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The $300 House

Th  $  H  fi t d ib d i   H d B i  R i bl  The $300 House was first described in a Harvard Business Review blog 
post by Vijay Govindarajan and Christian Sarkar. Due to the 
overwhelming response from all over the world, the authors decided to 
see how far they could go to make the idea a reality. They invited others see how far they could go to make the idea a reality. They invited others 
to join in, and soon a series of blog posts appeared – each one by an 
expert – describing a particular aspect of the challenge:

• The Financial Challenge
• The Design Challenge
• The Energy ChallengeThe Energy Challenge
• The Co-Creation Challenge
• The Marketing Challenge
• The Performance Challenge• The Performance Challenge
• The Corporate Challenge
• The Sustainability Challenge



The $300 House: 5 questions

We started with five simple questions:

i lf b il l b d i li bl• How can organic, self-built slums be turned into livable 
housing?

• What might a house-for-the-poor look like?
• How can world-class engineering and design capabilities be 

utilized to solve the problem?
• What reverse-innovation lessons might be learned by the 

ti i t  i  h  j t?participants in such a project?
• How could the poor afford to buy this house?



The $300 House: Collective Action

Very quickly we found that organizations, businesses and individuals 
wanted to help make this housing idea by participating in the process, 
and the idea of collective action began to take shape.

We built a website:
www.300house.com



The $300 House: The Goal

Our goal is to design, build, and deploy a simple dwelling which 
keeps a family safe from the weather, allows them to sleep at night, 
and gives them a measure of dignity. 

If we can give the poor a chance to live safely and build an inclusive 
ecosystem of services around them which includes clean water, 

it ti  h lth i  f il  l i  d ti d sanitation, health services, family planning, education and 
micro enterprise, maybe we can start reducing the incidence of 
poverty. By helping create this ecosystem, we know that businesses 
can make money while providing needed services to the poor can make money while providing needed services to the poor 
at an affordable cost.

We also believe that companies which learn to serve the poor will gain new 
insights and harness the power of “reverse innovation” to make g p
them far more competitive globally. 



The $300 House: Our Approach

We're bringing together three sets of players:  
- the residents of the $300 House
- the designers of the house, and 
- the organizations - the implementers  (private and public) who 

will build it.

The residents of the $3000 House can be in any part of the 
world. We're planning to start with a two pronged approach -
India and Haiti  Dartmouth (through VG) is sending teams of India and Haiti. Dartmouth (through VG) is sending teams of 
students to both places to work with groups on the ground to 
evaluate the prospects, challenges, ecosystem opportunities, 
community strengths, etc.

The designers will be amateurs, students, and professional g , , p
designers. We're going to ask them to submit their concepts 
and ideas in a simple but usable format. We’ll also invite 
professional architects and design firms to step up in this 
collaborative effort. 

Th  i i ill i l d  fi  (NGO )  f fi  The organizations will include non-profits (NGOs), for-profit 
vendors, and of course public organizations - both regional 
and national governmental agencies. As execution becomes 
our priority, we'll work with existing, trustworthy 
organizations to construct and assemble the $300 House in g $3
the selected locations. 



The $300 House: Our Advisors
Ramona Albert, Albert, Johnson David Hinds, Steel Pulse 

Makrand Bhoot, Architect Makrand Bhoot + Associates, 
Inc

Christian Blyt, Emily Carr University
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Arun Lal, Miloka.com

Gaurav Bhalla, Knowledge Kinetics

Scott Berinato, Harvard Business Review
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Fred Murrell, Rocky Mountain College of Art + Design
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John Seely Brown, Deloitte Center for the Edge
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Manoj Sinha, Husk Power Systems

David Smith, Affordable Housing Institute

Douglas K. Smith, Rapid Results Institute

Vijay Govindarajan, Tuck School of Business, 
Dartmouth College

Vinay Gupta, Hexayurt Project

g , p

Rafael Smith, Ubershelter

Andreas Stavropoulos, XS | Land Architects

il i l l
John Hagel III, Deloitte Center for the Edge

Umair Haque, Havas Media Lab

Stuart L. Hart, Samuel Curtis Johnson Graduate School 

Sunil Suri, Menlo Capital Group

Greg Thomas, Singapore Management University

Christian Sarkar, disruptive fellow in the back 
,

of Management, Cornell University



The $300 House: The Process

We're just beginning. Our first job was to make “enough noise” to attract and bring 
together a critical mass of experts/advisors with the required skills and 
experience from across the world.

