CASE STUDY 3

Adapting BRAC’s Graduation Program
to the Changing Poverty Context in
Bangladesh
Introduction
BRAC, an international nongovernmental organization (NGO) headquartered in
Bangladesh, was already engaged in large-scale development programming when it
began to develop its flagship graduation program. Prompted to rethink its approach
in the early 2000s when evaluations revealed that its existing programs to promote
food security and livelihoods were not serving the needs of the poorest, BRAC developed a new program that was scaled up nationwide within a few years. Building on the
experience and infrastructure of its other programs, BRAC saw its program reach over
2 million households by 2020, with some 100,000 female heads of households accepted
into the program each year. Randomized controlled trials of BRAC’s program revealed
sizable economic impacts that have been sustained seven years after participants
entered the program (Bandiera et al. 2017).
This case study explores BRAC’s experience evolving the graduation approach over
the last 20 years, paying special attention to the lessons for governments and NGOs
alike that have emerged from the most recent periods of implementation. Specifically,
this case study looks at how, since the program started in 2002, BRAC has sought to
ensure high program quality and maximize sustainable impacts, at scale, in a changing poverty context. By employing a historical perspective from nearly two decades of
program implementation, the study reflects the reality that graduation and economic
inclusion programs require staying power enabled by long-term investment and innovation supported by research.
The case study brings into focus aspects of program delivery, emphasizing the
principles and processes that have enabled the program’s strong impacts and the
rigorous learning practices undertaken by BRAC to correct course when the program
has shown signs of ineffectiveness. BRAC has attributed the success of the program
largely to an ethos of learning and critical self-evaluation that is deeply embedded
in the way BRAC has developed and continually improved the program. After nearly
15 years of implementation, however, it became clear that the program’s components
needed more significant reimagining. BRAC relied heavily on research and evaluation
teams to provide the analytical basis for changes to what were previously considered
the core elements of its graduation model. This case study looks into how, despite
compelling external evidence that BRAC’s program was having an impact, the organization transformed the program, introducing new elements not previously associated with
graduation programming. It will situate this series of decisions and activities within
the broader context of the evolution of the program and the shifting poverty context of
Bangladesh since the early 2000s.

This case study was written by Isabel Whisson, with contributions from Rozina Haque, Julie Kedroske, and
Munshi Sulaiman (from BRAC), and Imran Matin, Narayan Das, and Syed Hashemi (from BRAC University).
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Context
The macroeconomic context in Bangladesh has changed considerably since the early
2000s. The country has experienced steady growth in its gross domestic product (GDP)
despite external shocks. Over the last 15 years, the growth rate has remained consistently over 5 percent.1 There has also been an impressive steady reduction in poverty.
In 2000, 49 percent of the population was poor. That rate then declined to 31.5 percent
in 2010 and 21.8 percent in 2018. Extreme poverty declined from 34.3 percent in 2000
to 17.6 percent in 2010 and further to 10.5 percent in 2019.2 Likewise, over the 20-year
period per capita incomes increased and food insecurity decreased, and access to
financial services expanded significantly, especially in rural areas.
Achievements in the social sectors over the last two decades have also been impressive. Household size has decreased, infant and neonatal mortality rates have fallen,
and primary school attendance has become almost universal. These changes have been
driven by robust growth in the agriculture sector, increased international remittances,
and a thriving export-oriented ready-made garment manufacturing industry (Hill and
Genoni 2019). Meanwhile, since the 2000s government programming has increased
significantly in quality and efficacy against a backdrop in which NGOs have played a
critical role in filling the void in social services since independence in 1972.
See box CS3.1 for details on the policy drivers and poverty context that influenced
the early designs of the BRAC graduation approach.
Over the decades, BRAC evolved from a small relief operation into one of the
world’s largest development organizations, with programs in 11 countries in Asia and

