
 

 
 

NEW BUSINESS MODELS FOR 

SUSTAINABLE GROWTH 
 

Reducing inequality and accelerating inclusive growth are the most urgent 

challenges of our time. We ignite strategic interventions each company can take, 

given their particular industry dynamics and market conditions. Our mission is to 

accelerate the development of scalable and inclusive business models in 

emerging and frontier markets.  
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Introduction: from responsibility to opportunity 

 
Doing business in frontier markets presents the opportunity of the century. Economic, social and environmental pressures 
along with issues such as conflict in the Middle East, drought in Sub-Saharan Africa or refugee migration into Europe, have 
exhausted the limits of growth in traditional ways. In addition, shifts in consumer demand, demographic changes and 
emerging technologies are calling for the private sector to develop new business models to grow in underdeveloped 
markets and compete in the global arena. The early pioneers who successfully break into these markets have not only an 
opportunity to shape sustainable growth in the economies in which they operate, but also to create significant social impact 
for local populations.  

 
At Ignis, our mission is to accelerate the efforts of organizations seeking an increased social impact and develop more 
sustainable business models in frontier markets. We draw on unique insights from global partners and local entrepreneurs 
to align on common objectives. Ignis is building on previous work at the World Economic Forum, where the Ignis partners 
engaged with business leaders, governments and civil society actors globally to create inclusive growth. We recognize a 
shift in organizations viewing these challenges not only as a responsibility, but as an opportunity. 2015 marks a turning 
point as the world embarks on its most ambitious set of targets, the U.N. Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). These 
can serve as a roadmap against which to align the core business strategy. However, innovative frameworks and 
partnerships are needed to turn ideas into concrete actions.  
 
This report outlines our theory of change and it can be adapted to the context, stage of innovation and needs of the 
different stakeholders. We are proud to have worked with a diverse set of clients in delivering innovative programmes, 
collaborative platforms and raising investments. In the future, we hope to support your organization on your journey 
towards sustainable growth.  
 
 
 
 

         
Jessica Camus         Reuben Coulter 
Managing Partner        Partner 
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Disruptive forces 

Your customers demand it 

Consumers are becoming more demanding and more discerning. Copious market research shows that values and 

sustainability is driving consumer choice – a recent Deloitte survey showed 73% of millennials would buy a product or 

service based on the companies’ values/ impact on society. More than half of the people, in an Edelman Trust survey in 

2015, believe business innovation is driven by greed and money rather than an intent to benefit society. Business needs a 

reset – to focus on advancement and wellbeing of society and not just the bottom line.  

Your future growth compels it 

There has been a rapid economic and demographic shift to emerging markets. Population growth patterns have shifted 

consumer growth and purchasing power from rural to urban areas and from developed to emerging economies. These 

trends force businesses to realign their growth strategies and their suite of products and services to tap into these new 

markets and consumers, and to remain competitive on the global arena. Frontier markets, despite their challenges, have 

become a future source of growth opportunity for many businesses. With the International Monetary Fund forecasting 

Africa’s 4-5% GDP growth per year for the next 2 years1, companies have indicated entering those markets as a priority by 

67% of 217 global companies in 45 countries2. 

Your right to operate relies on it 

Meanwhile, these trends have led to severe environmental pressure on the planet. At the current rate of consumption, we 

will be over-utilizing the planet’s resources by a factor of three by 2050. This forces businesses to adopt a sustainable 

approach - new models that enable them to reduce (and 

eventually eliminate) their use of finite resources in their 

value chains, products and services. 

A new demand for assessment and accountability could 

drive real change across the business community, with a 

sense check against impact on society. 71% of businesses say 

they are already planning how they will engage with the 

SDGs.3  

 

From challenges of responsibility to opportunity  
 
The burning issues of poverty, lack of connectivity or unskilled labour have become problems conditioning future 

commercial success in emerging and frontier markets. Previously these were perceived as a focus for corporate social 

responsibility or philanthropy but they are now actual constraints to business expansion and long-term success4. An 

additional complication is that resource limitations are demanding much higher supply chain efficiency and transparency 

than ever before. Even multinationals with a strong presence and experience in emerging and frontier markets have faced 

significant challenges and begun to develop new business models.  

Non-government organisations (NGOs) have limited resources and are also seeking more sustainable models. While they 

are often good at developing innovative solutions they are unable to scale. Governments are facing similar issues and are 

trying to find market-driven models that meet citizens needs in a more effective, proactive and efficient way5. They also 

require external expertise enable them to build responsive, data driven operational infrastructure. Social enterprises are 

an encouraging trend which has emerged over past decade. These are for-profit companies with the primary objective of 

achieving social impact. However, issues that hinder their potential include; inability to scale, lack of access to early-stage 

financing, difficulties in measuring impact and providing quick return on investments within a short time horizon6.  
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There is a recognition that complex systemic problems cannot be solved by one sector alone. It has been demonstrated 

that collaboration and focus on creating common value are the key factors for success and sustainable growth, however, 

they require significant shifts in how private entities do business7.   