Our second step is to define the concept of the $300 House, so that the designers 
can start the design process. As part of this step, we are defining the locations 
where we will build the conceptual house. So far we have targeted two 
countries: India and Haiti – because of support on the ground – involvement pp g
from professionals and organizations which want to make a difference. 

We know this is not going to be easy!



The $300 House: Key Findings

We're looking at what the experts have 
been doing in various countries. 

“The problem is that 90 
Here are Paul’s 12 steps to practical problem solving for 
the poor:p 9

percent of the world’s 
designers spend all their 
time working on solutions 

1. Go to where the action is.
2. Talk to the people who have the problem and listen 

to what they have to say.
3. Learn everything you can about the problem’s 

to the problems of the 
richest 10 percent of the 
world’s customers. A 

l i  i  d i  i  

3. Learn everything you can about the problem s 
specific context.

4. Think big and act big.
5. Think like a child.
6. See and do the obvious.

 If b d  h  l d  i t d it   d ’t d revolution in design is 
needed to reverse this silly 
ratio and reach the other 
90 percent ”  

7. If somebody has already invented it, you don’t need 
to do so again.

8. Make sure your approach has positive, measurable 
impacts that can be brought to scale.

9. Design to specific cost and price targets.90 percent.   

Paul Polak in 
Out of Poverty: What Works When 
Traditional Approaches Fail

9 g p p g
10. Follow practical three-year plans.
11. Continue to learn from your customers.
12. Stay positive: don’t be distracted by what other 

people think.
pp



The $300 House: Key Findings

We're evaluating the various natural and We re evaluating the various natural and 
sustainable building methods 
available:



The $300 House: Key Findings

We're learning from the experts who have 
joined us – like  Stuart L. Hart– about 
sustainability…



The $300 House: Key Findings

And David Sands –
about bamboo…

Strength As strong as mild steel with the 
compression strength of 
concrete. Amazingly, one inch of 
bamboo can hold up to 7 1/2 tons 
of weight.

In 1992, 95% of all homes were built with 
softwoods like Douglas fir. University 
studies show softwoods can't match 
bamboo's compression and tensile 
strength.

WOODBAMBOO

of weight. strength.

Termites Tests show that termites refuse 
to eat even untreated bamboo. 

Termites continue to cause significant 
damage to wood homes, requiring 
continued treatment with chemicals.

Hurricanes Bamboo Living Homes surpass 
h  h  h i  d  i  

Recent tests show that conventionally built 
d h  '  d    the toughest hurricane codes in 

the USA, and in 1995 withstood 
three back to back hurricanes 
with 173mph winds.

wood homes can't stand up to even 
100mph winds. 

Earthquakes Bamboo bends instead of 
breaks In April 1991  twenty 

The same earthquake leveled scores of 
conventionally built homes  hotels and breaks. In April 1991, twenty 

bamboo houses built for the 
National Bamboo Foundation in 
Costa Rica suffered no structural 
damage from a 7.5 Richter scale 
earthquake, despite being 
directly over the epicenter.

conventionally built homes, hotels and 
resorts. 

Indoor Air 
Quality

Bamboo homes exceed California 
Air Resources Board 
standards. And all our materials 
are minimally treated with 
natural borates to better resist 
mold and mildew.

New construction homes increasingly use 
"manufactured" woods like particle board 
bonded with adhesives and polymer 
materials.

mold and mildew.



The $300 House: Key Findings

And Vinay Gupta about critical 
infrastructure… and the 
Hexayurt (under $200) !

“Every year 60 million people die all causes  all 

Hexayurt.com
Every year 60 million people die – all causes, all 

countries, all classes in total. One third –
about 20 million – will die before their 
time because of poverty.

Nearly all of those poverty deaths can be 
prevented by basic infrastructure like p y f
biosand filters, rocket stoves, composting 
toilets and so on.

