Discussion Paper 1

What Human Rights I ndicator s Should M easure

By Andrew Hines

In the past few decades, a number of fields related to human rights have increasingly
turned to more nuanced and targeted measurement tools to systematically evaluate their progress
and the problems they study. Measures of poverty and inequality, economic development, and
even governance and democracy, have evolved from rudimentary indicators to much more
sophisticated statistical tools.! These measures provide policymakers and activists with
information that alerts them to problems and trends, and informs their responses.

Yet the human rights movement often lacks this type of statistical resource when it is
forming its policies or gauging its own progress. This is partly because human rights trends are
intrinsically difficult to measure. The UNDP can easily measure infant mortality rates as an
indicator of development, but how can the Office of the High Commissioner for Human
Rights—or, for that matter, individuak CSOs—measure progress in the right to development or
the right to free speech? Creating rights-based indicators is a major theoretical and practical
challenge, and one that the human rights community has traditionally avoided, preferring instead
to gauge rights problems and progress almost entirely qualitatively, and often anecdotally. We
are, in genera, profoundly uncomfortable with numbers when it comes to thinking about rights,
reluctant to quantify, unsure where to find relevant statistics and unsure what to do with them
once we have found them. Our discomfort with numbers means that, while those in the fields of
development and governance can draw on statistical information to assess the problems they
hope to solve, to guide their strategies, set the terms of public debate, grab the attention of policy
makers, prove their worth to donors, and keep track of their own effectiveness, the human rights

community often cannot.
If we members of the human rights movement are serious about assessing problems and
promoting progress in the realization of human rights worldwide, we must address this lack of

understanding and expertise. This need not entail the construction of country-level human rights
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indicators or a composite index similar to the Human Development Index; indeed, some would
argue that such endeavors would be not just premature but actually inimical to the cause of
human rights. It may be as smple as increasing practitioners understanding of where to find and
how to use statistical information in their advocacy campaigns or identifying common goals so
that we can pool our resources for our collective benefit. The following discussion covers
general considerations that pertain to both broad data that allows for comparison among
countries, or more narrowly focused, topic-specific measures used by individua CSOs to
observe trends in the particular human rights problems they are trying to solve. The paper also

considers both qualitative and quantitative forms of measurement.?

Why M easure Human Rights?

Before considering more technical questions about how to measure human rights, we
must ask why we should be interested in measuring human rights at all, since it is crucial to keep
these reasons in mind as we think about what we want to measure and how we want to do so. By
this author’s assessment, there are four broad reasons for the human rights movement to be
seriously concerned with the question of what kinds of measures are available to those making
human rights analyses and arguments. Good measurement @n help CSOs and others to set
appropriate priorities, create effective strategies, encourage and enforce accountability, and
assess its own progress and impact. Indeed, it is difficult to imagine the human rights movement

doing any of these things without reliable measurement.
Setting priorities

More effective human rights measurement can aid practitioners in all stages of a human
rights campaign. One benefit of measurement isits potential to alert the human rights community
to potential human rights problems in the first place. Numbers aone are not proof arguments,
and global datistics cannot infallibly tell us where human rights violations are going on. Global
statistics can, however, play a useful diagnostic role in alerting us to changes over time and

deviations from the norm. For example, the overall prison death rate in South Africa rose from
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1.65 to 9.1 deaths per 1000 prisoners between 1995 and 2003, indicating a drastic change in
prison conditions during this time, likely due to overcrowding.® The human rights movement can

clearly benefit from being alerted in this way to the emergence of a major human rights problem.

Even if this problem had already been recognized by activists who had visited South
African prisons, the severity of the problem might not be evident without the above measure.
Beyond recognizing problems, a crucial task facing practitioners is to decide which of the
innumerable human rights violations in the world, or even within a particular country or
community, to tackle. All CSOs have resource constraints, and in order to use their limited
resources to achieve the greatest possible impact on the problems on which they focus, CSOs
must have some idea not only of where violations exist, but also where improvement is needed
mog. Globa hedth, education, and development indicators, such as country-level AIDS
statistics, literacy rates, and poverty rates, can give a basic indication of where in the world
certain deprivations are worst, and where a human rights inquiry is most urgently needed. The
UN collects the above three categories of data from governments at regular intervals according to
its own standardized methodologies. Consistent measurement of this type, if conducted
rigorously, can give a broad picture across time and geography that help CSOs to make decisions
about where to leverage their resources for the greatest impact.

