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Executive summary 

This report details the qualitative and quantitative data gathered from a six-month human 
rights-based approach (HRBA) audit of Just Fair’s work to date.  It first examines what is 
meant by a HRBA and what it looks like in practice, referring to the Scottish Human Rights 
Commission’s PANEL principles - Participation, Accountability, Non-Discrimination and 
Equality, Empowerment and Legality 
 
From there, the report details quantitative data of learning gathered from the 
establishment and development of Just Fair’s Social Rights Alliance (SRA) in 2019, analysing 
this data in chronological order. The report then examines qualitative data obtained from 
people with lived experience and activists in focus groups and written feedback collected as 
part of the audit.  
 
The paper goes on to highlight areas of good practice in Just Fair’s work, before finally 
making a series of conclusions and recommendations, which focus on Just Fair’s 
engagement with communities, and its policies and practice.   
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Social Rights Alliance 

The Social Rights Alliance (SRA) is a project of Just Fair. The development of SRA ideas and 
work within Just Fair started in 2018, and has been funded by the Paul Hamlyn Foundation, 
Tudor Trust, The National Lottery Community Fund, The Barings Foundation, and the 
Southall Trust.   
 
As of 2022, the aim of the SRA is to bring communities together to: 

• build local knowledge and understanding of economic, social, and cultural rights. 
• develop skills in, and capacity for, community-based research, leadership and 

mobilisation, campaigning, and advocacy. 
• challenge established power structures, raising the voices and experiences of 

communities experiencing inequality and injustice. 
• drive social change from a rights-based perspective, on the issues that communities 

identify as their priorities. 
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1. Introduction 

In exploring the development of the SRA, Just Fair has learnt a great deal. The purpose of 
this audit is to review SRA practice and learning and make recommendations on how the 
organisation can integrate a human rights-based approach (HRBA) into its work and take 
forward its approach to grassroots social rights movement building.   
 
The report is to be presented to the Just Fair Trustee Board at its October 2022 meeting, 
and will be shared with Just Fair staff, trustees, other stakeholders.    
 
1.1. Background and framework 

In 2022, the SRA’s Community Researchers project highlighted the need for organisations 
and public bodies applying a HRBA to consider vital ‘focus points’ in ‘A Manifesto for a 
HRBA’2 (‘the manifesto’) alongside use of the PANEL principles.3 In addition, the SRA 
Evaluation Report 20224 made a series of recommendations that, if adopted, would allow 
for a better realisation of a HRBA for organisations/public bodies applying such approaches.5  
 
As such, the audit refers to learning from the PANEL principles, ‘the manifesto’, the 
Evaluation Report, and other SRA work to establish its conclusions and recommendations. 
 
1.2. Report structure  

Before examining the quantitative and qualitative data gathered in this audit, Chapter 2 will 
examine what is meant by a HRBA and use the PANEL principles to discuss how it is realised 
in practice.  
 
Chapter 3 reviews past and existing SRA work to date, drawing upon challenges and learning 
that arose during these projects.  
 
Chapter 4 highlights areas of good practice within the organisational and administrative 
level, noting that such practices be maintained and developed to ensure a HRBA is applied 
throughout all aspects of the organisation.  
 
Chapter 5 explores learning gathered from people with lived experience of economic, social, 
and cultural rights (ESCR) violations, and human rights organisations on how best to realise 
a HRBA.  
 

 
2 Community Researchers and Social Rights Alliance, ‘A Manifesto for a Human Rights-Based Approach’ 
(Socialrightsalliance.org.uk, 2022) <https://www.socialrightsalliance.org.uk/post/a-manifesto-for-a-human-
rights-based-approach> accessed 6 June 2022. 
3 Community Researchers and Social Rights Alliance, ‘Whose Rights Are They Anyway?’ (Just Fair 2022) 
<https://justfair.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/Whose-rights-are-they-anyway.pdf> accessed 6 June 
2022. 
4 Dr Jo Ferrie, Paul Pearson, Barry Black, ‘The Community Researchers Project; Evaluation Report’ (Just Fair 
2022) <https://www.socialrightsalliance.org.uk/post/what-next-learning-from-community-researchers-
project> accessed 21 September 2022. 
5 Scottish Human Rights Commission, ‘A Human Rights Based Approach: An Introduction’ (SCHR 2019) 
<shrc_hrba_leaflet.pdf (scottishhumanrights.com)> accessed 6 June 2022. 