We have less than 100 years of forest left, 
never mind global warming, increasing 
pollution and hyper-consumption. 
S ti   billi  iddl  l  l  Supporting 1.5 billion middle class people 
is nearly killing the planet, never mind 
trying to find the resources for 7 billion. 
This gap is culturally forbidden to discuss.

The west is bankrupt because as the rest of 
the world recovers from colonial the world recovers from colonial 
oppression, they flex their muscles, 
increase political pressure, and push for a 
more equal world – making us poorer. 

Rather than getting poorer gracefully, we 
have been borrowing at a national and 
individual level to make up the gap. We are 
running out of people to borrow from.”



The $300 House: Key Findings

And Bob Freling about energy and 
development…



The $300 House: Key Findings

Collaboration and India's 12th Five year PlanAnd Gaurav Bhalla about 
collaboration…

Collaboration and India s 12th Five-year Plan

Bureaucracies are not known for experimenting with cutting edge thinking. 
But the Planning Commission of India seems serious about changing that, 
at least in its sphere of operation. Before the Planning Commission actually 
starts developing the Plan, it needs to develop what is called an Approach p g , p pp
paper, which sets out plan priorities and targets, which subsequently guide 
resource allocation and later serve as performance measurement 
benchmarks; an activity typically performed by technocrats, bureaucrats, 
and politicians.

 h  fi  i  h  h  l i  C i i  i  i  h  l f  For the first time however, the Planning Commission is using the platforms 
of collaboration and co-creation; it is reaching out to the citizens of India to 
help shape the Plan's priorities and targets. Indian citizens will get to voice 
their opinions and ideas before the Planning Commission, concerning the 
contents of the Approach Paper. The Planning Commission is inviting 
ideas  comments  and suggestions on important themes and topics that are ideas, comments, and suggestions on important themes and topics that are 
relevant and cut across several sectors, such as:

Innovation and Enterprise - Are we creating enough innovations and 
enterprise for inclusive and sustainable growth? If not, how can we do so? 

Governance and Institutions - How do Government or Public Institutions 
affect us in different sectors? How can we make them work better?

Financing the Plan - What are the financial requirements, both public
and private of achieving our targets? Can we meet them?



The $300 House: Key Findings

And David Smith about 
financing and the issues…

AHI’s definitions of slums

1. Slums are economically rational, the ultimate private‐sector 
solution to housing affordability (if not quality).
2. Slums are spontaneous communities. 
3 Sl h f i h th h hi ld3. Slums are houses of crime, where the poor are human shields.
4. Slums are a wealth‐extraction machine.
5. The municipal definition: private investment outruns public 
infrastructure.
6. Slums are a world of alternate power structures.



The $300 House: Key Findings

We’re learning about what works –
in Chile:

At the Renca development, the housing units are 
arranged in clusters around central courtyards, with 18 
units opening onto each courtyard and an electrified 
metal gate at each end  Residents say this affords metal gate at each end. Residents say this affords 
priceless safety and security. Visible in the foreground: 
a tree planted by residents, surrounded by rocks—also 
placed and painted by residents. Developers and 
residents alike say the high degree of input Elemental 
allowed the residents has made them take pride in the 
development, and motivated them to add their own 
improvements. They are building the park themselves, 
a symbol of pride in their new home.



The $300 House: Key Findings

We’re learning about what works –
in Brazil:



The $300 House: Key Findings

More,
in Brazil:



The $300 House: Key Findings
Makrand Bhoot brings 
extraordinary earthquake relief 
experience from fieldwork around the 
globe including recovery efforts after 

And from architect Makrand 
Bhoot about urban and rural 
development in India – what 
works and what does not!

the 2001 Bhuj Earthquake, the 2004 
Indian Ocean Tsunami, Hurricane 
Katrina in 2005, and the 2008 
Chengdu Earthquake. After the great 
1993 earthquake in Latur, India, Bhoot 
helped establish a series of “Building 
Centers” that explored housing Centers  that explored housing 
systems ranging from mud blocks to 
geodesic domes that benefitted 
communities by demonstrating new 
affordable housing and training 
programs to both local residents and 
foreign relief organizations. g g

Bhoot is the Director of the 
Professional Alliance for 
Technology and Habitat (PATH), 
with offices in New York and Mumbai. 
He is currently establishing an 
Institute for Sustainable De elopment Institute for Sustainable Development 
in Raipur, in rural, tribal, central 
India. Bhoot received his US Green 
Building Council LEED Professional 
Accreditation in 2004. He recently 
returned from Port-au-Prince and Cité
Soleil and is now providing technical p g
assistance to New York metro area 
groups involved with with post-
earthquake relief and housing in Haiti, 
including Rural Haiti, Environmental 
Justice for Haiti, Bassin Zim EDF, and 
Haitian Health Foundation.



