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This Technical Note (TN) is part of a series 
of thematic TNs that aims to support Sida 
staff and partners to apply the human 
rights-based approach (HRBA). The TN 
begins with a short introduction to the 
HRBA and Sida’s PLANET tool. It then 
explains how human rights norms and 
standards underpin the thematic area. The 
TN goes on to demonstrate how PLANET 
can guide staff in planning, assessing and 
monitoring of a contribution through a 
series of guiding questions and examples. 
Finally, it provides a list of additional 
resources to explore. 

ABOUT HRBA AND PLANET
The HRBA builds on the norms and principles outlined 
in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and the 
subsequent legally binding UN treaties, which forms 
the basis for all development cooperation. Application 
of the HRBA contributes to effective development 
cooperation processes and sustainable development 
outcomes. It challenges unequal power relations 
and social exclusion that deny people their human 
rights and often keep them in poverty and oppres-
sion. Sweden is committed to the HRBA through 
the Swedish Policy for Global Development, the EU 
Consensus on Development agreement, and the UN 
common understanding of a HRBA. 

The HRBA places people living in poverty and oppres-
sion (rights holders) at the centre. It is about: 

• Empowering rights-holders to enable them to take 
action to address their situation and to claim their 
rights individually and collectively. 

• Developing capacities and interests of duty-bearers 
to fulfil their obligations to respect, protect and fulfil 
human rights. 

PLANET is a tool that guides staff on the practical 
 application of the HRBA. It has six elements:

Participation = Do all stakeholders engage actively, 
in a way which allows rights-holders to contribute 
meaningfully and influence processes and outcomes?

Links to human rights obligations = How are relevant 
human rights standards and recommendations from 
human rights mechanisms identified and used to 
advance processes, outcomes and objectives?

Accountability = Who are the duty bearers on various 
levels, and do they have sufficient capacity and inter-
est to be accountable to rights holders?

Non-discrimination = Are rights holders and the root 
causes of their lack of human rights identified and 
taken into account, particularly those most subjected 
to discrimination, marginalisation and vulnerability?

Empowerment and capacity development = How 
does the intervention contribute to the empower-
ment of rights holders to claim their rights, as well as 
capacity development of duty bearers to uphold their 
responsibilities and of other relevant stakeholders to 
contribute to positive outcomes? 

Transparency = What measures are put in place 
to ensure that all stakeholders are able to access 
relevant information and knowledge regarding the 
contribution?

Learn more about HRBA and PLANET at Human 
Rights Based Approach – rättighetsperspektiv | Sida 
and Thematic method support – human-rights-based-
approach (sida.se)

Empowerment  
and Capacity 
Development

Participation

Links to  
human rights  

obligations
Transparency

Non- 
discrimination

Accountability

https://www.sida.se/partner-till-sida/metoder-och-material/human-rights-based-approach-rattighetsperspektiv
https://www.sida.se/partner-till-sida/metoder-och-material/human-rights-based-approach-rattighetsperspektiv
https://inside.sida.se/guider/cooperation-methods/thematic-method-support/SitePages/human-rights-based-approach.aspx
https://inside.sida.se/guider/cooperation-methods/thematic-method-support/SitePages/human-rights-based-approach.aspx
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RESEARCH AND HUMAN RIGHTS
The overarching goal for research cooperation 
financed by Sweden is to strengthen research of high 
quality and of relevance to poverty reduction and 
sustainable development. To achieve this goal, Sida 
focusses on the following areas:

• Research capacity strengthening primarily in low 
income countries and regions;

• Global, regional and national research of relevance 
to low income countries and regions;

• Research that, through innovation and 
communication, can contribute to poverty reduction 
and sustainable development.

A cornerstone in research cooperation is the realisa-
tion that the right to education, teaching and research 
can only be fully enjoyed in an atmosphere of aca-
demic freedom and autonomy for researchers and 
institutions of higher education, and that transparent 
and open communication of findings, hypotheses and 
opinions, as well as open debate lies at the very heart 
of research and higher education and provides the 
strongest guarantee of the accuracy and objectivity of 
scholarship and research. 