Informing strategies

Measures that illuminate the scope and magnitude of a problem in this way also help
CSOs to design strategies to combat human rights problems. Systematic measurement can
inform human rights strategies by providing data that sheds light on the nature and causation of a
human rights problem. For example, in order to address a problem like discrimination, we must
know: who is being discriminated against? How? By whom? Returning to the South African
prison example, measurement might be able to tell us how the prisoners were dying, which
would help us to know whether the culprit is indeed overcrowding, as opposed to HIV/AIDS.
Awareness of the reason behind the increasing desth rate is clearly essential in formulating a

response to this human rights problem.
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Establishing accountability

Another purpose of human rights measurement is to allocate and encourage responsibility
for human rights outcomes.* This purpose is most frequently associated with the practice of
“naming and shaming” specific states and their governments. Measuring the occurrence of
abuses has helped this process of “naming and shaming” to have its successes,® but this practice
is typically limited to embarrassing the worst of the worst for the most visible human rights
abuses. Perhaps more importantly, systematic measurement can be used to foster positive
responsibility for human rights outcomes. Governments bear great responsibility for respecting
and enforcing human rights, and reliable measurements showing change over time will expose
not only the most visible, short-term abuses, but aso chronic, lower-profile problems like
discrimination, inequality or domestic violence. Thus, broad indicators showing human rights
enforcement country by country are useful in order to highlight the accountability of

governments.

States, though, are not the only actors with an impact on human rights outcomes, nor are
they the only ones with responsibilities for delivering on the promise of human rights.
Responsibility can be attributed to other actors, particularly with specific, disaggregated
indicators broken down by issue and by region. For example, a disaggregated human rights
measure that exposes poor labor conditions or employment discrimination in one section of the
country would highlight some of the human rights responsibilities borne by the businesses
operating there. Human rights measurement, then, can help to strengthen all actors
responsibility for human rights outcomes by breaking rights down into subsets for which
responsibility is more apparent, and by revealing the degree to which that responsibility is met.

Assessing impact
Civil society organizations also have impact on—and corresponding responsibility for—
human rights outcomes. It is impossible for the human rights community to assess their efficacy

without measuring how their efforts have impacted human rights enforcement over time, as

Fernande Raine discusses in her paper. This type of self-criticism is crucia in order to refine
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strategies to ensure the best possible outcomes in the future. Furthermore, without meaningful
indicators of impact, human rights actors—including state agencies, CSOs, and
intergovernmental  organizations—risk losing attention and funding in a competitive
humanitarian market whose participants are increasingly able to quantify their target problems

and measure their resultsfor potential donors.

. What Should Human Rights Indicators Measur e?

With the above purposes in mind, we must now consider the question of what human
rights indicators should measure. Indicators already exist for many issues about which the human
rights movement is concerned—poverty, health, and education, for example—but even these
indicators are often missing a rights-based focus. Furthermore, many other rights issues tend not
to be systematically measured at all. What, then, is being missed? What does it mean to create
indicators that are right-based?

What is rights-based measurement?

When we speak of measuring human rights, what we really intend to gauge is the degree
to which certain human rights claims are realized and realizable. That is: to what extent are rights
enjoyed in fact? If they are not universally enjoyed, to what extent do people have access to
redress in theory? Is that avenue for redress effective? In order to get a complete picture of a
rights situation, we must pay attention to three kinds of relevant facts: structural conditions,
processes, and outcomes. Here we follow the structure proposed by Paul Hunt, the UN Special
Rapporteur on the Right to Health, who divides rightsbased indicators into these three
categories.® Whether we are talking about a small CSO’s attempts to assess the human rights
situation in their own geographical and thematic area of interest, or broader, international efforts
to gauge a government’s performance across many rights concerns, we need to take account of

all three of these interdependent categories of indicators.

