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“[The story of BRAC] is about the triumph of optimism, enterprise, and 
common sense over despair… It is about individuals who see challenge 
where others see only hopelessness. It is about people who see 
opportunity where others see peril”  

Ian Smillie, Freedom from Want 
 
   

Section 1:  Introduction 
 
 
This report summarises a preliminary 
mission of the Humanitarian Futures 
Programme (HFP) of King’s College 
London to BRAC, 25 April – 4 May 2009. 
The mission was undertaken as part of a 
set of joint activities that BRAC and the 
HFP have initiated towards establishing a 
collaborative relationship.    

 
The mission was a follow-on to the visit by 
the HFP’s Director to BRAC in December 
2008. It was designed with a twofold 
objective:  to provide an opportunity to 
further familiarise HFP staff with BRAC’s 
work and approach; and to provide the 
opportunity to test out selected HFP tools 
to support BRAC to self-assess its own 
capacity to anticipate and prepare for future 
humanitarian crises. The timing for this 
mission was particularly relevant as the 
strategy for BRAC’s DECC programme 
(see Annex 3) has recently been finalised  
to work on future issues related to disaster 
risk, environmental hazards and climate 
change.  

 
This was a first-time opportunity for many 
staff within BRAC to engage in dialogue on 
how future crisis drivers may impact upon 
BRAC’s work and to identify the types of 
measures that BRAC could consider to be 
better prepared to effectively face emerging 
future challenges.  

 
During the two-week mission the following 
activities were undertaken by the HFP 
team:  
 

• Individual interviews with 12 BRAC 
senior management 

• Individual interviews with 
representatives of 6 external 
agencies and partners 

• Completion of the HFP 
Organisational Self Assessment 
Tool (OSAT) questionnaire with 33 
selected head office and 23 field 
level staff 

• One meeting and one workshop at 
the end of the mission to present 
the initial findings of the mission to 
BRAC senior management 

• One workshop with BRAC field staff 
in Chittagong 

• Two-day site visit to the Chittagong 
area to a selected number of BRAC  
 

This report provides a fuller analysis of the 
crisis context for Bangladesh and 
implications for BRAC’s work in the future.  
It poses questions that BRAC may want to 
consider as it begins implementation of the 
DECC, based on the mission findings and 
how BRAC staff perceive that the DECC 
can be of support to the organisation and 
its programmes.   

 
The report further offers some suggestions 
for the way forward including measures 
that BRAC, through the DECC, can take to 
effectively address 21st century challenges 
and crisis threats in the context of its 
ongoing development and poverty 
reduction work. The report includes several 
suggestions on how the HFP and BRAC 
can further collaborate in this process.   

 
Following this section, the report is 
organised in four sections: the evolving 
crisis context in Bangladesh and future 
implications for BRAC’s own work, within 
Bangladesh and internationally; findings; 



conclusions; and finally recommendations 
for the way forward.  
 
The HFP believes that in order to face the 
many challenges of the future effectively, 
organisations will need to become more 
anticipatory, adaptive, innovative and 
collaborative. The findings in this report are 
grouped around these four key capacities. 

 
This report should be seen as a starting 
point for discussions to identify specific 
ways that “futures capacity” can support 
BRAC’s mission and how this capacity can 
be embedded into its ongoing programming 
strategies and approaches.  The creation of 
the DECC demonstrates BRAC’s 
commitment to be an organisation that 
fosters new and innovative approaches to 
improve the lives of the poorest and most 
vulnerable in Bangladesh and elsewhere in 
the world in a sustainable manner.   In this 
context BRAC is uniquely qualified and 
positioned to provide leadership on how 
futures capacities can help to address the 
complexity of humanitarian and 
development issues and challenges that 
21st century organisations will increasingly 
face. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Section 2: Bangladesh in a 
“futures” crisis context   and 
BRAC’s  evolving role 

 
The diverse range of crises that 
Bangladesh has had to face since its birth 
as a nation in 1972, emerging from the 
devastating Cyclone Bhola of 1970 and the 
bloody Liberation War, are well 
documented. While the many threats facing 
this densely populated delta country should 
not be overlooked, it is with Bangladesh’s 
success story in addressing existing 
vulnerability that the HFP wishes to begin.  
 
The capacity of the government, 
communities, national and international 
NGOs to prepare and respond to disasters 
has been strengthening steadily over the 
last 30 years. Through its Ministry for Food 
and Disaster Management (MoFDM) and 
its Comprehensive Disaster Management 
Programme (CDMP), Bangladesh is taking 
steps to adopt a holistic approach to 
disaster management that focuses on 
emergency response and recovery in a 
manner that also addresses long-term 
vulnerability issues with the long-term goal 
of reducing all risks to acceptable levels.   
 
BRAC’s own creation and evolution 
provides an interesting parallel to that of 
disaster management in the broader 
national context. Created as a relief effort 
in 1972 to support victims of Cyclone Bhola 
and the Liberation War, the organisation’s 
reputation was established as a result of its 
initial success to reach and effectively 
deliver aid to communities in crisis. 
Recognising that there is a link between 
disaster risk and poverty, BRAC 
subsequently moved into longer term 
development as the way to help address 
the underlying causes of vulnerability of 
people living in the regions affected by 
crises: “All had seen the area’s deep-
seated poverty, and all knew their relief and 
reconstruction efforts had only touched the 
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surface of the need”1. In this sense, BRAC, 
from its very beginning has understood the 
fundamental link between disaster risk and 
development and that sustainable 
development is only achievable by 
addressing the long term underlying factors 
which hinder people’s economic and social 
development and at the same time make 
them vulnerable to crises.   

