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Multiple Driving Paths of Corporate Frugal Innovation Based on the
Framework of Symbiotic Relationship
ZHAO Yunhui, SU Rina, LIANG Yuqi, JIN Zhuang
(Inner Mongolia University of Finance and Economics, Hohhot 010070)

Abstract; As an important participant in creating shared value and achieving common prosperity, enterprises
are entrusted with important responsibilities to eliminate extreme poverty and advance the welfare of low-income
groups. Frugal innovation is an innovation paradigm constructed by enterprises for low-end markets that provides
affordable products or services to low-income groups with fewer resources. The efficient implementation of frugal
innovation by enterprises and the provision of equal opportunities for low-income groups to share the fruits of
innovation are of great significance to promoting common prosperity. However, due to the price sensitivity and low
affordability of low-income groups, enterprises face many difficulties in carrying out frugal innovation. A single-
factor perspective is struggling to fully explore how firms allocate resources to efficiently carry out frugal innovation.

This paper integrates the symbiotic relationship and resource patchwork theories and conducts a cross-case
comparative analysis of 192 firms using necessary condition analysis (NCA) and qualitative comparative analysis
(QCA) methods to explore the complex driving mechanisms of inter-organizational relationships, governance
mechanisms , and sharing logic synergistically matching on frugal innovation. The findings are threefold. (1) Inter-
organizational relationships, governance mechanisms, and sharing logic collectively form a diversified driving path
for frugal innovation. Any single antecedent condition can neither constitute a necessary condition for frugal
innovation nor be a sufficient condition for high-level frugal innovation. (2) Efficient frugal innovation can be
driven by multiple paths, including driven by governance mechanisms and inter-organizational relationships, driven
by sharing logic, output control, and customers, and driven by inter-organizational relationships and sharing logic.
The driving effects of reasonable combinations of different elements on corporate frugal innovation are shaped into
configurational effects, resulting in an equivalent high-level frugal innovation. (3) Among the four configurations of
high-level frugal innovation, customer cross-boundary integration always exists as a key condition. It serves as a
broadly applicable factor in driving corporate frugal innovation. The results of propensity score matching ( PSM)
analysis show no bias in the sample selection process.

This paper introduces a configurational perspective to explore the diversified paths of corporate frugal
innovation, addressing the limitations of traditional qualitative and quantitative analyses in interpreting this issue.
The conclusions extend and enrich the relevant research on frugal innovation, deepen the understanding of the
complex mechanisms through which the coupling of symbiotic relationship system elements drives frugal innovation,
and provide a basis and references for the selection of paths of corporate frugal innovation, offering significant
theoretical and practical implications for the effective implementation of frugal innovation strategies.

Keywords: frugal innovation; inter-organizational relationship; governance mechanism; sharing logic;

symbiotic relationship

TSR F TS

144