In research cooperation, a human rights-based 
approach could be applied in relation to the research 
practice (methodology and organisation of research), 
the expected results of the research itself (content), 
the supported institutions (governance) and in relation 
to the process leading to awarding grants or fellow-
ships and to support to research programs and their 
execution. 

APPLYING PLANET TO RESEARCH 
CONTRIBUTIONS
The PLANET letters (see the figure above) can be 
applied in any order that works for the context. In the 
outline below, we will begin with an analysis, looking 
at human rights relevant to research and the useful-
ness of linking up with human rights commitments to 
enhance outcomes (L). We will then focus on how to 
identify the rights holders concerned, especially the 
most marginalized (N), how to identify and engage 
with duty bearers (A), how to ensure meaningful 
participation (P) and how to communicate and inform 
stakeholders to give them a opportunities to engage 
(T). Finally, we will discuss empowerment and capac-
ity development in the context of research (E).

Linking to human rights commitments  
and core obligations (L)
UN human rights instruments can be used to guide 
and justify interventions. They can also be used to 
hold governments and their institutions accountable 
to their commitments. There are a number of conven-
tions relevant to research and to research processes. 
The most important are the following.

Article 27 of the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights recognizes that “everyone has the right to freely 
participate in the cultural life of the community, to enjoy 
the arts and to share in scientific advancement and its 
benefits”. 

The Convention on Social, Economic and Cultural 
Rights recognizes the right of everyone to “enjoy the 
benefits of scientific progress and its application”. 
States are to respect the freedom indispensable for 
scientific research and creative activity. It also pre-
scribes that “higher education should be made equally 
accessible to all on the basis of capacity”. This means 
that higher education should be available in sufficient 
quantity and quality, accessible to everyone with-
out discrimination, acceptable and adaptable to the 
changing society and to the diverse needs of stu-
dents. Reports from monitoring of these rights in the 
Conventions (globally and per country) can be found 
on the webpage of OHCHR. 

Furthermore, UNESCO has a normative role and 
has developed the Recommendation on Science and 
Scientific Researchers which was adopted by some 
195 states in 2017. Aimed at research institutes, 
individuals and scientific organizations that practice, 
regulate and promote science, it calls on member 
states and their governments to create the con-
ditions that will enable science to flourish and 
advance, to be practiced ethically and fairly, and 
to be useful and relevant to society. These recom-
mendations are clearly based on the human rights 
principles. On a four-yearly basis, Member States 
(duty bearers) are required to provide reports on 
their national efforts and experiences in implement-
ing the Recommendation. The first reports were due 
31 March 2021. Each report is an evidence-based 
self-assessment in which compliance is substantiated 
by documentation and references, involving analysis 
that typically is based on some data collection and 
consultation to assess the impact of policy measures 
that have been taken. These reports can provide 
useful information when designing and monitoring 
interventions.

http://portal.unesco.org/en/ev.php-URL_ID=49455&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html
http://portal.unesco.org/en/ev.php-URL_ID=49455&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html
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UNESCO’s recommendation on Open Science is based 
on the conviction that human rights to science encom-
passes the right to access scientific information, 
including data, and the right to active engagement of 
all stakeholders. It also aims to open the processes 
of scientific knowledge creation, evaluation and com-
munication to societal actors beyond the traditional 
scientific community.  

The multilateral human rights framework covers 
some key aspects of academic freedom such as the 
right to freedom of opinion and expression as well as 
the right to scientific advancement. Academic free-
dom refers to the freedom of researchers and teach-
ers to conduct research, pursue knowledge and teach 
without non-legitimate interference or restrictions 
from law, institutional regulations or public pressure. 
It means that researchers can publish and make their 
research results known without censure or retribu-
tion. It also refers to the freedom of students to study, 
inquire, discuss and draw their own conclusions and 
express their opinions on scholarly matters. On the 
institutional level academic freedom implies some 
degree of institutional autonomy, usually referred to as 
university autonomy.