 
Over the years BRAC has effectively 
established itself as the leading southern 
non-governmental organisation, widely 
recognised for bringing about positive 
changes in the quality of life of poor 
communities in Bangladesh and 
increasingly in an international context. In 
times of disasters it has continued to 
provide relief in emergency situations, 
temporarily redirecting its existing country 
wide resources to reach huge numbers of 
people who are in need of relief and 
rehabilitation assistance. BRAC has 
effectively channelled humanitarian 
assistance to support people so they can 
effectively get back to their own homes and 
resume their livelihoods, mindful of the 
need for these activities to feed into longer-
term development programmes that BRAC 
was already running.  

 
However, alongside these successes, it is 
also necessary to consider the new 
challenges that the future is likely to hold, 
and the changes that BRAC, and other 
organisations concerned with reducing 
vulnerability of communities to crises, must 
continue to make to remain effective. The 
changing nature and dynamics of 
humanitarian threats in the coming 
decades will likely require an approach for 
anticipating and responding to crises that is 
significantly different from that of the 
present.  
 
In few other countries is the potential 
impact of longer term threats and the 

                                            
1 Smillie, Ian, Freedom from Want: the 
remarkable success story of BRAC (Kumarian 
Press, 2009) 

urgency in addressing them more evident 
than in Bangladesh. Bangladesh is widely 
cited to be at high risk from climate change 
which could potentially affect the entire 
country in a variety of ways including mass 
internal displacement and the prospect of 
large numbers of environmental refugees, 
declining security of water and food 
resources and conflict over available land. 
Other future crisis drivers include urban 
migration, increasing social inequality, 
youth unemployment and new diseases. 
 
Set against these threats are wider 
changes and uncertainties in the regional 
and global contexts that will also impact on 
Bangladesh: the current global financial 
crisis and its impact on Bangladesh’s 
economic growth; regional and trans 
boundary water, trade and conflict issues; 
new types of humanitarian actors and 
changing affected populations with new 
types of vulnerabilities, emerging 
technologies and scientific developments 
bringing with them both threats and 
opportunities, and sweeping changes to the 
system of humanitarian and development 
assistance financing.  

 
No organisation can predict with absolute 
certainty what future crises will look like, 
nor when they will occur or the impacts 
they will have. What organisations can do, 
however, is become more sensitive to what 
might be, and sufficiently agile to anticipate 
and respond effectively to changing 
circumstances. Organisations that have 
flexibility, and recognise the importance of 
innovation and speculative analysis, are 
likely to be ones that will be better 
equipped to anticipate and adapt to what 
the future might hold for the most 
vulnerable people whom such 
organisations seek to serve. 

 
During the HFP mission, staff highlighted 
how these concerns and issues are 
relevant for BRAC and its work, particularly 
in light of its internationalisation. If, in fact, 
the vulnerability of the populations BRAC 
serves starts to increase faster than their 
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capacity to mange or reduce risk from such 
things as natural hazards, climate change 
and other crisis drivers is being 
strengthened, this scenario would have  
significant implications for BRAC’s poverty 
reduction work and for how it conceives its 
disaster and humanitarian work.   
 
In that context, the recently created DECC 
programme offers BRAC a promising 
opportunity to better link its disasters and 
development work in ways that include, but 
is not limited to, response following a 
disaster.   BRAC, through the DECC, can 
start to define its role in a way that goes 
beyond the boundaries of being a 
traditional humanitarian assistance 
organisation to include having the capacity 
to address longer-term threats and crisis 
drivers.  
 
The HFP interviews with BRAC staff 
affirmed this, advocating for the DECC to 
be a support mechanism for the larger 
organisation that can practically and in the 
“BRAC way” ensure that the organisation at 
all levels has a futures capacity. That is to 
say the ability to effectively anticipate, 
monitor and integrate crisis threats and 
challenges into its poverty and vulnerability 
reduction work, and to align this with its 
internal policies, long-term planning and 
operational processes. BRAC has a 
considerable bank of experience and 
expertise on which to draw. It also has a 
uniquely innovative and flexible approach 
based on a deep commitment to the needs 
and priorities of the ultra-poor which has 
allowed it to tackle many seemingly 
insurmountable challenges facing the most 
vulnerable. 

 
Important questions were raised during the 
mission, about the scope of BRAC’s 
disaster management role, for the DECC to 
consider as it moves into the 
implementation phase. These are not 
questions for which the HFP has answers, 
but rather issues which BRAC might wish 
to bear in mind as it considers some of the 
broader issues laid out the report.  

 
Some key questions for 

consideration 
 

 What will distinguish BRAC’s 
disaster management work from 
that of other organisations? What 
will be its added value? Is this the 
same for BRAC’s work in 
Bangladesh and for its work 
overseas? 

 
 How will BRAC define its role and 

crisis work; for example will it cover 
natural hazards only, or also include 
conflict and complex emergencies? 
How easy will it be in future to draw 
such a distinction, particularly in 
BRAC’s overseas work?  

 
 In what areas of humanitarian 

assistance will BRAC work, for 
example preparedness and 
response, prevention and 
mitigation, early recovery?  

 
 Is BRAC going to respond 

internationally only in the countries 
where it has programmes, or have 
an international response force? 
Will humanitarian intervention in a 
country lead to a longer term BRAC 
engagement in that country, and if 
not how will BRAC decide when it is 
appropriate to withdraw?  

 
 How can emergencies work be 

linked to BRAC’s longer term 
development goals?  

 
 How can BRAC link climate change 

and disasters at the level of 
practical programming?  
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Section 3:  Findings 
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The findings in this report are based on 
OSAT responses from head office and field 
staff, key informant interviews. In this 
mission, the sample size was small, and as 
such these preliminary findings cannot in 
any sense be considered definitive. Rather 
they indicate areas where BRAC might like 
to consider giving further attention.  There 
are 12 main findings, arranged around the 
four key futures capacities: anticipation, 
adaptation, innovation and collaboration, as 
well as a finding on future crisis drivers.  
 
