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Abstract
Background: NGOs are non-profit organizations that complement government efforts to address service-delivery gaps
through counselling and implementation of community-driven programs in low-resource settings.
Objective: The present case study evaluates the HANDS Welfare Foundation’s evolution as a leading organization and
how organizational strategies and policy outcomes become a model of integrated, community-driven development.
Methodology: The current study employed a descriptive qualitative methodology using a document-based approach. Data
were extracted from existing literature, official websites, media, and HANDS' organizational reports (1979-2024). Thematic
analysis was carried out to build programmatic domains, including education, health, WASH, livelihoods, and disaster
management services.
Results: The findings showed a 46-year journey of an organization that evolved from a single-room office to 59 districts
across the country. Analysis explored that HANDS strategically set its goals with a basic to multisectoral approach to attain
long-term sustainability, with ever-increasing progress year after year.
Conclusion: The 46-year journey of HANDS serves as a replicable model of a multisectoral approach for community-driven
development.
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Introduction
Non-governmen’cal Organizations (NGOs) play achieve the SDGs by 2030. National challenges such
an important role in advancing the well-being as poverty, hunger, low literacy rate, and poor qua-
of underserved populations by delivering comm- lity of education, health, and gender equity can be
unity-centered programs, mobilizing resources, and addressed by ensuring that underprivileged popula-
implementing sustainable interventions that comple- tions have access to income-generating opportune-
ment government efforts, thereby accelerating prog- ities, quality education, and affordable healthcare
ress toward equitable development. Furthermore, services.>¢ Pakistan has a diverse nonprofit sector
NGOs develop their international linkages, secure comprising charitable organizations, foundations,
direct aid, promote and implement their specific and civil society organizations. Prominent organiza-
causes, and implement public policies by considering tions include the Edhi Foundation, Akhuwat, The
ethical and technical concerns.!2Earlier findings sug- Citizens Foundation (TCF), and Alkhidmat Founda-
gest that NGOs often play a more effective and better tion.” According to literature, many renowned NGOs
role than the government in delivering essential serv- across the globe often focus on a single SDG at a time.
ices such as quality education and healthcare in For example, the Gates Foundation mainly focused
resource-limited communities.? Pakistan, the 5t most on achieving SDG 3 (Good Health and Well-being);
populous country worldwide, faces systemic ineq- in contrast, the Malala Fund focuses mainly on SDG
uality, poor infrastructure, and limited access to basic 4 (Quality Education). In contrast, some welfare
needs that continue to affect the lives of millions of organizations adopt a more holistic, multisectoral
people, especially in rural and low-resource urban approach by addressing multiple SDGs simultan-
settings.*The government, in partnership with NGOs eously to generate broader, more sustainable impact
is working diligently to address these challenges and on communities. In Pakistan, the gap left by single-
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sector approaches has been more challenging due to
tenacious socioeconomic disparities, an inadequate
healthcare system, and uneven access to education
and basic services. To address the social and health
challenges of the underprivileged population, a
highly renowned pediatrician, Prof. Dr. Abdul Gha-
ffar Billoo (Sitara-e-Imtiaz), together with his dedica-
ted medical students, started community-based
health programs in 1979 in Malir district, Karachi.
Driven by his vision to uncover the root causes of
poor health and social issues, he gradually converted
his efforts into a well-organized development move-
ment. In 1993, Prof. Dr. Abdul Ghaffar Billoo and Dr.
Saeed Ismail co-founded the Health and Nutrition
Development Society (HANDS) in 1993, which
subsequently expanded its scope and developed into
the present-day HANDS Welfare Foundation, here-
after referred to as HANDS. Over the years, HANDS
has emerged as one of Pakistan's leading NGOs,
adopting an integrated and multisectoral approach to
promote sustainable community development and
improve public health outcomes. Currently, it
operates with the vision of “Quality of Life for All” in
an equitable, humane, peaceful, and sustainable
world.

