


Putting enough food on the table is a constant struggle for many 
BOP households. Purchasing food takes more than half of BOP 
household budgets in many countries, especially in Africa and 
Asia. In Nigeria, food accounts for 52% of BOP household spend-
ing—in rural Pakistan, 55%. As incomes rise, the share of house-
hold spending on food declines. Food nevertheless represents 
the largest share of BOP household spending and the largest BOP 
market.

Improving distribution to expand access to food and providing better 

food products, including more nutritional ones, are clearly significant 

business opportunities—as well as investments that could benefit the 

BOP. Opportunities also exist in agriculture, an essential part of the food 

value chain and a major source of employment and income for the BOP. 

The measured BOP food market in Africa (12 

countries), Asia (9), Eastern Europe (6), and Latin 

American and the Caribbean (9) is $1.53 trillion.  

This represents annual household spending on 

food by 2.16 billion people in the 36 low- and 

middle-income countries for which standard-

ized data are available. The total BOP household 

food market in these four regions, including all 

surveyed countries, is estimated to be $2.89 tril-

lion, accounting for the spending of 3.96 billion 

people (see box 1.5 in chapter 1 for the estimation 

method).1

Asia has the largest measured regional BOP 

food market, $1.1 trillion, reflecting a large BOP 

population (1.49 billion). The total BOP food 

market in Asia (including the Middle East) is es-



timated to be $2.24 trillion, accounting for the spending of 2.9 billion 

people. Latin America follows, with a measured BOP food market of $167 

billion (275.8 million people) and an estimated total BOP food market of 

$199.4 billion (360 million people). Eastern Europe has recorded BOP 

food spending of $137 billion (147.8 million people) and estimated total 

BOP spending of $244.0 billion (254 million people). Africa’s measured 

BOP food market is $97.0 billion (253.3 million people), and its estimated 

total market $215.1 billion (486 million people).

Asia also has the largest BOP share of the measured food market, at 

89%. Africa follows with 80%. Latin America has a markedly smaller BOP 

share, at 51%—as does Eastern Europe, at 50%.

In national food markets the BOP share is consistently high across 

measured countries in Asia. Bangladesh, Indonesia, Pakistan, and 

Tajikistan all have BOP shares exceeding 95%. Thailand, with 67%, is 

the only country with a BOP share less than 80%. In Africa the extremes 

at the high end are Nigeria (99%), Sierra Leone (97%), and Burkina Faso 

(96%)—and at the low end, South Africa (46%). In Eastern Europe, 

Uzbekistan (99%) marks the high extreme—and Russia (41%), FYR 

Macedonia (42%), and Ukraine (44%) the low. In Latin America the ex-

tremes are Peru (78%) and Colombia (33%).

Bottom-heavy BOP food markets—in which the bottom three BOP in-

come segments outspend the top three—occur in 24 of the 30 countries 

measured in Africa, Asia, and Latin America. These countries with bot-

tom-heavy BOP markets often also have a national market dominated 

by the BOP. 

Indeed, in 17 of the 18 countries in Africa and Asia with bottom-heavy 

BOP food markets, the bottom three BOP income segments account for 

more than 50% of measured national food spending. The bottom two 

BOP groups alone account for more than 50% of national food spend-

ing in 8 of these countries in Africa (Burkina Faso, Burundi, Cameroon, 

Côte d’Ivoire, Malawi, Nigeria, Rwanda, and Sierra Leone) and 5 in Asia 

(Bangladesh, Indonesia, Nepal, Pakistan, and Tajikistan). Only one coun-

try in Eastern Europe (Uzbekistan) shows this concentration, and none 

in Latin America.



In Latin America five of the nine measured BOP food markets are bot-

tom heavy, and in each case the BOP accounts for more than 50% of mea-

sured national food spending. In four countries (Guatemala, Honduras, 

Jamaica, and Peru) three middle BOP income segments (BOP1000–2000) 

account for more than 50% of national food spending.

Top-heavy BOP food markets—in which the top three BOP income 

segments outspend the bottom three—occur in four of the measured 

countries in Latin America (Brazil, Colombia, Mexico, and Paraguay) and 

five of the six measured in Eastern Europe (Belarus, Kazakhstan, FYR 

Macedonia, Russia, and Ukraine). In six of the countries with top-heavy 

BOP markets, the mid-market segment dominates the national market, 

accounting for more than 50% of total spending on food. 

Average annual food spending per household in the BOP varies across 

measured countries. The median value among these averages by region 

may be the most useful indicator: in Africa, $2,087 (Cameroon) and 

$2,548 (South Africa); in Asia, $2,643 (Pakistan); in Eastern Europe, 

$3,687 (Kazakhstan) and $3,744 (Uzbekistan); and in Latin America, 

$3,050 (Peru). 

