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13.0  OBJECTIVES 

After studying this unit, the learner will be able to: 

1. Explain the historical context and emergence of BRAC in Bangladesh 
and SEWA in India, highlighting the socio-economic factors that led to 
their formation. 

2. Describe the mission, vision, and core focus areas of both organizations 
in relation to poverty alleviation, community development, and women's 
empowerment. 

3. Discuss the organizational structures, governance mechanisms, and 
participatory strategies adopted by BRAC and SEWA to ensure effective 
implementation of their programmes. 

4. Analyse the key development initiatives of BRAC, including non-formal 
education, healthcare services, microfinance, and social enterprises. 
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5. Examine SEWA’s role in promoting financial inclusion, cooperative 
banking, legal support, skill development, and collective action for self-
employed women. 

6. Evaluate the impact, sustainability strategies, and success factors that 
have contributed to the national and global recognition of both BRAC and 
SEWA. 

7. Compare the models of BRAC and SEWA with reference to their 
grassroots engagement, innovation, adaptability, and community-driven 
approaches. 

8. Identify key lessons and best practices from the experiences of BRAC 
and SEWA that are relevant to entrepreneurship, social enterprise, and 
inclusive development initiatives.  

13.1 INTRODUCTION 

This unit introduces two leading organizations that have transformed social 
development: Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee (BRAC) from 
Bangladesh and the Self‐Employed Women’s Association (SEWA) from 
India. Both organizations have worked relentlessly to empower communities 
by addressing critical challenges such as poverty, illiteracy, disease, and social 
injustice. Their stories serve as exemplary models of how targeted 
development initiatives can create lasting social change. By examining their 
methods, strategies, and impact, students will gain a comprehensive 
understanding of innovative approaches to development that place community 
needs at the center. 

13.1.1  Focus and Mission of BRAC and SEWA  

BRAC began as a relief effort in the immediate aftermath of the Bangladesh 
Liberation War. Initially focused on providing emergency support, it quickly 
evolved into a global nonprofit committed to offering education, health care, 
microfinance, and social enterprise support. This evolution highlights BRAC’s 
ability to adapt to the changing needs of society while maintaining a steadfast 
focus on alleviating poverty.  

13.1.2  Focus and Mission of SEWA 

SEWA was established to support self‐employed women in India who work in 
the informal sector and lack the benefits of a regular salary. Through collective 
action and mutual support, SEWA has built a robust network that enables 
women to access banking services, insurance, and skill development 
opportunities. This network not only promotes economic independence but 
also empowers women to participate actively in decision making and 
community affairs (BRAC Annual Report, 2020; Bhatt, 2009). 

13.1.3  BRAC 

The unit is organized into several clearly defined sections to help navigate the 
complex topics covered. The first section delves into the history and formation 
of BRAC, outlining the challenges it encountered during its evolution from a 
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BRAC and SEWA relief organization into a global development leader. Following this, we 
examine BRAC’s objectives, its target beneficiaries, and the diverse initiatives 
it employs to drive community development. The next section shifts focus to 
SEWA, exploring its origins, unique organizational structure, and the 
economic and social programs that have enabled it to become a model for 
grassroots empowerment. The final section presents a comparative analysis of 
the two organizations, highlighting key lessons learned and discussing the 
challenges they continue to face in adapting to shifting social and economic 
contexts. 

13.1.4  SEWA 

By engaging with this unit, students will learn how BRAC’s integrated 
approach—which skillfully combines education, health, credit facilities, and 
social enterprises—has successfully helped millions of individuals overcome 
the cycle of poverty. In parallel, the unit demonstrates how SEWA’s 
democratic structure and emphasis on cooperative economics have empowered 
self‐employed women to assert control over their lives and improve their socio-
economic conditions. This unit emphasizes that sustainable development 
requires a comprehensive strategy that addresses both economic and social 
factors. Students will emerge with an enhanced ability to analyze the successes 
and challenges of community-driven initiatives and apply these insights to 
other contexts. 

 

Check Your Progress A 

A.   Fill-in-the-Blank Questions 

1. BRAC is a leading organization from ______. 

2. SEWA stands for ______. 

3. BRAC began as a ______ effort following the Bangladesh Liberation 
War. 

4. SEWA was established to support self-employed women working in 
the ______ sector. 

5. This unit is organized into several clearly defined ______ to guide your 
study. 

Answers: (1) Bangladesh; (2) Self-Employed Women’s Association; (3) 
relief; (4) informal; (5) sections. 

B.   Short-Answer Questions (150–200 words each) 

1. Explain the significance of BRAC and SEWA as exemplary models for 
social development, and discuss how their approaches to community 
empowerment differ. 
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13.2  THE HISTORY AND FORMATION OF BRAC 

13.2.1  Historical Background 

BRAC’s journey began in the early 1970s in Bangladesh, emerging 
immediately after the Bangladesh Liberation War. Originally known as the 
Bangladesh Rehabilitation Assistance Committee, the organization was 
established to help millions of refugees returning from India. In a country 
devastated by conflict and poverty, the need for rapid rehabilitation was urgent. 
BRAC was envisioned as a solution to rebuild shattered lives by offering 
immediate relief and laying the groundwork for long-term development. 

13.2.2  Initial Relief Efforts 

In its formative years, BRAC concentrated on providing basic yet critical 
services. Emergency efforts focused on shelter, food, and medical care, 
addressing the most immediate needs of war-affected communities. As these 
short-term relief measures began to stabilize life for many refugees, BRAC 
expanded its mandate. The organization quickly recognized that lasting change 
would require a transition from emergency response to sustainable 
development initiatives. This shift marked the beginning of a broader strategy 
aimed at addressing the underlying causes of poverty. 

13.2.3  Visionary Leadership and Early Initiatives 

A pivotal factor in BRAC’s evolution was its visionary leader, Sir Fazle Hasan 
Abed. His commitment to a holistic approach to development helped shape the 
organization’s future. Under his leadership, BRAC initiated pilot programs that 
integrated education, healthcare, and economic empowerment. For instance, 
the establishment of non-formal primary schools allowed BRAC to reach 
children who were excluded from traditional educational systems. Similarly, 
community health centers were set up in rural areas to ensure access to basic 
medical services for underserved populations. These early initiatives laid a 
robust foundation for the organization’s comprehensive development model. 