Initially founded in a single-room office in Malir,
Karachi, the HANDS has since grown into one of
Pakistan's largest NGOs, as summarized in Table 1.
With an annual budget of roughly PKR 6-7 billion,
the HANDS provides advanced community-based
services primarily in rural and underserved urban
areas across Pakistan.? Despite the growing number
of NGOs in Pakistan, there is limited practical
documentation of long-term, multi-sectoral develop-
ment models. Using the 46-year experience of
HANDS as a case study, this study assesses the extent
to which an integrated, community-driven approach
can promote sustainable development in low-reso-
urce settings in Pakistan. It is worth mentioning that
HANDS was previously concerned mainly about the
health and nutrition of mothers and children, thus
named Health and Nutrition Development Society
(HANDS), but over time, it grew far beyond this
sector, “health,” into other critical sectors such as
education, livelihoods, WASH, infrastructure deve-
lopment, and allied facilities.®1° Building on its
successful experience in Sindh, HANDS has prog-
ressively expanded its operations beyond provincial
boundaries to address the needs of underserved and

vulnerable populations across the country. Curr-
ently, HANDS is active in all provinces of Pakistan
and continues to strengthen and broaden its network
to reach previously unreached communities. The
geographical outreach of HANDS is illustrated in
Figure 1.
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Figure 1: Geographical outreach of HANDS Welfare Founda-
tion across Pakistan (2024).

In addition to community-based services, this Found-
ation achieved a milestone in education by establish-
hing a degree-awarding institution named “HANDS
Institute of Development Studies (HANDS-IDS)” in
2023. As a multidisciplinary institute, HANDS-IDS
currently offers degree and diploma programs in
business management, developmental studies, and
nursing, which are aimed at expanding further to
enrich the academic landscape. HANDS-IDS is provi-
ding scholarship-based higher education to deser-
ving students who will contribute to the socio-
economic development of the country. Collectively,
HANDS is working in six major domains that are
aligned with 17 UN (United Nations)-defined SDGs,
including health, education, food security and live-
lihood, WASH, physical infrastructure and techno-
logy, inclusive develop-ment, and humanitarian
services, as summarized in Figure 2.

This case study explores the key contributions of
HANDS in enhancing the quality of life among
underserved populations across Pakistan. It provides
an evidence-based overview of HANDS multi-
sectoral approach, highlighting its role in advancing
sustainable, community-driven development over
the past 46 years. Key organizational characteristics,
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including its institutional history, operational scale,
geographic coverage, and guiding vision, are
summarized in Table 1.
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Figure 2: Snapshot of a multisectoral approach

Table 1: Key Characteristics of HANDS Welfare Foundation
(1979-2024).

Characteristic Description
Established 1979 (registered in 1993)
Headquarters Karachi, Pakistan
Geographic 59 districts across Pakistan
Coverage
Human 9,602 staff members
Resources
Beneficiaries More than 7.2 million individuals
Reached
Vision Quality of Life - For Allin a
Sustainable World

Figures reflect HANDS' operational data as of 2024, as reported
in its organizational records; geographic coverage, staffing, and
beneficiary numbers are updated annually and may vary in
subsequent years.

Methods

The current case study employed a descriptive analy-
tical design to evaluate the evolution, sustainability,
and contributions of an NGO in Pakistan, as a model
of a multisectoral approach. Research covered the
period from 1979 to 2024, covering 46 years of insti-
tutional experience. The data were drawn from peer-
reviewed literature indexed in PubMed, Scopus,

Google Scholar, organizational reports, media cover-
age relevant to the case study, and governmental
reports and policy documents. Documents available
for the period of 1979-2024 and published in English
were included. The organizational statistics, inclu-
ding staff members, geographic coverage, and bene-
ficiaries, are updated annually. Therefore, the figure
should be interpreted as a snapshot rather than a
static measure. Moreover, the data were systema-
tically organized in themes such as education, health,
WASH, livelihood, infrastructure development, and
disaster management. Through this systematic appr-
oach, the role of HANDS was assessed in achieving
SDGs in Pakistan.

Results

Based on the analytical framework and available
data, the study assessed the multisectoral approach
of an organization and its contribution to the uplift of
marginalized communities. Taken together, the
thematic analysis highlights the interrelated nature of
HANDS efforts to foster sustainable and resilient
communities. The analysis first focuses on education
and literacy, as we believe that education is the
foundation of community development in the long-
term perspective.