BOX CS3.1

Political and Policy Drivers of BRAC’s Graduation Programming

Bangladesh came into being in the early 1970s as one of the poorest countries in
the world. Emerging from its war of independence with a strong redistributive ethos
supported by a highly active and reality-grounded public discourse on poverty and
vulnerability, the government galvanized a succession of social and policy initiatives to
address poverty. Nongovernmental organization innovations complemented the delivery of social protection services.
A key finding of extensive academic research on poverty dynamics during the 1980s,
backed up by BRAC’s experience in rural areas, was the heterogeneity of the population
in poverty. Researchers and practitioners identified a subgroup of the poor, referred to
variously as the hard-core poor, the ultrapoor, or the extreme poor, who earned less and
had fewer assets, faced far more limited livelihood opportunities, experienced higher
food insecurity and greater vulnerability to periodic economic shocks, and endured more
intense social marginalization. Detailed estimates indicated that 27 percent of the rural
population was in this category, and they were not being reached by most government
and NGO development programs, including microfinance. It was against this backdrop
that BRAC implemented in 1987, with the government of Bangladesh and the World Food
Programme, its Income Generation for Vulnerable Group Development (IGVGD) program.
Subsequently, BRAC’s graduation program built on learning from IGVGD. The core idea
was to target the poorest—that is, those who are routinely excluded from development
programs—and provide an intervention that combined social safety net (SSN) support
to ensure basic food security with a livelihood strategy for earning incomes that would
eventually negate the need for continued consumption support.
Note: BRAC is an international nongovernmental organization with headquarters in Bangladesh.
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Sub-Saharan Africa. In the field of economic inclusion, BRAC is widely associated with
the graduation approach—a programming methodology that promotes strong livelihood,
social empowerment, and financial inclusion outcomes for the poorest populations. The
flagship graduation program, which BRAC launched in 2002 in Bangladesh as a pilot
with 5,000 households, now enrolls up to 100,000 households a year. This rapid scale-up
was enabled by a large network of branch offices established by BRAC’s microfinance
program, which already operated nationwide. As of 2020, the program in Bangladesh
had reached more than 2 million households—nearly 9 million people. Rigorous evaluations conducted by BRAC’s independent research arm and the London School of
Economics have revealed significant impacts across a range of development indicators,
including income, asset value, consumption, and savings (Bandiera et al. 2017).
Yet after more than a decade of implementation, the drivers of poverty and political
economy had begun to shift in Bangladesh, prompting a redesign of BRAC’s program.
Consistent economic growth and the government’s investment in public services have
contributed to significantly changing the context of extreme poverty in Bangladesh.
According to BRAC, the annual household income of the poorest participants entering
the program rose from $80 in 2002 to $188 in 2016. Food insecurity was all but resolved
in Bangladesh, as reflected in the higher spending on nonfood expenditures, even by
the poorest. The daily per capita food expenditure of households entering the program
increased from $0.30 in 2002 to $0.48 in 2016. Indicators of education and hygiene also
improved. By 2016, 13 percent of household heads were literate, compared with just
4 percent in 2002, and 43 percent had a sanitary latrine, compared with 7 percent in
2002. It was also increasingly common for the poorest households to have access to
some services provided by government, NGOs, or microfinance institutions. In addition to the changed nature of poverty, the geographic spread of poverty in Bangladesh
shifted as well. Whereas the program had originally been implemented in 42 districts
of Bangladesh (roughly two-thirds of the country), by 2016 the remaining pockets of
extreme poverty were concentrated in fewer areas.
Beyond macroeconomic changes in Bangladesh that rendered aspects of the current
program less relevant, analysis of data from the randomized controlled trial revealed
the significant heterogeneity of impacts. Although the data showed significant positive
impacts on average, they obscured the fact that many participants thrived considerably,
while many were only nominally better off and did not demonstrate a strong trajectory in livelihood growth (Bandiera et al. 2012). This pattern was clear-cut among older
women who often had limited ability to engage in income-generating activities.

