
 

 
 

 
Summary 

Two major goals of BRAC are to alleviate poverty and empower the poor. In response to these goals BRAC has defined its 
mission. BRAC works with the people whose lives are dominated by extreme poverty, illiteracy, disease and other 
handicaps. With multi-faceted development interventions, BRAC strives to bring about positive changes in the quality of 
life of these people. BRAC is committed to making its programmes socially, financially, and environmentally sustainable 
using new methods and technologies. 
 
BRAC firmly believes and is actively involved in promoting human rights and dignity, and gender equity. To achieve these 
BRAC strives to bring about change in macro-level policy environment. From a modest beginning in 1972, BRAC has now 
become a multifaceted development organisation with about 26,000 regular staff and 34,000 part time teachers working in 
60,000 (69%) villages in all 64 districts of Bangladesh. Village Organisation 
(VO) is the nuclei for BRAC's development activities for the poor.  
 
Presently BRAC has over four million members forming 106,753 VOs. Till December 2001, BRAC disbursed US$1.49 
billion as loan to the VO members with recovery rate of 98.85%. The savings of these members with BRAC stand at US $ 
77.10 million. With 34,000 schools and over 1.1 million enrolment BRAC education programme is regarded as the largest 
private education programme in the world. Over two million students from BRAC schools have already graduated. BRAC 
also offers health services to 31 million people in 33,116 villages. Number of studies indicates satisfactory performance of 
BRAC in achieving its objectives in poverty alleviation and empowerment of the poor. In 1995 BRAC's contribution to 
GDP was 0.7% which increased to 1.5% in 1998\ The average annual increase in GDP during the period was 29.1% for 
BRAC, which was faster than that of Bangladesh  

 
Narrative 

Situation before the initiative began 
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Categories: Gender Equity and Equality:  
- access to resources 
-control of resources 
-empowerment 
-gender roles and responsibilities
-gender specific needs  

Poverty Eradication:  
- access to credit 
-income generation 
-job creation 
-vocational training  

Social Services:  
- crime reduction and prevention
-education 
-health and welfare 
-public safety  

Level of Activity: Village
Ecosystem: River Basin
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Bangladesh achieved liberation through armed struggle in 1971. Then it was a war-ravaged country with serious shortage 
of resources to run itself and state machinery in shambles. Most people lost their means of survival. The relief and 
rehabilitation especially of the poorer people was the urgent need of the time. It was at this time in 1972 BRAC started its 
journey. 
 
Establishment of priorities 
BRAC works with people whose lives are dominated by extreme poverty, illiteracy, disease and malnutrition, especially 
women and children. Their economic and social empowerment is the primary focus of all BRAC activities. BRAC 
prioritises its initiatives based on firsthand empirical observation and research findings complementing each other. BRAC 
works in partnership with like-minded NGOs, GOs and donors to achieve its ends. BRAC believes that development is a 
complex process requiring a strong dedication to learning and sharing of knowledge. BRAC's work is based, therefore, on 
the services of highly committed, competent and earnest professionals. 
 
Formulation of objectives and strategies 
Twin objectives of BRAC are poverty alleviation and empowerment of the poor particularly women from such families. In 
one hand BRAC believes that poverty manifests in different ways in the community and in other believes that every person 
is capable of improving her/his destiny if she/he is given the right opportunity. Responding to these hypotheses BRAC 
initiated Economic, Educational and Health Programmes, in broad, to cater to all round development of the poor. In 
addition, BRAC initiates the formation of VO of the poor in order to provide them well, an 'enabling environment' in which 
they can participate in their own development and perform to their fullest potentials. 
 