Education and Literacy

Lack of education is the root cause of many national
issues. Primary education is one of the core response-
bilities of government, which must be offered free of
cost to the entire population. Unfortunately, this task
has not been achieved yet. Therefore, for decades,
NGOs have been playing a critical role in promoting
education in the areas where government efforts are
limited or insufficient.’* They provide accessible and
affordable education and resources to underprivi-
leged communities, especially in rural settings.
Earlier studies have reported that the quality of educ-
ation in government schools is not as good as in
schools administered by NGOs and private schools.!
In education, with the support of government,
HANDS has been entrusted for the management of
public schools through the Education Management
Organization (EMO) model, representing an inno-
vative public-private partnership approach. Further-
more, adult literacy programs and technical and
professional skills (e.g., masonry training, beautician
courses, vegetable gardening) for persons with
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limited education are a major contribution of
HANDS in promoting community development.
HANDS currently operates 7,364 primary and secon-
dary schools, with 46,647 trained teachers and
684,454 enrolled students all over Pakistan. Govern-
ment of Sindh has entrusted HANDS with the
management of several schools under the EMO
model in Karachi, Larkana, Dadu, Sukkur, and
Khairpur. In addition to primary and secondary
education, HANDS is actively engaged in providing
technical and professional education and training
opportunities for young girls and women.? The
Community Midwifery Training School, accredited
by the Pakistan Nursing Council (PNC), in Jam
Kanda, Karachi, is one such initiative. The school has
trained and graduated numerous young girls as well-
trained midwives, who in turn contribute to impro-
ved maternal and child healthcare services in
underserved and low-resource communities across
Sindh and Balochistan. Most recently, HANDS-IDS
has been established as an impactful degree-awar-
ding institution of higher education under the
umbrella of HANDS, which provides scholarship-
based higher education to deserving students.
Jointly, these initiatives are playing a vital role in
reducing illiteracy and empowering youth who can't
afford higher education. The true impact of these
educational interventions is evident in the improved
opportunities and transformed lives of individuals
and thus the community. The comprehensive futur-
istic approach of HANDS covers early childhood
education, technical training for youth and non-
skilled persons, adult literacy, and a remarkable
contribution in higher education in the form of
HANDS-IDS, research, and capacity development,
exhibiting a powerful model for sustainable comm-
unity development.

Health

Healthcare always remains a core pillar of HANDS
interventions. Initially, from 1979-1992, the organi-
zation pioneered community-based primary health-
care models, particularly for maternal, neonatal, and
child health (MNCH), initially voluntarily before
receiving formal project funding. However, after
1993, HANDS started working as a formally regis-
tered organization. Over the years, it expanded its
services to include family planning counseling and
practical healthcare support.’22 HANDS has the dist-
inction of introducing a cadre of community-based

outreach health workers in the remote districts of
Sindh, where there were no Lady Health Workers
(LHWSs) between 1999 and 2003. The women are
trained to serve their community as Marvi (HANDS-
deployed lady health worker in Sindh), Misali/Noor
workers (HANDS-deployed lady health worker in
Punjab), providing essential health services in under-
served areas that are not covered by the govern-
mental LHW program.’®> HANDS interventions have
also significantly improved health outcomes (redu-
ced morbidity and mortality rates) in areas where
little to no formal healthcare infrastructure is avail-
able through the telehealth digital app “Asan Sehat”.
This platform fills the gap by offering remote consul-
tations via mobile technology on all health-related
issues, especially during emergencies. The “Asan
Sehat” digital app will have a lasting impact on rural
communities where transport and resources are not
always accessible.

Livelihoods and Economic Empowerment

To enhance economic resilience and reduce poverty
(SDG1),HANDS has implemented a range of live-
lihood and income-generation initiatives aimed at
promoting financial inclusion and household self-
sufficiency. Business in a Box” (BiB) model, interest-
free microfinance, and the Marvi worker network
and its sustainability are several successful models of
livelihood, in particular for women's empowerment.
Through the BiB initiative, small grants are provided
to establish microenterprises, particularly those led
by women. The Marvi worker model combines
income generation with health promotion and social
mobilization, expanding from 300 workers in one
district to 3,950 workers across 15 districts and reach-
ing more than four million people, including approx-
imately 850,000 women and adolescent girls. In addi-
tion, the Interest-Free Loan (IFL) program, imple-
mented in collaboration with the Pakistan Poverty
Alleviation Fund (PPAF), distributed PKR 212
million among 6,703 borrowers in 20248. Collectively,
these initiatives have contributed to improved live-
lihoods and economic empowerment in underserved
communities.! Through these keen efforts, HANDS is
contributing significantly to the alleviation of
poverty and in enhancing Pakistan’s broader socio-
economic development, particularly SDG 1.