Future crisis drivers 
 
Summary: Finding 1 
The current extent to which future crisis 
drivers are built into policies and 
operational activities is insufficient 
given their perceived importance 
 
During the mission the HFP team asked, 
through the OSAT questionnaire and 
individual interviews, what BRAC staff saw 
as the most important drivers of future 
crises in Bangladesh. A consistent picture 
emerged from across different levels of 
staff and from head office and field office, 
prioritising climate change and water 

availability as key concerns. The top crisis 
drivers prioritised in the risk assessment 
(the level of impact identified multiplied by 
the probability of occurrence) were:  
 

1. Climate change induced disasters 
2. Water scarcity 
3. Increasing urban poor 
4. Food scarcity 
5. Resource conflicts 
6. New/ emerging diseases 
 

There was a recognition amongst BRAC 
staff that these types of crisis drivers would 
have major implications for communities 
served by BRAC, and for the organisation 
itself, in terms of security of staff, 
sustainability of assets and the types of 
skills and resources that would be needed 
in the future. 
 
In contrast to this acceptance of the 
importance of such crisis drivers, the extent 
to which they are currently addressed 
through BRAC’s strategies and operations 
was consistently lower than the perceived 
risk they posed. This poses significant 
questions for BRAC’s ability to respond 
effectively to reduce vulnerability to these 
longer term drivers, or to respond in the 
event that a major crisis occurred.  
 

Incorporation  into  polic ies  and  operations  vs  impac t of c ris is  
driver (incorporation  minus  impac t)
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Anticipation 
 
Anticipation is the ability of organisations to 
look ahead to identify and understand 
threats and opportunities appearing on the 
horizon.  
 
Time spent on future planning  
 
Summary: Finding 2  
The majority of staff felt that more time 
should be spent on thinking about and 
planning for the future, and specifically 
on long term and futures orientated 
planning rather than short term tactical 
planning. 
 
There was a strong feeling among BRAC 
staff that more time should be set aside 
specifically for long term and future 
planning. OSAT data shows that two-thirds 
of respondents felt that the amount of time 
currently set aside by their department or 
unit for this activity was insufficient. Only 1 
respondent felt it should be reduced, and of 
the 30% who felt it should remain the 
same, 44% already spent over half their 
time on future planning. Overall, the current 
average proportion of time given to future 
planning was 32% and the ideal would be 
42%.  82% of respondents agreed or 
strongly agreed that the ideal level of 
futures planning they had identified was a 
realistic proposition.  
 
This desire for increased emphasis on 
thinking about the future was supported by 
key informant interviews. While the senior 
management representatives interviewed 
were well able to consider the potential 
impact of longer term crisis drivers on their 
programmes, many said that it was the first 
time they had specifically given attention to 
considering these issues. Most recognised 
the importance of doing so if BRAC is to 
continue to be relevant and effective in the 
longer term. One interview respondent 
commented that “BRAC’s changes over the 
last 30 years can be seen as a proxy 
indicator for changes in Bangladesh”, in the 

sense of its shifts to meet changing needs: 
from purely rural to including urban 
programmes and from a focus on purely 
ultra poor women to providing opportunities 
for people to move up through different 
levels of microcredit and onto commercial 
loans. Another commented that BRAC 
must now serve communities by “showing 
the road ahead” in terms of future threats. 
 
When time for thinking about the future was 
broken down into specific types of 
planning, there was a desire for a greater 
emphasis on long term (5 years or more) 
and in depth futures-orientated planning 
(speculative thinking, using multiple future 
scenarios). Currently the greatest focus 
was given to short term tactical planning 
which, in an ideal scenario, was felt to be 
less of a priority.  

Current breakdown of planning time scales

In depth 
futures 
oriented 
planning
13%

Long term 
planning
18%

Medium term 
strategic 
planning
25%

Short term 
tactical 
planning
44%

 

Ideal breakdown of planning time scales

Long term 
planning
24% Medium term 

strategic 
planning
26%

Short term 
tactical 
planning
30%

In depth 
futures 
oriented 
planning
20%
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Some interview respondents felt that the 
DECC’s role should be, in part at least, to 
provide a way for this kind of longer term 
thinking to occur: one respondent for 
example suggested the DECC should 
provide a “space to question 
assumptions… and explore things in more 
depth than individual programmes are able 
to”.  
 
Systematic ability to identify threats 
 
Summary: Finding 3 
There is a lack of existing capacity to 
anticipate, monitor and analyse future 
threats in a systematic way, and this is a 
role that BRAC staff want the DECC to 
fulfil.  
 
The OSAT data suggests a relatively 
strong confidence in BRAC’s ability to 
anticipate and screen future threats, 
assessed against a set of specific and 
concrete criteria (eg. Does the organisation 
have dedicated staff resources to identify 
future humanitarian crises? Do those 
responsible for strategic planning regularly 
consult sources outside the humanitarian/ 
development sector?).  
 
Two things are interesting in this regard: 
firstly, that this confidence was apparently 
contradicted in the majority of interviews, in 
which respondents felt they had rarely had 
the opportunity to consider such futures 
issues in a systematic way. One 
respondent talked of the need for a more 
“risk responsive BRAC” and another of the 
need to be more “proactive- instead of 
response to look at what might happen and 
how to reduce vulnerability”. In particular 
there was a clear recognition that BRAC’s 
humanitarian work to date has been 

reactive and ad hoc. When asked about the 
role that the DECC should play within the 
organisation, there was a consistent call for 
more systematic anticipation of threats, 
better understanding and analysis of 
drivers and communication of threats: while 
staff interviewed were able to think in 
general terms about longer term 
implications, for many it was, 
understandably, more challenging to 
consider specific impacts for their current 
programmes and resources, and this kind 
of support and analysis would be 
welcomed from the DECC. 
 
