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Few	  human	  rights 	  or	  development	  
agencies	   work	   with	   an	   explicit	  
theory	  of	   change.	  It	  is	  much	  more	  
common	   for	   agencies	   to	   have	   an	  
implicit,	  par<ally	  formed	  theory	  of	  
change.	   The	   objec<ve	   of	   this	  
research	   project	   is	   to	   explore	  
what	  might	  be	  gained	  by	  bringing	  
these	   implicit,	   par<ally	   formed	  
theories 	   of	   change	   to	   light.	   It	  
addresses	   two	   core	   ques<ons:	  
What	  is 	  gained	  by	  making	  theories	  
of	   change	   explicit	   rather	   than	  
implicit?	   And,	   what	   are	   the	  
s imi lar i<es	   and	   differences	  
between	   human	   rights 	   and	  
development	   theories	   of	   change,	  
and	   why	   is 	   such	   an	   analysis	  
useful?	   The	   poten<al	   advantage	  
of	   rendering	   a	   theory	   of	   change	  
explicit	   is	   that	   it	   provides	   a	  
vantage	   point	   from	   which	   all	  
aspects	   of	   organisa<onal	   ac<vity	  
can	  be	  viewed,	  coordinated	  and,	  if	  
necessary,	  reformed.	  

A	   theory	  of	   change	  links	  a	  goal 	  or	  
concept	   (‘the	   theory’)	   and	   the	  
mechanisms	   or	   methodologies	  
that	   are	   designed	   to	   deliver	   on	  
the	   promise	   of	   the	   goal	   or	  
concept	   ( ‘ the	   change ’ ) .	   I t	  
encapsulates 	   ‘our	   percep<ons,	  
assump<ons	  or	   beliefs 	  about	   the	  
process	  or	  pathway	  through	  which	  
social	   change	   can	   or	   will’	   be	  
achieved.	   	   Outward	   looking	  
theories 	   seek	   to	   understand	   the	  
way	   in	   which	   change	   occurs	  
through	   policies,	   programmes,	  
projects,	   campaigns 	   and	   other	  
opera<onal	   ac<vi<es.	   Inward	  
looking	  theories	  of	  change	  refer	  to	  
the	   internal	   dynamics	   and	  
priori<es	   of	   organisa<ons,	   and	  
how	  they	  change	  over	  <me	  and	  in	  
rela<on	   to	   shiKs	   in	   opera<onal	  
focus,	   external	   pressures,	   and	   so	  
on.
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AHRI	   members	   of	   COST	   Ac<on	   IS	  
0702	  on	   the	   role	   of	   the	   EU	   in	  UN	  
Human	   R i ght s 	   re fo rm	   have	  
established	   since	   2009	   a	   specific	  
Working	   Group	   II	   of	   researchers	  
focused	  on	  the	  sub-‐topic	  of	  human	  
rights	   and	   development	   tools,	  
including	   a	   par<cular	   focus	   on	   EU	  
and	  UN	  ins<tu<ons.	  

The	  major	  output	  of	  this	  work	  is 	  an	  
edited	  volume:	  Towards	  a	  Theory	  of	  
Change:	   Human	   R ights	   and	  
D e v e l o p m e n t	   i n	   t h e	   N e w	  
Millennium	  (Routledge,	  2013).	  

In	   addi<on	   to	   this,	   the	   team	   has	  
prepared	  a	  series	   of	  policy	  briefs	   to	  
help	  translate	  the	  research	  findings	  
into	  concrete	  recommenda<ons	  for	  
E u r o p e a n ,	   U N	   a n d	   o t h e r	  
development	  policy	  makers.	  

The	  added-‐value	  of	   this	  research	  is	  
that	  it	  employs	  a 	  theory	  of	   change	  
framework	   in	   the	   analysis	   of	   how	  
human	   rights	   inform	   development	  
work	   at	   local ,	   na<onal	   and	  
i n t e r n a < o n a l	   l e v e l s .	   T h e	  
con t r i bu<on s	   a s k	   how	   t he	  
expansion	   of	   human	   rights	   into	  
d e v e l o pmen t	   wo r k	   a ffe c t s	  
organisa@onal	   and	   opera@onal	  
change	  and	  inves<gates	  the	  role	  of	  
different	   actors	   in	   bringing	   about	  
change.