Guiding questions:
• Are international human rights agreements and 

policies used as a reference to justify and design 
the contribution? 

• Is the research of relevance to women, men, girls 
and boys living in poverty/under oppression? Is it 
relevant to human rights fulfilment? If not, what is 
the justification for selection of research topics that 
have no clear relevance to persons living in poverty 
or to human rights improvements?

• Will the research contribute to academic freedom, 
freedom of expression and autonomy of the 
research institution?

• Will the global disparity in knowledge production 
be addressed? Are the power imbalances within 
and between research institutions mentioned and 
minimised?

• Do the partner institutions work according to ethical 
guidelines that are in compliance with international 
standards as outlined by UNESCO and others?

• How will results be communicated and used for 
development and enhancement of human rights 
(e.g. rights to health, education, livelihoods)?

• Is the research carried out in line with human rights 
principles and international ethical guidelines?

Non-discrimination (N) 
Non-discrimination is about being aware of and 
actively work against discrimination due to for exam-
ple ethnicity, gender, age, kinship, sexual orientation 
and disability. It’s about removing barriers and taking 
affirmative or other targeted actions when relevant to 
ensure inclusion of underrepresented and discrimi-
nated groups. While it may appear as if selection is 
made only on the basis of merit and competence, this 
is often not the full truth. It needs to be examined if 
all groups have the opportunity to compete in the first 
place. Taking non-discrimination seriously is not only 
about putting in place policies that prevent discrimi-
nation but also about eliminating the barriers that 
underrepresented groups face. Challenging homo-
phobic attitudes, religious intolerance, ethnic discrim-
ination, or harmful traditional practices can be part 
of policy development and implementation. Likewise 
 targeted actions that are in line with the specific 
needs of underrepresented groups to increase their 
competitiveness. Research itself can also bring 
evidence about the conditions of the discriminated 
groups and contribute to change. 

Example: 
The Organisation for Women in Science for the Developing World 
(OWSD) provides research training, career development and 
networking opportunities for women scientists in the developing 
world. With Sida’s support, OWSD funds PhD fellowships for 
women complemented with a wide range of support (from 
proposal writing workshops to mentoring) to ensure that women 
scientists have a fair opportunity to compete successfully in the 
international scientific arena.

Irrespectively of the research area, Sida aim to sup-
port researchers and research institutions that are 
concerned with inclusive and participatory methods 
as well as transparent research and innovation poli-
cies. This has bearing on the principle of non-discrim-
ination and challenge unequal power structures both 
within the research community and in the society at 
large. 

Guiding questions in the dialogue:
• Are there anti-discrimination polices at the partner 

organisation? Are these policies known by staff and 
applied?

• Are there affirmative or other targeted actions 
to ensure that underrepresented groups such as 
women and ethnic minorities get a fair chance to 
compete for research grants/fellowships/academic 
positions etc.? What measures are taken?

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000379949


4

• What measures are taken to support women to 
complete studies and research when pressured by 
family demands? 

• What is the number and share of women in 
decision making bodies? When relevant, have the 
underlaying causes of underrepresentation been 
analysed? What measures have been taken to 
address it?

• Is the research institution, library, documentation 
system, languages etc. accessible for persons with 
disabilities?

• In what way does the research of the research 
institution bring out evidence that lead to 
recommendations on policy change in relation to 
non-discrimination and participation?

• Will the research involve local or traditional 
communities? In that case, does it follow ethical 
and legal standards concerning interaction between 
researchers and local communities (including the 
Convention on Biological Diversity and national 
legislation concerning the equitable sharing of 
the benefits arising from the utilization of local or 
traditional knowledge)?