Secondly there was a noticeable difference 
in the OSAT responses of senior and 
department management levels (the former 
defined as having overarching 
organisational responsibility and the latter 
has having management responsibility for 
specific sector or geographical area). 
Senior management were less optimistic in 
BRAC’s current ability to systematically 
identify and screen long term future threats. 
One suggested that BRAC is quite strong 
on traditional crises but expressed doubts 
about its ability to cope with new types of 
crisis scenarios. This could suggest a lack 
of clarity amongst some respondents on 
the definition of “future threats” (for 
example, BRAC may have systems for 
monitoring and collecting information, but 
these may not be sufficiently orientated to 
longer term future threats), or alternatively 
that while at the level of individual 
departments there are processes for 
anticipation of threats, this does not 
necessarily reflect a wider systematic 
approach for the organisation as a whole.  
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Summary: Finding 4 
External expertise on threats and 
potential solutions is not currently 
maximised  
 
Summary: Finding 5 
Information on threats that are 
identified is not sufficiently shared 
within the organisation 
 
Within the data, two particular areas of 
were identified where staff felt that 
BRAC’s capacity was relatively low. One 
was the ability to draw on external 

expertise to identify and understand 
threats. The second was a perceived 
lack of mechanisms for sharing and 
communicating information on potential 
threats internally. This corresponds with 
interview responses, in which 
respondents consistently highlighted the 
need for the DECC to be a cross cutting 
forum where departments could find a 
space to jointly consider future issues. 
The interviews identified several areas 
where impact of future crises drivers will 
be felt beyond the traditional boundaries 
of programmes, for example, rising 
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HIV/AIDS levels would require effective 
sharing of information between 
healthcare and health promotion 
initiatives, education and social 
programmes. 
 
Adaptation and Innovation 
 
Adaptation concerns the ability of 
organisations to act once a threat has 
been identified and to change direction in 
response to changing environments. 
Potential drivers of crisis are not static, 
nor is the vulnerability of communities to 
these threats, so a process of assessing 
and acting on such threats must be 
ongoing. 
 
Innovation is the capacity to identify and 
take on new ideas from a wide range of 
sources that have the potential to provide 
solutions to new and changing threats. 
This could be not only technologies, but 
also new types of processes, systems or 
approaches. 
 
Ability to act on identified threats 
 
Summary: Finding 6 
Strategies are not currently 
sufficiently sensitive to changing 
threats 
 
Summary: Finding 7 
Changes that are made to strategies 
are not always reflected in operational 
activities 
 
OSAT data suggests that there is not 
always a rigorous process of reviewing 
and amending strategies to reflect 
changing and emerging threats, and that 
when strategies do change this is not 
necessarily reflected in operational 
activities. This was particularly strongly 
felt among field staff, 65% of whom felt 
that changes in organisational strategy 
were not always reflected in changes at 
the operational level (compared to 18% 
at head office). Discussions during the 

head office workshop supported this 
finding and in turn suggested that 
communication and training could be 
important issues for addressing this. 
However, as previously noted, the 
sample size in this preliminary mission 
was small and further work with a more 
rigorous sample would be beneficial to 
test these initial findings. 
 

Head office responses

18

82

% staff who
disagree or
disagree strongly

% staff who agree
or agree strongly

  

Field level responses

65

35 % staff who
disagree or disagree
strongly
% staff who agree
or agree strongly

 
Responses to: “Operational activities are 
always adjusted to meet modification in 
organisational strategies” 
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Agility and flexibility 
 
Summary: Finding 8 
Although BRAC’s approach to 
disaster management should be made 
more systematic, its operations to 
date have had important benefits 
which should not be overlooked in 
future systems. 
 
The interview respondents consistently 
recognised the importance of making 
BRAC’s disaster response work more 
systematic and consistent across 
different geographical areas. In particular 
there was a call for Standard Operating 
Procedures, improved training for staff 
and communities and better coordination 
during emergencies. These were all roles 
that staff felt the DECC should perform.  
 
Alongside this recognition of the need to 
formalise and strengthen capacity, 
however, many people also mentioned 
BRAC’s strengths in the area of disaster 
response to date. This included the 
ability to reach affected areas quickly, the 
fact that BRAC staff have pre-established 
trust and understanding with 
communities, and ability to introduce 
innovative solutions to problems 
identified on the ground.  
 
Staff frequently mentioned the 
commitment and shared vision of BRAC 
staff that have allowed effective disaster 
response, even in the absence of formal 
procedures or training. For example one 
interview respondent described how, 
when the breakdown of communications 
following Cyclone Sidr meant that it was 
impossible to contact BRAC staff on the 
morning after the cyclone, people 
nevertheless automatically reported to 
the office as soon as it was light enough 
to travel, to see how they could 
contribute to the relief operation. 
 
 
 
 

Summary: Finding 9 
The ability of the organisation to 
remain agile and flexible in changing 
circumstances requires systems 
which ensure operations change to 
reflect strategies, but at the same time 
allow field operations and practical 
learning to inform these strategies. 
 
The OSAT data, as shown in the graph 
below (titled “Adaptation”), suggests 
concerns about the extent to which the 
organisation’s structure and processes 
allow learning from the field level to be 
fed upwards into strategy. At the same 
time, OSAT responses suggest that staff 
at lower levels of the organisational 
structure feel that there is capacity for 
delegated decision making. The OSAT 
responses illustrated in this graphs show, 
on average, a low degree of agreement 
with the statement “Staff have sufficient 
understanding and authority to take 
independent decisions” and “The fear of 
blame is not a constraint in the way that 
staff approach their roles and 
responsibilities”. For all the statements 
around adaptation the perceptions of 
field staff were less positive than those of 
head office staff. 
 
While noting that the sample size was 
small and covered only one field office, 
the head office workshop included some 
discussion around these issues, 
including the impacts of BRAC’s rapid 
growth on the culture of the organisation 
and relationship between head office and 
operations on the ground: whereas 
BRAC was still referred to by many as a 
“family” which commanded great 
affection and loyalty, there was a sense 
that the family had changed and grown 
so dramatically in recent years that a 
rethink of the links between head office 
and field offices, particularly in terms of 
training, communication and input into 
decision making, would be needed to 
ensure that input from communities 
continues to inform strategic decision 
making. 
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Innovation and risk taking  
 
Summary: Finding 10 
The capacity of the organisation to 
innovate is strengthened by all levels 
of the organisation being encouraged 
to contribute and try out new ideas 
and suggest innovations. 
 
