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Human rights-based approaches to development have attracted practitioners’ support and scholarly
interest for at least 20 years. After two decades of interest, how are they being implemented? This paper
is an update and re-assessment of the record of development and human rights agencies’ involvement in
human rights-based work on development policy. We find that some development agencies have
adopted rights-based approaches and made systematic changes in practice, but the rhetoric has far
exceeded substantive changes. Drawing on documentary evidence and the extensive literature, we ana-
lyze the factors constraining implementation in development agencies (political, conceptual and organi-
zational), and document broader, more transformative changes among human rights NGOs. Their
expanded work on development policy issues has featured new research and advocacy agendas, the
embrace of new skill sets, significant new methodologies, and the formation of many new, specialized
agencies that provide much of the dynamism in the human rights-development interactions. The findings
suggest that we need a careful assessment of the extent of ‘‘rights-based” work among development fun-
ders and NGOs, and its impact; and they highlight the increasingly influential role that human rights
NGOs play in framing and influencing important social, economic and environmental policies.

� 2017 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction efforts to use human rights analysis and strategies to define project
The London-based Overseas Development Institute published a
Briefing Paper in 1999 that asked: ‘‘What can we do with a rights-
based approach to development?” Today, that question remains
central in discussions of the relationship between human rights
and development practice, and it echoes in the human rights
community, where observers puzzle over the often enthusiastic
declarations by development agencies that they, too adhere to a
‘‘rights-based” approach.

This paper assesses the shape the human rights-development
nexus has taken in the past decade. Are development agencies
embracing human rights-based strategies in order to make sub-
stantive changes in the practice of development cooperation, or
is it a fad in development practice (Nelson & Dorsey, 2008), or a
move to occupy the moral high ground that human rights dis-
course offers (Uvin, 2002)? Examining recent work in both sectors,
we see more dramatic changes among human rights agencies than
among agencies in development. Some development actors have
embraced human rights language and a few have made significant
and advocacy priorities. But we will show that the label ‘‘rights-
based” has also been applied so freely in development that it has
generated skepticism about the value of rights-based approaches.

Human rights organizations, we find, have made changes that
signal more durable transformation. More big international human
rights actors (UN agencies and NGOs) have broadened their agen-
das to include work on economic, social and cultural rights (ESCR),
and several new or expanded NGOs or networks now work on
ESCR. They have developed promising methodologies, advocacy
strategies and skills, criteria and methods for judging country per-
formance and effort, and have deepened their ties to social move-
ments and local human rights advocates. These moves, we suggest,
show that human rights agencies are the ones consistently doing
‘rights-based development’ on a significant scale.

The article is in six sections. The first section discusses back-
ground to the human rights and development sectors, and method-
ology. Section two discusses the human rights and development
sectors and their shifting boundaries and section three examines
the rights-based approach and the phrase’s many meanings. We
argue for a definition that allows us to examine NGOs’ and donors’
practice. Sections four and five examine, in turn, development and
human rights agencies, and the final section analyzes the major
visible changes in the sectors.
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https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2017.11.006
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2. Background, the two sectors, and methods

In a 2003 article in this journal on the growing nexus of human
rights and development practice we argued that there was a grow-
ing interaction between the human rights and development sec-
tors, and that changes in practice in the two sectors had the
potential to transform both fields and advance struggles against
extreme poverty, inequality and patterns of rights violations
(Nelson & Dorsey, 2003). The prospect of a deep integration of
human rights and development practice had (and has) important
implications: human rights standards and principles could be the
basis for a stronger alternative to neo-liberal development, and
expand the methods available to organizations in each sector, with
potential for larger, better coordinated and potentially more effec-
tive advocacy. Development NGOs were perceived by many to be
too closely tied to donors’ interests (Banks, Edwards, & Hulme,
2015), and human rights agencies needed to respond to calls for
an effective response to the economic and social root causes of
human rights abuses. Collaboration had the potential to benefit
and even transform both sectors.

Scholars and practitioners writing in the early and mid-2000s
argued that infusing human rights principles into development
practice could have profound effects on development practice’s
accountability; on advocacy movements’ influence; and on the
impact of project and program work. Accountability would be
deepened by anchoring development work in human rights princi-
ples and standards, rather than in ad hoc goals (UNDP, 2000;
Nelson & Dorsey, 2003; Health GAP 2006; Theis, 2003; Nelson,
2007; Sano, 2014). With their basis in international law, human
rights standards and principles gave advocates new norms of legit-
imacy and measures of accountability for work on economic and
social policy (Nelson & Dorsey, 2008; Gready & Vandenhole,
2014a; Gready & Vandenhole, 2014b), and a basis for work on
new areas of human rights guarantees and emerging issues such
as access to information, the right to water, and environmental
rights. Finally, human rights offered ways to enrich and improve
development projects and programs through strategies that
address patterns of discrimination and exclusion and that built
the capacities of communities to insist that states deliver on their
human rights commitments (Pratt, 2003; DFID, 2000; Sida, 2001;
Harris-Curtis, Marleyn, & Bakewell, 2005; Rand, 2002; Jones,
2000; Gready & Vandenhole, 2014).

The authors are researchers who work, teach and research on
development, environment and human rights. Guided by our
experience and direct engagement with some human rights and
development agencies, we carried out a scoping review of the
Table 1
NGO Sectors and their Core Characteristics: the traditional divide.

Human rights

Mission Promote and protect internationally recognized huma
document and act to redress violations

Allegiance and standards Internationally recognized standards: civil and politica
social and cultural human rights

Methods Investigation and documentation; HR education; advoc
activity; litigation; partnerships as solidarity, ‘mobilizi
advocacy on policy; advocacy on specific violations or
violations

Resources Foundations; individual memberships
Professions Legal profession, social disciplines, especially political

Adapted from Nelson and Dorsey (2008).
rights-based development experience. A scoping review, as
described by Levac, Colquhoun, and O’Brien (2010), is amethod that
permitted us to review both published and grey literature as well as
documents of the agencies studied, to ‘‘convey the breadth and
depth of [the] field” and to engage with the literature analytically
(p. 69). The research, carried out during 2013–2015, draws on
two sets of sources: (1) We reviewed publications and web-based
materials of the leading agencies working internationally at the
nexus of human rights and development. These include eight inter-
national development organizations identified by scholars in the
1990s as leading adopters of rights-based approaches (two United
Nations agencies, two bilateral donors, and four international
NGOs); three of the largest international human rights NGOs; and
a set of smaller, specialized human rights NGOs working on eco-
nomic and social policy issues (these are listed in Table 2).