13.2.4  Expansion of Services and Diversification 

Following its initial success in providing relief, BRAC diversified its range of 
services. The focus shifted from merely addressing immediate needs to 
building sustainable systems. With the introduction of microfinance programs, 
BRAC empowered individuals to start small businesses and generate steady 
incomes. Skills training, adult literacy programs, and vocational education 
further expanded its social outreach. This diversification not only strengthened 
community resilience but also established BRAC as a multi-sector 
development organization capable of addressing various dimensions of 
poverty. 

 

13.2.5  International Recognition and Legal Framework 

BRAC’s innovative model and measurable impact soon attracted international 
attention. By registering under both Indian and Bangladeshi legal frameworks, 
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BRAC and SEWA BRAC was able to secure foreign donations and support. This dual registration 
significantly enhanced its credibility and provided the financial resources 
necessary for large-scale operations. As a result, BRAC further expanded its 
initiatives to include advanced skills training, social enterprises, and even 
partnerships with governmental bodies and international donors, thereby 
broadening its influence beyond national borders. 

13.2.6  Reflection on Growth and Lessons Learned 

The evolution of BRAC—from a crisis-response unit to a global development 
powerhouse—exemplifies how an organization can grow by embracing 
innovation and maintaining a people-centered approach. Its early challenges, 
strategic leadership, and commitment to addressing both immediate and 
structural issues have been central to its sustained success. Today, BRAC’s 
story offers essential lessons on resilience, the importance of adapting to local 
needs, and the power of integrating diverse development strategies (BRAC 
Annual Report, 2020; NGO Advisor, 2018). 

 

Check Your Progress B 

A.  Fill-in-the-Blank Questions 

1. BRAC was originally known as the ______. 

2. BRAC’s journey began in the early ______ in Bangladesh. 

3. BRAC was established to help millions of ______ returning from India. 

4. In its formative years, BRAC focused on providing basic services such 
as shelter, food, and ______. 

5. BRAC’s credibility was enhanced by registering under both ______ 
and ______ legal frameworks. 

Answers: (1) Bangladesh Rehabilitation Assistance Committee; (2) 1970s; 
(3) refugees; (4) medical care; (5) Indian, Bangladeshi) 

B. Short-Answer Questions (150–200 words each) 

1. Explain how BRAC transitioned from a crisis-response organization to 
a comprehensive development institution, detailing the key phases of 
its evolution. 

2. Describe the role of BRAC’s initial relief efforts in stabilizing war-
affected communities and how these efforts laid the groundwork for 
long-term development strategies. 

3. Discuss the impact of visionary leadership, particularly that of Sir Fazle 
Hasan Abed, on the early initiatives of BRAC and how his approach 
contributed to the organization’s overall success. 
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13.3  BRAC’S OBJECTIVES, BENEFICIARIES, AND 
OUTREACH 

13.3.1  Core Objectives 

BRAC is dedicated to empowering individuals who live under the constraints 
of poverty and social exclusion. Its mission is built on the idea of holistic 
development—integrating economic, social, and cultural aspects to improve 
lives. BRAC’s objectives are twofold: to provide immediate relief for those in 
dire need, and to create sustainable conditions that foster long-term self-
reliance. The organization strives to reduce poverty, increase literacy, and 
improve health outcomes by delivering practical, community-tailored 
solutions. By addressing both urgent needs and the systemic challenges that 
keep people impoverished, BRAC aims to build an ecosystem where 
individuals can thrive independently (BRAC Annual Report, 2020). 

13.3.2  Focus on Non-Formal Education 

One of the primary strategies employed by BRAC is its emphasis on non-
formal education. Recognizing that many rural children are unable to access 
traditional schooling due to economic or geographic barriers, BRAC has 
established small, community-based schools. In these settings, a single teacher 
often educates a small group of children, using methods that are both flexible 
and contextually relevant. This approach not only improves literacy rates but 
also instills a sense of empowerment in students by offering an education 
tailored to their specific needs. Moreover, these non-formal schools serve as a 
stepping stone, preparing children for further educational opportunities and 
helping to break the cycle of poverty that has long affected rural communities. 

13.3.3  Health and Community-Based Initiatives 

Beyond education, BRAC extends its impact through robust health programs 
that serve millions. The organization implements a variety of community-
based health initiatives, which include preventative care, maternal and child 
health services, and mobile clinics that reach even the most remote areas. 
Community health workers play a crucial role, regularly visiting households to 
provide basic health education, monitor common illnesses, and facilitate early 
interventions. These programs are designed not only to treat health issues as 
they arise but also to prevent them, ensuring that communities are healthier 
overall. By integrating health services into its broader development model, 
BRAC helps create resilient communities that are better equipped to improve 
their quality of life. 

13.3.4  Economic Empowerment through Microfinance 

Understanding that economic empowerment is a critical lever for social 
change, BRAC has developed a robust microfinance program. This initiative 
offers collateral-free loans to women and other marginalized groups, enabling 
them to start or expand small businesses. These financial services are 
complemented by training programs in entrepreneurship and financial 
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BRAC and SEWA management, ensuring that borrowers can effectively use the loans to improve 
their incomes. This combination of financial support and capacity building 
creates a foundation for sustainable economic development, allowing 
beneficiaries to gradually lift themselves out of poverty and contribute to the 
economic growth of their communities. 

13.3.5  Global Outreach and Partnerships 

BRAC’s commitment to development extends far beyond Bangladesh. The 
organization implements programs across all 64 districts of the country and has 
also established a presence internationally in regions such as Afghanistan, 
Kenya, and Haiti. This extensive outreach is achieved through strategic 
partnerships with local governments, international donors, and community 
leaders. By adapting its interventions to fit various cultural and economic 
environments, BRAC ensures that its initiatives are both contextually relevant 
and impactful. This global network of support not only expands BRAC’s reach 
but also reinforces its mission of fostering sustainable, community-driven 
development (BRAC Annual Report, 2020; NGO Advisor, 2018). 