Accountability (A)
Accountability is about the existence and implemen-
tation of a regulatory framework as outlined in the 
UNESCO recommendations. It is also about good 
governance policies and regulations at the research 
institution, university or authority/agency supported. 
It entails having well-defined rights and obligations 
for students, researchers and staff and known and 
accessible complaints mechanisms. Functional 
accountability systems will make corruption and 
abuse of power more difficult. Sida support should 
strengthen the capacities of partners to implement 
policies that guarantee democratic practices, fair 
treatment and respect for human rights. 

Guiding questions:
• For bilateral research cooperation, is there 

a governmental regulatory framework for 
research institutions in line with the UNESCO 
recommendations? To what extent is this 
framework able to promote evidence-informed 
decision making? To what extent is the autonomy 
of the universities and research institutions is 
respected in the country? Have national reports 
been submitted to UNESCO?

• Is there academic freedom for research that is 
critical of existing norms and power structures? 
Independent, objective knowledge is important to 
increase accountability, not only for the use of policy 
makers, but also to contest the same by creating 
debate and providing knowledge and information 
to poor men, women and children who can use it to 
demand accountability of governments, companies 
and other stakeholders of power. 

• Are there policies in place in the research 
institutions to monitor possible corruption and 
nepotism? 

• Is decision making democratic and transparent?

• Is the research institution sufficiently open about its 
staff recruitment, application procedures, granting 
system and review processes? Are these processes 
formally documented and available?

• Are there known and accessible complaints 
mechanisms for students, researchers and staff to 
turn to if policies and regulations are not followed?

• Is there clear division of responsibilities between 
the governing body and the research institution in 
terms of governance? Is this known by students/
staff?

• What kind of policy or terms of reference is guiding 
the coordinating/steering committee that oversees 
the implementation of the Sida funded program? 

Accountability is also about being effective in 
resource management by research institutions. 

• Is an effective and transparent monitoring and 
evaluation framework in place?

• Is the financial control and auditing at the institution 
sufficient?

Example: 
Sida’s bilateral research cooperation provides a comprehensive 
support to all key elements of a national research and innovation 
system. It can include support to a number of accountability 
mechanisms such as the a country’s accreditation system, 
management of national research funds and related 
procedures, development of policy and regulatory framework 
for research at the universities etc. 
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Participation (P)
Participation is about democratic participation of 
students and researchers, as well as other staff in 
planning and decision making, when relevant, at the 
university or research institutions. It is about having 
the opportunity to meaningfully influence the priori-
ties and decisions, and having fair representation. It 
is important to address inequalities in participation 
based on gender, age, seniority, ethnicity, disability 
etc. 

Guiding questions:
• How do different stakeholder groups participate 

in decision making on research programs, and on 
institutional strategy? 

• At universities, are there fora for student 
participation/influence? Is the fora organised and 
functioning democratically?

• Are opinions expressed freely and respected by the 
management?

Participation is furthermore about the way the 
research agenda is set or the research questions are 
designed, how the research is planned, conducted and 
by whom research results are interpreted and recom-
mendations are formulated. Collaboration between 
the science community and society in general is an 
important question. Trans-disciplinarity approach in 
research whereby both scientific and non-scientific 
stakeholders are engaged is seen as a strong par-
ticipatory approach. Also, well-functioning formal 
structures for innovation at research institution (e.g. 
interdisciplinary research teams, innovation offices, 
knowledge transfer units) can foster participation. 

Sida should ensure that there are guidelines and 
control mechanisms to ensure ethical conduct in sup-
ported research (e.g. informed consent and feed back 
to informants, respecting informants’ right to privacy 
and anonymity). In order not to be exploitative in char-
acter, research on poor, sick and marginalised groups 
should always contribute to their empowerment, or 
at least provide feed-back on results in an accessible 
manner. (It is important not to give false expectations 
though.) 

Transparency (T) 
Transparency is about having clear policies and 
regulations, and making them be known. This entails 
 having clear rules and regulations around the applica-
tion and granting processes, including easy to access 
information on application requirements and selection 
processes of students, grantees, fellows and staff. 