Structural conditions
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From a human rights point of view, it is not sufficient that the citizens of a country enjoy
freedom and wellbeing at the whim of those currently in charge. Rather, it should be so because
the country has the structural conditions that make respect for and enforcement of human rights
happen, now and in the future. Therefore, it is important when measuring performance in a given
human rights topic-area to take account of the relevant structural conditions. A country’s
constitutional framework and laws, for exanple, are important components of a rights-respecting
environment. Another relevant factor is the existence of nstitutions that enforce human rights
and help to safeguard respect for human rights against swings in public sentiment and changesin
political leadership.” This includes institutions set up by the state (such as court systems, human
rights commissions and ombudsmen, and forma complaint mechanisms), but equally important
are the institutions of civil society, including the independent media, universities, and human
rights organizations. Measures of structural conditions can be qualitative descriptions, or even
simply “yes/no” answers to questions like “Does country X have a law against discrimination?’
“Is there a legal right in country Y to freedom of expression?’ or “Has country Z ratified the
Convention of the Rights of the Child?’

Process

Needless to say, structural conditions are meaningless if they are not operational in
practice. The best laws may go unheeded; ingtitutions may not be adequately funded or allowed
to operate freely. Process indicators, then, must tell us about the effectiveness of the structural
redlities, the laws and ingtitutions that exist. Process indicators include the amount of
government spending on female primary education, for example, and the degree of independence
of the judicia system. The former will be quite straightforward to measure; the latter
significantly less so. Some process indicators are most revealing and effective if they are

guantitative, while others may be better suited to qualitative analyses.

Outcomes

Finally, structural conditions and processes are only useful, from a human rights
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perspective, insofar as they succeed in bringing about the desired ends of greater equity and
wellbeing. This involves the measuring of outcomes. A human rights inquiry is ultimately
interested in the way people actually experience their rights, so it is important for us to measure
outcomes—that is, whether and to what extent individuals and groups enjoy certain rights. Do
people actually enjoy freedom of religion and free speech? Does an increase in government
spending on female primary education actually yield improvements in the literacy rates of girls
relative to boys?

Balancing structural, process, and outcome indicators

To neglect any one of these three factors—structural conditions, processes, and
outcomes—is to miss an essential component of a human rights inquiry. Unfortunately, many
attempts to assess progress in human rights make the mistake of focusing solely on one or two of

these three kinds of indicators.

An overemphasis on structural factors is a classic mistake in the human rights field. Some
advocates and researchers, for example, seem fixated on tracking treaty ratification. The pitfalls
of this approach should be obvious. As important as international human rights treaties have
been in establishing a common basis for redizing rights, Oona Hathaway has shown that the
correlation between treaty ratification and human rights enforcement is in fact quite tenuous.®
The same is true for national legal frameworks and ingtitutions. A country may have outlawed
gender discrimination and set up an ombudsman to monitor the situation, but unless the courts
are accessible to women and the ombudsman'’s office is funded, the enactment of this law on

paper means nothing.

Another common mistake in human rights measurement is to measure only process. For
example, a CSO watchdog that measures government spending on AIDS treatment and
prevention, without assessing the ultimate impact of that spending (i.e., whether infection rates
are dropping, or treatment improving) ignores the possibility that money is being embezzled or
spent on ineffective measures. This CSO will not only have produced a misleading measure of

success in the fight against AIDS, but it will aso have failed to provide an incentive for the
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government to ensure the effectiveness of its spending in the future. This principle also holds
true for CSO’s, which often measure activity but not actual impact. A legal rights CSO that
measures the number of clients it has seen in a year without assessing the actual outcomes of
those clients' cases and the eventual improvement in their circumstances is making the same
mistake: measuring a process without grounding it by connecting it to measures of the intended
impact. Measuring process is crucia to assessng human rights enforcement, but it is
meaningless if not accompanied by indicators of corresponding human rights outcomes. Isolating
the impact of specific structures and processes is difficult, but it is essential that we find ways to

do s0, to assess the effectiveness of our own policies and those of others.

Similarly, process indicators should be understood in the context of the relevant structural
frameworks—the laws and ingtitutions that ensure the durability of human rights protection. For
example, if a government allocates a large amount of its annual budget for fighting AIDS, but
does not commit itself to a concrete plan to improve the infrastructure of the hospital system or
to create an oversight body to ensure the equitable and speedy provision of treatment, then this

budgetary allocation may be no more than rhetoric and can easily be reversed next year.

Measuring outcomes alone is also insufficient, for two reasons. First, in order to construct
effective strategies to ensure the persistence of rights enforcement, the human rights movement
must know not only whether human rights are realized, but also how rights are enforced.
Outcome indicators can tell us about the former, but structure and process indicators are required
to uncover the latter. Knowing only whether things are going well or badly will not help us to

ensure that rights enforcement continues or improves.