BRAC graduation approach, an iterative response
Although BRAC is known for the graduation approach, the effectiveness of the program
has been sustained over a long period of time through continual adaptation. Developed
in the early 2000s, the program was born out of learning from BRAC’s previous long
period of program implementation. It was established to address the finding by evaluators at BRAC that its existing programs did not do enough to build the long-term
capacity of the poorest households it was reaching across Bangladesh to enter into
sustainable livelihoods. A continued assessment of the program’s responsiveness to a
changing poverty context, enabled by learning processes that were embedded into all
aspects of program development, iteration, rollout, scale-up, and implementation, were
key to ensuring the program’s continued relevance.
From 2002 to 2016, BRAC implemented several iterations of the graduation program.
It rigorously targeted the poorest households in communities across the 42 districts of
Bangladesh known to have the deepest pockets of extreme poverty. Female heads of
households were entered into a program that included (1) a weekly stipend to cover
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essential needs for the first few months; (2) enterprise training; (3) productive asset
transfers (valued at approximately $100); (4) weekly household coaching and monitoring visits; (5) access to savings; (6) biweekly visits from a community health worker;
(7) life skills development training; and (8) monthly meetings of the village poverty
reduction committee. This program lasted 24 months at a cost of $450–$550 per household. Meanwhile, BRAC realized that another population was slightly better-off than
the poorest but was nonetheless too vulnerable for microfinance alone. For this second
group, BRAC adjusted the graduation program to include the same components just
described, with the stipulation that assets would be transferred as part of a soft loan that
participants would have to repay over the course of the program period.
In a more recent round of changes starting in 2017, BRAC again confronted the
need to significantly reform its long-standing graduation program. This process was
guided by two questions: Which program elements are essential for the extreme poor
in the current context? What elements or components of the program could BRAC
optimize to be more efficient?
Four design and implementation considerations loomed large in these discussions:
1. Heterogeneity of impacts. Women over a certain age invested less time and money in
their enterprises and saw smaller economic gains.
2. Sustainability of impact. Livelihood packages needed to remain large enough for the
poorest households to earn a decent income in an evolving market.
3. Shifts in financial capacity. Any continued financial support must account for changing consumption patterns and levels of food security.
4. Operational and cost efficiencies. The program design and operations should explore
opportunities to simplify or reduce inputs wherever it would not compromise impacts.
Although BRAC was open to revising all the components of the program,
it remained faithful to two principles: (1) a focus on reaching the poorest, and
(2) delivery of a package of interventions that would empower the poorest households both socially and economically to attain sustainable livelihoods. These principles
ensured that staff, who included some with decades of field experience, focused on the
outcomes needed in modern-day Bangladesh and not simply on the activities they had
been accustomed to implementing. Adaptive program design in support of outcomes
was also enabled by a flexible funding agreement in place from 2011 to 2020 with the
United Kingdom’s Department for International Development (DFID) and Australia’s
Department for Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT).
BRAC segmented participant selection based on age group as well as wealth c ategory.
The core program would focus on women under the age of 50. Among this group,
participants were split into two groups—the poorest and those slightly better-off—with
interventions tailored to each. Women over the age of 50 would receive a less resource-
intensive package of support and would be connected to other government services.
The cost per household of implementing the program came down from $550
to approximately $350 for most participants. Although BRAC increased the value
of the asset transfers, it also identified cost efficiencies in program components,
management, and operations that enabled it to reduce the overall operating costs.
The program rolled out the changes in 2017 in a phased approach, initially
to roughly half of its annual capacity—45,000 households—giving staff the space
to work out kinks in implementation and enabling cross-learning among field
staff. Once the program was scaled back up to 100,000 households in 2018, BRAC
targeted the 36 districts in which poverty was most concentrated. The program
further accounted for contextual differences in environment between regions. Box
CS3.2 provides an overview of the newly designed program.
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BOX CS3.2

Overview of the BRAC Ultra Poor Graduation Program (2017 Onward)

