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Abstract  
Traditionally, the role of primary education has been emphasized strongly in development 
interventions. There’s an increased recognition that all levels of education must be addressed 
simultaneously, and that the link between higher education with human development and realization of 
human rights is crucial. Higher education has gained a recognized role as a key driver for 
development [1] [2]. Higher education has increasingly been understood to be underpinning all 
development targets, from poverty reduction to employability, health to environmental sustainability 
[3]. 

The Finnish development policy framework with its strong focus on adopting a Human Rights Based 
Approach (HRBA) is also instrumental in the Finnish Higher Education Institutions Institutional 
Cooperation Instrument (HEI ICI); a funding instrument by the Finnish Foreign Ministry for capacity 
building of educational institutions in the Global South. (A Human Rights Based Approach in Finnish 
Development Cooperation; Guidance Note) [4]. This paper presents findings of a desk study of the 
HEI ICI programme phase implementation and reports during 2013-2015 as well as applications made 
for the programme period of 2016-2018.  

The very premise the funding instrument is built on is to be a vehicle for promoting democratic 
societies and through their interventions supporting states to respect, protect and fulfil their human 
rights obligations. The projects, to various degrees, have integrated the core principles of HRBA: 
participation and inclusion, transparency and accountability. Many HEI ICI projects are firmly anchored 
in a principle of equality and non-discrimination. Multi-stakeholder dissemination events and project 
activities have created windows of opportunity for participation and empowerment of civil society, and 
marginalised and vulnerable communities and their representatives. Projects have played a role in 
promoting transparency and accountability and the practices of good governance at participating 
institutions. 

Although there’s limited evidence of to what degree HEI ICI projects have affected the broader 
development and policy landscape in target countries, there are important indications for instance in 
terms of enhancing participation and accessibility. Some projects have targeted out-of-school 
populations and professionals, such as health professionals in vulnerable circumstances. Funded 
projects have enhanced rights in higher education and skills development through engaging learners 
of all ages and promoted lifelong learning practices. It is found that, for instance, skills development in 
the field of ICT can strongly support HRBA. 

Higher education can be instrumental in the realization of rights such as the right to water or the right 
to an adequate standard of living through development project implementation in the sphere of 
education. The HEI ICI project final reports and related results signal to the wider development and 
education communities that capacity building interventions have vast potential to promote social 
cohesion and stability. Projects support democracy and sustainable development as well as the 
principles of peace and non-violence and positive social transformation. These projects support the 
notions that higher education capacity building initiatives at the minimum ought to be human rights 
sensitive, or at the best, can be human rights progressive. The Finnish experience can serve as 
guidance in terms of advancing the fulfilment of rights and freedoms in the Global South as an integral 
part of project implementation. 

Keywords: Human Rights, Capacity Building, Sustainable Development, Human Rights Based 
Approach, democracy, accountability, transparency, impact assessment, results based management.  

1 INTRODUCTION 
The Human Rights based approach is increasingly being cited as a core approach in all development 
programming. Human rights principles are increasingly instrumental for development programming, 
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globally. Technical cooperation programmes are being implemented to support the capacity of national 
partners to meet their international human rights obligations and to assist community members to 
claim their rights, primarily through interventions aimed at combining top-down and a bottom-up 
approach. The need for clarity around the approach in the various agencies of the United Nations was 
evident in 2003 and subsequently a UN Common Understanding on a Human-Rights-Based Approach 
(HRBA) to Development Cooperation, was adopted, with the aim of all programming efforts being 
geared to the approach. [5] 

The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights states that there is no single, 
universally agreed definition but there is “emerging consensus” on the basic elements of HRBA. A 
rights based approach to development is ”a conceptual framework for the process of human 
development normatively based on international human rights standards and operationally directed to 
protecting and promoting human rights. It seeks to analyze inequalities which lie at the heart of 
development problems and redress discriminatory practices and unjust distributions of power that 
impede development progress.” [6], [7].  

HRBA is commonly understood to cover three principles: Firstly, that all programmes of development 
cooperation, policies and technical assistance should further the realization of human rights as laid 
down in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and other international human rights instruments. 
Secondly, human rights standards contained in, and principles derived from, the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights and other international human rights instruments guide all development cooperation 
and programming in all sectors and in all phases of the programming process. Thirdly, development 
cooperation programmes contribute to the development of the capacities of so called ‘duty-bearers’ to 
meet their obligations and of ‘rights-holders’ to claim their rights.” [5] participation, empowerment, 
monitoring and evaluation of both process and outcome, stakeholder analysis, local ownership [5]. 

