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5. Case Study:
Launching a Partnership

Promoting ORS Commercialization
in Bolivia

The following case study summarizes the authors' experience in establishing a partnership
to increase the use of oral rehydration salts (ORS) in Bolivia. The approach followed here was
dictated by the opportunities and resources available in this particular country. It is important
to adapt any lessons provided by this case study to the local environment.

Overview

While ORS has been available in Bolivia for a number of years, infants and young children
throughout the country continue to die from,the effects of diarrheal dehydration. Parents have
had a limited understanding of the product, and health professionals have not been convinced
of its benefits. Distribution of ORS has been limited to health centers and some urban
pharmacies, and ORS has not been commercially promoted. The Bolivian Ministry of Health
(MOH) sought to increase and sustain OR.S availability beyond its own limited distribution
system. The MOH decided to encourage the private sector to help achieve this goal, with the
support of three international donor agencies-the Pan American Health Organization
(PAHO), United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF), and U.s. Agency for International

Development (USAID).

A major obstacle to increasing the availability of commercial ORS in Bolivia is the
limited market for ORS and consequent lack of economies of scale for current and potential
ORS producers and marketers. Pharmaceutical companies had little interest in setting up local
production and/or marketing operations because of the lack of demand for ORS. This was
compounded by the high cost of importing the raw materials for ORS and its packaging. In
addition, the large quantity of ORS being imported and distributed at subsidized prices by
international aid programs effectively limited the commercial ORS market. In the end, this
supply-demand problem became an opportunity rOT collaboration and mutual understanding
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capacity of 17 pham1aceutical and consumer goods companies and created a matrix to identify
the best candidate companies by matching their capabilities with the criteria agreed upon by
the task force (see Figure 11). Using the criteria and a weighting system, the task force
assessed the 17 companies and selected the most promising.

Two companies were selected: Drogueria Inti, which controlled a large share of the
Bolivian pharmaceutical market, produced ORS locally, and had extensive marketing and
distribution mechanisms in place, and Laboratorios A(fa, a small ORS producer. The CEOs
of these two companies were initially skeptical about working with the public sector. In response,
the task force sought to build an understanding of common objectives and complementary
resources. Consequently, early discussions focused on marketing opportunities and the need
for more comprehensive information on the commercial potential of ORS.

Figure 11. Criteria for Assessing Companies' Capacity
.

Ranking by Order of Criteria Points

Importance

I (highest) Extensive distribution at national level I I

2 Capacity/experience in public marketing 10

3 Distribution to rural areas 9
,

4 Ability to produce high volume at low cost 8

5 Distribution to urban areas 7

6 Active promotion and sales to pharmacies 6

7 Active promotion and sales to stores/other retailers 5

8 Promotion to physicians and pharmacists 4

9 Sufficient production capability of ORS 3

10 No marketing of antidiarrheals or infant formulas 2

I I (lowest) Access to packaging equipment I
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Profiling the Consumer

The task force contracted a local, professional market research agency to survey consumers'

perceptions, attitudes, and behaviors concerning diarrhea and ORS. The survey confirmed
several assumptions underlying the preliminary marketing strategy. It also confirmed that

there was a large, untapped potential market for ORS.

The task force used the market survey results to develop a marketing and positioning
strategy, which included the product name and presentation, logo and visual concept, and the

consumer benefits the product would deliver. Based on mothers' descriptions of their children's

symptoms during diarrhea, the task force decided to position the new ORS product as a restorer

of strength lost during diarrhea.

Building a Product Identity

The market research agency used focus group discussions with caretakers of young children
. in rural and peri-urban areas to test the visual concept, possible brand names, and packet

designs. The focus group participants selected the product name, Suero de la Vida (Serum of

Life), and refined the packet design. The front of the packet contains an animated drawing
of an ORS packet and the promise that the product will "recuperate and give strength to the

child with diarrhea" (recupera y da.fuerza al nino con diarea). Four visual panels of ORS

mixing instructions are on the back of the packet (see Figure 12).

,

Building the Relationship

The task force members presented their work to the MOH, representatives of the donor

agencies, and the CEOs of the two targeted companies. They highlighted the strong market

potential of the new ORS product-provided that the product was properly positioned to meet

caretakers' needs and that the products' benefits could be effectively comIllunicated to the

target audience. The minister of health formally invited the two companies to join the MOH

and the donors in the effort to combat unnecessary deaths of young children from diarrheal

dehydration. Both companies accepted the invitation, despite their lingering reservations
about the feasibility of the activity. The challenge to the task force was to cultivate the interest

of the CEOs in the project and to bring them actively into the planning process." .
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Figure 12. Package Design for New CAS Product
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. increasing the availability of ORS beyond pharmacie.\' into the popular

market, including tiendas (small shops), village fairs, open-air markets, and
street vendors

. gaining the support of retailers through educational and commercial
incentives linked to ORS

. creating demand among parents

. educating parent\' on the correct use of ORS

Pricing the Product

The task force conducted a price sensitivity study to determine the price of the new ORS
product.' This study showed that target consumers were ready to pay I Boliviano per packet
of ORS. However, the high cost of importing the materials to produce and package ORS
meant that the producers would not make a sustainable profit at this price level. After
considerable debate, the task force agreed to set the wholesale price at 1.70 Bolivianos and
to allow the ultimate price to consumers to be determined by the retail outlet.

The Partnership in Action
.

The MOH agreed to take ORS off the list of drugs sold by prescription only, making it
possible for the product to be sold outside of pharmacies. The MOH also promised to
continue campaigns to promote ORT and to continue training both health workers and
sentinelas de salud---new Anny recruits who help develop rural communities-to use the new
commercial ORS product. The partners agreed to evaluate the impact of the ORS
commercialization efforts on the behavior of the four target audiences a year after the product
launch, using as a 'baseline the market research data gathered prior to the product launch.

Conclusion

The members of the task force have devel°tJed a'solid partnership, in part because they have
paid careful attention to both process and technical issues. The task force's use of professional
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tools and a well thought-out methodology, as well as the enthusiasm of the individual
members, substantially increased interest in the project on the part of the commercial partners.
While each of the partners (MaR, the three donors, and the two commercial firms) will
benefit from the partnership, the ultimate beneficiaries will be the children of Bolivia.
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