Guiding questions: 
• Is decision making open and transparent? 

• Is there an institutional setup which ensures that 
research grants and positions are advertised 
openly, that selection criteria and procedures are 
fair and transparent?

Transparency is also about making research findings 
accessible. This includes being open about research 
processes, methods and results so that they can be 
cross-checked by others. It includes making research 
results understood and ultimately used by others. 
Research organisations and researchers supported 
by Sida are expected to disseminate and communicate 
their research findings to other researchers, to policy 
makers and activist (who can use research results 
as evidence in policy making or advocacy) and to the 
wider public. 

Guiding questions:
• Is there a open access policy at the supported 

organisation?

• Are research results published in open access?

• Are research results communicated in a way that is 
accessible to other researchers, policy makers and 
other potential users?

• Are research results communicated in a way that 
fosters usages of research outputs?

• In the case that research involves a specific target 
group/community, are the results communicated to 
them in a suitable way?

Micaya near La Paz in Bolivia has around 2,000 varieties 
of potatoes, many rich in antioxidants and other beneficial 
substances. The University of La Paz conducts research on how 
production is improved – all in collaboration with the population 
in the villages. Photo: Leonidas Aretakis.



6

Example: 
In its research cooperation Sida expects from all of its partners 
to apply a transparent selection process based on competition 
when awarding research grants and fellowships.

Belmont Forum Collaborative Research action calls are 
announced in an open and transparent fashion, as is the 
description of the procedures and processes of review. The 
actual deliberation of the external Panel of Experts (PoE), 
tasked to review the proposals, is by necessity not open, though 
representatives of funding agencies are invited to attend the 
review meeting as observers. The instructions to the PoE for 
their assessments are openly available on the Belmont Forum 
website. 

Furthermore, all funded projects are expected to have 
communication and dissemination plans considering both 
academic and non-academic communication channels and 
outlets to ensure that results reach relevant stakeholders.

Empowerment and capacity development (E)
The global knowledge production, even on issues of 
great relevance for low and lower-middle income 
countries, is characterised by historical and contem-
porary asymmetries where researchers in the Global 
North set the mainstream research agenda. Scholars 
from the Global South have access to significantly less 
funding and underrepresented in huge international 
research programs. Building research capacity and 
ensuring local ownership over the research agenda 
in the bilateral and regional research programs 
whereby the local researchers identify the context-
specific problems to be addressed by research, as 
well as giving opportunity to researchers from the 
LICs and LMICs to take part in global research, i.e. 
empowerment of researchers, are key components of 
Sida’s research cooperation. 

Furthermore, and closely related to the content of the 
research, the knowledge produced with Sida’s sup-
port (either directly or indirectly) often (but not neces-
sarily) has the potential (i) to build the capacity of key 
decision makers (duty bearers) and that way influence 
evidence-based policy and practice for the fulfilment 
of specific rights; and (ii) to empower right holders by 
providing evidence that can be used in advocacy and 
public debates. 

Guiding questions:
• Who does set the research agenda? In case of 

international programs, what mechanisms are in 
place to ensure a partnership of equals? 

• To what extent has the research a potential to 
provide evidence and evidence-based tools that can 
empower people living in poverty/under oppression 
and enhance their abilities to claim their rights? 

• Has the research a potential to build the capacity 
of decision makers and help them better fulfil their 
duties in line with international commitments and 
human rights principles?

• Are deliberate measures taken to communicate 
the research results to stakeholders that can use 
these in their work to fight poverty and promote 
sustainable development? 

• How will the contribution strengthen researchers 
and universities/research organisations to conduct 
independent quality research, including critical 
social research, relevant to poverty reduction and 
sustainable development?

• How could key stakeholders’ interest be increased 
to create an enabling environment for independent 
quality research? 