Check Your Progress C 

A.  Fill-in-the-Blank Questions 

1. BRAC’s mission is built on the idea of ______ development. 

2. One of BRAC’s key objectives is to foster long-term ______ among 
marginalized communities. 

3. BRAC’s non-formal education strategy targets children who face 
______ or geographic barriers to traditional schooling. 

4. BRAC’s community-based health initiatives include preventative care, 
maternal and child health services, and mobile ______. 

5. BRAC’s global outreach is achieved through strategic ______ with 
local governments, international donors, and community leaders. 

Answers: (1) holistic; (2) self-reliance; (3) economic; (4) clinics; (5) 
partnerships. 

B. Short-Answer Questions (100–150 words each) 

1. Explain the dual objectives of BRAC and how its holistic development 
approach addresses both immediate relief and long-term self-reliance 
in communities. 

2. Discuss the significance of BRAC’s emphasis on non-formal education 
in improving literacy and breaking the cycle of poverty in rural areas. 

3. Describe how BRAC’s health initiatives, including community-based 
programs and mobile clinics, contribute to creating resilient 
communities. 



 

 
250 

Social 
Entrepreneurship  
in Practice  

13.4  BRAC’S INITIATIVES AND SOCIAL 
ENTERPRISES 

13.4.1  Integrated Strategy for Development 

BRAC has built a diverse portfolio of initiatives designed to tackle the 
multifaceted nature of poverty. Rather than relying solely on direct service 
delivery, BRAC emphasizes the creation of self-sustaining ecosystems within 
communities. This integrated strategy combines various sectors to ensure that 
every intervention supports and reinforces others, ultimately building a 
resilient development model. 

13.4.2  Education Initiatives 

13.4.2.1  Non-Formal Primary Schools 

One major initiative under BRAC’s educational strategy is its network of non-
formal primary schools. These schools are specifically designed to reach 
children who are excluded from the traditional education system due to 
economic or geographic barriers. By establishing small, community-based 
schools, BRAC ensures that a single teacher can provide personalized 
instruction to a small group of children, significantly boosting literacy rates 
and academic confidence. 

13.4.2.2  Adult Literacy Programs 

BRAC runs literacy programs targeted at adults who missed formal schooling 
during their youth. These programs provide opportunities for lifelong learning, 
enabling adults to acquire essential reading, writing, and numeracy skills that 
empower them to participate more fully in society and improve their economic 
prospects. 

13.4.3  Healthcare Programs 

13.4.3.1  Preventative and Curative Services 

BRAC’s health initiatives offer comprehensive care that ranges from 
preventive services to acute medical interventions. Mobile clinics and 
community health workers play a pivotal role in reaching remote areas, 
ensuring that even the most underserved populations receive timely care. 
Preventative measures, such as vaccination drives and public health 
campaigns, help reduce the prevalence of common diseases. 

13.4.3.2  Focus on Maternal and Child Health 

A special emphasis is placed on maternal and child health. Community health 
workers not only deliver primary care but also educate families on nutrition, 
hygiene, and early disease detection. This dual approach helps build healthier 
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BRAC and SEWA communities and reduces infant and maternal mortality rates, thereby 
strengthening overall community resilience. 

13.4.4   Economic Development through Microfinance 

13.4.4.1  Collateral-Free Loans 

Recognizing that economic empowerment is crucial for breaking the cycle of 
poverty, BRAC’s microfinance program serves as a cornerstone of its 
development model. By offering collateral-free loans, BRAC empowers 
individuals—especially women—to start or expand small businesses. This 
financial support enables recipients to generate sustainable incomes and 
achieve greater financial independence. 

13.4.4.2   Entrepreneurship and Financial Training 

Complementary to the loan program, BRAC provides training in 
entrepreneurship and financial management. These training sessions equip 
borrowers with the skills necessary to manage their businesses effectively, 
fostering a sense of ownership and self-reliance that is essential for long-term 
economic growth. 

13.4.5   Social Enterprises and Revenue Generation 

BRAC’s commitment to sustainability is further demonstrated through its 
social enterprises. Ventures such as BRAC Bank, Delta BRAC Housing, 
BRAC NET, and BRAC Tea Estate are established to be financially self-
sustaining. Profits from these enterprises are strategically reinvested into 
BRAC’s broader social programs, ensuring that the organization remains 
financially robust while continuing to scale its impact. This revenue generation 
model is a key factor in maintaining the long-term viability of BRAC’s 
development initiatives. 

13.4.6   The Knowledge Hub and Innovation 

In addition to service delivery, BRAC has established a Knowledge Hub that 
includes a Social Innovation Lab. This center of learning and experimentation 
is dedicated to testing new ideas and prototypes. By continuously refining its 
methods, BRAC stays ahead of emerging challenges in the development sector 
and ensures that its interventions remain innovative and effective (BRAC 
Annual Report, 2020; NGO Advisor, 2018). 
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13.5 BRAC’S IMPACT, SUCCESS FACTORS, AND 
SUSTAINABILITY 

13.5.1  National and Global Impact 

BRAC’s remarkable success on both national and global scales is rooted in its 
innovative, community-centered approach and strong leadership. Over the 
decades, the organization has transformed millions of lives by integrating 
multiple sectors—education, health, and economic empowerment—into a 
cohesive development model. This model has not only brought immediate 
relief but has also established a benchmark for sustainable social change. 
BRAC’s work has set an example for organizations worldwide, illustrating that 
effective development can be achieved through a combination of grassroots 
participation and strategic planning (BRAC Annual Report, 2020). 