Second, measuring outcomes alone would neglect another essential goal of the human
rights movement: encouraging accountability.® In order to assess whether and to what extent
specific duty-bearers have fulfilled their responsibilities, we must measure the structures and
processes that represent their efforts and impact. The example of the right to hedth care in
Botswanais instructive. Since the HIV/AIDS epidemic reached Botswana, life expectancy in the
country has plummeted, and its rank in the Human Development Index has dropped significantly

as a result.’® Looking at these outcomes alone, one might conclude that the government of
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Botswana has neglected its duties as a provider of health care. In fact, Botswana has been widely
applauded for its response to the HIV/AIDS crisis, but has been unable to prevent the disease
from having a major impact on health outcomes in the country nonetheless.*! Of course, the
reverse could also be true: poverty rates might be declining in country X, but this could be the
result of fluctuations in the world economy, and does not necessarily demonstrate that the
government of country X is fulfilling its duty to address poverty among its citizens. Good human
rights measurement should include structure and process measurement (such as measures of
individual poverty or health care policies) as well as outcome indicators, in order to reveal the

degree to which various duty-bearers are responsible for those positive or negative outcomes.

To further its goas, the human rights movement needs balance between structure,
process, and outcome indicators, and this need is one reason for the movement to further engage
in the debate over measurement. Researchers and CSOs focusing on development and good
governance have created indicators of their own, but these rarely reflect the balance outlined
above. Development indicators are disproportionately oriented towards outcomes, and
occasionally process, but almost never pay close attention to structural conditions for realizing
rights. Besides focusing entirely on governments as duty-bearers governance indicators tend to
emphasize process and occasionally structure, but rarely outcomes.*? These indicators do not
adequately serve the human rights movement’s needs, nor do they reflect its values. The human
rights movement needs rights-based indicators, and only its engagement will bring them into
being.

Accounting for all duty-bearers

Another way in which existing indicators are lacking is in their tendency to ignore certain
actors that bear human rights duties. Each human right has a corresponding duty-bearer, so in
order to assess the status of a certain right, we must examine the extent to which the relevant
duty-bearer is fulfilling its responsibilities. Moreover, in order to assess the human rights
movement’s progress, we must account for al actors with impact on human rights. These actors

include governments, as well as businesses, civil society, and society at large.
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Governments are perhaps the most obvious duty-bearers, and are the most frequent
objects of human rights inquiry and monitoring. Governments bear legal and moral
responsibilities to their own citizens and to the rest of the world, and of course have enormous
direct and indirect influence over human rights outcomes. For these reasons, they should be—

and typically are—an important focus of any comprehensive human rights monitoring campaign.

Businesses also bear human rights duties and are inextricably linked to many human
rights outcomes. Businesses, such as multinational corporations operating in developing
countries, are often mostly unaccountable to the people their decisons may negatively impact,
and their actions often receive less internationa attention than those of governments. It is
therefore particularly importart that the human rights movement pay due attention to measuring
the human rights impacts of businesses, and the extent to which they live up to their
responsibilities. In some areas of human rights, such as labor rights, a number of business-
focused measures aready exist.’® In other areas, such as coerced displacement and other local

effects of business activity, measurement tools are much less developed.

Civil society plays a very important role in realizing human rights, and the human rights
movement must be able to assess its own strength, impact, and progress, & Fernande Raine
discusses in her paper. This is important not only at the level of the individua CSO, but adso in
the aggregate, in order to gauge the strength of civil society as a whole in agiven society. As
Raine points out, several existing measurement tools attempt to represent the health of civil

society, but without sufficient input from CSOs themselves.

The final group of duty-bearers identified here—individuals and society at large—tends
to be overlooked in assessments of human rights progress, but is arguably the most important in
the long term. Changing social attitudes and creating a culture of rights is an important goal of
the human rights movement, and a precondition for enduring progress, for several reasons. First,
it is individuals in an official capacity who set the policies of governments, institutions,
businesses, and CSOs, and they are more likely to do so in a way that respects human rights if
they believe that the state and individual policymakers have a fundamental duty to enforce them.