Household spending on food increases less rapidly than income. Or put 

another way, the share of the household budget devoted to food declines 

as household income rises. This can be seen by comparing measured an-

nual food spending by BOP3000 and BOP500 households in the coun-

tries above. While BOP3000 households have 6 times as much income 

on average, they outspend BOP500 households in the food market by a 

ratio of only 2:1 in Cameroon, 2.3:1 in South Africa and Pakistan, 2.4:1 in 

Kazakhstan, 1.9:1 in Uzbekistan, and 3:1 in Peru. 

This pattern probably reflects the simple fact that even in the low-

est segments of the BOP, households must spend a minimum amount to 

ensure survival. Business strategies that can deliver more value for these 

minimum food expenditures accordingly can create significant market 

value—for BOP consumers and for the company (case study 8.1).



The distribution of BOP food spending between 

urban and rural areas closely tracks the distri-

bution of the BOP population. In Africa, where 

measured BOP spending on food is $97.0 bil-

lion, the BOP food market is predominantly 

rural in 9 of 12 countries (Djibouti, Gabon, and 

South Africa are the urban-tilting exceptions). 

Across these 12 countries the rural market is 1.6 

times as large as the urban one. Significant mal-

nutrition in the region underscores the need to 

improve farmers’ productivity and strengthen 

food supply chains (case study 8.2). 

Asia has similarly rural-skewed BOP food 

spending. At $811 billion, the region’s mea-

sured rural BOP food market is 2.5 times the 

size of the urban market; only Indonesia has 

an urban market larger than the rural one. The 

dominance of rural markets stems from the 

dominance of the rural BOP population: in Asia 

rural BOP households outnumber urban ones 

by a ratio of almost 3:1. The large size of rural 

food markets underscores the importance of 

distribution strategies that can efficiently reach 

rural BOP households—like those being devel-

oped in India by Hindustan Lever Limited. For 

this company, rural BOP markets have also 

become a source of bottom-up learning (case 

study 8.3). 

In Eastern Europe and Latin America BOP 

food markets are predominantly urban in 11 of 

15 countries. In Latin America the measured 

urban BOP food market is $106 billion, 2.4 



times the size of the rural market. Only three 

countries in the region—Guatemala, Jamaica, 

and Paraguay—record a rural-tilted BOP food 

market. 

Despite the mostly larger rural food mar-

kets, on average urban BOP households spend 

more on food than rural ones in 30 of the 36 

measured countries (the exceptions are Brazil, 

Jamaica, Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, Ukraine, and 

Uzbekistan). The difference is smaller in total 

household spending. In Côte d’Ivoire, Nigeria, 

Pakistan, and Thailand, for example, the dif-

ference between urban and rural areas in BOP 

household spending on food is less than 10%, 

while the difference in spending in all markets 

is at least 33%. 

In the developing world, particularly for the 

BOP, food is more a local than a global business. 

Favored foodstuffs reflect the local climate, ge-

ography, and traditions. So it is not surprising 

to find in household survey data—as for Brazil—

that BOP spending patterns on food do not dif-

fer appreciably from those of the mid-market 

segment, either in the types of foods purchased 



or in the allocation of spending among these 

types. 

Still, survey data for Brazil do reveal differ-

ences. Two categories of food purchases that 

appear in the top 10 for the BOP do not show 

up in the top 10 for the mid-market segment: 

“other cereals, flours” and “sugar.” Similarly, 

two categories in the top 10 for the mid-market 

segment—“mineral waters and soft drinks” and 

“fresh or chilled fruits”—rank only 14 and 15 for 

the BOP. It can be surmised that the calorie-rich 

carbohydrates of cereals and sugars are simply 

more important in the basic diets of people with 

lower incomes—and that fresh fruit and bottled 

beverages are more affordable alternatives for 

those with higher incomes.

Spending per household differs significantly, 

of course. Brazilian households in the bottom 

three BOP segments (BOP500–1500) spend 

an average of $1,332 a year on food, while those 

in the mid-market segment spend an average 

of $3,487. Even so, the difference is smaller 

than might be expected. The income ratio be-

tween mid-market households (median income 

$12,000) and BOP1000 households is 12:1, yet 

the ratio of average household food spending for 

these two groups is only 3:1. This is consistent 

with the finding from household survey data 

that the share of food in household spending 

steadily declines as incomes rise—and does so 

in all income groups. 



Reported household expenditures in a given country should be regarded as a minimum estimate of actual 

expenditures, because surveys may not have collected information on all types of food-related spending.
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