13.5.2  Poverty Reduction and Household Transformation 

A critical measure of BRAC’s impact is its ability to lift entire households out 
of extreme poverty. For instance, targeted interventions in education, 
healthcare, and income generation have enabled over 100,000 households to 

Check Your Progress D  

A. Fill-in-the-Blank Questions 

1. BRAC emphasizes an ______ strategy for development. 

2. BRAC’s network of ______ schools targets children excluded from 
formal education. 

3. In addition to child education, BRAC runs ______ programs for adults. 

4. BRAC’s health initiatives include ______ clinics and community 
health workers. 

5. Profits from social enterprises are ______ into BRAC’s broader social 
programs. 

Answers: (1) integrated; (2) non-formal primary; (3) literacy; (4) mobile; 
(5) reinvested. 

B. Short-Answer Questions (100–150 words each) 

1.  Explain BRAC’s integrated strategy for development as described on 
this page. 

2.  Discuss the role of BRAC’s education and healthcare initiatives in 
promoting sustainable   development. 

3. Describe how BRAC’s social enterprises and its Knowledge Hub 
contribute to financial   sustainability and innovation. 
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BRAC and SEWA graduate from extreme poverty. These comprehensive programs address both 
the symptoms and underlying causes of poverty, ensuring that beneficiaries are 
equipped with the necessary tools to achieve long-term stability. By providing 
access to non-formal education, basic healthcare services, and microfinance, 
BRAC empowers families to improve their living standards and build a more 
secure future. 

13.5.3  Local Participation and Community Trust 

One of the cornerstones of BRAC’s success is its deep understanding of local 
contexts. The organization employs local staff and actively involves 
community members in decision-making processes. This participatory 
approach ensures that interventions are tailored to the specific needs of each 
community, building trust and fostering a sense of ownership among 
beneficiaries. Regular feedback mechanisms and community meetings allow 
for the continuous refinement of programs, leading to improved outcomes and 
stronger accountability. The result is a model that not only delivers services 
effectively but also builds lasting community trust. 

13.5.4  Innovation and Strategic Adaptation 

BRAC’s ongoing commitment to innovation is another key factor in its 
sustained success. The organization continuously adapts its strategies by 
drawing lessons from past experiences and monitoring emerging global trends. 
This adaptive approach has led to the development of a robust financial system 
through microfinance and the establishment of self-sustaining social 
enterprises. Innovations such as digital health interventions and community-
led education initiatives keep BRAC’s programs effective even in rapidly 
changing environments. Such strategic adaptation ensures that BRAC remains 
at the forefront of development practices, capable of responding to new 
challenges as they arise. 

13.5.5  Collaborative Partnerships and Long-term Sustainability 

Strategic partnerships have played a vital role in amplifying BRAC’s impact. 
Collaborations with government agencies, international donors, and local 
communities have enabled the organization to scale up its interventions and 
align them with broader development goals. These partnerships not only 
provide additional financial and technical support but also enhance BRAC’s 
credibility, ensuring that its programs are integrated with national and 
international development agendas. The combined effect of these 
collaborations is a sustainable model that secures the long-term viability of 
BRAC’s initiatives (BRAC Annual Report, 2020; NGO Advisor, 2018). 

13.5.6  Holistic Model and Cross-Sector Integration 

BRAC’s holistic development model—simultaneously addressing education, 
health, and economic empowerment—demonstrates that sustainable change is 
possible when multiple sectors work in harmony. By interlinking these 
essential components, BRAC creates a ripple effect that improves overall 
community well-being. Its achievements serve as a powerful model for other 
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organizations, emphasizing that the integration of diverse strategies is essential 
for creating lasting social impact. 

13.6 INTRODUCTION TO SEWA: HISTORY AND 
CONTEXT 

13.6.1  Emergence of SEWA 

SEWA, the Self‐Employed Women’s Association, was founded in 1972 in 
Ahmedabad, India, to address the unique challenges faced by women in the 
informal sector. During this period, a significant portion of India’s female 
workforce was engaged in unorganized labor without formal employment 
benefits, fair wages, or job security. Most of these women worked as street 
vendors, domestic workers, home-based artisans, and agricultural laborers and 
remained invisible to policymakers and financial institutions. SEWA emerged 
as a pioneering movement that sought to empower these women economically 
and socially, giving them an organized voice to demand their rights (Bhatt, 
2009). 

Check Your Progress E  

A.   Fill-in-the-Blank Questions 

1. BRAC’s remarkable success on both national and global scales is 
rooted in its innovative, ______-centered approach. 

2. A critical measure of BRAC’s impact is its ability to lift entire 
households out of ______ poverty. 

3. Targeted interventions in education, healthcare, and income generation 
have enabled over ______ households to graduate from extreme 
poverty. 

4. BRAC’s approach builds trust by involving local staff and community 
members in ______ processes. 

5.   Strategic ______ with government agencies, international donors, and 
local communities has been vital for BRAC’s long-term sustainability. 

 (1) Community (2) Extreme (3) 100,000 (4) Design-Making (5) Partnership 

B.   Short-Answer Questions (150–200 words each) 

1. Explain how BRAC’s community-centered, integrated development 
model has contributed to its national and global impact. 

2. Discuss the role of BRAC’s comprehensive interventions in reducing 
poverty and transforming households. 

3. Evaluate the importance of collaborative partnerships and a holistic, 
cross-sector approach in ensuring the long-term sustainability of 
BRAC’s initiatives. 
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BRAC and SEWA 13.6.2  Rationale for Formation 

The need for SEWA became evident as women in unorganized sectors not only 
struggled with low wages but also lacked access to credit, healthcare, and 
social protection. Traditional labor laws and unions did not recognize self-
employed women, further marginalizing them. SEWA was created to bridge 
this gap by providing a platform for collective action, allowing these women 
to voice their concerns, advocate for fair policies; and improve their livelihoods 
through structured support systems. 

SEWA also recognized that empowering women economically would lead to 
broader social and political empowerment. By creating access to finance, legal 
assistance, and skill-building programs, SEWA aimed to reduce the 
vulnerability of self-employed women, and help them build sustainable 
businesses. 