(2) We conducted a review of the literature published since
2000 on development policy, human rights-based approaches,
and on innovations in the human rights sector. We searched both
the grey and scholarly literature including agency reports, books,
and scholarly journals in international affairs, human rights, devel-
opment and nonprofit studies, for references to themes and key-
words such as rights-based; human rights; development;
economic, social and cultural rights; and more specific themes that
emerged during the research.

2.1. The sectors: human rights and development

In the 1980s, human rights and development were almost
entirely separate organizational fields, with little significant inter-
action (Rodríguez et al., 2004). The two columns in Table 1 could be
separated by a solid vertical line with relatively few exceptions.
Organizations’ missions, their principal allegiances, professional
training, methods and sources of funding all contributed to what
Grugel and Piper (2009) describe: a situation of ‘‘very little dia-
logue” between specialists and organizations, in which the ‘‘meet-
ing point between rights and development was, even 15 years ago,
far from obvious” (p. 82).

But in 2016 there is evidence of some crossover by development
organizations, and quite a lot of venturing into development policy
by human rights agencies, including innovations that promise to
change significantly how human rights work on ESC rights is done.
Much of this work has been happening in newer, smaller special-
ized human rights organizations and in social movements that
have grown to become formal organizations. In effect, the bound-
aries between the two fields are shifting. Human rights organiza-
tions, particularly NGOs, have taken up work on social policy and
Development

n rights; Advance well-being and dignity of vulnerable groups; respond to
emergency needs

l, economic, Meeting basic human needs, promoting human development;
cost-effectiveness; popular participation

acy as core
ng shame’;
patterns of

Programs, projects with time horizons; advocacy complements
services; partnerships as capacity building; emergency
humanitarian relief; mobilizing compassion; advocacy on policy

Donor governments, individual members; foundations
science Economics, social disciplines, area studies; agronomy, engineering,

public health and other specializations



Table 2
International ESC Rights NGOs.

NGO, location, Year founded Agenda

Centre on Housing Rights and
Evictions Geneva, 1994–2011

Housing and water rights

Global Initiative for Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights,
2011

Housing and water rights; rights-based
approaches to development; education;
women’s ESC rights

International Women’s Health
Coalition, New York, 1984

Women’s sexual and reproductive health
rights

Food Information and Action
Network, Hamburg, 1986

Right to Adequate Food, Access to Land

Center for Economic and Social
Rights, New York, 1993

ESC Rights; projects on right to water

Global Exchange, San Francisco,
1998

‘‘a human rights organization dedicated
to promoting social, economic and
environmental justice. . .”

Realizing Rights, New York,
2002–2010

ESC Rights and ethical globalization:
projects on migration, HIV/AIDS, others

Mary Robinson Foundation –
Climate Justice, Dublin, 2010

Equity and Climate Justice; Food and
Nutrition Security; Women’s Leadership;
other

International Initiative on Human
Rights and Maternal Mortality

Maternal health; reproductive rights

ESCR-Net, Bangkok, 2002 Broad ESC Rights agenda; global network
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traditional development policy issues, and have adopted methods
that insert them in development policy-making. To understand
the significance of this trend, we first discuss the use and meanings
of ‘‘rights-based approaches.”
3. Defining human rights based approach to development

What is a ‘‘rights-based approach” (RBA) to development? In
practice, the phrase is widely used to refer to development work
that is participatory, involves advocacy, targets poor people and
excluded groups, or refers to ‘‘rights” rather than ‘‘needs.” We
argue for a rigorous definition tied closely to human rights stan-
dards and principles. To understand the importance of such a def-
inition, consider the range of organizational practices referred to as
‘‘rights-based” development. Gauri and Gloppen (2012) identify
four types of rights-based action:

� Global Compliance approaches: These include pressing for rati-
fication, reporting, and compliance with human rights stan-
dards, through both legal and political accountability efforts.
‘‘Shadow reporting” by NGOs to UN human rights bodies, calling
attention to violations that the governments’ reporting does not
acknowledge, are a contemporary example (International
Women’s Rights Action Watch Asia-Pacific, 2010).

� Programming approaches: These are project and program work
that expand the capacities of duty bearers and or rights-holders,
and use analysis informed by human rights standards and
principles.

� Rights talk: This includes rhetoric, advocacy and educational
work to strengthen awareness of a group’s rights, including
through social movements.

� Legal mobilization: Litigation before domestic courts to expand
and strengthen the legal basis for claiming particular rights can
lead to substantive policy changes, as in India’s right to food
cases and South Africa’s rulings on the right to treatment for
HIV positive citizens (Friedman & Mottiar, 2005).

These four categories are a typology of forms of rights-related
action in both sectors. Some are pursued primarily by historic
human rights organizations: Most ‘‘global compliance” work, for
example, is done by agencies familiar with the treaty bodies and
staffed by human rights lawyers. Material aid and community
development work are the domain of humanitarian and develop-
ment organizations. Organizations in both sectors engage in ‘‘rights
talk,” and participate in advocacy, but human rights organizations
are most likely to litigate in domestic courts.

Rigorous definitions such as the one used by Kindornay, Ron,
and Carpenter (2012) emphasize all of these activities and values,
and specify that human rights-based work uses principles and
standards from international human rights law to help define the
problem, identify strategies, overcome exclusions and discrimina-
tion and win a more effective response from the state as duty
bearer. We use the two-part definition offered by Joachim Theis
(2003) of Save the Children-Sweden, which identifies both a set
of political objectives, and a set of standards and methods:

A rights-based approach to development promotes justice,
equality and freedom and tackles the power issues that lie at
the root of poverty and exploitation. To achieve this, a rights-
based approach makes use of the standards, principles and
methods of human rights, social activism, and of development.

This understanding of a human rights-based approach implies
that simply adopting ‘‘rights talk” does not, on its own, constitute
a human rights-based approach. An RBA grounds its analysis and
programming on standards and principles such as non-
discrimination and the duty to protect and respect economic and
social human rights, and tests planned initiatives against these
principles and standards. It takes seriously the role of the state
as human rights duty-bearer, and promotes this through advocacy
and cooperative programing.

Human rights-based approaches do not mean, as some have
argued, that practitioners must rely on law and litigation to drive
social change (Mitlin & Hickey, 2009; Wing, 2012; Grugel &
Piper, 2009; Pruce, 2015). But the RBA does involve a strong appre-
ciation of the power and importance of legal guarantees, the appli-
cation of international standards, and a blending of community
programming with ‘‘an overtly political approach” (Mitlin and
Hickey quoted in Wing, 2012).