WASH

Access to clean water is a fundamental human need
that is strongly associated with the prevention of
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almost all waterborne diseases, such as stomach and
gastrointestinal complaints which are more common,
especially in children.1415 Millions of people across
the country do not have access to clean drinking
water, and rural women have to travel long distances
to fetch water from wells, requiring considerable
time and physical effort. These challenges not only
affect health but also hinder education, livelihoods,
and overall quality of life, especially for women and
children. HANDS has made extensive efforts to
provide safe and clean drinking water to the under-
privileged population across Pakistan through its
several WASH projects. As of 2024, 65 PAUL filter
plants (Germany) have been installed across several
rural districts of Pakistan with the cooperation of
partners.8 HANDS interventions have improved the
lives of local communities and prevented them from
recurrent ailments. The services have also extended
to sanitation and hygiene improvements. Notable
achievements include open defecation-free villages
through the construction of community toilets, which
have significantly improved overall sanitation sys-
tems. These approaches lead to healthier comm-
unities with a low spread of infectious diseases.
Physical Infrastructure and Technology Services
HANDS's services related to the provision of
Housing and Affiliated Facilities are committed to
strengthening infrastructure in underserved regions
and successfully developing model villages. Most
rural communities in Pakistan, especially in interior
Sindh, lack access to even essential utilities and adeq-
uate housing infrastructure. In 2022-23, HANDS
implemented nine projects across 33 districts (12,363
villages/towns) with 1.07 million beneficiaries,
aimed at delivering low-cost shelter, improving
community physical infrastructure, enhancing
communication systems, and implementing alterna-
tive energy schemes with support from the govern-
ment. Moreover, it provides energy solutions to low-
income communities, such as the distribution of solar
panels. Notably, most of the HANDS offices across
Pakistan are powered entirely by solar systems. One
of the upcoming milestones is the transformation of
entire villages to solar energy, which is among
several objectives of HANDS.

Inclusive Development and Humanitarian

The global climate is changing rapidly due to
harmful human activities. Global warming is alar-
ming and is leading to a higher frequency of natural

disasters, including floods, heavy rain, droughts,
storms, hurricanes, and wildfires.1¢ Inclusive Develo-
pment and Humanitarian Services (ID&H) is a core
department of HANDS that supports marginalized
and vulnerable communities through integrated
development initiatives and timely humanitarian
assistance. It supports the populations affected by
climate change, natural disasters, and social exclu-
sion. ID&H ensures that no one is left behind in the
journey towards the development of sustainable
communities. In addition to this, HANDS regularly
organizes seminars, events, and community discu-
ssions on national disaster management and plann-
ing in partnership with other stakeholders, including
the Provincial Disaster Management Authority
(PDMA) and academia (universities).

Model Villages

A renowned national English newspaper reported on
the HANDS contribution to building 25,000 model
villages with all necessities in rural areas of Sindh,
undertaken with the support and trust of the Govern-
ment of Sindh.l” This achievement reflects the
organization's long-standing commitment to comm-
unity empowerment and its vast experience in plann-
ing, implementing, and sustaining integrated,
people-centered development at scale. One such
example is the integrated MISALI (Model) Village in
Essa Rajero Union Council, Gharo, district Thatta, a
coastal settlement 5 km from Gharo city with 90
households and a population of 700-800. Before the
heavy rains of 2022, livelihoods in the village were
relatively diversified, with 50% households depen-
dent on fishing, 40% on agriculture, and 10% on
private jobs and daily-wage labor; several women
also earned income through embroidery and sewing.
The floods altered this balance sharply: nearly 95% of
households lost their agricultural land to seawater
intrusion, leaving more than 90% of the village now
reliant on fishing and daily-wage labor. The Misali
Model Village project was designed in response to
this shift, aiming to help the flood-affected comm-
unity sustain itself within available resources, return
to normal life, and address the interlinked burdens of
poverty, illiteracy, and illness.1¢

Independent Living Centers

The term "disability" is very broad. Every country
defines it differently. There is no single universally
accepted definition. Disability is a part of human life,
and around the world, many people live with disabi-
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lities. Estimates suggest that over one billion people
have some form of disability, with 80% residing in
developing countries.’819 HANDS has been a strong
advocate for persons with disabilities (PWDs) and
operates several Independent Living Centers (ILCs)
in Pakistan. Currently, HANDS manages 10 ILCs
serving 9452 PWDs in partnership with other
organizations.

