kind of personal relationship than that often referenced.  
PR & BoP around the globe. 
Here I will expand upon my thoughts above and discuss other regions around the globe.  First, more thoughts on China:

  Much has been written about democracy and PR, asking if PR is dependent on democracy to be effective.  In China, where “some scholars say there will be one million PR graduates by 2012” (Falconi, slides 2009), and where global American and European PR agencies operate, PR is clearly part of reality despite the lack of democracy or “free speech."  There, the government is a key player in all elements of PR (O’Brien, 2009). O’Brien works primarily with consumer PR, admittedly, and, does not have Chinese businesses as clients.  Perhaps this colors his vision, but his comments on communicating with impoverished sections of China’s population, “Over 95% of China is Han Chinese, so it is easier to focus on them and those who have higher incomes” (O’Brien, 11/21/2009), seem to miss the point.  He continued to say that “the same general messaging works for all.”  If these statements ring true for the perception PR throughout China, and public relators continue to state and thus socially construct them (Tsetsura, 12/5/2009), the fact that BoP business requires PR will remain silenced.  Nonetheless, in this non-democratic state, business in the BoP is inciting innovation.  PR must innovate and acknowledge our presence there, too.
The BoP in the Americas reaches throughout all countries in the hemisphere.  In the Americas, cases like “The Water Initiative” are strong examples of business models dependent on trusting relationships, communication, partnerships, and other areas PR can lead, but devoid of PR.  The company works predominantly in Mexico and focuses on their ability to build relationships in communities to help families have clean drinking water (McGovern, 2009).  Despite the fundamental use of PR, which is noted in many examples of BoP engagement in Latin America, PR is not recognized in the system (Prahalad, 2005).  Also noteworthy in Latin America are the BoP thought-leaders who believe that the continent is lagging in this form of innovation (Noguera, 2009).  In a region where PR practitioners predominantly conceive of themselves as key voices towards a “social good” (Molleda, upcoming research, 12/12/09), there is opportunity for both BoP and PR here to naturally work together if they are able to swallow the inclusion of business in this process.

 In North America, BoP projects are taking shape in impoverished communities domestically as well as taking business internationally.  Partnerships are key drivers in these examples, as with “Enterprising Health in Flint” — based in Flint Michigan (EnterprisingHealth, 2009).  The rising interest in Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) in the USA lends companies traditionally towards offshoot partnerships and cause marketing.  The development of CSR that is intrinsic to a company’s business model and serves a BoP population in the United States is less common, but on the rise.  Here, these conversations also seem to avoid the term PR, often even noting “this is not PR” when by definition it actually is (UNGC, no date).  

In Eastern Europe, reforms have been put in place to create pro-business environments across many former Soviet states and other countries (Mercury News, 2007).  This opens the door for innovation, but requires action.  Here, the tensions between PR being conceived of as a “service industry” in Russia (Tsetsura, 2009) and as predominantly focused on media buying and/or relations in other nearby countries does not empower PR as defined by postmodernists, or even a symmetrical model necessary for PR in BoP enterprise engagement. 

Some regional definitions lend to this conversation.  In New Zealand, where Maori PR has played a role in developing the practice, models for postmodern PR offer the foundation for BoP engagement (Falconi, class, 2009).  In Western Europe, where responsibility and a view of PR as an function responsible for managing relationships with public society (Vercic, 2002), a stakeholder view of an organization play a major role in the PR practices, and strong MNCs are founded, there is potential for this space to be a leading voice on enterprise BoP development is linked to PR. 

Obviously this is a brief and limited review of the globe, but serves as a jumping off point for further thought.  Additionally, topics for further research to shine light on these issues might include some of the following: 1) Moving beyond the gaze onto MNC and BoP, what do microfinance, microcredit, social entrepreneurship and other business-to-BoP models look like in the sphere or PR?;  2) With MNC that have successfully entered the BoP, did internal public relators play a role in starting those initiatives?;  3) Specific case study developments that speak to the role of PR in the case;  4) How is Business-to-BoP affecting government in non-democratic states, as a precursor for research on how PR functions in those non-democratic business-to-BoP areas as a guide to our understanding of the bottom-up vs. top-down influence of PR on power; 5) Compare PR generic principle/specific application models with BoP experiences in regions and see if the models are horizontal across the globe or hold regionally, 6) An in-depth look at how BoP business and ITC expansion in Africa have affected PR there.

Finis origine pendent.


Leading American PR academic Jim Grunig published one of his first articles starting towards his Excellence Theory in 1968.  “Information, entrepreneurship, and economic development: A study of the decision-making process of Colombian Latifundistas” is listed as an unpublished dissertation in which Mr. Grunig explored the ways that farmers seek information, though I have yet to get my hands on a full-text copy of the paper.  It seems that the PR voice on this issue has come full circle.  A moment of opportunity is upon us. 

Partnerships, open communication, and innovative approach to understanding are all elements of both PR and the business engagement of the BoP.  In the space, there is potential for creativity that can change the world and bring people out of poverty, and money to be made by all. 

Why are we left out?  I struggle to find a reason that PR is not in this situation, besides a bad external perception of what PR is, coupled with public relators who reinforce those negative definitions and/or perspectives.  If our class is any gauge of Global PR, this semester’s speakers’ responses to questions demonstrate that, in many regions, PR does not yet conceived of itself as a key player in building the relationships and communication between the BoP and enterprise.  Perhaps it is outside of their realm of practice.  The opportunity is ripe, though, and the ability to explore BoP-to-business and using that as an entry point to reclaim and redefine PR could be fruitful.  We must construct our own identity by speaking who we are and can be in this space, and perhaps from it, fuel a better understanding of PR in more traditional settings.      
Works Cited
Anamalai & Rao, 2003:

Anamalai, Kuttayan & Sachin Rao, WRI, August 2003, “What Works: ITC’s e-Choupal and Profitable Rural Transformation, web-based informational and procurement tools for Indian Farmers.”