Focusing on the state as duty-bearer means giving attention not
only to state- and donor-led efforts to expand the number or frac-
tion of the population who have access to food, water, health care
or education, but also insisting on states’ duties to respect and pro-
tect these same rights. This distinction is fundamental: the human
right to food, for example, obliges governments to avoid compro-
mising people’s access to food or ability to grow it (respect); to pre-
vent a corporation or other actor from doing so (protect); to ensure
that no population is systematically disadvantaged in its access to
food, which constitutes discrimination; and to ensure rapid pro-
gress toward full enjoyment of the right to food for all members
of society. This last objective – expanding the number of people liv-
ing above an income or food consumption threshold – has been the
focus of most development policy under the Millennium Develop-
ment Goals (MDG). But an approach that fully embraces human
rights principles would consider all of these criteria. As we will
show, there is greater evidence of a broad movement to do this
among human rights NGOs than among development agencies.

Scholars and practitioners have also identified some potential
liabilities of rights-based approaches. Batliwala (n.d.) argues that
advocacy movements were invoking and leveraging rights long
before the current interest in rights-based work, and that rights
are a potent advocacy tool in some, but not all situations. Rodrí-
guez et al. (2004) question whether a human rights approach
might introduce tensions and restrict advocates’ ability to negoti-
ate and arrive at solutions, and Grugel and Piper (2009) claim that
rights-talk is effective in addressing some forms of abuses, but not
particularly effective in addressing poverty. McGranahan (2015)
makes the same argument for the right to sanitation, and Mitlin
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and Hickey (2009) argue that important alternative strategies are
sometimes stifled when European and UN development donors
insist on rights-based strategies. Gauri (2004) explains some diffi-
culties of translating human rights principles into funding alloca-
tion decisions. For example, a rights-based approach can help to
prioritize the health needs of a marginalized population, but it
may not help in deciding whether to prioritize HIV prevention or
tuberculosis treatment.

Clearly, diverse strategies should flourish for development pro-
ponents and poor peoples’ movements to be effective. Our concern
in the next section is the gap between rights rhetoric and practice
among those who declare their support for the RBA in the develop-
ment sector.
4. Development sector: the development-ization of economic
and social rights?

Many participants and observers have tracked the adoption of
human rights approaches in development practice. Darrow and
Amparo (2005) commented critically on rights-based approaches
within the United Nations, and Gready and Ensor’s (2005) edited
volume highlights the diverse agencies (NGOs, UNICEF, DFID, and
others) and varied interpretations of the rights-based approach in
the 1990s and early 2000s. The United Nations ‘‘Common Under-
standing” proposed to put human rights at the center of all UN
development operations, and many European donor agencies (Sida,
DFID, and others) pledged their commitment to ‘‘rights-based”
programming. Although some scholars raised questions from early
stages about the depth of donors’ commitments (Uvin, 2002),
many have pointed to official and NGO affirmations as a major
trend (Nelson & Dorsey, 2003, 2007; Schmitz, 2012; Kindornay,
2012; Wing, 2012).

Several scholarly articles even suggest that rights-based
approaches have taken the development sector by storm.
Kindornay (2012, p. 473) write that ‘‘[w]ithin less than a decade
[of its emergence in the late 1990s], this new approach had swept
through the websites, policy papers, and official rhetoric of multi-
lateral development assistance agencies, bilateral donors, and non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) worldwide.” Schmitz (2012, p.
534) writes that ‘‘[h]uman rights-based approaches (HRBAs) to
development have become the new and dominant norm among
most development organizations over the past decade,” and
Grugel and Piper (2009, 79) write that ‘‘[h]uman rights. . . are
now seen as central to the development process.”

But how much of the rights-talk also materialized as significant
changes in development agencies’ programming choices, grant-
making and advocacy? The evidence is mixed, and while there
are cases of agencies transforming aspects of their work, there is
greater evidence of partial, rhetorical adoption of ‘‘rights-based”
approaches that largely reinforce aspects of existing development
practice and dilute human rights principles and standards.
4.1. Implementing rights-based approaches: development agencies

In the early 2000s, scholars identified a set development agen-
cies as RBA adopters: United Nations agencies especially UNDP and
UNICEF; bilateral donors led by DFID and Sida; and international
NGOs, especially Care, Oxfam, ActionAid, and Save the Children
(Plipat, 2005; Nelson & Dorsey, 2003; Gready & Ensor, 2005). This
section assesses implementation of RBAs in the development sec-
tor, with a focus on these agencies and on two NGOs whose
rights-based approaches have become prominent in the 2000’s.

Some development agencies have taken important steps to
implement human rights-based approaches. Among international
NGOs, the decentralized NGO ActionAid has in many countries
made grants to local partners in several countries for documenta-
tion of specific categories of human rights abuse, capacity building
among new human rights advocacy groups, and even litigation.
Action Aid was an important funder, for example, of Kenya’s Waso
Trustland Project (WTLP), which advocates for land rights of pas-
toral communities and works to build the advocacy capacity to
encourage ‘‘communities that are well aware of and exercising
their human rights and utilizing their resources rightfully” (Waso
Trustland Project, n.d.). Gready (2014) documents ActionAid’s
adoption of a rights-based approach, which he argues is ‘‘incom-
plete” and more thoroughly implemented in countries such as
India and Brazil than in most African countries and many others
(179). Still, as Gready shows, ActionAid’s thorough approach to
both project work and local and national advocacy represents a
serious effort to apply human rights principles.

Care International has documented important efforts to re-
frame its analysis and planning of projects and programs consis-
tent with human rights principles. Care has systematically docu-
mented detailed, practical measures staff can take to follow a
rights-based approach, as in an early set of project case studies
illustrating the range of strategies available to Care staff (Rand,
2002). Care continues to work to translate human rights principles
into development programming in some settings, as in Care’s work
on women’s reproductive health and rights in Peru (Stoffregen,
2010, pp. 23–28). Many national affiliates of Save the Children
have also deepened their grounding in human rights standards
and principles, as is evident in the agency’s revision and updating
of documents on defending child rights, to include field-based
experience and guidance (Save the Children, 2010).

The US-based NGOs Plan International and American Jewish
World Service (AJWS) have embraced somewhat contrasting vari-
ants of the rights-based approach. In 2003 the child-centered
NGO Plan International adopted a ‘‘human rights-based
approach-inspired strategies” in the context of its community-
focused, largely project-driven work (Schmitz, 2012, p. 523). Sch-
mitz shows that Plan International’s interactions with communi-
ties have been ‘‘transformed” by the new approach, but that the
agency shows little evidence of other expected features of a human
rights-based approach, including engagement with the state and
addressing disparities and discrimination. American Jewish World
Service, whose work links human rights and development rhetori-
cally, in programming and through an active public education and
advocacy agenda. AJWS documents highlight both the strong ties,
and refers to itself as ‘‘one of the top human rights funders in the
world” (American Jewish World Service, 2017).