Targeting
Targeting was based on three approaches: (1) poverty mapping; (2) participatory rural
appraisal; and (3) household verification via survey.
Program components for women under age 50
Productive asset transfer. Options include livestock such as cows, goats, and chickens, or a combination of agriculture, fisheries, and small trade. Assets are transferred as
an interest-free partial loan valued at $200. Participants in both the poorest and better-off
wealth categories repay 30–50 percent and 80 percent of the asset value, respectively,
over 24 months.
Livelihood training. Ten days of enterprise development training, of which seven days are
tailored to the specific enterprise a participant selected.
Financial services. Savings matched at 1:1, up to $1.20 per month, and credit shield life
insurance.
Life skills training. Biweekly group-based training on a range of topics related to child
welfare, health, safety, and women’s issues.
Household coaching. Biweekly individual household visits to monitor progress of participants, including their enterprises, understanding of life skills topics, and financial management, and to offer guidance and support.
Community mobilization and integration. Bimonthly village social solidarity committees
(VSSCs) to promote social integration and raise voices of the extreme poor within the community.
Links to health care. Reserve fund is set aside in the event of medical emergencies, which
BRAC would cover. For general ailments, local managers are present at the local government
clinic for four hours one day a week to ensure that participants and their families can access
health care as needed.
Intervention period. 24 months.
Program cost per household. $350.
Program adaptations for women over age 50
Productive asset transfer. Options include livestock, agriculture, and small trade. Assets are
transferred on a grant basis and are valued at $60–$95. Participant does not receive credit
shield insurance facility.
Links to government social safety nets. BRAC shares a list of participants with local government officials, so participants can enroll in a range of SSNs for which they may be eligible,
including allowances for the elderly, widows, and persons with disabilities and other special
programs. Because of government quotas, only a small proportion of participants are successfully admitted.
Intervention period. 12 months.
Program cost per household. $200.
Note: BRAC is an international nongovernmental organization with headquarters in Bangladesh.
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BRAC’s 2017 programmatic shifts
Revision of participant selection and segmentation
BRAC decided to resegment its target populations to address heterogeneities between
the working-age population and the elderly to maximize impact and cost-effectiveness.
BRAC observed that participants over age 50 were less likely to reinvest in and grow
their assets beyond a certain point, nor did those participants usually have physically
able members of the household to support their work. By contrast, participants under
age 50 were much more likely to diversify and grow their assets. For example, according to data from households that entered the program in 2007, 19 percent of households
without working-age members would enroll in microfinance, compared with 28 percent
of households with working-age members. By 2014 these numbers had dropped to
13 percent and 23 percent, respectively.
Among the same cohort, four years after entering the program women over age 50 had
increased their annual household income by $82, whereas in households with women under
age 50 income increased by $200. The program needed to draw better distinctions between
who would benefit from which protective and productive mechanisms. BRAC concluded that
among those identified as being in the poorest category, there would always be people with
limited productive capacity who must receive some support and be linked to social safety nets
(SSNs) to ensure a minimum dignified existence that could be sustained.
Although the most cost-effective solution would have been to exclude the elderly
from the program and target households that had productive labor, BRAC took a
different approach. To ensure that all households continued to receive support, BRAC
adapted its packages of support to target groups based on age and on the slightly varying wealth categories among the working-age extreme poor. Women in households with
no family members between the ages of 16 and 50 would receive a similar package of
support for 12 months instead of 24 months, receive a productive asset of lower value
relative to households with more productive capacity, and receive household visits once
a month. For older women, the program would facilitate access to government SSNs,
depending on women’s eligibility and availability.
BRAC revised its definition of the poorest and which households were eligible for
graduation. Previously, it had distinguished between the poorest households and those
that had slightly more wealth and productive capacity in the household. Households
in the latter category had been required to pay for their assets with soft loans, but
received all other graduation program inputs. With the evolution of the poverty landscape in Bangladesh, this group had become fairly indistinguishable from BRAC’s mainstream microfinance program clients. BRAC therefore decided the group would not be
targeted by the graduation program moving forward. Instead, most of the graduation
program would focus on the poorer households with women under age 50. BRAC data
indicated that these households invest the most in assets, in diversifying their incomes,
and in children’s welfare, leading to the greatest benefits over longer periods of time.
BRAC recognized that levels of vulnerability would still vary among this group, and
therefore within this group it distinguished between those who were the poorest and
those who were slightly better-off, adjusting program terms for each. See box CS3.3 for
BRAC’s selection criteria and segmentation of program participants, revised in 2017.

Changes to program components
Removed consumption stipend. The program removed the weekly stipend of $2.80.
When first conceived, the stipend was designed to ensure that households could meet
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BOX CS3.3