13.6.3  Influential Leadership and Ideological Roots 

At its inception, SEWA was connected to a broader labor movement, initially 
functioning as a women’s wing of the Textile Labour Association (TLA), an 
organization founded by Mahatma Gandhi in 1918 to protect textile workers’ 
rights. However, the unique needs of self-employed women differed from 
those of factory workers, prompting the need for an independent organization. 

Ela Ramesh Bhatt, a pioneering lawyer and activist, recognized this need and 
led the establishment of SEWA as a separate entity. Inspired by Gandhian 
principles of self-reliance, truth, and non-violence, Bhatt envisioned SEWA as 
a democratic trade union where women could collectively bargain for better 
conditions. Her leadership provided SEWA with strong ethical foundations 
and a clear mission to empower self-employed women through self-
sufficiency, financial independence, and social justice (Bhatt, 2009). 

13.6.4  Grassroots Mobilization and Early Organization 

SEWA’s initial efforts were rooted in grassroots mobilization. The 
organization started by forming small self-help groups and cooperatives, 
encouraging women to pool their resources and collectively negotiate for better 
wages, working conditions, and access to credit. 

Key strategies used during SEWA’s early years included: 

 Organizing women into trade-based groups (e.g., street vendors, artisans, 
agricultural workers). 

 Encouraging collective bargaining to secure fair wages and social benefits. 

 Providing training in financial literacy, leadership, and entrepreneurship. 

This bottom-up approach allowed SEWA to build a strong foundation of trust 
and solidarity, leading to significant improvements in working conditions and 
social security for its members. 
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13.6.5  Evolution into a Nationwide Movement 

Over time, SEWA expanded beyond Ahmedabad, spreading to multiple states 
across India. Today, it is recognized as a nationwide movement with a 
membership exceeding two million women. Its initiatives have expanded to 
include microfinance, cooperative banking, insurance schemes, legal aid, 
healthcare services, and vocational training. 

SEWA’s history stands as a powerful reminder that when marginalized groups 
unite, they can challenge and transform deeply entrenched socio-economic 
inequalities. Its success demonstrates the impact of grassroots-driven, 
community-led initiatives in shaping a more inclusive and just economic 
system (Bhatt, 2009; ILO, 2014). 

 

13.7 SEWA’S ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE 
AND MEMBERSHIP 

13.7.1  Overview of SEWA’s Structure 

SEWA’s organizational structure is built on a democratic framework that 
empowers its members through active participation and decentralized 

Check Your Progress F  

A.  Fill-in-the-Blank Questions 

1. SEWA stands for ______. 

2. SEWA was founded in ______ in Ahmedabad, India. 

3. SEWA was established to address the unique challenges faced by 
women working in the ______ sector. 

4. Traditional labor laws and unions did not recognize self-employed 
______, prompting the need for SEWA. 

5. Influential leader ______ Ramesh Bhatt spearheaded the formation of 
SEWA as a separate entity. 

(1) Self Employed women Association   (2) 1972   (3) Informal 
(4) Women  (5) Ela 

B.  Short-Answer Questions (100–150 words each) 

1. Discuss the emergence of SEWA and explain the socio-economic 
conditions that led to its formation. 

2. Explain the role of influential leadership, particularly Ela Ramesh 
Bhatt, in shaping SEWA’s mission and ideological roots. 

3. Describe how grassroots mobilization and early organizational 
strategies contributed to SEWA’s evolution into a nationwide 
movement. 
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BRAC and SEWA leadership. The union is designed to serve self-employed women in the 
informal sector by ensuring that each member has a voice in decision-making. 
This structure has been central to SEWA’s success, allowing it to respond 
effectively to the unique needs of its diverse membership (Bhatt, 2009). 

13.7.2  Direct Participation and Local Engagement 

At the grassroots level, SEWA places great emphasis on direct participation. 
Every member is encouraged to attend local meetings, where they discuss 
issues, share ideas, and contribute to policy formation. This approach ensures 
that the interventions are tailored to the community’s specific needs, fostering 
a sense of ownership and accountability among members. 

13.7.3  Two-Tiered Representation System 

A distinctive feature of SEWA’s structure is its two-tiered representation 
model. At the local level, every 1,500 members elect a representative who sits 
on the Trade Council. This council functions as a vital link between the 
grassroots and the higher levels of the organization, collecting grievances and 
local insights. The Trade Council then channels these concerns to the 
Executive Committee, which is composed of a President, Vice Presidents, a 
General Secretary, and other key officers. Elections for the Executive 
Committee are held regularly every three years, ensuring regular leadership 
renewal and accountability (Bhatt, 2009). 

13.7.4  Formation of Trade Groups and Cooperatives 

SEWA further organizes its membership by grouping women based on their 
trade or type of work—such as street vending, home-based production, or 
artisanal crafts. These trade groups and cooperatives enable members to 
address sector-specific challenges more effectively. By pooling resources and 
negotiating collectively, these groups secure better wages and improved 
working conditions. Additionally, specialized training and support programs 
are provided to enhance the skills required in each trade, which strengthens the 
bargaining power of members in the marketplace. 

13.7.5  Capacity Building and Leadership Development 

Capacity building is a cornerstone of SEWA’s organizational philosophy. 
Regular training sessions, workshops, and leadership development programs 
are conducted to equip members with skills in financial literacy, legal rights, 
and entrepreneurship. This continuous education not only benefits individual 
members by boosting their confidence but also builds a robust pool of leaders 
who can advocate for and drive the union’s agenda forward. Such initiatives 
ensure that SEWA remains adaptive and resilient in the face of changing socio-
economic challenges (ILO, 2014). 

13.7.6  Sustaining Democratic Processes and Community Accountability 

Beyond elections, SEWA reinforces its democratic principles through regular 
monthly meetings of the Trade Council, periodic local gatherings, and state-
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level conferences. These forums ensure that every member is well-informed 
and actively involved in decision making. This structure fosters transparency, 
builds trust, and maintains high levels of participation, which are critical to the 
organization’s sustained success. The cooperative spirit and grassroots 
engagement have enabled SEWA to mobilize large numbers of women and 
secure significant social and economic benefits for its members. 