A 2007 joint Care-Oxfam study and guide to rights-based
approaches sheds light on two influential NGOs’ approaches to
human rights. Constructed around eight project case studies from
the two organizations, the 125-page study identifies ‘‘essential ele-
ments” of a RBA, project methodologies associated with RBA pro-
jects, and outlines a shared internal ‘‘learning process” (Rand and
Watson, 2007). Although the guide focuses on development pro-
jects,muchofOxfam’s approach to advancinghuman rights involves
global-level advocacy on issues such as indigenous peoples’ land
rights, a global tax on financial transactions to finance development
assistance, and more equitable and efficient taxation in African
countries (Oxfam International, ‘‘Campaign with Us” webpage).

For most of the large influential development donors, there is
not much evidence of rights-based analytical or program work.
Even rhetorical affirmations of rights-based approaches have faded
into the background at DFID, Sida, UNDP, and other major donors
who were early RBA champions. The 2003 United Nations’ ‘‘Com-
mon Understanding” called for rights-based approaches among
UN agencies and ‘‘sparked a cascade of rights-based rhetoric across
the UN system, including the UN Population Fund (UNFPA), the UN
Education, Social and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), the Food
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and Agriculture Organization (FAO), the UN Development Fund for
Women (UNIFEM), the Joint United Nations Program on HIV/AIDS
(UNAIDS), the World Health Organization (WHO), and the UN
Development Group (UNDG)” (Ron, Kildornay and Carpenter p.
481).

But the impact on actual programming by UN agencies is less
clear. Oestreich (2014) documents UNDP’s work in India, promot-
ing rights to information and access to justice through its rights-
based approach. But he notes that UN agencies are a ‘‘small player”
in movements driven by Indian civil society organizations (92).
UNDP’s role as an intellectual leader on rights-based approaches
(UNDP, 2012) has been eclipsed by UNICEF and by UN Women,
arguably the UN agencies that most thoroughly apply human
rights standards and principles to their planning and program-
ming. The final adoption of the Convention on the Rights of the
Child in 1989 sparked the effort in UNICEF, which was also helped
by the publication of a guide for UNICEF programming by its regio-
nal director for Eastern and Southern Africa (Jonsson, 2003).

Still, two recent studies show the limits of UNICEF’s adoption.
Vandenhole and Gready (2014) conclude that ‘‘insufficient practi-
cal guidance” (302) and a host of organizational constraints have
resulted in UNICEF ‘‘mainly. . .pay[ing] lip service” to human rights
(302). Destrooper’s (2016) careful review of UNICEF’s implementa-
tion of its HRBA finds that field staff members use the approach
very selectively, often mingling HRBA with needs-based and
community-level approaches. The HRBA was never given practical
meaning for program work, either at headquarters or at the coun-
try offices (812). Destrooper blames multiple factors, including
country offices’ dependence on the goodwill of government min-
istries; headquarters failure to provide specific guidance and train-
ing; and the adoption of competing, more familiar methodologies,
especially in the water and sanitation sector.

The World Bank’s substitution of ‘‘social accountability” (Sano,
2015), essentially a repackaging of policies on participation and
‘‘governance”, for human rights, exemplifies the major donors’
desire to be associated with rights-based approaches, without sig-
nificantly changing operations. The widespread criticism of the
World Bank for labeling aspects of its existing work as ‘‘rights-
based” is summarized by Nyamu-Musembi and Nyamu-Musembi
and Cornwall (2004).

4.2. Why the disappointing implementation?

Implementation among development organizations has been
inhibited by political, organizational, and conceptual limitations.
Politically, major donors (especially USAID and the World Bank)
and the MDGs have had a decisive influence on NGOs and on UN
agencies. Organizationally, development agencies rights-inspired
approaches have gravitated toward the already-familiar procedu-
ral rights, especially participation and transparency, at the expense
of substantive rights such as the right to food or housing. Concep-
tually, development agencies collectively have done little to clarify
a definition or methodology of RBA.

4.2.1. Political factors
Policy shifts and the influence of the MDGs contributed to some

donors’ limited implementation. DFID, among the most outspoken
bilateral advocate of the RBA in the late 1990s, shifted away from
human rights to a ‘‘results-based” ‘‘value for money” approach
(D’Hollander, Pollet, & Beke, 2013, p. 19–20). But for other donors,
the limited implementation of rights-based methods can be attrib-
uted to the extraordinary success of the MDGs in becoming the
organizing principle for development aid funding from 2000
through 2015. The MDGs’ success at mobilizing donor support
has been nearly unprecedented, and human rights emphases of
major donors have been a casualty of that success. The MDGs were
the most successful sustained global development initiative in
memory, and the MDG era saw reductions in child mortality, mal-
nutrition and other ills. But there are important differences
between human rights and the priorities and strategies of the
MDGs, which human rights advocates have made clear in several
critiques (Dorsey et al., 2010; Salord, 2005; ActionAid., 2007).
The MDGs effectively ignored the human rights standards and
principles that govern economic and social rights in international
law (Fukuda-Parr & Yamin, 2015). While meeting numerical tar-
gets set by the targets and indicators, they sidestepped critical pri-
orities such as addressing inequalities (Fukuda-Parr, 2010),
building responsive health systems (Travis & et al., 2004), and
expanding access to land, capital and good jobs (Nelson, 2007).

The difference between goals and rights is critically important
for building accountability. The MDGs created incentives for
donors and for governments to meet targets and benchmarks,
but this is sharply different from the system of accountability that
human rights aim to create, where governments are accountable to
rights-holders, for actions defined by human rights standards and
principles. This is critical for human rights advocates, who envision
human rights accountability integrated into domestic policy pro-
cesses and budgets and providing a source of leverage by which
people hold governments accountable to their human rights obli-
gations (CESR, 2016).

The MDGs’ influence was driven by two factors: their clear
goals, targets and indicators and the significant surge of develop-
ment aid devoted specifically to programs aimed at achieving
them. The MDGs were associated with a dramatic spike in overall
development aid, estimated from $60 billion in 2000 to nearly 120
billion in 2005 (Moss, 2010). While the politics of aid are complex,
Moss (2010) argues that it is ‘‘plausible” to credit the MDGs with
much of this increase. Not only did the MDGs contribute to this
injection of aid dollars, they also created incentives to reach indi-
cators being tracked to measure governments’ and donors’ success.

In the health-related goals, for example, the MDGs encouraged a
trend toward disease- and problem-specific interventions, by set-
ting numerical targets that focused on particular diseases and
problems, and that gave little or no attention to inequalities. An
important series of papers on the power of numbers document
these mixed effects of MDG goals, targets and indicators in several
sectors (Fukuda-Parr & Yamin, 2015). Yamin and Boulanger (2015),
for example, dissect the effects of the targets related to reducing
maternal mortality.