Selection Criteria, Ultra-Poor Graduation Program, 2017

Over age 50
•• No family member between the ages of 16 and 50.
•• Per capita monthly income not to exceed $20.
•• No member of the household is a regular beneficiary of a nongovernmental organization or has a loan with a microfinance or financial institution.
Under age 50: Poorest
•• Per capita monthly income not to exceed $20.
•• No member of the household is a regular beneficiary of an NGO or has a loan with a
microfinance or financial institution.
•• Female household members must work (as domestic labor, agricultural labor, and so
forth).
•• At least two of the following:
•• Household has productive asset value of $6 or less.
•• Household owns 10 decimalsa of land or less.
•• One or more household members face chronic disease or mental and physical
disability.
Under age 50: Better-off
•• Per capita monthly income not to exceed $20.
•• No member of the household is a regular beneficiary of an NGO or has a loan with a
microfinance or financial institution.
•• At least two of the following:
•• Household is dependent on irregular income.
•• Household has productive asset value of $12 or less.
•• Household owns 30 decimalsa of land or less.
•• One or more household members face chronic disease or mental and physical
disability.
a. A decimal is one-hundredth of an acre.

their necessary caloric intake and guard against selling off assets to pay for food.
By 2016, even the poorest households were able to meet their basic food needs, and the
value of the consumption stipend was deemed to bring a negligible financial benefit.
Increased value and choice of productive assets. Conversely, BRAC recognized that
the approximate $100 value assigned to the productive assets provided before 2016 was
no longer on pace with most markets and had limited income growth potential. The
program doubled the value of the productive asset for women under 50, giving households an even bigger push to becoming self-sufficient. This decision was informed by
the study by Bandiera et al. (2017), which suggests that BRAC’s graduation program
in earlier years had broken the poverty trap for the poorest by providing a sufficiently
large injection of resources to enable the extreme poor to access productive opportunities otherwise inaccessible to them. Market assessments indicated that a significant
increase in asset value would enable households to compete in local markets, bringing
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sufficient financial returns to participants to make up for the added cost. The program
also expanded the number of livelihood options available to participants, taking advantage of new opportunities within local markets and ways to avoid increasing competition between households.
Changed payment for productive assets to partial loans with flexible terms and
protections. The profile of participants under age 50 entering the program had changed;
they were not as vulnerable or resource-constrained as participants in earlier years.
They were more likely than earlier participants to own some land, earn some income,
or have been exposed to microfinance (widely available across rural Bangladesh
by then). They also demonstrated higher aspirations—wanting to feel a sense of ownership as opposed to dependence on aid. These considerations informed the decision to
require all participants under age 50 to repay some of the asset value. Specifically, the
poorest would have to repay 30–50 percent of the asset value, and better-off participants
would repay 100 percent of the asset value, interest-free, by the end of the 24-month
program. Repayment was later reduced to 80 percent for the latter group. The collection
of installments would be administered by BRAC’s microfinance program. Participants
would have a grace period of one month. In addition, all participants would receive
two vouchers that entitled them to a 15-day installment deferment. The vouchers gave
participants flexibility in the event they faced a period of higher expenses or diminished
cash flow. The graduation program leveraged other new products and services being
widely offered by BRAC’s microfinance program, such as credit shield life insurance for
all participants, whereby the repayment balance is forgiven in the event an earner in the
household passes away. In such cases, BRAC returns the principal the household had
already paid back, plus an additional financial benefit of $118 to support funeral costs.
Increased financial management support. The decision to introduce partial asset
value repayment to all participants underscored and increased the importance of coaching support for participants. During household visits, program officers would provide
one-on-one guidance on tracking income and expenditures, calculating how much to
set aside for savings and installments and planning for income growth or diversification. In addition, BRAC microfinance staff, who administered the biweekly meetings
on installment and savings collections, provided routine guidance on the terms and
expectations of repayment and savings collection.
Introduced a match savings mechanism. A critical outcome of the program was
to build financial resilience by encouraging regular savings behavior and ensuring a
sizable savings balance in the event of financial shocks. As program staff conducted
learning visits of similar programs implemented in Bangladesh, BRAC learned of a
“savings match” component in the government program Ektee Bari, Ektee Khamar
(One Farm, One House). As a result, BRAC introduced a match savings mechanism to
further give participants an incentive to save regularly. For every 1 Bangladesh taka
($0.01) saved, BRAC would match it two to one, up to a maximum of Tk 100 ($1.20).
BRAC later revised the match to one to one to promote greater financial independence.
Alternated individual household visits with group visits. BRAC moved from weekly
individual home visits to alternating between biweekly home visits and biweekly group
visits. This change enabled BRAC to bring the staff-to-participant ratio down, while
maintaining touch points with staff at four times per month.
Revised life skills training curriculum. BRAC added a focus on noncommunicable
diseases to the curriculum because such diseases had become a leading cause of higher
morbidity and mortality in Bangladesh.
Adjusted terms of village social solidarity committees. Village committee s chedules
were changed to every two months instead of once a month, with the option to call
an emergency meeting sooner if needed. This change helped to reduce the w
 orkload
of branch managers, who previously were administering 12–13 committees at a time.
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Furthermore, sometimes issues raised in the committee meetings could not be resolved
within a month.
Linked participants to health and water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH) services.
Instead of continuing to provide participants directly with sanitary latrines, the program
linked participants to BRAC’s water and sanitation program, thereby reducing costs. The
widespread availability of government health services across Bangladesh also meant the
program could link participants in need to the health care providers operating locally
instead of to BRAC’s health program. Program staff would also leverage the village social
solidarity committees (VSSCs) to help mobilize financial support if needed. Both changes
promoted sustainability of access to health care and support by enabling participants to
rely on these mechanisms after the program ended and without BRAC’s support.
Factored in localized area contextualization. BRAC factored regional contextual
differences among its target locations into slight program adjustments. For example,
a third of program sites are located in regions affected by climate change. In those
regions, adaptations include alternative livelihood options, awareness-raising on
disaster preparedness, and support to make homes and shelters more resilient.