Mobilisation of resources 
BRAC started its journey by receiving a fund from OXFAM U.K. Within a short while BRAC expanded its activities, thus 
approached and started receiving grants from the international governments and agencies. In early 1980s BRAC received 
some money from donors as revolving fund. Starting in mid 1980s extra fund was needed to meet expanding microcredit 
activities and thus BRAC received more fund from the World Bank through Government as soft-loan and low-cost loan 
from the local banks. The funds that BRAC receives for education and health programmes are always grants from the 
donors namely EU, DFID, Dutch Government, NOVIB (the Netherlands), UNICEF, CIDA/Aga Khan Foundation and US 
AID. Presently BRAC is meeting 80% of its expenses from the fund generated by itself. Whatever are the sources of fund 
the same are always spent as per plan detailed in the project proposals for development. 
 
The project proposals also detail out the technical and human resources that would be required to run the project 
effectively. Technical resources are managed/purchased from within and outside the country depending upon their 
availability. Staff with the expertise to run a project are managed by: absorbing them from existing BRAC staff, developing 
BRAC or hired staff by providing required training, and hiring trained personnel to run the programme. 
 
Process 
The problems in implementing development initiatives are faced both at organisational and grassroots levels. One major 
challenge BRAC faces is to inspire and motivate staff to the vision and goals of the organisation and to work for it under 
very difficult and demanding field situations. This problem is handled by offering better incentives and by providing 
training to the staff. In the implementation of the programme BRAC, like other NGOs had to face opposition from various 
vested interest groups, who find their influence threatened and diminished by new forces of the organised poor. These 
oppositions were combated by consolidating the power of the poor and by support from the Government. A VO, with 35-
40 poor female members, is the nuclei for all BRAC development activities. The VOs hold a micro-finance transaction 
related to weekly meeting and a monthly meeting dealing mainly with the socio-economic problems/developments of the 
members/villages. Some of the objectives/initiatives of VOs are: 
1. Make proper use of locally available resources. 
2. Take up programmes to create employment and increase income of members. 
3. Make available the locally available government facilities to the members. 
4. Create awareness, protest and oppose against illegal, unethical and anti social practices in the village. 
5. Participate in ongoing and introduced social activities in the village. 
6. Play a leading role in the power structure of the village. 
 
The VO initiatives are channelled through management, social action and law implementation committees. These are 
elected committees from among the members for a fixed tenure. 
1. The Management Committee includes Chairperson, Secretary and Cashier whom facilitate meetings and look after 
microfinance of the VO. 
2. The Social Action Committee is a five-member committee implementing the decisions taken in the monthly-meetings. 
3. The Law Implementation Committee includes three members who expedite the implementation of the laws for the 
members and others in the village. 
 
The VOs in achieving their objectives not only come in contact but also influences the decision making process of the local 
communities, organisations and institutions'. For example, the members often participate in the village out-of-court 
settlement of disputes and influences its verdict based on their legal education received from BRAC. Firstly, programmes 
are evaluated by its staff based on indicators relating to operation and outcome of the programme. Secondly, the 
Monitoring Department looks at whether the procedures and conducts as prescribed by the programme are properly 
followed. Finally, the Research and Evaluation Division assesses the impact of the programmes. 
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Results achieved 
Number of studies both within and outside BRAC assess the extent lives of VO members have changed as a result of 
programmes' interventions on them. These studies measured the changes by comparing members with non-members in 
terms of parameters indicating their living conditions. The studies used both qualitative and quantitative methods as 
considered appropriate. 
 
These studies dealing with variety of development parameters, e.g., income, calorie intake, expenditure, savings, status of 
education, health practices, etc. indicated that the VO members and their families were in a better position than the non-
members and their families. The participation in BRAC sponsored activities helped VO members to acquire self-
confidence, reduction in their dependence on male members and increased participation in family decision making. In a 
nutshell, studies indicated satisfactory performance of BRAC in achieving its objectives. With the passage of time 
Government and donors increasingly acknowledged the effectiveness of BRAC in reaching the poor thus eradicating their 
poverty. These observations concomitantly led to the scaling up of co-operation between GO-BRAC and in variety of areas 
like education, health, fisheries, etc. The GO-BRAC collaboration has variety of implications in the development 
initiatives. BRAC is increasingly participating in Government's meeting on development planning and their execution. For 
example, BRAC represent the National Steering Committee for Extended Programme on Immunisation (EPI). Through this 
representation BRAC assists Government in formulating an EPI for Bangladesh. Joint ventures are often taken by 
Government and BRAC in response to their strength and weakness. For example, in EPI BRAC is in charge of mobilising 
villagers for immunisation whereas government staff immunises them. 
 