Al-Shobakky, 2006:

Al-Shobakky Waleed, January 23, 2006, “Learning to Listen: Technology and Poor Communities” published in SciDev.Net (London) allafrica.com, via www.nextbillion.net/news/learning-to-listen-technology-and-poor-communities
Cova, 1996:

Quoted in Ströh & Heerden, 2005
Cova, B. 1996, “The postmodern explained to managers: implications for markeing”, Business Horizons, vol. 39, no. 6, pp. 15-23.
Deveshwar, 2009:

Yogesh Chander Deveshwar, Keynote Speaker at the NetImpact Conference, 2009.

NOTES, mine from the talk.

Also cited: www.nextbillion.net/blog/wrapping-up-net-impact-2009, & www.itcportal.com/sets/itc_frameset.htm

Duarte, 2007:

Duarte, João, 2007 (published) “Involving Publics in Global Management of Corporate Communication: Beyond Symmetry” at Lisbon’s Superior School of Mass Communication and Media Arts.  Published in : Business Research Yearbook: Global Business Perspectives, Volume XIV 2007, Marjorie G. Adams & Abbass Alkhafaji, editors, Publication of the International Academy of Business Disciplines.
EnterprisingHealth, 2009:

http://enterprisinghealth.org/ via http://bop-protocol.org/flint/
Falconi, draft 2009:

Falconi, Toni Muzi, 2009, “Draft of Global Public Relations.”
Falconi, class/slides, 2009:

Falconi, Toni Muzi, 2009 – slides, notes, and/or recordings from classes.
Grunig & Hunt, 1984:

Hunt, T. and J. Grunig, 1984, Managing Media Relations. Harcourt Brace College Publishers, Fort Worth, TX.

Grunig, 1968:

Grunig, James E., 1968, “Information, entrepreneurship, and economic development: A study of the decision-making process of Colombian Latifundistas” Unpublished Dissertation, Univeristy of Wisconsin – Madison.
Holmström, 2005:

Holmström, Susanne, 2005, “Co-Evolution of Society and Organization: Reflexitivity, Contingency, and Reflection” for Roskilde University, in Euprera Lisbon.  
Lyotard, 1992:

Quoted in Ströh & Heerden, 2005

Lyotard, J. –F.  1992, “Answering the question: What is postmodernism?” in The postmodern reader, ed. C. Jencks, Academy Editions, London, pp. 138-150.

McGovern, 2009:

Ken McGovern, Keynote Speaker at the NetImpact Conference, 2009.

NOTES, mine from the talk.

Als of note:

www.nextbillion.net/blog/wrapping-up-net-impact-2009

thewaterinitiative.com/MainPage_19_6.html

Mercury News, 2007:

“Business-friendly Reforms Best Way to Advance Latin America Economies” in San Jose Mercury News — www.mercurynews.com — Published on October 02, 2007, via http://www.nextbillion.net/news/business-friendly-reforms-best-way-to-advance-latin-america-econ

Molleda, upcoming research:

Molleda, Juan Carlos, research completed and announced on conference call in class 12/12/09, not yet published.
Mohsenian Rad, 2004

Mohsenian Rad, Mehi, PhD, Imam Sadegh University, 2004, “Globalization, Culture and Message Bazaar” in Global Media Journal, vol. 3, issue 5, Fall 2004.

Noguera, 2009:

Noguera, Francisco, 2009, “Notes on the State of the “Base de la Piramide” Movement I Spain and Latin America | Blog | NextBillion.net | Development Through Enterprise” published June 16, 2009.

O’Brien, 2009:

O’Briend, Daniel, on conference call in class, 11/21/2009.

NOTES: mine.
Prahalad, 2005:

Prahalad, C.K., The Fortune at the Bottom of the Pyramid: Eradicating Poverty Through Profits, 2005, Pearson Education, Inc. published as Wharton School Publishing.

Shah, 2005:

Anup Shah, “Poverty Facts and Stats” at: www.globalissues.org/article/26/poverty-facts-and-stats

Stacey, 2003:

Quoted in Ströh & Heerden, 2005

Stacey, R. D. 2003, Strategic management and organizational dynamics: The challenge of complexity, Prentice Hall, Harlow, England.

Ströh & Heerden, 2005:

Ströh, Ursula, and Gené Heerden, “Exploring Postmodern Public Relations in ‘Dark Africa’,” paper presented to the 12th International Public Relations Research Symposium, Public Relations: Evaluation & Measurement, July 1-3, 2005, Lake Bled, Slovenia.
Tao, 2009:

Tao Yong, Keynote Speaker in “Building Profitable Solutions to Poverty” at the Columbia Business School Social Enterprise Conference, 2009, recording at: www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lj7CW64p3mI

Tsetsura, 2009:

Tsetsura, Katerina, on conference call in class, 12/5/2009

NOTES: mine.
UNGC, no date:

United Nations Global Compact “Welcome documents” for new members.
Vercic, 2002:

Vercic, Dejan and Betteke van Ruler,  The Bled Manifesto, 2002.
Wright & Spers, 2008:

Wright, James. and Spers, Renata. "Growth and Profits at the Bottom of the Pyramid: Company Strategy and Performance in Low-end Consumer Markets in Brazil" Paper presented at the annual meeting of the BALAS Annual Conference, Universidad de los Andes School of Management, Bogota, D.C., Colombia, Apr 23, 2008, and at: www.allacademic.com/meta/p232059_index.html
Quoted within this document:

· Lee and Millar, 1999

· Khanna & Rivkin, 2001

PAGE  
13