Social innovation for sustainable impact 

Aligning on common objectives  

There is a need for clarity of direction and practical guidance . In its broadest form a business serves the “common good“ 

(e.g. society as a whole, future generations, the health of the planet) by applying its resources to resolve societal, 

environmental and economic issues on both local and global levels. What has been called a  “Business Sustainability 3.0” 

firm looks first at the external environment within which it operates and then asks itself what it can do to help resolve 

critical challenges that demand the resources and competencies it has at its disposal.8 The SDGs can act as a roadmap 

against which to align the core business strategy.  

Strategic choices in engaging with SDGs9. 

 

 

Business for good is good business  

 
The ‘Social Innovation’ approach focusses the on the creation of tangible benefits and collaborative activity. 

Success is defined as not just bringing about social and environmental impact but also medium term financial 

return and improving long term competitiveness. Five key approaches can be explored depending on the 

outcomes sought, the stage in the innovation process and to which stakeholder wants to drive the process10.  

1. In-house incubation: Advance a pipeline of solutions fully in-house 
2. Shared value network: Broad collaboration around a common agenda and shared learning 
3. Impact investing: Invest to advance external solutions already demonstrating profitability and impact 
4. Strategic partnership: Engage external services to enable synergistic implementation 
5. Accelerator: Identify potential solutions (either internally or externally) and provide support to scale 

“Business is a critical enabler of inclusive 
economic growth and job creation which is 

key to unlocking human potential and 
poverty reduction.”  

Paul Polman, CEO Unilever 
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• Diligent mapping of all  CSR and 
EHS (Environment, Health and 
Safety) programs to the SDGs

• SDGs prioritised based on 
organisation’s core competencies

• Progress is tracked and reported
through chosen indicators

• Leverage SDGs as a framework
to grow business and gain 
competitive advantage

• Typical ways of extending
competitiveness include
extending products and 
services to new markets, 
developing more resil ient
supply chains, investing in 
global workforce etc. 

• Develop new business to respond
to challenges/ opportunities
outlined in the SDGs

• Actively engage diverse 
stakeholders (suppliers, partners, 
consumers, government, NGOs
etc.) to shape innovative
operating models



 
 

IGNIS: Accelerate Impact | 5  
 

 

The strategies are best suited to certain conditions and environments, their application choice should be 

tailored to a given industry and to company’s characteristics, and they depend on the entity’s internal maturity 

and readiness for application. 

 

Case studies 
 

1. In-house  
A pipeline of solutions developed fully in-house. Applicable when a company has the right conditions and 
capacity to develop innovative solutions independently. The capability of spanning the full process of 
innovations in-house brings the benefits for a company of being in full control if their end-to-end 
innovation process from the idea to implementation while ensure social benefits and commercial 
viability. 
 
Shakti - Unilever India: In-house sales distribution network empowering female entrepreneurs. 
  
Unilever has had strongly established brands in India for decades. When urban market growth slowed 
and competition started getting stronger, Unilever started looking at how to expand its reach in rural 
areas. In order to spur the growth and penetration of its products and at the same time improve lives 
of rural communities a new innovative business model was created. Shakti engages women in 
impoverished regions to become an extended salesforce. It provides accountancy, sales and IT training 
for local female entrepreneurs and which allows them to generate an income, delivering social benefits 
to their communities while ensuring commercial viability is maintained. The Shakti initiative has enabled 
Unilever to reach four million households which would otherwise be outside their distribution network, 
increased brand awareness, and is helping develop new product categories.  
 

2. Shared value network  
A network of partners collaborating across sectors and industries, focused on viable proof of concept 
through a shared testing and proving ground, work on implementation of the solution and its scaling up 
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when external obstacles that are best addressed by pooling resources and capabilities with others to 
develop the new market. 
 
Grow Africa Initiative: A market-based, cross-sector collaborative platform between government, 
private sector and civil society to lower risk and increase rates of return for responsible investment in 
African agriculture. 
 
Grow Africa was incubated by The World Economic Forum and is now being hosted by the African Union 
Commission in collaboration with NEPAD Agency to improve agriculture and food security and 
facilitates collaboration between governments, private sector (Syngenta) and civil society (Oxfam). 
 
Grow Africa’s work focusses on four areas: 

 Connecting commercial partners: Linking stakeholders along respective value chains including 
both private-private and public-private to develop well-functioning and financially sustainable 
markets. 

 Improving inclusive and responsible business models: Helps Grow Africa partners to tap into 
best practice and new innovative business models, and identifies systemic constraints. 

 Connecting to finance: Facilitates agribusiness access to financial service providers and funding 
partners.  

 Improving the business environment: Engages governments and other stakeholders the 
enabling environment to accelerate responsible investments in agriculture. 

 
3. Impact investment 

This approach enables entity to support solutions that have matured to the point of demonstrating 
measurable impact. It is an example of high impact achieved by scaling proven solutions based on 
cooperation with innovators that is allowing investment opportunities, often through venturing.  