https://www.socialrightsalliance.org.uk/post/a-manifesto-for-a-human-rights-based-approach
https://www.socialrightsalliance.org.uk/post/a-manifesto-for-a-human-rights-based-approach
https://justfair.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/Whose-rights-are-they-anyway.pdf
https://www.socialrightsalliance.org.uk/post/what-next-learning-from-community-researchers-project
https://www.socialrightsalliance.org.uk/post/what-next-learning-from-community-researchers-project
https://www.scottishhumanrights.com/media/1409/shrc_hrba_leaflet.pdf
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Finally, Chapter 6 analyses makes a series of conclusions and recommendations based on 
the findings of this report. 
 
1.3. Methodology 

The audit research took place from May 2022 to October 2022 and involved quantitative 
and qualitative research methods. The desk research reviewed Just Fair’s output and 
outcomes from its SRA work to date, along with other relevant human rights literature and 
reports. The field research consisted of one hybrid focus group, two online focus groups, 
one interview and one questionnaire. 
 
The hybrid focus group lasted approximately two hours.  Appropriate ethical practices were 
adhered to in gathering the qualitative research, including the securing of informed consent.  
All participants remained anonymous unless they expressly stated that they wanted to 
provide their name.  
 
The online focus groups lasted approximately one hour and were held on Zoom. 
Appropriate ethical practices were adhered to in gathering the qualitative research, 
including the securing of informed consent. The participants represented their organisation.   
 
Notes were taken for both focus groups and they were not recorded.  
 
1.4. Acknowledgements 

Thank you to the following who shared their knowledge, learning, time, and other resources 
to make this work possible.   

• Amnesty International UK (AIUK) 

• ATD Fourth World UK 

• Liberty 

• Making Rights Real (MRR) 

• Participation and Practice of Rights (PPR) 

• Scottish Human Rights Commission (SHRC) 

• Community Researchers: Hinda Mohamed, Kayleigh Rousell, Martin Connelly, Nic 
Cook and Emma Lough 

• The Tudor Trust 

• University of Glasgow Evaluation Team: Dr Jo Ferrie, Paul Pearson, and Barry Black 

• Just Fair Staff: Jess McQuail, Director; Helen Flynn, Head of Policy, Research and 
Campaigns; Alex Firth, Research and Communications Officer; Kate Ewing, 
Administrator and Maddy Lawson, Communications Advisor.   

• Just Fair Trustees: Jamie Burton, Chair; Alice Donald; John Powlton; Lianna Etkind; Dr 
Katie Boyle; Armin Houshmand and Mary-Ann Stephenson 
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2. A human rights-based approach 

A HRBA is widely considered to mean a way of using “international human rights law (IHRL) 
standards to ensure that people’s human rights are put at the very centre of policies and 
practice.”6 “Such approaches empower people to know and claim their rights.”7 “They also 
increase the ability of organisations, public bodies, and businesses to fulfil their human 
rights obligations and create accountability so people can seek remedies when their rights 
are violated.”8 
 
Using a HRBA and ESCR can be powerful in putting local action and research at the forefront 
of social justice advocacy and campaigning. Working with local grassroots communities and 
campaigns allows us to reflect on lived experiences and amplify the narratives of local 
people who are affected by social justice issues. This can have an ‘empowering’ and 
mobilising effect, that can result in real change. 
 
2.1. PANEL principles 

• Participation: “Everyone should be involved in decisions that affect their rights.”9 

• Accountability: “There should be monitoring of how people’s rights are being 
affected, as well as remedies when things go wrong.”10 

• Non-Discrimination and Equality: “All forms of discrimination must be prohibited, 
prevented, and eliminated. People who face the biggest barriers to realising their 
rights should be prioritised.”11 

• Empowerment: “Everyone should understand their rights and be fully supported to 
take part in developing policy and practices which affect their lives.”12 

• Legality: “Approaches should be grounded in the legal rights that are set out in 
domestic and international laws.”13 

 
Whilst there are various methods and theories on how to implement a HRBA,14 the PANEL 
principles have been widely used as a set of guiding principles to consider when applying a 
HRBA in practice.15 However, as explored later in 3.5., these principles have been met with 
criticism by the SRA’s Community Researchers project for not being wholly represented in 
what needs to be considered in applying a HRBA. 