In a separate study, Sarelin (2007) shows rapid progress on HIV/
AIDS during the MDG period does not signal rapid progress in real-
izing human rights guarantees. ‘‘The human rights principles of
non-discrimination and equality are crucial” (465), and the MDGs
downgraded non-discrimination and inequality issues, drawing
attention away from this critical aspect of human rights-based
work by placing a priority on moving numbers of individuals
across a threshold. Moreover, the MDGs’ silence on political and
civil rights led development funders to put political and civil
human rights on the sidelines of aid decisions (Nelson, 2007).
D’Hollander et al. (2013) confirm this view that the MDGs ‘‘seem
to have overshadowed the implementation of a HRBA within UN
agencies” (14).

4.2.2. Organizational factors
A strong set of organizational factors have made the transfor-

mation of organizational routines, practices and cultures difficult.
Development organizations’ RBAs tend to emphasize procedural
rights over substantive rights – that is, participation and voice over
the right to food, health, or housing. A shift to a human rights anal-
ysis of housing or education is more complex and challenging than
re-emphasizing participation, or expanding existing advocacy
work. For example, DFID’s emphasis on community participation
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in service delivery fell short of DFID’s claim that its RBA involved
demanding and protecting specific substantive rights (Piron and
Watkins, 2004).

This emphasis on procedural rights is not surprising, as devel-
opment agencies are already steeped in the language and practice
of participation and consultation. While reinforcing participation
and information norms is an important dimension of human rights
practice, the general failure to tie individuals’ and communities’
rights to specific, tangible goods and services – housing, food,
and education, among others – means that some agencies’ RBAs
amount to a re-emphasis of community participation practices that
have prevailed in development circles, at least rhetorically, for 20
years.

The UN Development Group and UN Development Assistance
Framework have highlighted three normative principles (HRBA,
gender equality and environmental sustainability) and two ‘‘en-
abling principles” (capacity development and results-based man-
agement) as ‘‘necessary for effective UN-supported country
programming. . ..” (UNDG, n.d.). The Guidance Note associated with
these principles suggests an additional organizational reason why
procedural rights have dominated: the Note highlights procedural
rights as a means of making ‘‘a strong linkage” to the gender and
sustainability principles, and (UN Development Group, 2010, p. 3).

Nyamu-Musembi and Cornwall (2004) conclude that donors
and NGOs are using human rights in development work in diverse
ways, each of them potentially significant but partial. Agencies
refer to human rights as ‘‘normative principles” for doing develop-
ment (e.g. siding with the marginalized, defining poverty as multi-
dimensional); or as justification for interventions, e.g. to build
advocacy skills, or encourage more accountable public institutions
(46). Nyamu-Musembi and Cornwall (2004) single out UNICEF and
CARE for integrating human rights principles more thoroughly in
their operations. These agencies use human rights standards to
‘‘develop assessments, checklists and indicators” for assessing sit-
uations and interventions; and as tools that are integrated into
programming, as in CARE’s use of rights analysis (p. 46).
4.2.3. Conceptual: no clear definition
Finally, after 15 years or more, few development organizations

have clarified the meaning and method of rights-based work, and
the field is far from of consensus understanding that could guide
rights-based work in practice. Development organizations often
use ‘‘rights” and ‘‘human rights” more broadly, to refer to issues
of equity, justice or entitlement. This ‘‘lack of precision,” Nyamu-
Musembi and Cornwall (2004) argue, makes it easy for organiza-
tions to ‘‘repackage what they have always done in the new lan-
guage” (14), or make very broad affirmations of what ‘‘rights”
mean operationally (45). Schmitz (2012) shows that Plan’s self-
described ‘‘community-based RBA” focuses on scaling-up and
expanding impact of local projects by re-emphasizing participation
and using human rights standards in project identification and
design (529). Many of the variations are subtle, but some are more
clearly self-serving, as when the World Bank uses ‘‘rights-based” to
describe the Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers’ mandating civil
society participation in the run-up to drafting a strategy paper.
At UNICEF, Destrooper (2016) observes that staff ‘‘interchangeably
use the notions of HRBA, needs-based approach, a demand-driven
approach, or a community-based approach when referring to their
work” (813).
5. Human rights agencies and development policy

Historic human rights agencies, including UN agencies, interna-
tional human rights NGOs, and smaller, specialized NGOs that
work on economic and social human rights, have all taken steps
to deepen their engagement with economic and social rights and
policies. In many cases these steps appear to signal enduring
changes in their agendas and methods.
5.1. International human rights NGOs

Human rights organizations’ work on development policy
issues has grown phenomenally since the 1990s. It embraces mul-
tiple strategies, including finding sources of leverage on corporate
and Northern state behavior; helping in-country advocates to use
legal, public, administrative, financial, consultative and other
venues; testing new strategies; using traditional documentation,
education and advocacy methods; and developing entirely new
impact measures for work on ESC rights. This section provides a
portrait of that growth among large international human rights
NGOs; the growing number of mostly smaller economic and social
rights specialist NGOs; and local and national human rights advo-
cacy organizations.

In the 1990s, Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch and
the World Organization Against Torture (OMTC) all began to
expand their focus from advocacy on civil and political rights to
include certain economic and social rights. These well-
established human rights NGOs have built their legitimacy over
the years, drawing on Western receptiveness to civil and political
rights, and emphasizing (variously) their rigorous research, tar-
geted litigation, impartiality, and grassroots advocacy (Tsutui &
Wotipka, 2004; Welch, 2001).

Each organization protects this legitimacy and its distinctive
methodologies (research and litigation for HRW, documentation
and grassroots mobilization for AI) as it implements work on ESC
rights. In the case of Amnesty, whose activist membership and
democratic structures are key organizational resources, this
involved a lengthy and sometimes contentious process of
approvals by national and global Annual General Meetings, and
extensive work to introduce the ESC rights agenda to its volunteer
leaders and membership.

Human Rights Watch’s choices about an ESC agenda are also
driven by the organization’s methodology. ESC Rights issues are
taken up, according to executive director Kenneth Roth (2004),
when the issue can effectively be pursued using Human Rights
Watch’s existing methodology: research, documenting, reporting
and ‘‘hold[ing] governmental (or, in some cases, nongovernmental)
conduct up to a disapproving public” (2004, p. 67). The HRW
agenda is also strongly guided by non-discrimination principles,
which underlie its important work on women’s property and
inheritance rights and on HIV and AIDS. Over time, the focus on
ESCR through the discrimination lens has been infused widely in
HRW’s work.