Over the last decade, there has been significant progress in mainstreaming human rights in 
development work. Nowadays many governments, such as the Finnish government, have issued 
policies and guidelines aimed at making their work human rights sensitive or progressive. Many 
national human rights institutions, such as for instance the Danish Institute for Human Rights are 
providing guidance on human rights implementation as part of the UN 2030 Agenda and the 
Sustainable Development Goals.  

Numerous international organizations, national development agencies and civil society organizations 
have over the last ten ears found joint ground that policy dialogue should be informed by the HRBA 
and all development interventions must be based on a solid analysis of the human rights situation, 
including the four HRBA principles, non-discrimination, participation and inclusion, transparency and 
accountability. An increasing number of actors are not only integrating human rights into their internal 
policies, but also actively advocating for human rights through their mandated work- on the rights of 
people affected by HIV, on the rights to food, education, health and shelter etc. Higher education 
institutions, focusing on all these areas are instrumental in driving forward rights-based development.  

The Vienna Declaration also states that “while the significance of national and regional particularities 
and various historical, cultural and religious backgrounds must be borne in mind, it is the duty of 
States, regardless of their political, economic and cultural systems, to promote and protect all human 
rights and fundamental freedoms” (Vienna declaration). A human rights based approach seeks to 
reinforce the capacities of duty bearers (usually governments) to respect, protect and guarantee these 
rights. It aims to address development complexities holistically, taking into consideration the 
connections between individuals and the systems of power or influence. As it endeavours to create 
dynamics of accountability [8]. 

The human rights-based approach focuses on different forms of discrimination and power imbalances 
to ensure that interventions reach the most marginalized segments of the population. As opposed to 
the needs approach the aim through the HRBA is rather to fulfil the rights of people, rather than the 
needs of beneficiaries. It’s an important distinction, because an unfulfilled need leads to 
dissatisfaction, while a right that is not respected is a violation. Redress or reparation can be legally 
and legitimately claimed. [8]  

A human rights based approach views that individuals and communities need to be fully informed 
about their rights and to participate in decisions that affect them. Governments and other duty bearers 
often need assistance to develop the capacity, the resources and the political will to fulfil their 
commitments to human rights. As mentioned above, the rights-based approach essentially deals not 
just with outcomes but also with how those outcomes are achieved. It recognizes that people are 
actors in their own development, rather than passive recipients of services. Informing, educating and 
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empowering them is essential. Their participation is central to sustain progress, whereby education 
becomes an instrumental tool. 

A HRBA develops the capacity of duty-bearers to meet their obligations and encourages rights holders 
to claim their rights. Governments have three levels of obligation: to respect, protect and fulfil every 
right. To respect a right means refraining from interfering with the enjoyment of the right. To protect a 
right means to prevent other parties from interfering with the enjoyment of rights. To fulfil a right 
means to take active steps to put in place, laws, policies, institutions and procedures, including the 
allocation of resources, to enable people to enjoy their rights. 

The paper looks at how the projects funded under the Higher Education Institutions Institutional 
Cooperation Instrument (HEI ICI) supports cooperation projects between higher education institutions 
in Finland and the developing world that are designed to enhance higher education provision in these 
countries. The projects are designed to offer support to the higher education institutions as they 
develop their subject-specific, methodological, educational and administrative capacity. Finland’s 
Ministry for Foreign Affairs provides funding for the programme through its development cooperation 
funds. The HEI ICI programme is thus in line with Finland’s foreign development policy objectives, 
however, the projects are all designed to reflect each individual country’s specific development aims 
and they must be based on the needs identified by the higher education institutes in the South. 

2 METHODOLOGY 
Today, the human rights based approach has become almost a mantra in the developing world, which 
is why more critical studies of the real implications would be needed [9]. The approach has been 
developed and promoted for long, and invites to be evaluated further, with regards to the practical 
change it can create on the ground. A HRBA makes us focus on the entitlements of excluded and 
most vulnerable groups. However, in recent times there have been various suggestions that the 
Human Rights Based approach is not sufficiently providing criteria to guide policy choices for 
protection of the most-at-risk-groups [10]. In terms of this study the critique of the approach per se will 
not be reflected upon, rather an overview of how these actors within this programme have applied the 
HRBA, if at all. This has bene conducted through a desk study.  

Desk research refers to secondary data or that which can be collected without fieldwork. For the 
purpose of this study it suggests project reports and applications. In the context of this study the term 
is widened to include various sources of information that do not involve a field survey. The sources 
cover the HEI ICI projects, final reports 2013-2015. In addition, the applications for the 2016-2018 
programme period have been additional valuable source material. These final reports (2013-2015) of 
23 projects and applications of accepted proposals (2016-2018) of 20 projects have been analyzed.  