 

13.8 SEWA’S ACHIEVEMENTS AND 
GRASSROOTS ORGANIZING 

13.8.1  Membership Growth and Financial Inclusion 

SEWA’s exponential membership growth—from a modest start in the 1970s 
to over two million women—illustrates the success of its financial inclusion 
programs. Over the years, targeted outreach initiatives and the establishment 
of cooperative banking services have been central to this expansion. By 
providing accessible financial services, SEWA has enabled many women who 

Check Your Progress G  

A.  Fill-in-the-Blank Questions 

1. SEWA’s organizational structure is built on a ______ framework. 

2. Every member is encouraged to attend ______ meetings for local 
engagement. 

3. In the two-tiered representation system, every ______ members elect a 
representative to the Trade Council. 

4. SEWA groups its membership by trade, including street vending, 
home-based production, and ______ crafts. 

5. Regular training sessions are part of SEWA’s focus on ______ 
building. 

Answers: (1) democratic; (2) local; (3) 1,500; (4) artisanal; (5) capacity. 

B. Short-Answer Questions (100–150 words each) 

1. Explain the significance of SEWA’s two-tiered representation system 
and its role in ensuring democratic participation and accountability 
among members. 

2. Discuss how the formation of trade groups and cooperatives within 
SEWA supports the economic and social empowerment of its members. 

3. Describe the importance of capacity building and leadership 
development initiatives in SEWA’s organizational structure and how 
these initiatives help sustain the union’s impact over time. 
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BRAC and SEWA were previously excluded from the formal banking system to gain a foothold 
in the economy. The cooperative bank has not only facilitated savings and 
credit but has also created a sense of belonging and empowerment among its 
members (Bhatt, 2009). 

13.8.2  Impact of Cooperative Banking on Livelihoods 

The cooperative bank under SEWA’s umbrella has revolutionized access to 
financial services for self-employed women. By offering collateral-free loans 
at affordable rates, it has enabled thousands of women to start or expand small 
businesses. This access to capital has led to increased income levels and 
improved family financial stability. As women become more financially 
secure, they are better able to invest in education, healthcare, and further 
entrepreneurial ventures. The success of this banking model demonstrates how 
targeted financial inclusion can serve as a catalyst for broader economic 
development and social upliftment. 

13.8.3  Grassroots Mobilization and Community Engagement 

Central to SEWA’s model is its robust grassroots mobilization strategy. Local 
groups and trade committees meet regularly, providing platforms for women 
to discuss challenges, share experiences, and coordinate collective action. 
These meetings foster strong community bonds and build mutual support 
among members. Through this bottom-up approach, SEWA has managed to 
mobilize large numbers of self-employed women, ensuring that their voices 
are heard in both local and national forums. The deep sense of community 
engagement has contributed significantly to the organization’s success by 
enabling it to respond quickly to the needs of its members and adapt its 
programs accordingly. 

13.8.4  Advocacy and Policy Influence 

SEWA’s persistent advocacy efforts have led to substantial policy reforms at 
both regional and national levels. By actively engaging with policymakers and 
participating in legal action, SEWA has secured critical labor rights and social 
security measures for self-employed women. These efforts have helped to 
institutionalize protections that improve working conditions and provide 
greater economic stability. The organization’s ability to influence policy 
underscores the power of collective action and serves as a model for other 
grassroots movements seeking systemic change. 

13.8.5  Awareness Campaigns and Collective Action 

Awareness campaigns are another cornerstone of SEWA’s strategy. Initiatives 
that address issues such as minimum wage adjustments, gender equality, and 
access to social services have successfully mobilized public support and raised 
the profile of self-employed women’s issues. These campaigns not only lead 
to improved working conditions but also create a broader dialogue on social 
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justice and economic equity. Through coordinated collective action, SEWA 
has highlighted the transformative power of community-driven movements in 
overcoming social and economic challenges (Bhatt, 2009; ILO, 2014). 

 

13.9 SEWA’S CHALLENGES AND FUTURE 
DIRECTIONS 

13.9.1  Current Challenges 

Despite its many achievements, SEWA faces a range of challenges that impact 
its growth and long-term effectiveness. These challenges stem from both 
internal organizational issues and external socio-political factors. Addressing 
these obstacles is critical to ensuring that SEWA continues to empower self-
employed women and expand its reach. 

Check Your Progress H 

A. Fill-in-the-Blank Questions 

1. SEWA’s membership grew from a modest start in the 1970s to over 
______ women. 

2. Targeted outreach initiatives and the establishment of ______ banking 
services have been central to SEWA’s financial inclusion. 

3. The cooperative bank has facilitated ______ and credit for SEWA 
members. 

4. By offering collateral-free loans, the bank has enabled thousands of 
women to ______ or expand small businesses. 

5. SEWA’s advocacy efforts have led to substantial policy reforms at both 
______ and national levels. 

Answers: (1) over two million; (2) cooperative; (3) savings; (4) start; (5) 
regional. 

B. Short-Answer Questions (100–150 words each) 

1. Explain how SEWA’s financial inclusion initiatives, particularly 
through its cooperative banking services, have contributed to the 
empowerment of self-employed women. 

2. Describe the impact of grassroots mobilization and community 
engagement on SEWA’s ability to support and represent its members 
effectively. 

3. Discuss the role of advocacy and awareness campaigns in driving 
policy reforms and fostering social equity within SEWA’s framework. 
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BRAC and SEWA 13.9.2  Political Exploitation and Funding Issues 

One significant challenge is the political exploitation of SEWA’s vast 
membership. At times, political parties have sought to leverage SEWA’s large 
base as a vote bank, which can divert the organization from its core mission. 
Additionally, there have been instances of disputes regarding fund 
management and resource allocation. Such issues not only create internal 
friction but also influence public perception, potentially undermining the 
credibility of the organization. Maintaining transparency and accountability in 
financial matters is therefore essential to mitigate these risks. 