OMCT’s move to adopt an active agenda on economic and social
rights is interesting in light of its mission, to ‘‘fight. . . against arbi-
trary detention, torture, summary and extrajudicial executions,
forced disappearances and other forms of violence” (OMCT, n.d.).
Because this fight, in the human rights sector, has been built
around the ‘‘denunciation of cases, the development of a legal
framework prohibiting such acts, [and] the creation of judicial or
quasi-judicial mechanisms,” it was a considerable departure when
OMCT began to argue that most torture cases were associated not
so much with the ‘‘forcible impositions of ideologies” but with ‘‘so-
cial tensions caused by profound inequalities [and] growing
poverty” (OMCT, n.d.). Poor and marginalized people are particu-
larly vulnerable to official violence, OMCT argues, and addressing
ESC rights is a strategy to prevent violent human rights abuses
(Mivelaz, 2001). Recent reports on ESC rights have focused on Bra-
zil, the Philippines, and Honduras (http://www.omct.org/escr/re-
ports-and-publications/).

http://www.omct.org/escr/reports-and-publications/
http://www.omct.org/escr/reports-and-publications/
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Amnesty International introduced specific issues – HIV/AIDS
and land issues in Zimbabwe were among the first – into its active
agenda, while building understanding and support among its vol-
unteer leaders, especially in the US and UK. By 2013 AI had pub-
lished reports on (among others) housing rights in Cambodia,
education rights in Slovakia, the right to food in Zimbabwe, and
workplace rights in China and the Dominican Republic (Amnesty
International., 2009); maternal health and maternal mortality in
the US, Burkina Faso, Sierra Leone and Peru; forced evictions in
Haiti; and indigenous people’s rights and mining in India.

‘‘Demand Dignity,” Amnesty’s global campaign on ESC rights
launched in 2009, incorporated maternal mortality, right to ade-
quate housing and sanitation, and corporate accountability in the
extractives sector. Lacking a powerful narrative connecting the
issues and with uneven research, the campaign had mixed results.
However, the organization’s experience in ESCR research and advo-
cacy deepened in each of those areas, carrying forward today.
Although the ESC rights agenda met with some early resistance
by Amnesty volunteers, Amnesty continued to integrate ESCR in
on-going campaigns. A sophisticated analysis of the organization’s
theory of change and a strategy for advancing ESCR along with
specific outcomes were incorporated into the 2016–2019 strategic
goals (Amnesty International., 2016).

HRW and AI both entered the arena not by launching major ini-
tiatives tied to ESC human rights themselves, but by first using
their core methodologies to assert and protect the civil and politi-
cal rights of activists doing health rights work, and environmental
and labor activism. Both will need to determine whether docu-
menting and challenging violations of rights will be effective in
advocacy on ESC rights, or whether new methodologies will be
required.

5.2. Economic and social rights NGOs

A second set of smaller, specialized ESC rights NGOs, most
founded since the mid-1990s, provide leadership at the interna-
tional level. The Food First Information and Action Network (FIAN),
based in Hamburg, Germany, employs an urgent response network,
alerting its members to potential threats to the right to food, or to
the rights of individuals or groups attempting to secure land. Col-
laborating with the peasant movement La Via Campesina, FIAN
focuses on agrarian reform and access to land as a primary condi-
tion for fulfilling the broader right (Windfuhr, 2000). FIAN’s recent
advocacy includes reports and initiatives on the right to food in the
Philippines, Brazil and Mozambique (http://www.fian.org/news/
newslist/).

The Geneva-based Centre on Housing Rights and Evictions
(COHRE), which closed its doors in 2011, used research, litigation,
and community mobilization to promote the right to secure tenure,
freedom from forced evictions, and access to water and essential
services. The US-based Global Initiative for Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights (GI-ESCR) has carried on parts of this housing and
water rights agenda, and provides leadership in four program
areas: human rights and development, strategic litigation mostly
related to housing and water rights, women’s ESC rights especially
related to land ownership and inheritance, and the right to educa-
tion. In other social sectors, the Center on Economic and Social
Rights and the International Women’s Health Coalition have been
leaders. The list of selected international ESC Rights NGOs in
Table 2 provides examples of NGOs created since the late 1990s.

5.3. National human rights NGOs and social movements

There has been an explosion of organizations dedicated to
advancing ESCR and human rights approaches to development in
all geographies. A wide range of national organizations in the
global South identify themselves as working for economic and
social human rights. They range from advocating for a single
issue-specific focus, defending the rights of a specific constituency,
or broadly advancing economic and social policy at the national
level. For some, the language of rights is primarily a strong way
to make a claim, with or without specific reference to human rights
standards or methods. For others, international human rights are
central to their methods and strategies, and define their alliances
and networks. These are the organizations of greatest interest here,
because they apply human rights insights and methods to national
and sometimes to regional development problems. This review of
six influential organizations illustrates their variety in age, meth-
ods and issue focus.

Nigeria’s Social and Economic Rights Action Centre (SERAC)
works to ‘‘build awareness about economic, social and cultural
rights,” and uses legal, community organizing, and monitoring
and advocacy strategies to advance them (SERAC, n.d.). CEDHA in
Argentina plays a leading role in documenting and advocacy work
on environmental and water rights, and works on civil and political
human rights as well. The Southern Africa Human Rights Non-
Governmental Organization Network (SAHRiNGON), with chapters
in multiple countries, was founded after the UN Social Forum in
1995. Its Tanzanian chapter, for example, advocates on three prior-
ity issues: refugee rights, social policy, and public expenditure pri-
orities. The NGO EngenderRights in the Philippines was founded in
2003, and uses human rights litigation and advocacy and training
to advance women’s ‘‘free exercise of their sexuality and their right
to reproductive self-determination free of discrimination, coercion
and violence. . .” (EngenderRights, n.d.).

Other organizations rely more heavily on litigation and docu-
mentation strategies, as with the Egyptian Centre for Housing
Rights (ECHR) and the Human Rights Law Network of India. The
Indian Human Rights Law Network has helped to win court-
ordered ‘‘maternal death audits” to investigate cases in which
women in labor are denied their right to adequate care; court-
ordered redress for communities of shack-dwellers whose housing
arrangements are substandard and insecure; monitoring
government-sponsored right to food initiatives and programs;
and the human rights of scheduled castes.

ESCR-net was established to advance the practice, coordination
and effectiveness of NGOs and social movements. The growth in
membership in little over a decade and representation across 70
countries makes ESCR-net an important platform for coordination
between international organizations and national NGOs, social
movements and community-based organizations.

6. The nexus: new rights, new organizations, and new methods

Despite the limited implementation of rights-based approaches
by development agencies, the activity and impact of work at the
nexus of human rights and development have grown rapidly. The
activity can be seen in work on new rights; work by new cam-
paigns, organizations and networks; and work carried out through
new methods.

