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Building SME capabilities in the supply chain:    
the social and business case

These have become critical questions 
in inclusive business. Small and 
medium enterprises (SMEs) often 
constitute the bulk of suppliers to 
larger firms. Given the constraints 
they face in accessing finance skills 
and markets, there is considerable 
potential for upgrading. Improved 
SME capacity can benefit the local 
economy and improve the quality 
and reliability of supplies for the 
companies higher up the chain. 
Internationally, many initiatives are 
seeking to strengthen SMEs. The 
question for the larger companies 
that buy from them, is what role they 
can play to benefit their suppliers 
and their own competitiveness.

This Spotlight focuses on the role 
that formal sector companies can 
play to strengthen capabilities  
in the supply chain – and explores 
the benefits that this can bring.  
It introduces a range of more 
detailed SME capacity-building  
tools that are now public. It is  
based on the broad experience  
of the Business Innovation Facility, 
but it draws particularly on a  
project in Bangladesh where a 
supermarket chain is supporting its 
fresh produce suppliers, to enhance 
their capacity and help deliver 
ambitious growth targets. 

The Benefits Pyramid
The ‘Benefits Pyramid’ which 
came out of this project illustrates 
the cause and effect that actions 
have – from supplier training to 
increased profits and social benefits 
for the poor. 

Should retail, processing and manufacturing companies support capability-
building within their perishable food supply chains? Why – for commercial 
gain or social value? And how – what strategies actually work?

Inclusive Business Spotlights shed 
light on specific topics concerned 
with the development of inclusive 
business. They are generated from 

the project and advisory work of 
the Business Innovation Facility and 

Innovations Against Poverty.

Support 
profitable 

growth and 
brand image

Increase revenues 
# of stores

Enhance brand image

Increase (access to) demand
Increase quality

Increase productivity
Long term stability
Product availability

Supplier reliability / on time delivery
Quality best practice employed

Reduced waste
Skilled  and motivated labour

Reduced malpractices
Improved assets and infrastructure

Increased quality checks
Access to credit

Better financial management
Up skilling and training SMEs
Increased contract farming

Improved transportation facilities

Increase 
social benefits 
(sustainably)
Commercially 
benefit the poor
Reduce negative impact 
of unhealthy practices

Project Vision 
(Inclusive Business)

Supply chain 
success factors

Outcomes

COMPANY BENEFITS SOCIAL BENEFITS

Supplier ans retailer 
capability building

SPOTLIGHT



Additional Resources
In order to help companies implement strategies to strengthen the capabilities of their supplier, 
the Business Innovation Facility has produced further information and tools. They have been 
generated from real-life experience and work on a project with a well-known supermarket 
chain in Bangladesh. They can all be found at: www.inclusivebusinesshub.org/page/
inclusive-supply-chains-building-supplier-capability

They include:

Supplier Capability Building Tool:
This tool assesses suppliers in the following areas: Strategy and management, 
procurement and supply, premises, distribution and transport, product quality, interaction 
with customers, finance, leadership, human resources and IT. This helps to identify any 
areas which could be strengthened and where the supplier can be supported. 

The ‘toolkit’ includes:  
•	Easy	to	use,	excel	tool
•	Guidance	–	how	to	use	the	tool
•		Guidance	on	communicating	your	plans	 

to your suppliers
•	Template	for	results/scoring
•	Template	for	reporting	results

Checklist: From Farmer to Supermarket – this 
Checklist	looks	at	three	areas	–	demand,	supply	
and	process	–	where	producers	can	take	action	
and adapt their own processes and/or products 
so that they successfully secure and maintain business from 
supermarkets. It is aimed at the producers themselves, and also at the 
NGOs	and	other	organisations	who	support	them.	

Inside Inclusive Business: This document looks in more detail at supply chains in 
Bangladesh and the ways in which suppliers can be supported. 

For more general information on inclusive supply chains go to the ‘know how’  
section on the Practitioner Hub on Inclusive Business:  
www.inclusivebusinesshub.org/page/know-how-inclusive-supply-chains

This Spotlight is based on the work of Emma Wardle of Accenture Development Partnerships as part of input from the Business Innovation 
Facility to the Agora project in Bangladesh.

CHECKLIST
From Farmer to Supermarket

This Checklist looks at three areas – demand, supply and process – 

where producers can take action and adapt their own processes and/

or products so that they successfully secure and maintain business from 

supermarkets. This Checklist is aimed at the producers themselves, and 

also at the NGOs and other organisations who support them.  Market demand
 It is crucial that producers get to know their ultimate customers and not assume 

that they know what they want. It is also essential to understand that supermarkets 

usually buy their products from another business, not the producers themselves. 
The end consumer 

   How well do I know the end consumer – the person who goes into 

the supermarket and buys a product in which my end product is an 

ingredient?
   Should I talk to these consumers directly?   How might I survey them?   Could I look at research done by others?The supermarket 

   Do I know the products that the supermarket is retailing – and does my 

product fit within this list?
   Do my products meet the retailers’ quality standards? Can I prove that they do?