 
6 Scottish Human Rights Commission, (Scottishhumanrights.com, 2019) 
<https://www.scottishhumanrights.com/media/1409/shrc_hrba_leaflet.pdf> accessed 25 August 2022. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
9 A Human Rights Based Approach: An Introduction (n 5) 2. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Susan O’Leary, ‘Grassroots Accountability Promises in Rights-Based Approaches to Development: The Role of 
Transformative Monitoring and Evaluation in NGOs’ (2017) 63 Accounting, Organizations and Society 25 
<https://doi.org/10.1016/j.aos.2016.06.002> accessed 20 June 2022; UN Sustainable Development Group, 
‘Human Rights-Based Approach’ (unsdg.un.org, 2022) <https://unsdg.un.org/2030-agenda/universal-
values/human-rights-based-approach> accessed 3 October 2022. 
15 European Network of National Human Rights Institutions, ‘Human Rights-Based Approach’ (ennhri.org, 2022) 
<https://ennhri.org/about-nhris/human-rights-based-approach/> accessed 3 October 2022. 

https://www.scottishhumanrights.com/media/1409/shrc_hrba_leaflet.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.aos.2016.06.002
https://unsdg.un.org/2030-agenda/universal-values/human-rights-based-approach
https://unsdg.un.org/2030-agenda/universal-values/human-rights-based-approach
https://ennhri.org/about-nhris/human-rights-based-approach/
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3. Learning from Social Rights Alliance projects 

This chapter will explore community engagement work undertaken by the SRA, noting 
challenges, and learning from these projects.  The chapter will consider learning gathered 
under the SRA Northeast (SRANE), the SRA Manchester, Growing Rights Instead of Poverty 
Partnership (GRIPP), the action learning project, the ‘Community Researchers’ project and 
Community Researchers Evaluation Report. 
 
3.1. SRANE  

The SRANE project took place between January 2019 and March 2021.  
 
The original plan for this project envisaged a first year of introducing residents and 
community groups to human rights/ESCR and building support for the idea of a Northeast of 
England based SRA, with the aim of allowing the community organiser to work with local 
people to identify a campaign to work on in the second year.  
 
However, it soon became clear that it was important to start by first exploring the issues 
that mattered most to local people. Between January 2019 and March 2020, 122 people 
from grassroots organisations took part in various workshops in the Northeast of England 
about human rights/ESCR, exploring how they might be used to promote positive change in 
the Northeast of England.  
 
Between March 2020 and August 2020, work under this programme paused due to the 
Covid-19 pandemic. Some integral members of SRANE and those in the smaller campaign 
groups (i.e., the Northern Learning Trust group) did not have digital access, therefore, 
meaningful, and accessible participation from these organisations and their members 
proved impossible. 
 
Since the SRANE project was not directly involved in its members’ community engagement 
work, this was the most obvious challenge that Just Fair was aware of in applying a HRBA as 
part of this project. This would become an area that Just Fair would continue to engage with 
throughout the pandemic, resulting in learning being developed on this issue. 
 
3.2. SRA Manchester 

The SRA Manchester project took place between July 2020 and December 2021. 
 
The SRA Manchester was established during the first Covid-19 lockdown, and began 
focusing on both Moss Side and Wythenshawe, for geographical reasons as well as 
thematic.  Like the SRANE, the project sought to provide human rights/ESCR knowledge and 
support to grassroots organisations.  
 
From this, the SRA Manchester began to support SENsitive, a group for family members who 
have disabled children and children with special educational needs, fighting for greater 
access to provisions and services, whilst supporting each other through day-to-day 
obstacles. 
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Work with SENsitive began in 2021 and the SRA Manchester Coordinator supported them 
through providing training on the ways in which ESCR and a HRBA could strengthen their 
campaigning/work and holding discussions about how to grow the group’s membership.16 
 
However, whilst the project lead was able to establish some connections, the project took 
place during the height of Covid-19 pandemic restrictions, with the Manchester area in 
lockdown for almost the whole period of this project. Thus, like the SRANE project, this 
project experienced real challenges in getting established, and engaging with communities 
online.  
 