6.1. New rights

Claiming and winning recognition of ‘‘new” human rights is evi-
dence of the extent of human rights advocates’ work in the areas of
economic and social development policy. We highlight two exam-
ples: the human right to water; and the right to free, prior and
informed consent.

6.1.1. The human right to water
The right to water was not formally recognized in the human

rights covenants until the 2002 release of General Comment 15.

http://www.fian.org/news/newslist/
http://www.fian.org/news/newslist/
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In 2010 the General Assembly adopted a resolution recognizing the
human right to water (The United Nations General Assembly,
2010). The demands for the right to water were motivated largely
by an intense period of privatizing and commercializing municipal
drinking water systems and liberalizing international trade in
water and water services (Conca, 2005).

The human right to water is one of several mobilization tools
that advocates used, often paired with arguments against transna-
tional firms; assertions of water as a resource of the people; and
arguments couched in accountability and basic needs terms. The
1990s saw many solidarity networks formed around water issues
in a country or city, and global anti-privatization advocacy target-
ing the World Bank and IMF, led by the Canadian Blue Planet Net-
work. But human rights-related water advocacy grew rapidly in
the 2000s, as multiple new reports, campaigns and NGO partici-
pants attest (Nelson, 2015). Human rights approaches offered mul-
tiple political resources, including mobilization, litigation, and
winning international attention and support. The right to water
has been enshrined in constitutions in countries as diverse as
South Africa, India, Uruguay, the Philippines and Uganda (‘‘The
rights to water and sanitation in national law”).

6.1.2. Free, prior and informed consent
Popular participation in development initiatives has become an

agreed-upon value among virtually all donors and the NGOs and
government agencies that receive their funds. But in practice, ‘‘par-
ticipation” in development has many meanings, which include
simply informing affected populations of project plans, soliciting
their participation through labor or maintenance, and more exten-
sive, influential roles in designing and planning changes (Cornwall,
2008).

Human rights agencies, particularly those working with indige-
nous peoples, have introduced and deepened discussion around
the right to ‘‘effective participation” or ‘‘free and meaningful par-
ticipation” in matters that affect their lives. They won recognition
of the right to ‘‘free, prior and informed consent” (FPIC) in the Dec-
laration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UN General
Assembly, 2007). FPIC elaborates a stronger set of specific partici-
pation rights, including not only the right to consent – or not con-
sent – before a development project that affects indigenous lands
can go forward. FPIC has no binding role in decisions not involving
indigenous peoples, but it is drawing interest and attention from
agencies working to strengthen the practice of participation in
development, and is widely referenced by NGOs across the devel-
opment, human rights and environment sectors (GI-ESCR, 2014).

6.2. New campaigns and organizations

Issues at the intersection of development, human rights and
environmental resources have seen a rapid expansion of interna-
tional advocacy work, and blending of advocacy methods. The var-
ied work of these initiatives is difficult to identify as primarily
rooted in development, human rights or environmental advocacy,
and collectively it represents the most significant manifestation
of rights-based work.

The advocacy is not always strongly tied to human rights stan-
dards and principles, instead using multiple forms of argument. It
combines human rights documentation strategies and (at times)
litigation, with case analysis drawing from environmental advo-
cacy methods. Among the most significant and visible campaigns
are advocacy to end the use of child soldiers, including the work
of Child Soldiers International (Geske, 2005); ‘‘Publish What You
Pay,” the persistent effort to force disclosure of information about
investments and payments by foreign firms (Van Alstine, 2014);
and work on extractive industries, corruption and conflict, led by
the London-based Global Witness (Hilson, 2012).
Human rights advocates have taken a leading role in a campaign
for women’s land ownership and inheritance rights. Land is central
to rural development and rural livelihoods, and it is one of the
components of development practice where human rights meth-
ods and actors have pioneered several approaches that challenge
conventional development work. A very large number of NGOs,
specialized UN agencies and other research groups and aid donors
express an interest in land issues: 207 organizations have joined
and are listed as members of the International Land Coalition,
and a large number are also linked to the International Fund for
Agricultural Development’s (IFAD) Rural Poverty Portal, as engaged
with land issues (IFAD, n.d.; International Land Coalition, n.d.).

A survey of NGO initiatives supporting women’s land access and
inheritance rights shows that human rights and development
NGOs and a few development donor agencies are actively promot-
ing women’s land rights and using human rights-based legal mobi-
lization and land rights education alongside programmatic
activities that stress building the capacities of rights-holders and
duty bearers (Nelson, 2016). This relatively strong integration of
human rights and development methods and strategies is consis-
tent with the strong leadership that the global women’s movement
has provided in integrating human rights and economic and social
development.
6.3. New methods

These campaigns are important not only because human rights
advocates are taking up new substantive policy issues, but because
the advocates are also developing new methods of working that
demonstrate a strong commitment to continued work. In addition
to the work on Free, Prior and Informed Consent (above), we high-
light two new methods: new indices for tracking state perfor-
mance and effort on fulfilling ESC rights, and use of extra-
territorial obligations in advocacy on corporate human rights
impacts.
6.3.1. Extra-territorial obligations: plantation agriculture and large-
scale land purchases

Extra-territorial obligations (ETO) are the legal obligations of
signatory countries for the human rights impact of their nationals
– individuals, agencies or firms – in other countries. Advocates
hope that ETOs can contribute to correcting ‘‘a general accountabil-
ity gap for those foreign or transnational actors that impair human
rights” (Künnemann, 2013, p. 9). Accountability for transnational
firms is critically important for human rights standards including
labor rights and access to land and food, as well as to accountabil-
ity for civil and political rights. There is increasing attention to cor-
porate complicity in civil and political rights violations against
human rights defenders and environmental activists (Global
Witness, 2016).

The UN Human Rights Committee’s periodic review of each sig-
natory’s performance under the Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights can include issues arising from the human rights impact
abroad of firms based in the country under review. The commit-
tee’s discussion of Germany in 2013, for example, included a paral-
lel report from human rights NGOs detailing violations associated
with a coffee plantation owned by the German firm Neumann Kaf-
fee Gruppe (GI-ESCR, 2012).

It is difficult to predict the eventual impact of ETOs, but it is
clear that the legal and political innovation and the detailed work
of evidence-based advocacy is being done by human rights organi-
zations such as the Food Information and Action Network and GI-
ESCR. The influential Steering Committee of the ETO Consortium
does also include the Center for International Environmental Law
and the German development NGO Brot für die Welt.
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6.3.2. Creating indicators for state effort to realize ESC rights
Monitoring ESC rights presents distinctive challenges, requiring

both data for development outcomes – school enrollments, nutri-
tion levels, etc. – and credible ways to track states’ efforts and com-
mitments to rapid progress. Several initiatives by human rights
practitioners have included new approaches to this problem since
2000, reflecting a determined effort to move beyond event report-
ing to methods that allow credible monitoring of effort over time.