Scale and adaptation through leveraging investments in infrastructure,
staff, and learning
BRAC has reached more than 100 million people in Bangladesh through a systematic
effort to scale up and leverage its investments in infrastructure, staff, insights, and
learning from earlier and existing programs. BRAC is recognized for both its horizontal
and functional scale and for implementing expansive programs in microfinance, education, health, human rights and legal empowerment, and disaster preparedness, which
address the multidimensional aspects of poverty. Over the years, the organization has
expanded to over 2,000 branch offices covering all 64 districts of the country.
BRAC’s initial scale nationwide is attributed to community mobilization efforts
related to the health care work it undertook in the 1980s as it trained households on
how to mix oral rehydration solution. These community mobilization efforts were
leveraged to offer microfinance for poor women in rural communities, thereby creating
a demand for a network of branches and staff infrastructure that would later be used
to offer additional development services, including livelihoods training, human rights
awareness-raising and local advocacy, WASH, and other health programs. Outside of
Bangladesh, BRAC has largely continued a similar trajectory of using microfinance to
develop a presence, layering other development programs alongside it. For example,
in Uganda, where BRAC has its largest presence outside of Bangladesh, it serves
208,000 microfinance clients and offers additional development programs in 100 of its
160 branches.
In the graduation and other programs, continuous feedback loops ensured that
field insights informed management decisions. The richest insights on program effectiveness from field staff are systematically fed up to management. Regional managers, who spend three weeks a month in the field and one week a month in the head
office in Dhaka, collect observations from program officers from across branch locations and identify patterns to be considered or addressed by management in charge
of operations. This mechanism for learning was critical to understanding how participants were responding to the program changes. For example, in 2017 anecdotes from
program officers, who work directly with households, suggested that a third of eligible households whom the program had classified as being in the “better-off” category
of households and therefore were expected to repay the full value of the asset were
self-excluding from the program. The program’s monitoring and evaluation department verified that the self-exclusion rate of eligible households was roughly 30 percent.
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Researchers identified the main reason for this finding: this group felt that the expectation that they would repay the full amount while others paid less than half was unfair,
and so they did not want to participate. Thus before scaling back up to 100,000 households in 2018, management brought the repayment expectation down to 80 percent of
the asset value, which, among other factors, led to a reduction in self-exclusion rates.
To test the design before a full-scale implementation, BRAC cut its normal graduation program intake by over half, enabling staff to learn by doing, with half directly
implementing and sharing knowledge and implementation suggestions with others
before BRAC expanded.
The scaled-up nature of BRAC’s program implies that large-scale organizational
shifts are often required to successfully operationalize programmatic shifts. For example, in spite of a strong staff implementation capacity, recent graduation program
changes required a shift in the mindset and skills of field staff, many of whom had
been implementing the program for more than a decade. To ensure a continued organizational capacity for the program at scale, all field implementation staff received
an in-depth orientation around the changes and the rationale behind them, helping
to build buy-in. In particular, the program’s new emphasis on building participants’
capacity to pay installments meant all staff had to be skilled in supporting careful
financial planning, monitoring spending, and assessing business plans. To increase
efficiency and reduce costs, BRAC streamlined its field management structures, increasing the number of regions and districts under each regional manager. Recognizing the
organizational lift required to achieve these programmatic changes at scale, BRAC led
an inclusive change management process. From the beginning, the redesign process
was enriched by cross-program learning from field officers, management, and research
staff involved in consultations, market assessments, design workshops, and program
design prototyping. The phased rollout was launched in 2017. All staff were subsequently engaged in assessing the effectiveness of the new design.
BRAC’s efforts in graduation have also pivoted toward a new dimension of scale—
supporting governments in implementing their own programs through policy advocacy
and technical assistance. BRAC recognized that the global magnitude of extreme
poverty demanded government-scale programs and that NGOs could do much to
support the launch of such programs. Since 2014, BRAC has explored a new modality for scaling the graduation approach by supporting the adoption, implementation,
and scale-up of graduation programs by governments through advocacy and in-depth
technical assistance. To date, it has worked with the governments of Afghanistan,
Guinea, Kenya, Lesotho, Pakistan, the Philippines, Rwanda, and Tamil Nadu (India).