Discussion

NGOs have emerged as important players in
addressing economic, environmental, and social
development challenges worldwide.? Their capacity
to mobilize communities, implement targeted inter-
ventions, and complement government efforts makes
them significant partners in attaining sustainable
development goals. In Pakistan, NGOs have been
playing a vital role for a long time in bridging service
delivery gaps in remote and underserved regions
where public resources are limited. A multisectoral
approach, defined as deliberate collaboration among
stakeholders across sectors to achieve common
development objectives, provides an appropriate
framework for addressing the complex and inter-
connected determinants of poverty and social
inequity.?!

In this context, HANDS represents an illustrative
case of an indigenous, community-based organi-
zation that can evolve into a national development
institution through sustained community engage-
ment and integrated programming. Pakistan’s most
prominent organizations, including Edhi Founda-
tion, Akhuwat Foundation, The Citizens Foundation,
and Al-Khidmat Foundation, are each anchored in a
comparatively narrower service mandate, including
emergency and welfare services, interest-free lend-
ing, formal education, and relief work, respectively.
Whereas globally, organizations such as the Gates
Foundation and the Malala Fund similarly concen-
trate on a single SDG. In contrast, HANDS' evolution
from a single-sector maternal and child health
initiative in 1979 into a six-domain institution
illustrates an alternative pathway, rather than scaling
a single intervention, this organization expanded its
mandate incrementally, in response to needs identi-
fied through its own community presence. Thus, the
findings of the present case study demonstrate that
multisectoral and integrated capacity of an NGO may
be less a matter of initial design than of organiza-

tional maturation. An institution earns the trust and
infrastructure needed to expand into adjacent sectors
only after establishing credibility in one. The 46-years
of seamless efforts highlight how sustained invest-
ment in community development can contribute to
improving healthcare access, WASH, education and
literacy, and income-generating opportunities (live-
lihood). Furthermore, initiatives such as the Marvi
worker model and BiB exemplify context-specific
and gender-responsive approaches that contribute to
women's empowerment and socioeconomic resi-
lience. These interventions are closely aligned with
the SDGs, particularly SDG 1 (No Poverty), SDG 3
(Good Health and Well-being), SDG 4 (Quality
Education), and SDG 5 (Gender Equality).

Moreover, the study explored the significance of
strict policies and adaptive capacities in enhancing
development impacts. Advancement of technologies
is also incorporated, such as Asan Sehat telehealth
App, solar powered model villages. These practices
are well aligned with internationally renowned
development organizations, namely UNICEF, WHO,
and UNDP.22

Earlier literature also demonstrated that inter-sector
integration improves resilience and scalability of
development sector, especially in regions where
poverty, lack of education, and poor healthcare are
deeply rooted.?0 Moreover, the organization invests
exclusively in human resource development and
continuous capacity-building of staff, community
members, and mobilizers.2* Overall, the findings
suggest that integrated, community-driven, and
adaptive development models offer an effective
framework for addressing multidimensional poverty
in resource-limited settings. The HANDS' experience
/services underline the importance of long-term
institutional ~presence, community ownership,
gender-inclusive programming, and innovation in
promoting sustainable development. However, even
after substantial contributions to community develo-
pment, several challenges are still need to be
addressed, which may influence the long-term
sustainability and scalability of the HANDS
integrated model, including dependency on donor
funding, limited longitudinal data, and limited reach
in conflict-affected areas. Future efforts should be
focused on strengthening monitoring and evaluation
frameworks, generating robust longitudinal
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evidence, and exploring innovative approaches,
including digital health technologies, renewable
energy solutions, and locally driven financing mech-
anisms. In conclusion, HANDS-Pakistan is an exem-
plary case study that serves as a true catalyst for posi-
tive societal change. Additionally, it serves as an
excellent model for social sciences students
interested in understanding how to build and grow
an NGO. Starting from just a few villages, it
expanded to more than 30,000 villages, developed
from a single-sector effort to a multisectoral organi-
zation, and grew from one city to more than 59
districts across the country.

Conclusion

This case study determines HANDS as a model NGO
that serves as an integrated, multisectoral, and scal-
able development model capable of transforming
underprivileged communities through sustained,
multisectoral engagement. Its evolution offers seve-
ral impactful lessons: the power of community-
ownership, gender-inclusive programming, adaptive
service delivery, and the value of long-term
institutional commitment.
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