The Index of Social and Economic Rights Fulfillment (SERF),
measures and ranks national governments’ fulfillment of their
ESC human rights obligations. Outcome measures (nutritional
attainment, for example) do not capture the government’s duty
under the principle of progressive realization to move as rapidly
as possible to fully realize the rights of its citizens ‘‘to the maxi-
mum of its available resources.” The SERF index measures effort
by focusing on the relationship between two sets of variables: indi-
cators of how fully a population enjoys fundamental economic and
social rights; and of ‘‘the resource capacity of the State to fulfill” its
obligations (Fukuda-Parr & Lawson-Remer, 2008, p. 2). Similarly,
the OPERA framework (Outcomes, Policy Resources and Effort, in
Assessment), developed by the Committee for Economic and Social
Rights (CESR), uses a set of indicators to ‘‘enable. . . advocates and
activists to build up a well-evidenced argument about a state’s
compliance with its obligation to fulfill ESC rights” (CESR, 2012,
p. 4).

National level working groups under the UN Office of the High
Commissioner have also created national monitoring tools, such
as the detailed set of indicators of outcomes and effort, published
in 2011 in Nepal, to give measurable meaning to ‘‘progressive real-
ization” and other ‘‘elusive concepts” in a national context
(National Human Rights Commission of Nepal, 2011).

There is debate over the use of such indices of ESC rights fulfill-
ment, reflecting concern among human rights advocates that such
measures oversimplify complex human rights challenges (Carr
Center 2005, quoted in Fukuda-Parr & Lawson-Remer, 2008). But
the need for stronger accountability and the tendency in the devel-
opment community to rely on composite measures make it likely
that efforts to develop such measures will continue.
7. Conclusions

Human rights-based development work is marked not only by
participatory methods and policy advocacy but by human rights-
based analytical methods, programming that builds the capacity
of rights-holders and of duty-bearers to advance the realization
of human rights, and consistent attention to human rights stan-
dards and principles, including non-discrimination. How signifi-
cant and how durable have human rights and development
agencies’ moves toward applying the force of human rights to eco-
nomic and social development issues?

We have reviewed the rapid growth of international and
national-scale human rights NGOs working on economic, social
and cultural rights; and the significant new initiatives that reshape
work in social policy and development policy. These initiatives
include rigorous analytical work led by historic human rights orga-
nizations; new advocacy methods; and work by many (mostly)
smaller and newer NGOs and movements on new rights and newly
articulated issues with enormous human rights implications.

While there is work occurring among development agencies to
create a stronger human rights-based approach, the rhetoric in the
development sector appears to have surpassed the practical work
on programming and advocacy. The evidence suggests that if a sig-
nificant new human rights-based approach to development is
emerging, much of the activity is coming from within historic
human rights agencies, and from smaller, specialized organizations
and movements working at the boundaries of the two fields. These
initiatives may require a rethinking of the boundaries between the
two sectors.

Why the slow and difficult adoption of HRBA in the develop-
ment sector? We identify a set of political, organizational and con-
ceptual issues that help explain this. Among others, the
overwhelming influence of the MDGs, the tendency to adopt meth-
ods that feature procedural rather than substantive rights, and the
absence, after 15 years, of even broad agreement about what con-
stitute human rights-based approaches.

7.1. These explanations raise another set of larger questions for
research and reflection

(1) What will be the impact of the Sustainable Development
Goals on human rights-based development work? We have
argued that the MDGs overwhelmed and sidelined rights-
based work among most development donors. But human
rights organizations have been actively and vigorously
involved in the SDG negotiations, and are likely to remain
more engaged in SDG monitoring and implementation. Will
there be more effective monitoring and accountability to the
new standards? How will linking development policy and
poverty-eradication goals to global issues such as climate
and protecting oceans, in the SDGs, affect the human
rights-development interaction? And will development and
human rights NGOs collaborate in monitoring progress and
calling for government and donor accountability?

(2) What are the roles, present and future, of environmental
organizations in this interaction? Some of the dynamic expe-
riences have involved issues of natural resource exploitation,
and energy, mineral and forest rights and policies are grow-
ing more central to development policy. The right to free
prior and informed consent has advanced quickly in cam-
paigning by human rights, environmental and development
NGOs. Governments and extractive corporations have been
targeted in campaigns demanding that respect for FPIC with
local impacted populations. The evolution and successful
application of this ‘new right’, along with the right to water
and others that sit at the nexus of these three fields, requires
careful documentation.

(3) Smaller, flexible organizations with few ties to official
donors have been in the vanguard of human rights work
on development policy. Are the changes they have imple-
mented durable in the organizations themselves, and under
what circumstances do innovations by smaller actors take
on influence in the larger field? Do they form strategic rela-
tionships with international NGOs across all sectors and how
does that influence their partnerships? How effectively are
new methodologies applying rights-based approaches being
assessed, adapted and spread across geographies and issues?

(4) What are the limits on development organizations’ ability to
make fundamental change, and what motivates such
change? Are development organizations constrained by the
field’s long record of repackaging and relabeling its work
to conform to fashions or donor imperatives? The history
of fashions and theories in development practice means that
practitioners are accustomed to adopting the language of a
new wave of thinking. Under what circumstances does a
durable and transformative approach to RBA occur? What
drives the success of RBA: Is it strong advocacy by leaders,
dedication of resources, or deep training and exchange
among staff?

(5) What can we learn about human rights-based development
approaches impact on the lives and rights of poor and
marginalized people? There is a growing record of research
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on the uptake of rights-based approaches, their organiza-
tional effects and impact on the human rights and develop-
ment sectors, but little as yet that attempts to isolate
impacts.

What are the lessons for those who want to understand, or to
encourage, rights-based approaches? The lessons for the develop-
ment sector are pragmatic: don’t expect development practice to
transform by using HR language. Instead, we should look to key
sectors, leading organizations, and elements of work by traditional
human rights agencies and new, specialized NGOs for new
approaches that can be replicated. Work by both human rights
and development actors to advance ESC rights seems to have found
the most traction in a few sectors: women’s health, children’s
health and education, housing, essential medicines. For scholars,
further focus on methods and initiatives in these sectors are like
to be productive. For practitioners, a close look at innovations in
these sectors may suggest how they can (or cannot) be replicated.

Finally, we should expect leadership from human rights NGOs
that are breaking new ground in applying the analytical and polit-
ical power of human rights to economic and social policy. Human
rights organizations have made far-reaching contributions to ana-
lyzing inequality and discrimination, to assessing government
effort in the social sectors, and to finding new sources of leverage
for advocacy and policy-setting on development policy.
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