Sustainability 
In order to achieve sustainable development BRAC has introduced a comprehensive sustainability work plan for itself. In 
response to this plan BRAC has chalked out a number of strategies. Some of which are given below. The size of BRAC 
along with the quality of services it ensures requires huge financial resources. BRAC mobilises its resources from two 
sources - external and internal. Important among the external sources are the international donors and the Government. The 
internal sources include BRAC's programme support enterprises, e.g., milk plant, poultry feed mill, chain of handicraft 
shops, printing press, etc. The share of donors' contribution to BRAC budget in 1994 was 72%, which came down to 20% 
in 2001. This is a clear move towards attaining financial sustainability of BRAC. 
 
BRAC has visualised sustainability through institution building for and with the poor women folk. The sustainability in this 
connection is incorporated in the idea of empowerment of the VO members through effective participation in planning, 
implementing, monitoring, and evaluating their own development actions relating to the micro-credit they receive from 
BRAC. These responsibilities placed them a step closer to gender equality and social inclusion with a higher status both 
within the family and in their community at large. As a part of VO policies the committee members are rotated by holding 
elections every other year. Consequently every member gets a chance to run their affairs which in turn develops 
entrepreneurial and leadership qualities within them. 
The weekly and monthly meetings commenced with the recitation of 18 promises (e.g., be honest and protest against 
injustices), not only contribute to the institutional sustainability of the organisation but also inculcate attitudinal and 
behavioural patterns considered to be social virtues. The members are encouraged to implement these promises in everyday 
life. There are number of income generating activities (IGA) on which VO members are trained and encouraged to invest 
their microcredits. These IGAs are always compatible to and in most cases part of our heritage, e.g., sericulture and 
embroidery (nokshikatha). In addition to this BRAC is always particular to promote IGAs which are environment friendly. 
 
Lessons learnt 
BRAC is an organisation which learns not only from its own experience but also from others' especially the people it has 
been working with at the grassroots. This organisation evolved in its effort to become more effective in achieving its 
objectives. BRAC started as a relief organisation in 1972 but after a year realised that relief and reconstruction-oriented 
activities could serve only as stopgap measures for development.  
 
Thus in early 1973 BRAC adopted the community development approach. Finding the outcome of this approach 
unsatisfactory, as the poor was exploited by the rural elite, BRAC adopted the 'target group approach' to development in 
1976, 100 Women from households, either landless or owning less than half-an-acre of land and at least one of their 
members selling manual labor for not less than 100 days a year, are targeted for development through VO. Realising the 
urgent needs of the poor in Bangladesh, BRAC, however, felt that credit without education and health care was an 
insufficient intervention.  
 
As such, BRAC initiated Health, Nutrition and Population Programmes in 1973 and a Non-Formal Primary Education 
(NFPE) programme in 1985. Thus BRAC switched from minimalist to maximalist approach to development believing that 
underdevelopment was a multi-faced problem to be combated from all directions. BRAC was serious in observing how the 
development initiative of a number of NGOs collapsed in early 1970s when donors' fund exhausted.  
 
Consequently, BRAC started viewing sustainable development as one of its prime objectives in planning and intervention 
process (see 14g for further detail on sustainability). Several research findings indicate that the NGO could not do much in 
helping the poorest of the poor. Thus BRAC recently undertook a programme 'Challenging the Frontiers of Poverty 
Reduction' (Targeting the Ultra Poor) specially tailored to meet the needs of the poorest section in the community. 
 