Many of the interviews highlighted the 
ability to innovate as one of BRAC’s 

main strengths, which separated it from 
other development or humanitarian 
organisations. Staff noted new projects 
or technologies that had been 
introduced to address challenges faced 
at the village level, for example the 
development of low-tech community TB 
testing kits, and the creation of a 
partnership with Western Union in 
response to difficulties faced by 
communities in accessing transfers from 
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the Diaspora. They also emphasised the 
uniqueness of BRAC’s approach which 
prioritises the participation of 
communities in implementing 
programmes and analysing needs, and 
the ability of BRAC to pilot ideas that 
appear to have potential and rapidly 
scale up those that are successful. 
 
However, responses on innovation, 
through the OSAT, interviews and 
workshops, point towards a fundamental 
paradox: whereas on the one hand the 
ethos of innovation, risk taking and 
flexibility was evident in its approach to 
community development, within the 
organisation itself innovative capacities 
were perceived by some to be less 
evident: 70% of field staff disagreed or 
strongly disagreed with the statement 
“Rewards are given to staff or teams 
who introduce new practices” and 61% 
disagreed or strongly disagreed with the 
statement “Senior management 
provides systems by which anyone, 
from all levels and all departments has 
the opportunity to propose new 
practices”. 
 
The organisation was perceived, 
however, as being willing to be the first 
to try new ideas:  interestingly questions 
on the willingness of the organisation to 
try ideas that might fail yielded a higher 
level of agreement from field staff than 
head office staff. The importance of 
community self-sufficiency in selecting 
innovations, which reinforces the idea of 
BRAC as an organisation willing to 
innovate, was supported at both field 
office and head office (83% of 
respondents at field office and 73% at 
head office agreed or strongly agreed 
with the statement “community self-
sufficiency is the most important criteria 
in selecting new innovations”). However, 
there was less support for the idea that 
innovations could come from all levels of 
the organisation or that they were 
actively rewarded. 
 

As mentioned above, the OSAT data 
showed relatively low scores for 
questions on the ability of staff to take 
independent decisions, and significantly, 
on the extent to which a fear of blame 
constrained the way staff approached 
their roles and responsibilities. As in 
other areas, this feeling was apparently 
stronger among field office staff, 
suggesting that a culture of encouraging 
innovation and risk taking does not 
extend through all levels of the 
organisation. While there was by no 
means universal agreement when this 
was discussed in the head office 
workshop, a significant proportion of the 
participants felt that there was a need to 
further explore this issue. 
 

Head  offic e res pons es

%  s taff who 
agree or agree 

s trongly
70%

%  s taff who 
dis agree or 

dis agree s trongly
30%

 

F ield  level res pons es

%  s taff who 
dis agree or 

dis agree s trongly
61%

s taff who agree 
r agree s trongly

39%

 
 
Responses to: “The fear of blame is not 
a major constraint on the way staff 
approach their roles and responsibilities 
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Collaboration 
 

Becoming more collaborative is about 
being able to work with a range of actors 
to jointly address future crises. 
Collaboration can involve different kinds 
of relationships from sharing information 
or expertise through to joint 
programming or pooling of resources. 

 
Importance of collaboration 
 
Summary: Finding 11 
Collaboration strengthens BRAC’s 
ability to address threats, both now 
and in the future 
 
The value of collaboration was 
highlighted at all levels of the 
organisation. The types of collaborating 
partners felt to be most important 
differed between head office and field 
office, as would be expected, but across 
the board it was felt to strengthen 
BRAC’s work, particularly among field 
staff. The opportunity for BRAC to play a 
coordinating role amongst NGOs was 
also strongly emphasised.  
 
The OSAT data suggests less certainty 
among staff around BRAC’s willingness 
to collaborate with non traditional 
partners, particularly at a more strategic 
level such as joint programming for 
disaster preparedness.  
 
Summary: Finding 12 
External collaboration offers an 
opportunity to play an increased 
coordinating role among NGOs and 
other actors. 
 
OSAT data and interviews showed that 
staff felt BRAC has the potential to play 
a coordinating role amongst NGOs as 
well as other external actors. BRAC 
already has an extensive network of 
contacts with government, private sector 
and to some extent the military, which 
could be exploited to support and 

facilitate coordination for humanitarian 
assistance. 
 
Collaboration in the future 
 
Summary: Finding 13 
The importance of relationships with 
external actors, including non 
traditional partners, will increase in 
the future particularly in BRAC’s 
humanitarian work. 

 
At both head office and field office level, 
the importance of most of these actors 
was predicted to increase in the future. 
At least three staff identified a role for 
the DECC in identifying and facilitating 
relationships with new external partners 
that could support BRAC programmes. 

Collaborating partners in current order of 
importance 

Head office  Field level 
Scientific 
community and 
academic 
institutions 

Local private sector 
organisations 

NGOs  NGOs 

Government 

Scientific 
community and 
academic 
institutions 

Local private 
sector 
organisations 

Multinational 
corporations 

Multinational 
corporations  Government 

Internet‐based 
groups 

Diaspora 
communities / 
organisations 

Diaspora 
communities / 
organisations 

Internet‐based 
groups 

Multilateral 
military 
organisations  Local military 

Local military 
Multilateral military 
organisations 
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Amongst those seen as likely to 
increase in importance for BRAC some, 
such as scientific and research 
institutions, are already strong 
collaborating partners; others such as 
local and multilateral military are actors 
with whom BRAC currently has less 
interaction, at least in Bangladesh. 
Particularly at the field level, there 
appeared to be a strong feeling that the 
military was not currently an important 
partner. However, 60% of field and 36% 
of head office staff felt that relationships 
with local military would increase in the 
future. 
 