3 RESULTS 

3.1 Advancing HRBA through Higher Education 
Traditionally, the role of primary education has been emphasized strongly in the MDGs and 
development interventions. There’s an increased recognition that all levels of education are crucial for 
development, and that the link between higher education with human development and realization of 
human rights is crucial. Higher education has over last years gained a more recognized role as a key 
driver for development [1,2]. Higher education has increasingly been understood to be underpinning 
all development targets, from poverty reduction to employability, health to environmental sustainability 
[3]. 

The Finnish development policy framework and the Human Rights Based Approach was not a part of 
the reporting guidelines in the HEI ICI programme, as the projects had not incorporated that in their 
initial funding applications during in 2012. The guidance and instructions on implementation of the 
HRBA have also become much more elaborate during the time of the HEI ICI programme 
implementation phase [4] Although projects have reported on these aspects in a limited manner there 
are some important observations that can be made. At the time of the following call, in 2016, 
applicants were advised to specifically include how they intended to apply the HRBA in their 
applications. 

The 23 HEI ICI projects that have been implemented during 2013-2015 have in various degrees 
adopted and applied the principles enshrined in the HRBA. An assessment of the HEI ICI programme 
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phase implementation and reports during 2013-2015 concludes that the funded projects meet the 
minimum criteria of being human rights sensitive. The very premise the HEI ICI projects are built on is 
to be a vehicle for promoting democratic societies and through their interventions supporting states to 
respect, protect and fulfil their human rights obligations. Some partnerships have demonstrated a 
more comprehensive approach and commitment to integrating human rights into their capacity 
building activities, and human rights principles have in some implemented projects been part of the 
assessment of results and achievements. 

The HEI ICI projects carried out in 2013-2015 have integrated the core principles of HRBA: 
participation and inclusion, transparency and accountability. Many HEI ICI projects are firmly anchored 
in a principle of equality and non-discrimination. Majority of projects have also applied a gender 
sensitive lens to some degree, local communities and students are engaged in project implementation. 
Multi-stakeholder dissemination events and project activities have created windows of opportunity for 
participation and empowerment of civil society, and marginalised and vulnerable communities and 
their representatives. Transparent project management (project boards and management 
arrangements, oversight, audits, transparent decision making etc.) has been an important element of 
capacity building activities. HEI ICI projects have played a role in promoting accountability and the 
practices of good governance at HEIs in the Global South, due to the administrative capacity building 
and support from Finland. 

There’s an increasing trend, to look at HRBA in education viewing impact trough right to education, 
rights in education and rights through education. Such a division has been described by Swedish 
SIDA among others, and this is applicable also for the HEI ICI projects.  

 
Figure 1. The educational rights translated into three crucial elements;  

rights to, in and through education. (SIDA) [11] 

3.2 HEI ICI project specific results in light of HRBA 
Although there’s limited evidence of how HEI ICI projects have affected the broader development and 
policy landscape in target countries, there are some key results in terms of enhancing accessibility 
and reaching the most vulnerable. As an example, a project implemented in Kenya reached health 
professionals in Rural Western Kenya, in more vulnerable circumstances than in the capital city area. 
The overall objective of the project was to contribute to the enhancement of health in the Kenyan rural 
communities in particular in crisis situations. Project purpose was to improve the capacities of crisis 
preparedness and the incident and emergency health care both in higher education and among the 
local health care stakeholders. A major part of the project activities were implemented in Western 
Kenya, in the region of Nandi County, Rift Valley Province. A Joint Master’s Degree Programme in 
Global Health Care was planned and the piloted. Most of the Master programme students are working 
as professionals, and students in Kenya have been able to apply skills obtained through the program 
in their work places and communities. 

HEI ICI projects have enhanced rights in higher education and skills development through engaging 
learners of all ages and promoted lifelong learning practices. One project, carried out in Zambia, 
provided tools for improving the reading skills for school children both in Lusaka and in rural areas. In 
addition, many updated courses have contained elements related to human rights, fundamental 
freedoms, community based natural resource management and gender-equality. Teacher training has 
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incorporated knowledge of human rights, participatory methods, child friendly pedagogies and 
inclusive practices (Zambia, Kenya). In Vietnam, one-project Improved ICT & Learning Resource 
Centre (LRC) facilitated supporting diversification of learning for students. 

The HEI ICI programme has enhanced rights through higher education and skills development. HEI 
ICI interventions in a project carried out in the Mekong Basin have for instance emphasized respect for 
the natural environment and sustainable resource management. Although the links to human rights is 
clear, more data is needed to assess exactly to what extent participants (teachers and students) are 
equipped to take part meaningfully in democratic processes, exercise their political and civic rights, or 
earn a living. The same applies to many other of the HEI ICI-projects. 

