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This volume provides a more detailed and profound understanding of an important and, 
until recently ignored, global phenomenon – marketplaces where individuals living in   
subsistence buy and sell products and services. Subsistence consumers are individuals 
and families living in substandard housing, with minimal education, having inadequate 
access to sanitation, potable water, and/or health care, and earning minimal incomes.  It 
is estimated that as many as 4 billion people with buying power exceeding $14 trillion fall 
into this market segment. Historically, management and marketing practice and 
scholarship on subsistence markets has been primarily informed by economic 
development theories at the policy level, and theories of market segmentation and 
consumer behavior based on research conducted among consumers from industrialized 
economies. Such research is rooted in fundamental assumptions about literacy and 
numeracy skills, life stability, cognitive predilections, and consumer access to basic 
resources such as education, water, and sanitation that often do not hold for subsistence 
marketplaces. Responding to calls for responsible marketing and management for this 
mostly ignored population, and to the rising interest in subsistence marketplace strategies 
as integral to corporate sustainability initiatives, we present a collection of articles that 
describe subsistence consumers and entrepreneurs, and inform us on better ways to 
understand, reach, and empower them. We also include chapters that describe what has 
and has not worked among companies and organizations already focused on subsistence 
marketplaces, and that has provided us with grounded insights and advice on how 
companies and organizations should proceed in the future. The potential to do well by 
doing good in subsistence marketplaces is very high, and our hope for this volume is to 
jumpstart the development of new theories, frameworks, and models that address both 
consumption and entrepreneurship in subsistence markets. 
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