Lessons
The revised program is undergoing a quasi-experimental evaluation to assess the
impacts of the redesigned program, and end-line surveys were being conducted at the
time of this writing. However, because the characteristics of target groups vary between
pre- and post-2017 cohorts, the impacts of the two program designs will not be directly
comparable. This section outlines the pertinent lessons for graduation and economic
inclusion programs at the programmatic level on how to enable effective adaptation
and scale.

Effective adaptation
BRAC’s iterative approach to the evolution of its program has been supported by longterm investment with flexible terms. BRAC’s program benefited from the stability of a
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long-standing funding instrument with DFID and DFAT. This arrangement gave BRAC
the flexibility to adapt and adjust the program because it was held accountable for
outcomes and not for specific program design expectations.
Graduation should be viewed as an adaptive methodology aimed at facilitating
key outcomes for the poorest, not as a rigid program model. The understanding that
graduation is a set of principles rather than a set of fixed components gave BRAC the
creative freedom to make the adjustments demanded by the context, regardless of what
had been proved to work previously. Its focus on the needs of the poorest and intended
outcomes enabled BRAC to ensure fidelity to the original program’s ability to generate
sustainable outcomes for the poorest while providing plenty of room for adaptation to
the new context. BRAC has continued to apply this approach to other vulnerabilities
and pockets of extreme poverty in Bangladesh, such as adaptations for persons with
disabilities, refugee host communities, and urban communities, as well as for other
NGOs and governments outside of Bangladesh.
Because the contexts of poverty invariably change, graduation programming can
add value to a tapestry of antipoverty interventions by maintaining a focus on helping
the poorest achieve a basic standard of living through a multidisciplinary approach—
one that activates households’ latent economic potential. As contexts develop, it can
become even harder for the poorest population to keep pace. Graduation programs
have a role to play in ensuring the poor’s access to opportunities to address their most
salient issues. For example, although a variety of SSNs and health services had become
available to the poorest, many needed help to access them.
BRAC has sought to be intentional in seeking out the poorest, and it recognizes
the changing contexts of poverty mean that the indicators used to identify the extreme
poor must be continually reevaluated, in addition to the interventions most appropriate to building social and economic empowerment and financial inclusion outcomes for
this population. The poorest are often the most marginalized, and typically they require
proactive targeting and identification so they are not left behind. Programs must also
be intentional about addressing heterogeneity among the poorest in order to maximize
cost-effectiveness and program outcomes. For BRAC, this meant understanding distinctions between women considered to be of “working age” versus women who were
older with a limited capacity to engage in income-generating activities. Understanding
these distinctions can help inform how certain interventions may be more or less
impactful and cost-effective. For example, although older women still needed some
level of livelihood support from BRAC, they were less likely to invest in livelihoods,
would gradually become less productive, and thus would benefit more from receiving
additional support via government SSNs. BRAC therefore intentionally shifted toward
allotting a greater portion of programming resources to building the livelihoods of
women under age 50.
Continuous learning and evaluation have proved integral to achieving impact at
scale. Such a process goes beyond inviting external researchers to conduct evaluations
at the end of an implementation period. The use of a range of research, monitoring and
evaluation in development, scale-up, adaptation, and implementation measures ensures
that insights, questions, or issues about the program’s effectiveness can be addressed
quickly and efficiently. BRAC credits its ability to achieve a highly impactful program at
scale to the deeply embedded role that research and learning had in the development
and continued adaptation of the program. Large-scale programs in return create robust
opportunities for learning by offering large data sets from which BRAC can more easily
identify patterns and understand heterogeneous effects more clearly.
BRAC’s field implementation staff have been critical stakeholders in change
management. BRAC’s evolution of the graduation program has relied heavily on
enabling and empowering staff operating at the grassroots to inform decision-making at the highest levels. Feedback loops from the front lines are vital to ensuring that
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learning and observation are incorporated into senior-level decision-making on program
design, adaptation, and operations.
The coaching component of graduation can be a critical element in moving the
program in new directions. Coaching is a vital mechanism for monitoring how participants are responding to particular program elements. For example, when BRAC introduced all of its participants to partial loan repayments, the value of individual coaching
was reinforced as a mechanism for mitigating risk and easing participants into the new
demands on their abilities.
Some participants can contribute to the costs of the program. Where this option is
explored, programs must conduct rigorous market assessments to indicate whether livelihoods will generate sufficient returns for participants to pay regular installments and
earn a profit. Meanwhile, managers must consider participants’ financial capacity to
repay loans, and, if repayments are expected of participants, the program must dedicate
resources to building financial literacy and skills, building in protections, and carefully
monitoring and supporting participants.