Internal collaboration 
 
Summary: Finding 14 
Information sharing and cross-
sectoral programming within BRAC 
will need to be strengthened to 
address the challenges of the future 
 
While the importance of collaborating 
with external actors was strongly valued, 
there was less emphasis in interviews 
and workshops on existing strong 
collaboration between BRAC 
programmes and initiatives. If disaster 
risk and climate change are to be 
incorporated into BRAC’s existing 
programmes, the importance of strong 
internal collaboration would seem to be 
evident. 
 
The majority of interview subjects, when 
asked about the role of the DECC, felt 
that it should be a forum for sharing of 
information across BRAC, and should 
work across traditional sectoral or 
departmental boundaries. It was also 
emphasised by Directors that, as the 
DECC considers the best ways to 
support programmes by providing 
strategic leadership and support on 
futures issues, it should learn from the 
way that other cross-cutting initiatives in 
BRAC have approached the challenge 
of working across departments. 
 

Role of the DECC 
 
Staff were asked, in interviews and in 
workshops, how the DECC could best 
support their programmes. A number of 
staff were unaware about this new 
initiative and the objectives of the DECC 
when it was raised in key informant 
interviews. However all, including those 
who had not previously heard about the 
DECC, had a variety of suggestions for 
how such an initiative could usefully 
support their programmes, many of 
which reinforce the objectives in 
DECC’s existing strategy paper.  
 
Activities that departments wanted 
the DECC to perform 
 
 Anticipate and monitor future crises 

 
 Provide strategic leadership and 

guidance on future issues 
 
 Research issues in more depth than 

other programmes have time or 
capacity to do 

 
 Help programmes to understand the 

practical implications of future crisis 
drivers for their projects 

 
 Promote collaboration and 

information sharing, internally and 
externally 

 
 Support programmes to work across 

sectors 
 
 Pilot new ideas and innovations 

 
 Provide a space for creative thinking 

and open discussion 
 
 Develop tools and resources to help 

programmes adapt to future 
changes 

 
 Strengthen disaster management 

capacity 
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Section 4: Conclusions 
 
Some of these conclusions apply to the 
DECC specifically, and others have 
wider implications for BRAC. All relate to 
BRAC’s capacity to address to longer 
term threats and DECC’s leadership role 
in supporting this. 
 
DECC 
 
1. The DECC should provide tools to 

help programmes consider the 
implications of future crisis drivers 
and decide on appropriate actions. 
This should be viewed in the context 
of strong calls for the DECC to be a 
cross cutting support programme, 
and not one that works in isolation: 
in other words the DECC should not 
be the place where long term 
thinking is done, but rather a means 
of facilitating this within core 
departments and across the 
organisation, through developing 
tools and capacity to carry out 
futures orientated planning. 

 
2. The DECC should play a key role in 

strengthening information sharing on 
future threats, both to and across 
departments. For instance, it 
became clear through interviews that 
while BRAC University is conducting 
research into earthquake proof 
housing, there is no systematic 
linkage with the construction carried 
out by BRAC’s estate division when 
planning the construction of new 
BRAC offices or other buildings. The 
DECC, with the advantage of an 
cross cutting position within the 
organisation, could support 
programmes to make these kinds of 
linkages within BRAC and its wide 
range of associated initiatives. 

 
 
3. BRAC should identify ways to 

strengthen the communication of 

priorities and strategic changes to 
staff at both head office and field 
offices, as well as promoting 
independent decision making at the 
field level based on clearly 
understood strategic priorities. In 
order to respond effectively to 
rapidly changing circumstances in 
the future, the organisation will 
require processes that foster the 
kind of agility and flexibility prized by 
BRAC in its overall approach to 
development. 
 

4. The DECC needs to have greater 
visibility so staff understand what it 
is and how it is different to other 
programmes. The DECC needs to 
be perceived as a programme that is 
service orientated and guided by the 
needs of programmes. 

 
5. By working in meaningful 

collaboration with other actors, 
particularly those outside the 
traditional humanitarian sphere, 
BRAC has an opportunity to operate 
in a way that few other humanitarian 
actors are currently doing, and 
demonstrate a new model of 
humanitarian response. 
Collaboration with relevant external 
actors, for information sharing and 
joint programming, should form part 
of the DECC’s strategy for disaster 
management as well as systems for 
identifying future threats and 
opportunities.  

 
6. The positive element of an ad hoc 

approach to disaster response is the 
ability to innovate and work flexibly, 
while its disadvantage would be the 
absence of systematic processes to 
share and learn from previous 
experiences, and of mechanisms to 
use existing knowledge to inform 
action or coordinate between, 
individually successful, initiatives.  
The DECC will need to consider how 
to balance these elements, not only 
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7. The DECC should seek to learn from 

BRAC’s past experience in disaster 
response, in order to identify both 
strengths and weaknesses to inform 
new processes 

 
BRAC 
 
1. BRAC requires stronger 

mechanisms to systematically 
anticipate, monitor and analyse 
future humanitarian threats and 
opportunities, which draw more 
extensively on external expertise. As 
BRAC, along with other 
organisations, moves into new and 
increasingly uncertain territory, 
particularly in response to climate 
change, it will also become more 
important to be able to learn 
honestly from both successes and 
failures. 

 
2. Strategies should be regularly tested 

and updated to ensure continued 
relevance in the light of changing 
and emerging threats. This process 
would benefit from ensuring the 
involvement of field staff and 
communities to ensure the broadest 
range of changing threats are 
captured and considered. 