3.3. GRIPP 

Due to the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic and lockdowns, what was originally planned as 
a one-day conference for October 2020 centred around ‘bringing together lived and learnt 
experience to build a bridge out of poverty’ became an ongoing project involving 
participants from Just Fair, Amnesty International UK, ATD Fourth World, Essex University 
Human Rights Centre and RAPAR.17   
  
The mixed group of participants with lived and learnt experiences of poverty and human 
rights gradually developed the “Building a Human Rights Bridge out of Poverty” project 
which became known as #RightsBridge.18 The aim of the project was to bring together and 
facilitate people with lived and learned experience of poverty in the UK to meet and learn 
from each other, gain and develop research and advocacy skills, build networks, and 
improve general understanding of social rights challenges and opportunities.19 
 
Between October 2020 and October 2021, four online events took place exploring various 
themes such bringing together lived and learnt experience,20 good practice in local 
advocacy21, the International Covenant on Economic Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) and 
the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR) review process.22 All of 
these events involved the participation of people with lived and learnt experience.    
 

 
16 Lyle Barker, SENsitive, ‘Reflections and Learning: A Human Rights Based Approach in Practice’ 
(Socialrightsallinace.org.uk, 2022) <Reflections from SENsitive: human rights in practice 
(socialrightsalliance.org.uk)> accessed 25 August 2022. 
17 Susanna Hunter-Darch (Socialrightsalliance.org.uk, 2020) 
<https://www.socialrightsalliance.org.uk/post/building-a-human-rights-bridge-out-of-poverty> accessed 18 
July 2022. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Susann Hunter-Darch, ‘#RightsBridge Event 1: Bringing together Lived and Learnt Experience’ 
(Socialrightsalliance.org.uk, 2020) <https://www.socialrightsalliance.org.uk/post/rightsbridge-event-1-
bringing-together-lived-and-learnt-experience> accessed 18 July 2022. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Social Rights Alliance, ‘#Rightsbridge: ICESCR and Why it Matters’ (Socialrightsalliance.org.uk, 2021) 
<https://www.socialrightsalliance.org.uk/post/rightsbridge-icescr-and-why-it-matters> accessed 18 July 2022; 
Social Rights Alliance, ‘#Rightsbridge: We can Create Meaningful Involvement in the ICESCR Review Process’ 
(Socialrightsalliance.org.uk, 2021) <https://www.socialrightsalliance.org.uk/post/rightsbridge-can-we-create-
meaningful-involvement-in-the-icescr-review> accessed 18 July 2022. 
 

https://www.socialrightsalliance.org.uk/post/reflections-from-sensitive-a-human-rights-based-approach-in-practice
https://www.socialrightsalliance.org.uk/post/reflections-from-sensitive-a-human-rights-based-approach-in-practice
https://www.socialrightsalliance.org.uk/post/building-a-human-rights-bridge-out-of-poverty
https://www.socialrightsalliance.org.uk/post/rightsbridge-event-1-bringing-together-lived-and-learnt-experience
https://www.socialrightsalliance.org.uk/post/rightsbridge-event-1-bringing-together-lived-and-learnt-experience
https://www.socialrightsalliance.org.uk/post/rightsbridge-icescr-and-why-it-matters
https://www.socialrightsalliance.org.uk/post/rightsbridge-can-we-create-meaningful-involvement-in-the-icescr-review
https://www.socialrightsalliance.org.uk/post/rightsbridge-can-we-create-meaningful-involvement-in-the-icescr-review
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This project adjusted expectations in terms of what could work within pandemic 
restrictions, whilst not compromising the values and approach of an authentically 
participatory process.  
 
Project partners adjusted budgets to cover childcare and internet data costs to enable 
participation and gave a significant amount of time to supporting individuals to register, 
understand how to log on to Zoom, enter breakout rooms etc. Sensitive to the nature of 
conversations around poverty and ESCR violations within the group, the team worked to 
make online spaces both safe and comfortable – it developed a fund for refreshments so 
participants on low incomes were able to buy “a cuppa and a bun” for the event and 
allowed time at the end of sessions for participants to stay on for thirty minutes, to have 
their cuppa together and chat informally. Just Fair’s Social Rights Coordinator (England) 
supported the development of the project. 
 