The HEI ICI -projects selected for funding for the programme period 2016-2018 have taken a different 
stance to HRBA, possibly because the projects were guided to the HRBA through workshops and 
trainings that preceded the call, organised by the Administrative unit together with the Human Rights 
Adviser at the Finnish Ministry for Foreign Affairs. There’s increased focus on interventions 
implementing HRBA into the teaching methodology. The intended outcome is heightened awareness 
of human rights norms and concepts. This has been especially the case for some of the projects in 
Eastern Africa.  

There’s also increasing attention to disability, which is instrumental in applying HRBA. One project 
carried out in Ethiopia, focuses on higher education promoting inclusive practices in TVET education. 
The project stresses the premise that also students with disabilities and learning impairments have the 
right to quality education. The projects has been able to identify those key actors, which have power to 
decide on access of SEND (Special educational needs and disability) students to TVET education, 
which will be key to achieving the goals set out. Awareness raising activities on inclusion are 
organized for central, regional, zonal and district offices, administrators and leaders. In addition, the 
project team includes one Ethiopian expert with a disability who can sensitize the project team and 
partners on the practical issues regarding inclusion. The project can be considered human rights 
progressive as the expected results lead to improved opportunities for vulnerable groups to access 
education. Throughout the project cycle, there’s a core plan to strengthen the accountability of duty 
bearers and to integrate accessibility of all people, including people with SEND as well as women and 
minorities, to the policy level on the federal, regional and district levels. Participation of all 
stakeholders is considered key for achieving the targets as set out.  

One projects enhancing the quality of human rights education and research in Southern and Eastern 
Africa. The starting point of this HEI ICI project is that comprehensive knowledge on international and 
national human rights protection systems and their realization in any given local context is a 
prerequisite for embedding human rights in societal development processes. It is recognized that 
teaching and research in human rights provides an essential foundation for knowledge-based 
understanding of human rights. It is likely that these types of interventions can have a very strong 
impact in terms of increasing human rights awareness and raising human rights champions in society. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
The HEI ICI project final reports and related results show that higher education has growing potential 
to promote social cohesion, and stability. Projects support democracy and social as well as economic 
progress, support principles of peace and non-violence and positive social transformation. Many of the 
completed HEI ICI projects have been human rights progressive. Some have advanced fulfilment of 
the freedom of information and expression, the right to work, the right to food, the right to water or the 
right to an adequate standard of living. HEI ICI projects have been very integrated into the 
development processes of societies; included cooperation with different stakeholders including state 
authorities as well as inclusion of right holders in the process. 

An assessment of the reports make the challenges regarding a stronger implementation of HRBA 
clear. To some degree there’s a lack of capacity and expertise to work with and fully implement human 
rights concepts into project implementation, both in the higher education sector in the North and the 
South. Further resources and support would possibly be needed for the projects to see more 
opportunities to consistently apply a HRBA, and link it to relevant indicators for measuring results. In 
addition, some projects report difficulties working with local partners and especially including the most 
marginalized and vulnerable groups into any phases of the project cycle, let alone to be able to 
address the gender gap in project implementation. This was the case especially in more fragile 
contexts, where project implementation on the whole can be very challenging.  
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A vast majority of the 43 projects analysed in the evaluations, both those that have provided their 
completion report and those starting out with their project activities are rights-based or have several 
components of HRBA. While recognizing that there are a variety of political and ideological 
perspectives on human rights, it seems that higher education has a core function to play in advancing 
HRBA, though increasing knowledge societies, and awareness of human rights. The experiences from 
collaboration with the southern participants show that many rights holders see economic development 
as the priority and thus as the entry point on the discussions on human rights and democratic 
processes.  

While the HRBA can provide a more systematic focus on the empowerment of vulnerable groups 
identified as rights-holders, and help identifying new such groups, it seems that a more focused 
human rights and gender screening mechanism would be essential for the programme administration, 
in order to ensure a more systematic focus on the empowerment of vulnerable groups identified as 
rights holders. The same applies for transparency. Many indicators are weak on the HRBA, and this is 
something that should be a stronger focus in the future. 
It is evident that the projects are very well placed to promote social, economic and cultural rights 
through innovation in general. The Finnish development policy strongly emphasises women and girls. 
The HRBA has arguably reinforced the MFA’s commitment to women’s rights and gender equality, 
especially the non-discrimination and participation principles. Gender principles appear to be now 
more systematically considered across all disciplines.  

It seems that few applicants in the higher education capacity building instrument studied are 
consistently making reference to UPR-mechanisms and international human rights norms and 
conventions in their applications, which is something that could be encouraged more. Possibly, 
partially thanks to HRBA, a broader focus on the relationships between duty-bearers and rights-
holders has been enabled, including given a frame for participation of the private sector.  

Looking ahead, the Sustainable Development Goals could provide a strong framework for advancing a 
rights-based approach; empowering citizens; transparent and accountable institutions; and inclusive 
and participatory processes of empowerment through higher education.  
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