13.9.3  Societal Resistance and Patriarchal Barriers 

SEWA operates in a social environment where deep-rooted patriarchal 
attitudes persist. In many regions, traditional gender norms hinder the 
acceptance of women-led initiatives. This societal resistance can manifest in 
several ways—ranging from skepticism by local authorities to outright 
hostility from male-dominated sectors. Such barriers often complicate efforts 
to secure necessary support and cooperation from community stakeholders, 
thereby limiting the scope and impact of SEWA’s programs. Overcoming these 
challenges requires persistent advocacy and community education to shift 
societal attitudes toward gender equality and inclusivity. 

13.9.4  Leadership Transition and Emerging Needs 

The passing of pioneering leader Ela Ramesh Bhatt left a significant leadership 
void in SEWA. Transitioning to a new generation of leaders presents both a 
challenge and an opportunity. The emerging leaders must balance the strong 
legacy of the past with the evolving needs of a more educated and globally 
aware membership. This leadership shift requires not only internal 
restructuring but also the development of modern strategies that align with 
contemporary market conditions and technological advancements. 
Emphasizing capacity building and leadership training is essential to ensure a 
smooth transition and the continued effectiveness of SEWA’s programs. 

13.9.5  Strategic Directions for Future Growth 

Looking ahead, SEWA has outlined several strategic directions to address its 
challenges and bolster future growth. A primary objective is to expand its 
membership into new regions, particularly in conflict-affected areas such as 
Kashmir and parts of northern Sri Lanka, where the needs are most acute. 
Strengthening rural banking and microfinance services is also a key focus, as 
these initiatives have proven effective in fostering economic independence 
among self-employed women. In addition, SEWA is exploring innovative 
“green” job opportunities, such as projects focused on solar energy-powered 
solutions, to create sustainable livelihoods while addressing environmental 
concerns. Updating training programs with digital tools and modern 
methodologies is another strategic priority, ensuring that members remain 
competitive in a rapidly changing economic landscape. 
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13.9.6  Future Prospects 

While SEWA’s journey has been marked by remarkable achievements in 
empowering self-employed women, its path forward involves addressing 
complex internal and external challenges. By tackling issues of political 
exploitation, societal resistance, and leadership transition, SEWA can further 
enhance its impact. With a clear strategy for expansion, innovation, and 
capacity building, SEWA is well-positioned to continue its mission of ensuring 
full employment and social empowerment for millions of self-employed 
women (SEWA Annual Report, 2017; Bhatt, 2009). 

 

13.10 COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS AND LESSONS 
LEARNED 

13.10.1  Comparison: BRAC and SEWA 

BRAC and SEWA, although operating in different regions and serving distinct 
populations, share a core mission of empowering marginalized communities. 
Both organizations use integrated, community-driven strategies to tackle 
poverty and social inequality. While BRAC focuses on a broad array of 
services—including education, healthcare, and microfinance—to benefit entire 
communities. 

Check Your Progress I 

A.  Fill-in-the-Blank Questions 

1. SEWA’s challenges stem from both ______ and external socio-
political factors. 

2. Political exploitation of SEWA’s vast membership can divert it from 
its ______ mission. 

3. Disputes regarding ______ management have occasionally 
undermined SEWA's credibility. 

4. Societal resistance is often due to deep-rooted ______ attitudes that 
hinder the acceptance of women-led initiatives. 

5. SEWA’s future strategies include expanding membership into ______ 
regions, such as Kashmir. 

(1) Internal Organisational Issues  (2) Lone  (3) Fund  (4) Patriarchal 
(5) Conflict-Affected 

B. Short-Answer Questions (100–150 words each) 

1. Explain the range of internal and external challenges that SEWA faces 
as described on this page. 

2. Discuss how political exploitation and funding issues impact SEWA’s 
ability to maintain its core mission. 

3. Analyze the strategic directions outlined for SEWA’s future growth 
and explain how these strategies aim to overcome current challenges. 
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BRAC and SEWA SEWA concentrates on the empowerment of self-employed women through 
financial inclusion and grassroots mobilization (BRAC Annual Report, 2020; 
Bhatt, 2009). This comparative overview sets the stage for a deeper 
examination of the similarities and differences in their approaches. 

13.10.2  Community Empowerment and Local Participation 

A key element in both models is the emphasis on local participation. BRAC 
actively involves community members in the planning and implementation of 
its programs. This participatory process ensures that interventions are tailored 
to the specific needs of each community, thereby increasing their relevance 
and sustainability. In parallel, SEWA’s democratic structure guarantees that 
every member has a voice through its two-tiered representation system, 
enabling grassroots decision making and collective bargaining. This strong 
focus on community engagement not only builds trust but also fosters a sense 
of ownership that is essential for long-term development success. 

13.10.3  Innovation and Adaptability in Program Delivery 

Innovation is central to the operational strategies of both organizations. BRAC 
has established social enterprises that generate revenue, which is then 
reinvested into its development programs. This model not only creates 
financial sustainability but also fosters continuous innovation in service 
delivery. Similarly, SEWA adapts by continuously updating its training 
modules and financial tools to meet the changing needs of its members. Both 
organizations show a remarkable ability to adapt to evolving conditions—
whether by integrating new technologies into healthcare and education or by 
revising financial strategies to cope with emerging economic challenges. This 
dynamic approach ensures that their interventions remain effective over time. 

13.10.4  Strategic Partnerships and Collaborative Impact 

Another shared strength lies in the use of strategic partnerships. Both BRAC 
and SEWA collaborate with government agencies, international donors, and 
local community organizations. These partnerships enable them to scale their 
initiatives, reach larger populations, and secure the necessary resources for 
comprehensive development programs. For BRAC, global collaborations have 
allowed the expansion of its multi-sector initiatives, while SEWA’s alliances 
have been instrumental in influencing policy reforms and achieving better 
labor protections. Such collaborations highlight how joint efforts can multiply 
the impact of individual programs, leading to a broader, more measurable 
social impact. 