 
3. Strategies and operational activities 

need to be more closely aligned to 
ensure that strategic decisions to 
address future threats are translated 
into effective action. This should be 

a key concern for the DECC: no 
matter how well threats are identified 
at head office and incorporated into 
strategies, if this is not reflected in 
BRAC’s work with communities, then 
the potential for addressing future 
challenges in a meaningful way will 
remain limited 

 
4. Measures to identify and reward 

innovation at all levels of the 
organisation should be developed, to 
ensure that BRAC maximises its 
capacity to innovate in the face of 
emerging threats. 

 
5. Measures to promote effective and 

appropriate collaboration, including 
with non traditional actors, should be 
integrated into long term strategic 
planning. In this context, BRAC as 
an organisation should consider how 
changing relationships with non 
traditional partners such as the 
military and private sector should 
best be managed and exploited for 
the benefit of the communities in 
different contexts. 
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Section 5: Recommendations 
 

1. Identifying threats 
 

These recommendations focus on 
strengthening BRAC’s capacity to 
systematically identify, analyse and 
prioritise long term future crisis threats.  

 
Establish a Futures Early Warning 
System 
To strengthen BRAC’s capacity to 
anticipate in a systematic way long term 
future threats and opportunities, a 
“Futures Early Warning System” could 
be developed which would be 
coordinated through the DECC but bring 
in expertise from a range of BRAC 
departments, programmes and external 
bodies. The purpose of the system 
would be to identify and analyse factors 
that may impact on BRAC and the 
communities it serves in the future, 
either in a positive or negative way. The 
system would inform BRAC’s decision 
making regarding long term strategy 
formulation, programming and resource 
allocation.   
 
The system would use horizon scanning 
and trend monitoring, in a way that 
pushes the boundaries of traditional 
EWS for disasters, both in terms of 
timescale (i.e. up to a two decade 
perspective) and disciplines (i.e. 
scanning sectors outside the traditional 
humanitarian and development world, 
including military, sciences, corporate 
sector etc.). It would also be innovative 
in looking ahead for positive changes as 
well as threats, including new 
technologies, scientific developments or 
new collaborating partners. The system 
of future early warning can draw on 
existing methods and models of both 
conventional EWS and futures 
methodology, and combine them into an 
innovative system. The system will be 
designed to be compatible and 
consistent with BRAC’s existing facilities 

and processes for research, knowledge 
management and coordination.  It will be 
guided in part by the Futures Group 
(see below). 

 
It also must also incorporate an effective 
system of prioritisation and 
communication of issues within the 
organisation. Clearly not all threats 
warrant being addressed in the same 
way, and the appropriate response will 
depend on both the urgency of the 
threat and its potential impact: some will 
require immediate action; some detailed 
further research; some will need to 
inform strategic planning and project 
development; others may not require 
immediate action but should remain on 
the radar and be continually monitored.  
 
The process by which these decisions 
are made will involve a number of 
different parts of the organisation 
working in collaboration and will also 
depend on effective systems of 
communicating information and 
appropriate outputs on potential threats 
(such as regular summaries circulated 
to departments, briefings for senior 
managers, input into strategic planning 
exercises and project development etc.).  

 
 

Establish a Futures Group 
A BRAC Futures Group would be a 
multidisciplinary network including 
natural and social scientists, principally 
from academic and research institutions, 
working alongside BRAC staff to inform 
BRAC’s work in monitoring longer term 
threats and identifying innovations and 
new types of methodologies to support 
strategic planning. Collaborating in this 
way with external experts would allow 
BRAC to bring in resources that few 
organisations would have the capacity 
to develop internally and that will be 
necessary to address complex and 
uncertain future issues.  
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The Futures Group presents an 
opportunity for BRAC to exercise its 
leadership role by convening a range of 
non traditional stakeholders around 
critical issues, in a futures-orientated 
way that few humanitarian agencies are 
currently doing. These types of fora can 
support coordination and harmonisation 
of action around crisis drivers.  

 
The Futures Group could initially 
support BRAC in a number of ways, 
including:  

 
 Inform and guide the scope of 

the Futures Early Warning 
System 

 Inform and guide the crisis 
drivers research and scenario 
development exercise 

 Providing a series of short, open 
access seminars to introduce 
new and emerging issues 
relating to innovation and new 
forms of collaboration to BRAC 
staff 

 
Analysis of future crisis and change 
drivers  
Further research should be conducted 
to analyse and understand the potential 
impacts of future crisis and change 
drivers on BRAC’s programmes and 
operations. This should seek to analyse 
the implications for Bangladesh and the 
region, and should focus on practical 
likely impacts for BRAC’s work. The 
research would an ongoing function, but 
initially could address some of the 
priority future drivers (including climate 
change, water and food security, 
urbanisation, new diseases etc.) 
identified in the OSAT, as well as others 
that were felt to be particularly important 
for BRAC. The research will draw upon 
the Futures Group, and will feed into the 
scenario development exercise 
described below. 

 

The research should also incorporate 
participatory research with communities 
and to understand the ways that future 
changes will impact on their lives and 
livelihoods. HFP could make available 
on a short to medium term basis a 
researcher with expertise in this kind of 
future orientated research to work with 
BRAC research division to conduct the 
research. 

 
It is suggested that the research include: 
 

 Analysis of prioritised drivers of 
change and potential impacts 

 Futures orientated assessment 
of the implications interaction of 
drivers (for example 
simultaneous, synchronous or 
sequential crises) 

 Detailed futures orientated case 
studies highlighting likely 
impacts for a particular BRAC 
project or geographical area 

 Initial list of potential impacts and 
indicators to inform a “futures 
checklist” (see below) 

 Lessons learned and capacity 
stocktaking for preparedness 
and response, consolidating 
experiences from previous 
emergency situations in which 
BRAC provided assistance.  
 