The	   Working	   Group	   believes	   this	  
research	  can	  inform	  key	  EU	  and	  UN	  
policy	   instruments	   such	   as	   the	  
Agenda	   for	   Change	   and	   the	   UN	  
Development	   Group’s	   Human	  
Rights	  Mainstreaming	  Mechanism.	  
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The	   project	   compares	   human	   r ights	   and	  
development	   theories	   of	   change	   for	   a	   number	   of	  
reasons.	   Theories	   of	   change	   in	   development	   are	  
more	   advanced,	   origina<ng	   in	   the	   literature	   on	  
monitoring	  and	  evalua<on.	  In	  human	  rights,	  theories	  
of	   change	   are	   virtually	   non-‐existent.	   Will 	   human	  
rights	  feel	  the	  need	  to	  ar<culate	  theories	  of	  change?	  
If	   so,	   will	   organisa<ons	   simply	   borrow	   from	  
neighbours	   such	   as 	   development	   organisa<ons	   or	  
generate	   their	   own	   theories	   of	   change?	   Whatever	  
transferable	   lessons	   there	  may	   be	   one	   would	   also	  
expect	   differences	   between	   the	   two	   fields	   to	   be	  
reflected	   in	   their	   theories	  of	   change,	  despite	  recent	  
convergence	  brought	  about	  by	  more	  serious	  work	  on	  
economic	   and	   social	   rights,	   human	   rights-‐based	  
approaches	   to	   development,	   and	   re lated	  
developments.	   Development	   work	   is	   essen<ally	  
evidence	  based,	  for	  example,	  whereas	  human	  rights	  
ac<vism	  is	  more	  usually	  governed	  by	  laws	  and	  norms	  
(as 	  such	  human	  rights	  theories	  of	  change	  oKen	  start	  
form	  laws	  and	  work	  backwards).	  Development	  actors	  
oKen	  work	  in	  partnership	  with	  governments,	  and	   in	  
some	   cases	   will	   work	   with	   governments	   which	  
human	   rights	   agencies 	   regard	   as	   oppressive.	   Such	  
differences	  will	  surely	  inform	  theories	  of	  change.	  

Human	   rights	   organisa?ons	   work	  with	  a	  number	  of	  
almost	  always	  implicit	  theories 	  of	   change.	   Examples	  
inc lude:	   1)	   human	   r ights 	   as	   a	   ‘v i s ib i l i ty	  
project’	   (Gearty)	   which	   operates	   through	   naming	  
and	   shaming	   for	   perpetrators	   and	   through	  
amplifica<on	  of	  voice	  for	  vic<ms;	  2)	  the	  literature	  on	  
transna<onal	   advocacy	   networks	   and	   norm	  
socialisa<on	   in	   domes<c	   sebngs;	   3)	   an	   actor-‐
oriented	   perspec<ve	   on	   human	   rights;	   and	   4)	   an	  
emphasis	  on	  the	  need	  to	  combine	  mul<ple	  methods.

As	   theories	   of	   change,	   or	   elements	  of	   a 	  theory	   of	  
change,	   these	   four	   approaches	   are	   not	   mutually	  
exclusive	   –	   local	   struggles 	   against	   oppression	   can	  
resonate	  though	  transna<onal	  networks,	  for	  example	  
–	  and	  indeed	  may	  be	  more	  powerful	  in	  combina<on,	  
but	   neither	   can	   they	   all	   be	   embraced	   without	  
contradic<on.	   Some	   are	   focused	   and	   narrowly	  
construed,	   others	   are	   more	   ambi<ous	   and	   wide-‐

ranging.	   For	  prac<<oners,	   different	   theories	   require	  
different	   skill	   sets.	   Certain	   approaches	   emphasise	  
law	  while	  alterna<ves	  priori<se	  local	  struggles	  as	  the	  
‘legi<mizing	   anchor’	   (Simmons).	   Top-‐down	   and	  
bofom-‐up	   approaches,	   alongside	   outcome	   and	  
process	  orienta<ons,	  can	  be	  mutually	  reinforcing	  but	  
can	  also	   exist	   in	  tension,	  as	   for	  example	  when	  local	  
struggles	  generate	  demands	  for	   rights	   that	   are	  not	  
recognised	   in	   exis<ng	   interna<onal	   standards.	   The	  
theories 	  raise	  ques<ons	   about	  which	   actors	  human	  
rights	  organisa<ons	  should	  work	  with	  in	  coali<ons	  or	  
networks,	   and	   how	  they	  should	  work	   to	  bridge	  the	  
divide	  between	   interna<onal	   and	   na<onal	   law,	   and	  
human	   rights	   rhetoric	   and	   reality.	   Human	   rights	   is	  
now	  used	  by	   actors	   as	   diverse	  as	   the	  World	   Bank,	  
corpora<ons	   and	   social	  movements,	   as	   well	   as	   the	  
usual	   NGO	   suspects,	   and	   as	   such	   it	   is 	   a	   babel	   of	  
compe<ng	   voices	   and	   agendas.	   There	   is	   no	   single	  
understanding	   of	   human	   rights 	   and	   therefore	   no	  
single	  theory	  of	  change	  –	  organisa<ons	  signing	  up	  to	  
human	  rights	  will	  have	  to	  make	  choices.

Development	   organisa?ons	   also	   work	   with	   a	  
number	  of	  oKen	  implicit	  outward	  looking	  theories 	  of	  
change,	   albeit	   that	   the	   literature	   on	   theories	   of	  
change	   is 	   more	   sophis<cated	   in	   this	   sector.	   Four	  
theories 	   of	   change	   dominate,	   which	   broadly	   map	  
onto	   the	   human	   rights	   theories	   explored	   above:	  
target	   group	   iden<<es	   and	   characteris<cs	  
(specifically,	  vulnerability	  and	  resilience);	   the	  nature	  
of	   rela<onships	  and	  partnerships;	  par<cipa<on;	   and	  
mul<ple	  methods.