The $300 House: Key Findings

More from architect Makrand 
Bhoot about urban and rural 
development in India –



The $300 House: The Urban Challenge

We're also learning about new 
business models and the Urban 

Building off US-inspired steel-based technology - it is possible to design, 
b ild  d li  d  ff d bl  l i i   h i  dd d business models and the Urban 

Challenge from experts like 
Sunil Suri…

build, deliver, and erect affordable multi-tier tower housing, addressed 
squarely to middle and lower class sections of the Indian demographic. 
Nominally what costs us $200/sf here in the US, we can “build” for 
$25/sf in India. And this is Class-A construction - as this is understood or 
described in the US. 

Cost compression comes from:

a) the sheer “scale” of the number of units being produced (the US just does 
not have the population density, whereas India, China, Mexico, Brazil, are an 
ideal case), 
b) doing so first in a factory which is highly automated, ) g y g y ,
c) using standardized components, and 
d) inverting the design scheme – housing solutions are led as a first-step by 
an optimized structure (in our case a 14-floor tower with a 16,800sf plate to 
yield two sizes of units – a 800sf 2-Bedroom unit and a 1,100sf 3-Bedroom 
unit – and in an ideal mix of 85% floor efficiency) around which an 
architectural solution is added as a second step. architectural solution is added as a second step. 



The $300 House: The Urban Challenge

And experts like Ashish
Karamchandani…

Our newest study, undertaken in early 2010, found more than 25 
developers in urban areas building (or about to build) good 
quality, multi-family units in the Rs. 3 lakh to Rs. 7 lakh price 
range (ap proximately US$6 500 to US$15 100)  This by itself is range (ap-proximately US$6,500 to US$15,100). This by itself is 
encouraging, and we have reasons to believe that this represents 
a shift toward a more sustainable supply equation.

Customers in the next 30% income seg-ment generally rented 
rooms in slums and low income neighborhoods. They lived in 

l  t t d h  ith d l bl  it  diti  poorly constructed houses with deplorable sanitary conditions 
(shared toilets, bad drainage and water-logging) and lacking 
basic neighborhood amenities (few common spaces or gardens, 
unsafe alleys, open gutters). Many families had tiny quarters, for 
which they paid high rent and yet remained at the mercy of their 
landlords.  Moreover, these customers aspired to live in and 

ld ff d b h bcould afford to buy houses between 250-400 square 
feet in suburban areas at current market prices, but 
there was virtually no supply of houses, and almost no access to 
mortgages from traditional financial institutions (even more the 
case for informal sector customers). 



The $300 House: Reverse Innovation

We also believe that companies 
which learn to serve the poor 
will gain new insights and 
harness the power of “reverse 
i ti ” t  k  th  f  innovation” to make them far 
more competitive globally. 



The $300 House: Change is Possible and it will happen 
soon –

better to plan for it!



Vijay Govindarajan is the Earl C  Daum 1924 Professor of Vijay Govindarajan is the Earl C. Daum 1924 Professor of 
International Business and the Founding Director of Tuck's 
Center for Global Leadership (Dartmouth College). VG is an 
expert on strategy and innovation. He was the first Professor in 
Residence and Chief Innovation Consultant at General Residence and Chief Innovation Consultant at General 
Electric. He has been cited by BusinessWeek, The Economist, 
Forbes, and The London Times as the top thought leader in 
strategy. 
www.vg-tuck.com and www.vijaygovindarajan.comwww.vg tuck.com and www.vijaygovindarajan.com



Christian Sarkar is an innovative disruptor or a disruptive Christian Sarkar is an innovative disruptor or a disruptive 
innovator (either one) - and a marketing consultant.
www.christiansarkar.com and www.doubleloopmarketing.com

More information at: 
www.300house.com