13.10.5  Key Lessons for Sustainable Development 

The experiences of BRAC and SEWA offer valuable lessons for sustainable 
development. First, a holistic approach—one that addresses economic, social, 
and cultural dimensions—is essential for creating lasting change. Second, local 
ownership and active community participation are vital in ensuring that 
development programs are both relevant and sustainable. Third, continuous 
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innovation and adaptability are necessary to respond effectively to emerging 
challenges. Lastly, strategic partnerships enhance the ability of organizations 
to scale their impact and align with broader development goals. Together, these 
lessons underscore the importance of integrated, community-driven strategies 
in tackling complex socio-economic challenges and serve as a blueprint for 
future development initiatives. 

 

13.11   LET US SUM UP   

To sum up the stories of BRAC and SEWA illustrate the power of integrated, 
community-driven development. Their evolution—from BRAC’s 
transformation from a post-war relief effort to a global development 
organization, to SEWA’s grassroots mobilization for self-employed 
women—demonstrates that sustainable change is possible when programs are 
tailored to local needs. Both organizations showcase that when education, 
healthcare, microfinance, and legal support work together, the impact on 
poverty and inequality can be transformative. Their models offer practical 

Check Your Progress J 

A. Fill-in-the-Blank Questions 

1. BRAC and SEWA share a core mission of empowering ______ 
communities. 

2. BRAC focuses on a broad array of services including education, 
healthcare, and ______. 

3. SEWA concentrates on the empowerment of self-employed women 
through ______ inclusion and grassroots mobilization. 

4. Both organizations emphasize local participation to ensure 
interventions are ______ to the specific needs of communities. 

5. Continuous ______ and strategic partnerships are identified as key 
lessons for sustainable development. 

Answers: (1) marginalized; (2) microfinance; (3) financial; (4) tailored; (5) 
innovation. 

B. Short-Answer Questions (100–150 words each) 

1. Discuss the similarities and differences in the strategies employed by 
BRAC and SEWA to empower marginalized communities. 

2. Explain how local participation and community empowerment 
contribute to the sustainability of development programs as 
demonstrated by BRAC and SEWA. 

3. Evaluate the role of strategic partnerships and innovation in enhancing 
the impact of BRAC and SEWA, and outline the key lessons for 
sustainable development that can be drawn from their approaches. 
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BRAC and SEWA lessons for applying integrated approaches to diverse contexts. The key 
takeaways include the necessity of local participation, the benefits of a 
holistic strategy, and the need for continuous innovation. These lessons are 
essential for policymakers and development practitioners aiming to address 
complex social challenges. 

13.12   KEY WORDS   
BRAC : BRAC in the World’s largest development organization, 

founded in 1972 in Bangladesh, focusing in poverty 
alleviation and empowerment globally. 

SEWA : SEWA, founded in 1942 by Ela Bhatt, in an Indian Trade 
Union empowering self-employed women in the informal 
sector nationwide. 

13.13   ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS   

UNIT 13 : BRAC and SEWA 

Check Your Progress A (Part-B) 

Answer-1 : Refer to section 13.1 

Check Your Progress B (Part-B) 

Answer-1 : Refer to section 13.2, subsection 13.2.1 

Answer-2 : Refer to section 13.2, subsection 13.2.2 

Answer-3 : Refer to section 13.2, subsection 13.2.3 

Check Your Progress C (Part-B) 

Answer-1 : Refer to section 13.3, subsection 13.3.1 

Answer-2 : Refer to section 13.3, subsection 13.3.2 

Answer-3 : Refer to section 13.3, subsection 13.3.3 

Check Your Progress D (Part-B) 

Answer-1 : Refer to section 13.4, subsection 13.4.1 

Answer-2 : Refer to section 13.4, subsection 13.4.2.1 & 13.4.2.2 

Answer-3 : Refer to section 13.4, subsection 13.4.5 & 13.4.6 

Check Your Progress E (Part-B) 

Answer-1 : Refer to section 13.5, subsection 13.5.1 

Answer-2 : Refer to section 13.5, subsection 13.5.2 

Answer-3 : Refer to section 13.5, subsection 13.5.5  
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Check Your Progress F (Part-B) 

Answer-1 : Refer to section 13.6, subsection 13.6.1 & 13.6.2 

Answer-2 : Refer to section 13.6, subsection 13.6.3 

Answer-3 : Refer to section 13.6, subsection 13.6.4 & 13.6.5 

Check Your Progress G (Part-B) 

Answer-1 : Refer to section 13.7, subsection 13.7.1 

Answer-2 : Refer to section 13.7, subsection 13.7.2 

Answer-3 : Refer to section 13.7, subsection 13.7.4 & 13.7.5 

Check Your Progress H (Part-B) 

Answer-1 : Refer to section 13.8, subsection 13.8.1 

Answer-2 : Refer to section 13.8, subsection 13.8.3 

Answer-3 : Refer to section 13.8, subsection 13.8.4 & 13.8.5 

Check Your Progress I (Part-B) 

Answer-1 : Refer to section 13.9, subsection 13.9.1  

Answer-2 : Refer to section 13.9, subsection 13.9.2 

Answer-3 : Refer to section 13.9, subsection 13.9.5 

Check Your Progress J (Part-B) 

Answer-1 : Refer to section 13.10, subsection 13.10.1 

Answer-2 : Refer to section 13.10, subsection 13.10.2 

Answer-3 : Refer to section 13.10, subsection 13.10.3 & 13.10.4 & 13.10.5 

13.14   TERMINAL QUESTIONS  

Terminal Questions (Answer in 500–600 words each): 

1. Explain the core mission and integrated development strategy of BRAC 
and how it addresses multifaceted poverty challenges. 

2. Describe the role of BRAC’s education and healthcare initiatives in 
improving literacy, maternal and childhealth and communitywell-being. 

3. How do BRAC’s micro finance programmes and social enterprises 
contribute to economic empowerment and financial sustainability. 

4. Discuss SEWA’s emergence and socio-economic conditions that 
necessitated its formation in India’s informal sector. 

5. Explain the significance of SEWA’s grassroots mobilization trade groups, 
and cooperative structure in empowering self-employed women. 
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