Transferability 
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BRAC uses a variety of means and strategies to share or transfer its knowledge and experience to others. In order to inform 
and share expertise BRAC has a web page (www.brac.net), and publishes a number of magazines and reports regularly. 
These hard copies are printed both in Bangia and English and widely distributed within and outside the country. BRAC 
also has a library with sizable collection. BRAC regularly organises workshops, seminars and symposia to share its 
programme activities and research findings with others. BRAC offers variety of training to develop human resource 
personnel involved with development. The Global Partnership, one of this kind, is a Masters Degree programme jointly 
organised by BRAC, School of International Training, USA and Organisation of Rural Associations of Progress, 
Zimbabwe designed to develop NGO leadership. BRAC often sends experts, when requested, as consultants to other 
organisations to meet their needs. For example, three years ago a senior staff from that NFPE of BRAC visited Pakistan to 
setup similar program in the NorthWest Frontier Province of the country. BRAC is regularly visited by a large number of 
visitors every moth. In order to assist them BRAC has set-up a cell introducing these visitors to BRAC's programmes for 
their learning. 
 
BRAC is not hesitant in receiving ideas and expertise from others if considered beneficial. To that end it avails above-
mentioned avenues offered by other organizations. For example, BRAC recently hired consultants to develop its 
'Challenging the Frontiers of Poverty Reduction' program. BRAC has set up an NGO Co-operation Unit (NCU) with an 
objective of developing synergistic relationship between BRAC and other local NGOs. As of 2000 a total of 74 NGOs 
received support from NCU to run credit programs and NFPE schools were given to 303 NGOs. Besides a good number of 
NGOs also adopted BRAC's model with or without BRAC's help in Bangladesh and in a number of countries in South Asia 
and Africa. 
 
BRAC has always taken a holistic approach to poverty reduction that is reflected in the breadth of its programmes. 
Economic development, improved health care and education are inter-linking interventions in the effort to break the cycle 
of poverty. BRAC's Development Programme addresses the socio-economic development of underprivileged rural women 
through access to credit, capacity development, savings mobilisation, institution building and awareness raising. The 
Education Programme provides for the unique needs of the children of poor families while the Health and Population 
Programme addresses the health and nutritional status of women and children at the national and community levels. In 
order to effectively undertake these initiatives on a national scale, BRAC has developed a network of support programmes 
including the Research and Evaluation Division, the Training Division, and Monitoring Department. In short, BRAC 
programs, which are now spread all over Bangladesh, cover 4.4 million poor households through micro-credit, about 31 
million people under its health care and 1.1 million poor children in its 34,000 schools. The projected budget for the year 
2002 is US $160 million of which 81% is generated from its own resource and its contribution to GDP in 1998 stood at 
1.15%. Managed by 60,000 employees, and directly and indirectly covering 68 million people of Bangladesh, BRAC has 
now emerged as the largest non-governmental development organisation in the world and regarded as a "national resource"  

 
Key Dates 

o 1977 BRAC commenced 'target' development approach. 
 
o 1980 BRAC began Oral Therapy Extension Project. 
 
o 1985 BRAC began Non-Formal Primary Education programme. 
 
o 1986 BRAC introduced Human Rights and Legal Education programme. 
 
o 1997 BRAC launched Urban Development Programme  
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Contact 

M. Tajul Islam 
BRAC Centre, 75 Mohakhali  
Dhaka-1212, Bangladesh  
Phone: (880-2) 8824180,9881265  
Fax: (880-2) 883542, (880-2) 83614  
Email: brac@bdmail.net  
 
Type of Organization: Non-governmental organisation (NGO)  
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Email questions or problems to help@bestpractices.org. 
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Year Total budget 

(US$ in million) 

Percentage of budget provided by donors 

Â Â EU DFID NOVID Others 

2001 153 7.6 6.4 3.7 2.3 

2000 152 8.9 6.0 5.1 1.0 

1999 148 14.0 9.0 6.0 1.0 
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