   Is my production system safe?   Do I have the flexibility and ability to scale up if the supermarket wants to 

buy in larger volume or change their request at the last minute?
   How does the supermarket choose its suppliers? Is there an organised group of 

farmers that is able to sell direct to the supermarket that I could be part of?
The supplier to the supermarket    Do I know who the supermarket’s suppliers are, where they are 

located and understand what other organisations are also active in the 

supermarket’s supply chain?    Do I understand the challenges the suppliers faces doing business with the 

supermarket? How will buying from me help them with these challenges? 

   How do I develop a strong relationship with the supplier?
   Can I have a bigger say in the price of my product which is negotiated 

between the supplier and the supermarket?

Base of the Pyramid (BoP) producers often find it difficult to access supermarket’s supply chains. These can be complicated and opaque value chains. Food producers, and the organisations that support them, can lack the experience, knowledge, information and contacts to effectively market and sell their products. 

Inclusive Business  

Inclusive Business Checklists provide a quick and simple way to determine how effective an idea, tool or model might be for your inclusive business project. They can be used by inclusive business practitioners, to develop and scale up business strategies. They are based on the real-world experiences of companies actively expanding opportunities for people at the base of the economic pyramid through their core business activities. 

How can food producers sell to supermarkets?

Inclusive Business

Building inclusive  value chains Helping producers at the bottom of the economic 
pyramid to access supermarket value chains  

Agricultural value chains in Bangladesh, as in 
many countries, are complex, with a number of 
channels through which product travels from 
the farmer to the consumer, and a variety of 
different organisations in the value chain. This document aims to provide some suggestions for organisations that 

act as market facilitators with the aim of helping bottom of the pyramid 

(BOP) fresh producers to access the supply chains of supermarkets.  

These market facilitators are not themselves for-profit actors in the value 

chain. They are usually NGOs or donor funded projects.The suggestions are the result of a Business Innovation Facility (BIF) 

project, which investigated the capabilities of small to medium 

enterprises (SMEs) supplying perishable food products to a well-known 

supermarket chain in Bangladesh. SMEs were assessed against a set of 

criteria which reflected the requirements of both the supermarket chain 

and the actions necessary to create and improve opportunities for low 

income groups such as producers and employees. Insights from the project mainly focussed on the relationship between 

the SMEs and the supermarket; however a number of lessons were also 

learned about interactions between BOP producers and their customers 

(the SME suppliers and the supermarket chain itself). The objective is 

for organisations to use some of these lessons when educating BOP 

producers, to encourage them to take action, adapt their own processes 

and/or products and, ultimately, be successful in securing business from 

these more formal organisations in the value chain.
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A word from the author... 
This document presents findings about supermarket supply chains in Bangladesh, It is based on work carried out by the Business Innovation Facility for a well-known 

Bangladeshi supermarket. It refers to 
farmers, but this could equally well mean other fresh produce products such as fish and prawns, and even some manufactured food products made by small producers.

We hope will be useful for anyone who is interested in improving fresh produce value chains. It draws directly from our experience in Bangladesh and, as a result, includes 
specific ‘hints and tips’ – with the aim of providing practical help for market facilitators, as well as a discussion of the issues.

 

Tom Harrison  Business Innovation FacilityEmma Wardle  Accenture Development Partnership

The ‘Inside Inclusive Business’ series is based on the real-world experiences of companies who are actively expanding opportunities for people at the base of global economic pyramid through their core business activities.
Each edition explores one aspect of inclusive business. The aim is to share practical ideas, challenges and solutions, as they emerge, in ways that are relevant to other business and development professionals. 

To illustrate these benefits further are  
two practical examples of the ‘Pyramid’
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At the very top of the pyramid, on the commercial side, the ultimate outcomes 
are increased revenues and enhanced brand image. On the social/development 
side are economic benefits for the poor and a reduction of unhealthy practices.  

At the bottom are the ways in which supplier capability can be built. This can 
take a number of forms including:
•	Helping	SMEs	access	credit
•		Encouraging	and	supporting	better	financial	management
•		Up-skilling	and	training	staff	and	small	scale	producers	
•		Increasing	the	implementation	of	well-designed	contract	farming	arrangements

How to use the Benefits Pyramid
The Pyramid is a tool for helping companies in the supply chain to understand 
and communicate the case for actions to make the value chain more inclusive. 
In Bangladesh it was used to help engage SMEs in a process that included 
a rigorous assessment of their strengths and weaknesses, followed by the 
provision of assistance in the areas of their business that required support. 

Supermarket worker in Bangladesh

The Business Innovation Facility (BIF) pilot project was funded by the UK Department for International Development (DFID), managed for DFID by PricewaterhouseCoopers 
LLP in alliance with the International Business Leaders Forum and Accenture Development Partnerships, and in collaboration with Imani Development, Intellecap, 
Renaissance Consultants Ltd, The Convention on Business Integrity and Challenges Worldwide. The views presented in this publication are those of the author(s) and do not 
necessarily represent the views of BIF, its managers, funders or project partners and does not constitute professional advice. BIF pilot ran from 2010-2013. Information on 
the next phase of BIF, since 2014, can be found at www.bifprogramme.org

We welcome feedback on our publications – please contact us at enquiries@inclusivebusinesshub.org

For further information and more resources on inclusive  
business visit the: www.inclusivebusinesshub.org
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