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Hello,
we are DOT

After spending time in Asia we felt the need to bring you our findings in these trips and try to draw 
a DOT vision. What you see, is the result of that idea: a China and India monographic issue on the 
opportunities going on over there.

We work with all types of companies on our daily basis, understanding their ecosystems and working 
on how to empower their culture to look for business opportunities and new market ideas. A great 
Asian wave is coming and interesting times are knocking at the door, this is an assortment of ideas 
and insights that could help you understand better the new east and west era. 

It’s about time to redefine the concept we have about China and India and start to understand them 
as a new hub for innovation and new opportunities. 

We hope you enjoy the present.

We would love to hear from you:

hello@feeldot.com
@feeldot

April 2014
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Contents
Our vision on the opportunities arising in Asia, specifically in China and India, 
based on DOT experience in these two countries.

From low cost manufacturing 
country to a new stage. China and  
the Shanzhai innovation. We also 
want to bring some ideas for East 
and West relationship and how 
can we learn from each other. 

Social Innovation and Bottom 
of the Pyramid concepts play a 
crucial role in this country full of 
opportunities. Big social changes 
will be upcoming in the next years 
and how we understand BOP 
within a wider perspective.

01/ China

02/ India
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China

“

Shanzhai innovation:
From Copyright to

Copy is Right

SHANZHAI also 
brings indigenous 
innovation prod-
uct supported by 
a group of value 
chain suppliers, 
which provide 
good-enough prod-
ucts by charging 
reasonable pro-
cess in a rapid time 
frame to fulfil the 
needs of target cus-
tomers.

Made up of the characters shan (“mountain”) 
+ zhai (“fortress”), shanzhai refers to Chinese  
knock-offs  particularly electronics. Literally 
it means” mountain village” or “mountain 
fortress”, the term refers to the mountain 
stockades of regional warlords or bandits, 
far away from official control. Fascinating, 
isn’t it? 

Traditionally Shanzhai refers to businesses 
based on fake or knock off products. You 
may be thinking now about the tag “Made 
in China” and about all these fake or imita-
tion products usually of inferior quality that 
you have seen and bought many times. 
Well, you may be right... or not. Although 
Shanzhai concept surely has a negative 
connotation we believe that the impact of 
the Shanzhai practices don’t stop here. 
Actually, we think that the Shanzhai innova-
tion phenomenon could be a way to create 
meaningful innovation.

SHANZHAI also brings indigenous innova-
tion product supported by a group of value 
chain suppliers, which provide good-enough 
products by charging reasonable process 
in a rapid time frame to fulfil the needs of 
target customers.

DOT | ASIA
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The Shanzhai company
and its collaboration 
network

Normally they evolve 
from an informal econ- 

omy to a formal one. 
Shanzhai companies often 

target (in the first place) 
less developed areas and 
tier 3 and tier 4 cities (in-

land China, more than 
60% of China’s 1.3 billion 
people live in rural areas 

[2]) across a number of 
dimensions, including cus-

tomer segments, chan-
nels and geographies. [3]

Although each Shanzhai company is different, 
they often have common characteristics, such 
as tendencies to do the following:

• Focus on the domestic market (at least 
initially)

• Target mostly mass consumers

• Strive for very short cycle time on product 
introduction

• Focus on cost (but often offer lower quality 
too)

• Tailor product features and functions specifi-
cally to local requirements

• Successful Shanzhai companies may begin 
as counterfeiters or pirates but often evolve 
into legitimate businesses with their own 
intellectual property (IP) portfolios. [2]

• They do it low cost.

DOT | ASIA
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Characteristics of their business modelling: 

1. Expanding the market segment
 
2. Enhancing the added  value chain relation-
ship: products to market.
 
3. Implementing a more competitive strategy.
 
The lower price levels, regionalized features 
of Shanzhai products, in depth understanding 
of local markets, higher responsiveness to 
evolving markets and changing consumer 
preferences helps the Shanzhai companies 
to gain market share and exploit growth 
potential. Further characteristics on the sup- 
ply side are an increasingly well-developed 
ecosystem. 