Bridge International Academies: An innovative company providing education to families who live on less 
than $2 USD per day. 
 
The issue of delivering quality education at a price point accessible to the families below the poverty 
line has been a huge challenge to any small-scale standalone operator. A solution to this matter has 
been brought by Bridge International Academies’ based on vertically integrated system through 
leveraging data, technology and scale. The company provides low-cost education through more than 
400 nursery and primary schools in Africa and Asia. Using technology and data, Bridge drives efficiencies 
both on the level of overhead costs of running the academy but also in terms of increasing quality of 
the output. More than US$100 million has been invested in it to date from investors as diverse as 
governments (CDC, development finance arm of the British government), foundations (Zuckerberg 
Education Ventures) and investment funds (Novastar). Investor motivations range from a focus on pure 
social impact to wanting significant commercial return.11 
 

4. Multi-stakeholder partnership  
Involvement of diverse stakeholders united around a common agenda and delivering shared outcomes. 
Typically, the initiating organisation scopes the problem and leverages the abilities of other stakeholders 
to shape and deliver solutions.  
 
CARE, Visa, MTN and Fidelity Bank  
Delivering financial solutions to the world’s poorest people in the remote villages of Africa has been 
one of the biggest challenges of microfinance. There has been a huge demand for banking services 
across Africa especially focusing on remote areas and rural farming communities that are hours, if not 
days, from the nearest bank branch. Traditional banking has not penetrated most of the continent, and 
microfinance has only reached a fraction of those who need it. CARE (an international NGO), Visa Inc. 
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(a multinational financial services corporation), MTN (a mobile communications company) and Fidelity 
Bank (a regional bank) have collaborated to bring financial services to more people in Africa by offering 

community savings groups in remote areas and access to full-service banking using mobile phones.12 
This multi-stakeholder partnership has developed a solution based on integration of mobile money 
wallets with “smart accounts” to provide village loan associations with a basic bank account over the 
mobile phone. The benefits for the business perspective brings innovations in three different areas - 
actual product innovation, new partnerships, the last mile distribution to the consumer or business.13 
 

5. Accelerator 
Potential solutions identified, either internally or externally, and resources are mobilised to enable them 
to scale through multiple partners’ involvement along the whole innovative process, best 
practice/knowledge sharing, innovative incubation programs, impact investment etc. 
 
Toilet Board Coalition – is a business-led public private coalition for sanitation, founded by sector leaders 
such as Unilever, Kimberly Clarke, Lixil, as well as sanitation expert organizations, banks and 
foundations.  
 
There are approximately 2.4 billion people living without improved sanitation. At the same time 
sanitation remains a neglected area with financial investment representing only 20% of the total water 
sanitation and hygiene sector expenditure. TBC works at the systems level to co-create the necessary 
ecosystem to support sanitation businesses to scale. And, we work directly with promising businesses 
in emerging and frontier markets that have the potential to deliver sustainable and resilient sanitation 
at scale. 
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IGNIS ADVISORY 
 
Accelerating new business models for impact in emerging and frontier markets. 

 

Mission 

 
At Ignis, we believe business can transform lives – all it takes is a spark. This is what unites our team - a unique network of 

consultants of different backgrounds and nationalities, with global experience and expertise that spans the private sector, 

governments, non-profit and social enterprises.  

From Davos to some of the poorest countries in the world, our team has built high-level, multi-stakeholder partnerships, 

acquired skills in developing strategic initiatives and implementing them on the ground.  

In today’s environment, every organization is challenged to engage with a diverse range of stakeholders to achieve its 

desired impact and scale. At Ignis, we understand this challenge and the tremendous opportunity of engaging new 

partners. We advise corporates, civil society, governments and start up accelerators on responsible business strategies and 

maximising value through entrepreneurship. 

Services   

 
We act as an accelerator for our client’s programmes, leveraging our powerful network of experts, business and 

institutional partners and investors to achieve greater impact. The support we provide responds to the specific needs and 

context of the organization we are advising. Our experienced network of senior consultants allows us to be agile and adapt 

to the changing needs of the organizations we work with. To maximize the business model innovation and social impact 

and economic returns, we engage organizations in the outlined innovation process. 

 
 

Our global network of consultants brings their experience and expertise to:  

 Provide strategy, expertise, training for executive leaders. 

 Advise on global and national standards (UN Sustainable Development Goals, UN Global Compact). 

 Align with policy makers and influence more social business friendly policy environments. 

 Develop and manage entrepreneurship accelerators and multi-stakeholder partnerships.  

 Assess, design and implement impact measurement frameworks (Social Return on Investment, IRIS). 

 Develop, implement and attract investments.  
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Contact us :  

Route des Voisins 8, 1205 Geneva, Switzerland  

info@ignisadvisory.com 

+41 799106507 

www.ignisadvisory.com 

Clients  

Selected organizations we have worked for or we are currently advising.  

 

     

                                         

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Credits: Joanna Strauss, Associate Director Business Strategy, Ignis Advisory 