Scale
Programs should seek cost efficiencies by leveraging existing structures and services.
In fact, all graduation and economic inclusion programs should review the constellation
of available services and structures for possible leverage and should design interventions to fill these gaps. Such an effort would promote functional scale by layering on
what is available, as well as horizontal scale by identifying cost efficiencies. These efficiencies do not need to be internal to the implementing organization. Although BRAC
was able to leverage its own microfinance branch network to scale up the graduation
program across Bangladesh, it also took advantage of the ability to link participants to
available government SSNs and health care services. Geographic coverage should be
driven by where there is the greatest need. Although BRAC maintained the same intake
of households, it reduced the geographic scale of the program to focus on areas with
the greatest concentrations of extreme poverty. This principle should be maintained,
especially where resources limit the ability to scale up nationwide.
For BRAC, an intentional shift toward supporting governments to scale up their
own graduation programs implies new learning and innovation and exploring new
arrangements for implementation and contexts suitable for graduation. Through its
work with governments in different contexts, BRAC has explored a variety of implementing arrangements, from direct government implementation to government–NGO
partnerships, seeking to understand which operational approaches apply best in which
settings or circumstances. Specifically, BRAC has been exploring how the graduation
approach can be adapted to refugee settlements and host communities, urban resettled populations, fragile contexts, violence- and conflict-affected communities, and
people with disabilities. BRAC is also seeking to address questions of cost-effectiveness
by exploring opportunities to layer onto existing government schemes, such as cash
transfers, public works programs, and other livelihood schemes.
BRAC’s work implicitly leverages funds that governments and multilateral donors
already dedicate to social protection programming. Instead of seeking additional
funds to set up new programs, BRAC has found that graduation provides a framework
through which existing government programs and measures can be converged, and
therefore resources can be leveraged. This convergence also reveals opportunities for
interministerial collaboration and cost-sharing among, for example, ministries of agriculture, trade, and industry and small business or labor, where existing programs can
be adapted and leveraged to serve the most vulnerable as part of a holistic approach to
alleviating extreme poverty on a national level.
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Notes
1. Data in this section are from the World Bank’s World Development Indicators (database),

https://data.worldbank.org/country/bangladesh.
2. Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, http://bbs.portal.gov.bd/sites/default/files/files/bbs.portal

.gov.bd/page/5695ab85_1403_483a_afb4_26dfd767df18/2019-12-17-16-30-614e10bcb101bc1df5
938723cc141c5d.pdf.
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