What comes after 
the Shanzhai phase
Shanzhai phenomenon brings the key ingredi- 
ents (deep local understanding, resilient busi- 
ness model and complex network of business 
enablers and partners with huge specializa- 
tion) to create a fast moving company.

You need to become agile to create new en- 
trepreneurial and business dynamics (though 
research and development, innovative de- 
sign...) in order to create traction (in your  
products, business and users). 

After that, the once Shanzhai, now mature, 
global and successful company will be ready 
to build a strong brand and and innovative 
identity and continue to grow thanks to its 
flexible and risk taking nature.

Ok, now that we understand the term Shan- 
zhai and which type of companies there are. 
How can we learn from it and create break- 
through innovation? 

shanzhai phase Agile phase mature phase

Traction & Pivot Scale up & Pivot

Deep 
local understanding 

(users+market+niches+distribution)

Resilient Business model 
& Fast manufacturing

Complex network of 
(business) enablers

Many type of
products 
to market

Design Innovation 
 

R&D Licenses 
 

Global
 

Market success
 

Brand & Indentity
 

Lean Start up 
 

Create

TransformDestroy
(Fast+Flexible+Taking risks)

 

The Shanzhai innovation framework by DOT S Coop (2014)
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- Shanzhai approach could be a key process to 
speed up new start ups in devolving countries 
and struggling economies (ie: Spain, Greece...) to 
create agile, fast growing, fast prototyping indus- 
trial & tech start ups. 

- Shanzhai innovation could be key to create local 
collaboration networks creating more sustainable 
and more local businesses. This could increase 
the competitiveness in certain business areas, 
break oligarchies and create a new status quo in 
business.
 
- User all over the world will see more value in 
such a company and in such a value propositions: 
Supporters will emphasize advantages like more 
consumer benefits, grassroots innovation, more 
competition, more features, fair pricing. [3] 

- A Shanzhai business partner can help you 
respond quickly to evolving markets or adapt to 
changing consumer preferences in places and in 
ways that you never imagined. Inadequate under- 
standing of local market dynamics (for foreign 
companies) or a persistent reluctance to imple- 
ment change (for large Chinese state-owned 
enterprises)

Shanzhai as an inspiration

A Shanzhai partner

Further impact of the Shanzhai philosophy

Innovation in China
- Our western eyes don’t understand (please, 
admit it...) China and its processes on the first 
sight (neither on a second or third, sorry to say...). 
We need to be ready to have a different view and 
change our mindset to understand how things 
work in China.

- From Chinese copycats to Global brands: Don’t 
underestimate Shanzhai companies. Today, take 
the case of Tianyu for instance, it is now a main-
stream player virtually unrecognizable from its 
Shanzhai beginnings, thanks largely to increased 
efforts in R&D and brand building [2].

- Chinese innovation might appear non existence 
on the outside, but they are some of the most 
perceptive individuals out there. Chinese com- 
panies are smart and they’ve got good ways to 
keep an eye on the west, plus a BIG local market. 
They have the uncanny ability to piece together 
people’s needs, satisfy various niches at the 
same time, move fast, manufacture A LOT and 
still see the bigger picture.

- In China speed is critical; in China companies 
don’t innovate to position themselves better in 
the market, to differentiate their products a little 
bit from other... They innovate to survive. Shan-
zhai gives the possibility to disrupt the status quo 
and create and implement new business strate-
gies and new innovation funnels.

- This constant newness has forced media busi- 
nesses to become creative in their offering.

Your role as an innovator
- Get ready, forget about Copyright now Copy is 
right. Honour the past, imitate, move fast, move 
local, try many things, traction and evolve. 

- Conventional innovation methodologies won’t 
work in China (Design Thinking? Really?) and 
won’t normally develop competitive advantage. 
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DOT in 
China
In DOT we look at projects from a global perspective, taking good care 
of the peculiarities of different societies and cultures. We believe this is 
the only way to create a more powerful and sustainable impact of our 
partnerships and projects. And of course we love to merge East and 
West. 