Identify resources for Disaster 
Management 
In the DECC strategy paper2 there are a 
number of disaster preparedness and 
response capacities and priorities that 
are clearly important for BRAC to 
develop in the shorter term (for example 
Standard Operating Procedures [SOPs], 
special core response team, staff 
security guidelines). While some of the 
HFP recommendations are designed to 

                                            
2 Strategy Paper: DECC, June 16 2009 
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strengthen BRAC’s capacity to 
anticipate and prepare for future crises, 
it is also recognised that in the 
immediate term BRAC needs also to 
begin putting in place immediate 
disaster management structures. As 
discussed during the HFP mission, 
rather than “reinventing the wheel” 
BRAC should seek to draw on the best 
of the resources already available and 
tailor these to its own needs.  
 
With that in mind, BRAC may wish to 
consider establishing a small Advisory 
Group on Disaster Management. This 
Group would advise on the scope and 
set up of its disaster management 
programme. Specifically the group could 
help BRAC to identify and assess 
appropriate existing resources on which 
BRAC could draw (such as SOPs, 
Security Guidelines, training packages 
etc.)  
 
If it would be of use, the HFP would be 
able to contribute to this process by 
providing advice and expertise to help 
BRAC ensure that measures designed 
to meet the challenges of the present 
humanitarian context will also be 
relevant to likely longer term future 
priorities.  

 
HFP could also play a role in helping 
BRAC to “futures test” and to the extent 
possible “futures proof” its preparedness 
and response approach to ensure 
consistency with potential hazards of the 
future.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Futures testing of 
strategies 
 
These recommendations focus on 
supporting BRAC to use scenario 
planning tools for prioritisation and 
action planning. 
 
Develop a tailor made scenario planning 
process for BRAC to “future-test” 
DECC’s action plan for supporting 
programmes 

Scenario planning can support 
organisations to plan for uncertainty by 
testing assumptions and strategic 
priorities against a range of possible 
futures. An in-depth scenario 
development exercise could be used to 
further define DECC priorities in the 
context of programme needs and 
ensure resilience of its plans in the 
context of possible futures.  This 
process could be approached as a 
model for conducting a wider futures 
audit of programmes (see below). 

 
There are many different tools and 
methods for approaching scenario 
planning: the challenge for BRAC will be 
to identify a process that is appropriate 
for its needs at various management 
levels and takes into account the culture 
and ethos of the organisation, 
something which relies on BRAC having 
ownership of the entire process, from 
designing the exercise, developing the 
scenario and implementing the exercise.  
 
The HFP proposes, therefore, that while 
this process is coordinated by the DECC 
it also ensures engagement in a 
systematic way of key departments and 
programmes within the organisation. 
The DECC and partners within BRAC 
could work with HFP scenario experts to 
lead the scenario development process, 
for example in guiding the format and 
content, informing the research needed 
to build the scenario, selecting drivers to 
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build the scenario and determining the 
appropriate external and internal 
participation. 
 
The results of the scenario exercise 
would assist DECC to identify areas 
where its existing DECC strategy could 
be revised to become more futures 
orientated.  This process would also 
introduce and pilot a tool that could be 
adapted for a wider “futures audit” of 
other departments within BRAC. 

 
 

3. Strengthening 
programmes in a futures 
context 
 
The above activities should put the 
DECC in a stronger position to be able 
to support programmes to implement 
specific measures to address future 
crises. Specific actions and tools would 
clearly need to be refined in the light of 
the outputs from the activities outlined 
above, but initial suggestions include:  

 
 Develop a “futures audit” toolkit that 

would support BRAC to develop its 
futures capacity, building on the pilot 
exercise carried out with the DECC, 
that departments could use to self 
assess capacity and existing 
strategies. It could include a futures 
checklist, scenario exercises, an 
OSAT tool adapted to BRAC, and 
action planning tools. 

 
 Support BRAC to implement pilot 

projects and innovations which have 
the potential to strengthen gaps 
identified through audit. 

 
 Use Futures Group to develop 

capacity to use science to 
understand and address complex 
threats (e.g. through exchange 
programmes) 

 

 Collaborate with BRAC to develop 
futures training for staff and 
programmes and TOT for BRAC 
staff 

 
 Explore the potential for an 

InnoCentive style approach to future 
challenges and identified capacity 
gaps (www.innocentive.com)  

 
The HFP would be available to support 
any of these suggested initiatives.  

 
 

4. Building on what works 
  

At the heart of futures thinking is the fact 
that organisations are innovating and 
exploring non-traditional ways of 
working to meet unprecedented 
challenges. There are no tried and 
tested recipes or blue prints: 
consequently learning is an important 
dimension to help organisations to 
better understand what worked and 
why, to identify unplanned 
consequences, good and bad, to 
document and disseminate successes, 
and to plan how best to scale up.  
 
BRAC has a strong capacity in this area 
and the HFP would be available to work 
with DECC to jointly identify and adapt 
appropriate monitoring, evaluation and 
learning components in the context of 
futures work. This will be integrated into 
work undertaken in 1, 2, and 3 above. 
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Summary of recommendations and suggested process 
 

 1. Identifying threats 

 Futures Early Warning System 

 Crisis drivers research, including case 
studies 

 Futures Group (scientists, external experts) 

 Identify resources for Disaster Management 
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2. Futures testing of strategies 
 Scenario development exercise 

 “Futures Audit” of DECC 

 Action Planning 

3. Strengthening 
programmes in futures 

context 
 Pilot projects  

 Training 

 Promoting innovations 

 Strengthening collaboration

4. Building on what works 
 Good practices 

 Scaling up 

 Lessons learned  

 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Representative timeline of recommendations 

 
MONTH 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

Futures Early Warning System                         
             
Futures Group                         
             
Crisis drivers research                  
             
Resources for Disaster Mgt                     
             
Scenario development exercise                   
             
DECC Futures Audit/ Action Planning                 
             
Projects to strengthen futures capacity             



Annexes 
 

Annex 1: OSAT graphs 
 
Annex 2: Description of HFP 
 
Annex 3: Description of DECC 
 
Annex 4: Key informant interview list 
 
Annex 5: Workshop agendas  
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