Second, individuals in genera must believe in and be aware of their rights in order to realize
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them—for example by going to court to challenge a rights violation, or by pressuring the
government to comply with its obligations under a human rights treaty.'* And third, all
individuals bear human rights responsibilities to others—for example, the duty not to

discriminate against others or violate their right to personal security.

The state-centered perspective of human rights law and most existing human rights
measurement systems skews our view, making us blind to the importance of more personal and
social responsibility. The duty to stop ethnic discrimination or domestic violence against women,
for example, belongs to actors on severa different levels. Of course, the government has a
responsibility to create and enforce laws against these human rights violations, and to promote
gender and ethnic equality. Society as a whole, however, bears much of the responsibility for
creating an atmosphere of tolerance or intolerance for this behavior. And ultimately, individuals
who commit these crimes are responsible for their own actions. It is important to hold
governments accountable for their policies to combat such pervasive human rights problems, but
the human rights movement must not stop there. The prevalence of discrimination and domestic
violence depends heavily on the decisions of individuals and on broad socia attitudes towards

womenand minorities, especialy in the long term.

Many human rights CSOs do in fact work to tackle problems like domestic violence and
discrimination by influencing the way people think about their rights and duties and those of
others, or by educating people about the resources available to them in attempting to realize their
rights. Changing attitudes is an indirect way of effecting human rights change, but it is the most
fundamental way to produce change in the long term. It is important, therefore, that CSOs take

attitude changes into account when assessing progress in human rights.

This presents a methodological chalenge, but some aspects of socia attitudes, at least,
are relatively straightforward to measure. For example, the prevalence of discrimination can be
represented by showing deviations from the national average in terms of employment,
representation in parliament, wages, criminal conviction rates, or health and education access or
outcomes. Such quantitative outcome indicators can be accompanied by survey data that captures

trends in attitudes towards rights and responsibilities. Measuring these attitudes themselves can
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be more difficult, but many CSOs aready incorporate anecdotal, individual testimonies in their
publications or run small-scale opinion polls to illustrate trends in the attitudes they aim to
change. Gathering information on a larger scale, and producing results that are comparable over
geography and time, is largely a challenge of coordination and of engaging governments or
institutions with the capacity to conduct such studies.®® The World Health Organization’s “Multk
Country Study on Women's Health and Domestic Violence Against Women,” which is training
local CSOs in eight countries on survey technigques to ensure methodological consistency across
regions and countries, is an excellent example. Research and measurement that incorporates this
neglected aspect of human rights change, along with government, business, and civil society

factors, is essential to gaining a comprehersive underganding of human rights progress.

[11.  How Should Human Rights Indicator s M easur e?

If this is what the human rights movement is measuring, how should it be doing so?
Perhaps the most important and controversial question about how to measure human rights is:
Should rights measurement be qualitative or quantitative? Is it even possible to measure rights
quantitatively? Another pressing, related question is whether rights can be measured in such a
way that comparisons can be made across time—comparisons that are impossible with many of
the rights measures currently produced.

Quantitative ver sus qualitative measur ement

One of the most persistent obstacles facing human rights measurement is the widespread
reluctance to use quantitative data to assess civil and political rights. There isacommon belief in
the human rights community that while economic and social rights are well suited to quantitative
evaluation, civil and political rights are not.® Many in the human rights community oppose the
guantitative measurement of civil and political rights on the grounds that measuring trends in so-
called * negative rights’—such as the right not to be tortured, not to be killed arbitrarily, not to be
censored or discriminated against—would unwittingly endorse the notion that the progressive

realization of negative rights is laudable, when in fact those guilty of violating these rights could
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easily stop these policies at any time and have an obligation to do so. The fact that the number
tortured is declining does not mean that a state is to be praised, this argument goes; one person

tortured is one too many.

This perceived dichotomy between economic and socia rights and civil and political
rights “has influenced the methodological discussion concerning their measurement.”’ But the
strict divide between civil/political and social/economic rights is largely artificia and highly
problematic.'® Moreover, the notion that all civil and political rights are negative is incorrect,
since some, like the right to afair trial, depend on the development of a functioning court system,
and therefore require positive government action.'® As Rajeev Malhotra of OHCHR has
demonstrated, all rights involve positive and negative components.?® Civil/political rights, just
like social/economic rights, can and should be assessed both qualitatively and quantitatively.