Actually the last 3 years we have been lucky enough to visit Greater 
China in different occasions leading the Mondragon Team Academy 
(Mondragon University) LEINN (Entrepreneurial Leadership and Inno- 
vation degree) and MINN (International Master on Entrepreneurship 
and Open Innovation) program’s Learning Journeys in Shanghai.
 
At the same time we were able to exchange ideas and have long dia- 
logues with amazing people like Liyun Li (UX researcher at Samsung), 
Oscar Ramos (CEO at Dad Asia), Will Chang (CoFounder and CEO 
at Ark Design), Jeremy Wai Chan (Founder and Chairman of Elkpark 
Recreational Management Ltd), Francisco Porras (Partner at China 
Bridge), Marcus Lui (Principal Brand Strategist at Continuum Shang- 
hai), Jason Huang (Founder & CEO, TANG Innovation) and Fan Lyu 
(User Experience Research Lead, TANG innovation). 
 

DOT | ASIA
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One the main goals when we visited India was to understand better the for- 
tune on the Bottom of the Pyramid concept and how companies apply it in 
their products and services. We visited Godrej India Culture Lab, it is a fluid 
experimental space that cross-pollinates ideas and people to explore what it 
means to be modern and Indian. It is part of the multinational Godrej Company 
which designs products and services all over the world.

The term BOP (bottom of the pyramid)  refers to the demographic segment 
composed by the poor population located in the lower economic status. 
This population is mainly active in the informal economy which has a large 
number of unsatisfied basic needs and constraints that prevent them from par-
ticipating actively in the market economies. Therefore, they have not access to 
goods and services to ensure their own sustainable development. 

There are different views on the base of the pyramid as a consumer market, 
as a market of production and the base of the pyramid as an ally, which aims 
to integrate the voice of the poor in the co-creation of new business models 
and companies to create mutual value, i.e., integrate them as partners in the 
design, configuration and operation of the business. 

India

From needs 
to aspirations

DOT | ASIA
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Evolution of the Bottom of 
the 
Pyramid

We had the opportunity to co-create with Godrej designers 
a project which they were working on. They were designing 
a product that could obtain thermal energy out of cookers to 
bring light to houses in the long hours of power cut. 

The product was already designed with defined characteris- 
tics and patterns. However, they came against the problem of 
how to reach the people that would be using it   and defining 
a business model out of it. It has to be said that India is a very 
large country with many people living in rural areas, far out of 
reach. 

We went through the different stages of understanding a 
product in the market. From creating a sustainable business 
model of the product ,to creating a community of cooks 
around it, to trying to envision the future aspirations that 
this people will have.  We understood in a practical way the 
evolution of the BOP in India. From 2008 to 2012 the aspira-
tions of customers have changed, so the BOP concept has 
changed too. 

It has gone from the mere product to the whole lifestyle phi-
losophy, understanding the human nature and the needs. 
 
This connection between the product and the lifestyle aspi-
rations don’t come naturally, one after the other, it requires 
the evolution of a community adapting a new product and 
making it all together part of their new life. 

Breakthough 
to realize
a product

Breakthough 
to realize
a lifestyle

BOP

DOT | ASIA
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Evolution of designing in BOP 
economy starts from the 
product and ends up in bigger 
scale by the adoption of the 
product by the communities.

BOP doesn’t just cover a basic 
need in one specific situation; it 
brings totally a new concept of 
understanding life for those who 
we are designing for. Covering a 
specific need brings the user to 
the next step, to have new aspi- 
rations in their daily lives and that 
is how the evolution of the BOP 
economies should be understood. 
BOP is about building socially re- 
sponsible business to sustainable 
growth.

1 2 3

Discovery of
individual needs

Design
simplicity

Development.
Direct reach out

Difussion of
BOP

Discovery of

 

usage conditions

Design for
usage environment

Development

 

  
community
environment

Difussion of
community

Discovery of

 

aspirations

Design a
lifestyle

Development of
aspirations and 
lifestyle

Difussion
of  lifestyle

DOT | ASIA
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• Organizations will embrace the Inclusivity Princi- 
ples during the design phase of innovation (Inclusive 
Design), rather than to try and retrofit or reengineer 
existing products and services to appeal to margin- 
alized segments of the market after the fact. 