The recognition and enjoyment of human rights and academic 
freedoms is limited across much of Southeast Asia. The 
Strengthening Human Rights and Peace Research and 
Education in South East Asia (SHAPE-SEA) program, supported 
by Sida since 2015, was founded on the idea that threats to 
human rights in the region can only effectively be addressed 
with evidence-based knowledge and with a highly skilled 
network of experts. SHAPE-SEA’s method for achieving this is 
by supporting applied human rights and peace research, higher 
education, inter-sectoral partnerships, and policy advocacy. 

These activities are expected to generate a critical mass of 
scholar/advocates who have the knowledge and skills to 
produce research results that can influence media, policy-
makers, and other aspects of society in Southeast Asia. 

Furthermore, it is expected that the program will lead to 
increased regional collaboration and exchange amongst 
scholars and duty-bearers. It will specifically strengthen the 
ability of regional and national actors to address challenges in 
the areas of human rights, democracy, and gender equality.

https://shapesea.com/
https://shapesea.com/
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REFERENCES – FURTHER READING 
Ethical guidelines for higher education institutions 
can be downloaded from the website of International 
Association of Universities. UNESCO has a collec-
tion of documents related to ethics and science 
and technology at http://en.unesco.org/themes/
ethics-science-and-technology.  

Strategy for research cooperation and research within 
development cooperation 2015-2021  
http://www.regeringen.se/sb/d/1390/a/252995.

OHCHR has a HRBA guidance to data collection. 

UNESCO’s Recommendation on Science and Scientific 
Researchers and UNESCO’s recommendation on 
Open Science.

Report on academic freedom and freedom of opinion 
and expression by OHCHR Special Rapporteur on the 
promotion and protection of the right to freedom of 
opinion and expression 

Guidelines on best practices for conducting research 
with LGBTI and MSM “Respect, Protect, Fulfill” 
jointly developed by UNDP, the Foundation for AIDS 
Research, IAVI and the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg 
School of Public Health http://amfar.org/uploaded-
Files/_amfar.org/In_The_Community/Publications/
MSMguidance2011.pdf

UNESCO’s dedicated website for Open Access. 
UNESCO’s recommendation on Open Science (draft) is 
expected to soon be adopted

Toolkit by INASP on gender mainstreaming in higher 
education and research.

Corruption in universities by U4.

Sweden has supported research institutions in Tanzania for more than 30 years. Here, Dr Donatha 
Tibuthwa  is doing research on mushrooms as an important nutrition resource. The research contributes 
to both food security and women’s economic empowerment through a strong public-private partnership. 
Photo: Edwin Mjwahusi.

https://www.iau-aiu.net/IMG/pdf/ethics_guidelines_finaldef_08.02.13.pdf
http://en.unesco.org/themes/ethics-science-and-technology
http://en.unesco.org/themes/ethics-science-and-technology
http://www.regeringen.se/sb/d/1390/a/252995
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/HRIndicators/GuidanceNoteonApproachtoData.pdf
http://portal.unesco.org/en/ev.php-URL_ID=49455&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html
http://portal.unesco.org/en/ev.php-URL_ID=49455&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000379949
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000379949
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/FreedomOpinion/Pages/AcademicFreedom.aspx
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/FreedomOpinion/Pages/AcademicFreedom.aspx
http://amfar.org/uploadedFiles/_amfar.org/In_The_Community/Publications/MSMguidance2011.pdf
http://amfar.org/uploadedFiles/_amfar.org/In_The_Community/Publications/MSMguidance2011.pdf
http://amfar.org/uploadedFiles/_amfar.org/In_The_Community/Publications/MSMguidance2011.pdf
https://en.unesco.org/science-sustainable-future/open-science
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000378841
https://www.inasp.info/sites/default/files/2018-04/Gender%20Toolkit.pdf
https://www.inasp.info/sites/default/files/2018-04/Gender%20Toolkit.pdf
https://data.opendevelopmentmekong.net/library_record/corruption-in-universities-paths-to-integrity-in-the-higher-education-subsector
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