By and large, the human rights movement relies much more on qualitative than
guantitative measurement, so it is worth pointing out some of the benefits of using statistics for
rights analysis. Including appropriate quantitative measurement alongside qualitative analysis
has at least two maor benefits. First, numbers can revea information that is difficult to assess
qualitatively. This is particularly true when it comes to gauging the magnitude and scope of a
problem, comparing across regions or countries, or monitoring trends over time. Once a CSO
adopts a problem, it needs answers to questions like: How big is the problem? Is it getting
bigger? Does it affect certain areas or segments of the population disproportionately?
Practitioners often worry that relying upon quantitative data to assess the severity of a situation
will blind them to the particularities of local context in which a problem is rooted—reducing
everything to numbers, and distorting the reality of the situation. When approached with care and
used in conjunction with informed qualitative analysis, however, the opposite can also be true:
guantitative data can, for example, be extremely useful in determining two importart aspects of a

human rights inquiry: whether an abuse is “widespread,” and whether it is “systematic.”
Second, quantitative measurement can make a human rights argument more convincing

and harder to refute. The success of the quantitative Human Development Index, when compared
to the political failure of the UNDFP' s qualitative Human Freedom Index and Political Freedom
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Index, demonstrates this advantage of numbers.?! CSOs are largely free from the UN's
diplomatic constraints, but their qualitative measurements are equally unlikely to achieve global
acceptance. None, thus far, have done s0.?> Governments have a harder time dismissing an
embarrassing report when it is bolstered by numbers—provided they are credible—rather than
the subjective arguments of foreign academics or activists, no matter how careful and rigorous

their anaysis.

Like the split between civil/political and socia/economic rights, the perceived
qualitative/quantitative divide is smplistic. Quantitative and qualitative approaches are not
fundamentally different; they are in fact both the products of human judgment and interpretation
(beginning with the researcher’s judgment of what is worth measuring in the first place). They
are entirely complementary and indeed interdependent ways of accessing and arranging facts
about the world around us. Any measurement of the human rights situation will necessarily
incorporate aspects of both. Numbers alone don't tell the whole story; we need the human rights
analysis to contextualize them and make them meaningful. Likewise, a purely qualitative,
impressionistic human rights argument without any numbers to indicate the scope or magnitude
of the violations described may strike readers as ungrounded, difficult to understand, or easy to
dismiss as unrepresentative.

It is, then, neither possible nor desirable to replace all qualitative assessment with
guantitative metrics. What we need is an appropriate balance between the two. Qualitative
analysis provides context and ultimately proposes solutions. Quantitative assessment is based on
a subjective selection of indicators, and thus can never be entirely objective. Nevertheless,
guantitative indicators can be of great service to the human rights movement, and very little such
measurement currently exists especially in the sphere of civil/political rights

Whether it is quantitative, qualitative, or survey-based, al human rights measurement
will do more service to the movement if it is conducted with methodological rigor. The human
rights movement’s credibility is weakened when activists or CSOs make claims—for example,
that a violation is “widespread” or “systematic’—without appropriate evidence (statistical or

otherwise) to back them up. Moreover, careless measurement or interpretation of statistical data

Working Paper — Not For Citation Without Author’s Permission 14



can feed false and misleading information to activists and others who are basing their strategies

on this information.

Timeseries

Measurement can also be very valuable to the human rights community when it alows
for analysis of trends over time. Trend analysis is extremely important to human rights research,
because it allows us to recognize emerging problems, assess the effectiveness of responses, and
determine whether progress is being made. Unfortunately, many human rights measures do not
allow for this kind of analysis. One-off measures abound, providing narrowly useful snapshots
but failing to provide the continuous data necessary for broader and more revealing research.
Other measures produce only sporadic results over time, making trend analysis impossible. Still
others do not use consistent methodology, or look at entirely different phenomena each year.
Many subjective country reports produce qualitative data with little attention paid to trends over
time. For example, UNDP' s Human Devel opment Reports often discuss human rights issues and
include quantitative data, but topics change from year to year, preventing a continuous time
series analysis. The lack of continuous human rights studies is undoubtedly due, in large part, to
the resource constraints of CSOs. As we will see, however, there are ways to overcome some of
these constraints through CSO collaboration and by encouraging governments to gather and

publicize human rights data.