• We can not design simple products while keeping 
our business operation complex. The companies 
must simplify every interaction with the customer. 
And internally they must embrace simplicity as a 
new organizational principle.
 
•Large companies dabble in entrepreneurship 
(also called skunkwork or jamming) initiatives that 
encourage employees to think flexibly and come 
up with unconventional ideas for new products or 
processes.
 
• Build up partnership with flexible thinkers. 

JUGAAD is a colloquial 
hindi word: innovative fix; 
an improvised solution 
born from ingenuity and 
cleverness. A unique way 
of thinking.

A product developed by BOP economy must 
be cheap; it’s a compulsory concept that it’s 
the base of the innovation. Here is where JU- 
GAAD concept plays a crucial role.

Is about doing more with less. The gutsy art 
of spotting opportunities in the most adverse 
circumstance. You can look for more examples 
in their website (www.jugaadinnovation.com).

Juugad provides a great insights in order to 
enable an ecosystem for grassroots entrepre-
neurs and innovators.

6 principles of Jugaad:

1. Seek opportunity in adversity

2. Do more with less

3. Think and act flexibly

4. Keep it simple

5. Include the margin

6. Follow your heart

How to start:
JUGAAD

What are JUGAAD com-
panies like?

DOT | ASIA
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Entrepreneurs are a league of people who are able 
to turn obstacles into profitable solutions. 

•Reframe adversity in challenges.  
•Not against, but making constraints work for them. 
•Quick to act in response the opportunities. 
 
Extreme conditions could be fertile soil for extreme 
innovations. 

What is the role of a leader?
 
Leaders should be realistic optimism but is not 
enough to be optimistic, resilient and adaptable. 
They also need to empower employees at every 
level to act/think like jugaad innovators: embracing 
ambiguity, tolerating risk, and being willing to learn 
from challenges. 

A mindset revolution is needed: more openness, 
enthusiasm and humanism. Decentralize decision 
making (example: Danone’s BOP division + Yunnus). 

Seek opportunity in
adversity

Do more with less

One of the most important characteristic of jugaad 
innovators is that they are able to find abundance in 
scarcity and to share that abundance with custom- 
ers and other stakeholders who also face scarcity. 
Remembering T. Rooselvet quote: “All the resources 
are in the mind” 

At the same time frugal approach is increasingly crit- 
ical to survival in the age of scarcity that is increas- 
ingly upon us. New era of austerity? Why? 

-Increasing numbers of frugal customers.
-Natural resources reduction.
-Government regulations.
-Competition from low-cost rivals from emerging      
markets. 
-Rivalry from agile start-ups.

From the largest companies, bigger is still better. 
Even though the numbers of potential customers in 
low income segments may be large, these markets 
need up-front investment and require time to de-
velop and grow. 
 
Other important point is design affordable solutions.
Until now we have the tendency to design products 
that cost more and that are overloaded with fea-
tures that customers don´t necessarily want. (= John 
Maeda and “Laws of simplicity”) 
 
And emerging markets can help for design af-
fordable solutions from the ground up. They offer 
engineers a great training ground to practise such 
frugal innovation. Indeed, a few forward-thinking 
western companies across sectors are increasingly 
using their R&D teams in emerging markets like India 
and China to develop minimalist solutions from the 
ground up to deliver higher value to customers. 

Leaders should be 
realistic optimism 
but is not enough to 
be optimistic, resil-
ient and adaptable. 
They also need to 
empower employ-
ees at every level to 
act/think like jugaad 
innovators

“

DOT | ASIA
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As we have explained before to put a product that covers a neces- 
sity in the market creates a totally new reality. People interact with 
this new object, new habits are developed and older ones that tried 
to cover this need get old fashioned. The users make the product 
part of their daily routines and it changes concept of life as they 
knew it. That is where sustainable growth starts.