As	  with	  human	  rights 	  these	  four	  approaches	  are	  not	  
mutually	  exclusive	  –	  par<cipa<on	  is 	  oKen	  dependant	  
on	  local	  partnerships,	  for	  example	  –	  and	  indeed	  may	  
be	  more	   powerful	   in	   combina<on,	   but	   neither	   can	  
they	   all	   be	   embraced	   without	   contradic<on.	  
Similarly,	   the	   level	   of	   ambi<on	   varies	   across	  
approaches	  as	  does	   the	  skill	   set	   required	   to	  deliver	  
the	   interven<ons.	   Like	   their	   human	   rights	  
counterparts,	   development	   agencies	   also	   have	   to	  
make	  choices	  when	  it	  comes	  to	  theories	  of	  change.
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Theories	   rela<ng	   to	   organisa?onal	   change 	   (inward	  
looking	   theories	   of	   change)	   can	  be	   applied	   to	   both	  
human	   rights	   and	   development	   organisa<ons.	  
Relevant	   theories	   include:	   1)	   organisa<onal	   change	  
due	   to	   changes	   in	   the	   external	   environment;	   2)	  
organisa<onal	  change	  as	  a	  result	  of	  structured	  cycles	  
of	   internal	  reflec<on	  and	  planning;	  3)	   organisa<onal	  
change	   due	   to	   the	   adop<on	   of	   new	   issues	   and	  
approaches;	  and	  4)	   organisa<onal	  change	  driven	  by	  
new	  leadership,	  or	  as	  leaders	  adopt	  new	  priori<es.

Policy	  implica?ons:

Organisa<ons	   should	   consider	   adop<ng	   an	   explicit	  
theory	   of	   change,	   as 	   such	   a	   theory	   encourages	  
agencies	   to	   think	   about	   issues	   such	   as 	   causa<on,	  
influence	  and	  actors,	  and	  to	  link	  theory,	  and	  broader	  
strategic	  thinking	  and	  planning,	  to	  prac<ce.

It	   remains 	   true	   that	   development	   work	   is	   more	  
evidence	   based,	   preven<ve,	   pragma<c,	   non-‐
confronta<onal,	   while	   human	   rights 	   work	   is	   s<ll	  
largely	   driven	   by	   norms,	   reac<ve,	   principled	   and	  
adversarial.	   Implicit	   in	   each	   of	   these	   binaries	   is	   an	  
assump<on	  about	  how	  change	  is	  best	  achieved.

Implicit	   theories	   of	   change	   in	   human	   rights	   and	  
development	   focus	   on	   broadly	   similar	   challenges:	  
relevant	   stakeholder	   iden<<es	   and	   characteris<cs	  
(should	   stakeholders	   be	   seen	   as	   vic<ms	   or	   as	  
vulnerable/resi l ient?);	   the	   advantages	   and	  
disadvantages	  of	   using	  mul<ple	  methods;	  important	  
rela<onships	   and	   actors;	   balancing	   the	   local	   and	  
global,	   and	   process 	   and	   outcomes;	   and	   engaging	  
with	   the	   state	   in	   the	  manner	   most	   likely	   to	   bring	  
about	   change	   (partnership	   versus	   advocacy	   and	  
cri<que).

Convergence	   through,	   for	   example,	   human	   rights-‐
based	   approaches	   to	   development	   sheds	   further	  
light	  on	   these	  similari<es	  and	  differences	  e.g.	   rights	  
principles	   such	   as	   par<cipa<on	   and	   non-‐
discrimina<on	   are	   used	   in	   development	  with	   oKen	  
lifle	  or	   no	   reference	  to	   interna<onal	   human	   rights	  
law,	  and	  with	  an	  emphasis	  on	  the	  shiK	  from	  needs	  to	  

en<tlements,	  a	  dis<lled	  essence	  of	  rights 	  (principles),	  
and	   building	   the	   capaci<es	   of	   duty	   bearers	   (the	  
state)	   as 	   well	   as 	   rights	   holders.	   In	   short,	   the	  
encounter	   between	  human	   rights 	  and	  development	  
produces	   something	   new,	   that	   is 	   neither	  
conven<onal	   human	   rights	   nor	   conven<onal	  
development	   and	   that	   suggests	   new	   theories	   of	  
change.

The	   comparison	   is	  useful	   because	   it	   highlights	   very	  
different	  visions	  of	  the	  world	  and	  how	  to	  bring	  about	  
change.	  It	  also	   suggests	  ways	  in	  which	  one	  field	  can	  
learn	   from	   another,	   and	   raises	   ques<ons	   about	  
whether	  greater	  consensus	  about	  theories	  of	  change	  
is 	  desirable	  or	  not.	  Are	  sectors	  stronger	  when	   there	  
is 	  convergence	  on	  such	  issues	  or	  when	  diversity	  and	  
disagreement	  prevails?
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