Time series data is also essential to determining whether positive rights—and particularly
economic and socia rights—are being “progressively realized.” Indeed, without such data, it is
hard to know how to evaluate “progressive redlization” at all. Internationally and regionally
comparable data, some of which is aready collected and published by governments and
international organizations, may suggest benchmarks for reasonable rates of improvement, and

increase accountability when duties are not being met.

IV.  Conclusion: Obstacles and the Way Forward
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Of course, it easy to say that human rights measurement should be conducted more
systematically and rigorously, but CSOs rightly point out that these types of studies can be
prohibitively expensive for them to conduct. Continuous studies are more costly than one-off
surveys, and qualitative assessments by in-house experts can be much faster and cheaper than
guantitative research. This qualitative observation and analysis will always play a centra role in
human rights work, and the methodological recommendations made in this paper will not always
be feasible when decisions must be made quickly using available resources. What this paper has
tried to show, however, is that the human rights movement has a long-term, collective interest in

access to more comprehensive, rights-based, continuous, and systematic measurement tools.

One way to address the problem of limited CSO resources is to demand better data from
government statistics-gathering institutions, since the state is often best positioned to gather data
and to continue gathering it over time. For example, Amnesty International has persistently put
pressure on the UK Home Office to release more comprehensive statistics on how many asylum
seekers it is holding in detention—as well as on where these detainees are from, how old they
are, and how long they are incarcerated.?® In response to Amnesty’'s early campaign, the
Parliamentary Home Affairs Committee released a report in April 2003 calling on the Home
Office to make more comprehensive data available.?* This has led © gradual improvements in
the government’s data-gathering and publication, which in turn better enables Amnesty to
monitor the government’'s adherence to international norms surrounding the treatment of

refugees.

Amnesty’ s formidable size and reputation, as well as the relatively responsive attitude the
UK government takes toward civil society’s demands, made its campaign for more data more
likely to succeed. Many other CSOs are not so fortunate. But even small CSOs in countries with
less receptive governments can apply public pressure for the publication of official data. In other
cases, governments may be willing to collect data but unable to do so as a result of their own
lack of resources or expertise. In these cases, there may be arole for foreign governments and

international institutions to build the capacity of state institutions to gather statistics.?®
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In many cases, however, governments will be unwilling to gather or release data, and
thereis a central role for CSOs in collecting human rights information. One way to improve their
capacity to do so isto improve vertical collaboration between national and international CSOs. A
local CSO promoting women’s rights in a rural area of Iran may find Freedom House's
assessment of Iranian civil and political rights far too general to be of practical assistance in
shaping their local projects. Similarly, Freedom House is unlikely to look at the survey data
collected by the local CSO, because that information is very limited in scope and may not be

comparable to other surveysin other parts of the country.

With cooperation, however, collaborative data-gathering initiatives can provide immense
benefits to both international and local/national groups. The World Health Organization's
“Multi-Country Study on Women’s Health and Domestic Violence Against Women,” is a model
for this kind of collaboration. Collaborative studies like this one establish a common standard for
measurement on a particular issue, allowing CSOs to conduct further research according to those
standards. Such research expands the coverage of the study, enlarging the pool of data available
to those—Ilike the WHO—who are interested in broad research. It also helps CSOs, whose new
research will now be comparable to that of other organizations following the same standards, and
who will benefit from the methodologica expertise and heightened visbility that their
association with the WHO will bring. Furthermore, this type of collaborative data gathering may
allow CSOs to better assess and demonstrate their own impact by linking their process measures
to a much broader assessment of outcomes than they would be able to produce on their own.
While global and local human rights CSOs have distinct measurement needs, their interests are

in fact interdependent, and are sometimes best advanced through collaborative data-gathering.

The technical obstacles to measurement are, in many cases, surmountable through
collaboration. This paper has also tried to show that the conceptual challenges to human rights
measurement should not prevent us from using more systematic, consistent, and sometimes
quantitative measures, when doing so is likely to further our goals of realizing human rights. The
existing array of human rights indicators is inadequate from a rights pergective, and will not

improve without the engagement of academics, and particularly practitioners, in the human rights
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movement. It is the Carr Center’s hope that its efforts can bring together local, national, and
international CSOs, academics, statisticians, and others in the human rights movement and other
relevant fields, for this essential conversation
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