You cannot predict which new aspirations people will have with the 
launching of a new product. You just have to wait and observe how 
people and communities use it and make it part of their habits.

But nevertheless there are some human nature insights that Godrej 
people shared with us which could help us understand better:

Aspirations
to enjoy

Demonstrate
personal

pride

Show
creativity

Make
own

choices

These are some impressions that 
we got after observing people 
using some products designed by 
them. They start to customize the 
product making it part of their lives 
and changing habits and creating 
new ones. 
 
This change is understood as a 
tipping point to create for a new 
reality, full of new necessities and 
new options. 

Next step:
ASPIRATIONS

DOT | ASIA
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Understanding the principle of the BOP: product 
must be cheap, otherwise it is not going to happen. 
We believe that the ideal situation could come from 
covering different necessities for the Bottom of The 
Pyramid spectrum and for the High level of the 
pyramid spectrum, with the same product. Example: 
The product that people from Godrej designed is 
about having power out of thermal energy to have 
light during the power cut hours. On the contrary, 
people in developed countries have more and more 
powered gadgets and they feel the need to stay 
connected to them, so they need batteries. Could 
this product work as a portable battery charger? Yes, 
of course.

These two targets make the revenues bigger, so it 
helps to make it profitable for the company. 

It takes time for the BOP to be embraced; you can’t 
push people to make new products their own by 
just putting them on the market. It is essential to 
understand their culture, habits and way of living and 
there is no way to understand unless you spend time 
in their environment and talk to them. There are so 
many details that should be seen in place; otherwise 
the real needs that lie underneath the surface will 
remain unseen.

Some 
extra ideas

Finally, we truly believe that BOP economy should 
help build a sustainable growth. It has to help the 
end users evolve. BOP has to bring about improve-
ment on their way of life so future generations have 
a better place to live in. 

We are not only talking from an ethical or a de-
signer’s point of view, but also from a consumers’ 
perception. Unless the final consumer perceives the 
improvement value the new product will have on 
their lives and the possibility of further benefits in the 
future, they are not going to buy it. 
 
BOP is a complex and difficult concept to put into 
practice in companies, but not impossible. The larg-
est population of the world is full of opportunities and 
uncovered needs, they are opening themselves to 
the world, but they need to be understood to create 
from and with them. 
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DOT
with INDIAN 
WOMEN
All these reflections come about from the im-
mersion of DOT member’s in India’s reality along 
several journeys.

On collaboration with the Social Enterprise SURE, 
that empowers women as leaders and entrepre- 
neurs, we learned that traditionally rural women 
were first consumers of goods, later they were 
integrated into retail networks for the sake of 
distribution and the current challenge is how to 
make rural women part of the whole process: from 
understanding their needs and aspirations, finding 
the solutions, producing them, distributing them and 
consuming.

We believe on the power of team-entrepreneurship 
for a bigger impact on the context. We contributed 
to the matter in two ways: 

- We made a research about successful technologi- 
cal rural businesses and explored the possibility and 
interest that women could have running them on 
teams. 

- Based on the women entrepreneurial culture that 
already exist and the network of sakhis of SURE, 
we created experiential workshops to understand 
the potential of teams, the importance of knowing 
customers, worked on new business models and 
trained prototyping skills. 
 
On the two cases above we saw a frugal way inno- 
vating, new solutions that are created from scarcity, 
Jugaad at its best. And social enterprises as SURE 
and Godrej have already understood how to build 
relationships with the bottom of the pyramid and 
create together, as allies, not knowing who serves 
who. 

We look at society 
and cultures from 
a global perspec-
tive and we believe 
this can support  a 
more powerful im-
pact on our proj-
ects.

“
In DOT, as our education actions, we support the 
Learning Journeys of team-entrepreneurs and en-
trepreneurs (from LEINN and MINN) to explore and 
experiment first hand all the concepts mentioned 
above. 

For more information about the project we devel- 
oped please contact us, we will be glad to share the 
content with you! 

Now in DOT we are working on low cost menstrual 
cup for everyday for Indian women, we will keep 
you posted. 

DOT | ASIA
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