In April 2022, the group changed its name to the Growing Rights Instead of Poverty 
Partnership (GRIPP). As well as pursuing the original aims of the #RightsBridge project, the 
partnership established a subgroup that will focus on the upcoming 7th review of the CESCR 
on the UK’s compliance with ESCR contained within ICESCR. The subgroup is currently 
concerned with expanding its membership and building the capacity of grassroots 
organisations from devolved regions and nations, with the purpose of working together to 
learn about the CESCR’s review and draft submissions for the review. 
 
3.4. The action learning project 

In 2021, Just Fair worked with Making Rights Real (MRR - Scotland), Participation and 
Practice of Rights (PPR - Northern Ireland) on a series of action learning sets to: 

• Create a greater appreciation of the background, culture, structure, and work of the 
organisations involved. 

• Create a greater understanding of the varied HRBA approaches being used by each 
of the organisations, looking at how these are shaped in devolved administrations 
and how human rights sits in relation to their relationship to the UK Government. 

• Develop relationships between the organisations involved in the project. 
 

The action learning process was funded by the Barings Foundation.  
 
The process involved workshops held by each organisation, involving staff members, 
trustees, and stakeholders from across the organisations. The workshops discussed themes 
particularly relevant to a HRBA, such as power dynamics, the effects of Covid-19 on 
community work and overcoming this in an online space, and accessibility and language 
around human rights.  
 
Positive reflections from Just Fair, MRR and PPR following participation in these workshops 
included the benefits of: 

• Connecting with other practitioners using a similar methodology. Getting to know 
the people in our organisations better. 

• Creating stronger links between the three organisations to facilitate more organic 
connecting and possible future work together and celebrating successes. 
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• Learning and sharing practice about technical practicalities (e.g., organising during 
Covid-19, the anatomy of a campaign), a dedicated space for discussing techniques, 
sharing successes and difficulties.  

• Being inspired by each other. 

• Sharing solidarity as human rights activists and providing an opportunity for support 
on a human level - being allies to each other. 

• Having a safe space in tackling difficult issues like courage in the face of power 
responses, mental health wellbeing for teams as human rights defenders. 

 
Additionally, each organisation was able to pick out some areas which could be developed 
to better realise a HRBA and build ESCR work across the UK: 

• Connecting with more colleagues in Wales.  

• Bringing together grassroots activists to share experiences. 

• More focussed time in action learning sets on live issues. 
 

Overall, this work allowed for some mutual insight and feedback on what was working and 
what could be improved regarding social rights movement building and taking a HRBA.  This 
sowed the seeds for Just Fair’s SRA Community Researchers Project.  

 
3.5. Community Researchers project 

The Community Researchers project was launched in September 2021 and is ongoing (as of 
October 2022).23 A group of four activists from grassroots organisations (Difference 
Northeast, Intisaar, The Annexe at The Wharton Trust and Sheppey is Ours!) and a PhD 
student have worked with several members of Just Fair’s team to develop understanding 
regarding how human rights can ‘add value’ to their activism and what it could mean for 
their communities.24 
   
The Community Researchers met with the Social Rights Coordinator (England) every two 
weeks from September 2021 – February 2022 and used action research25 to explore what 
ESCR means in their communities and how a HRBA can add value to their activism. Their 
work together included a review of the PANEL principles, production of a SRA Manifesto for 
a HRBA, a film and a human rights board game.26     
 
Like projects under SRANE and SRA Manchester, the project took place amidst national 
Covid-19 lockdowns during the height of the pandemic. Therefore, the project aimed to 
make use of online spaces to facilitate this work, as noted in the Community Researchers’ 
Evaluation Report: 
 

 
23 Susanna Hunter-Darch, ‘Supporting Wellbeing of Human Rights Defenders’ (Socialrightsalliance.org.uk, 
2021) <https://www.socialrightsalliance.org.uk/post/supporting-wellbeing-of-human-rights-defenders> 
accessed 25 August 2022. 
24 Ibid. 
25 Infed, 'What is Action Research and How Do We Do It? – Infed.Org:' (Infed.org, 2020) 
<https://infed.org/mobi/action-research/> accessed 25 August 2022. 
26 Community Researchers and Social Rights Alliance, ‘Sowing the Seeds for Growth: Reflections from the 
Community Researchers’ (socialrightsalliance.org.uk, 2022) <Sowing the seeds for growth: reflections from 

the Community Researchers (socialrightsalliance.org.uk)> accessed 1 September 2022. 

https://www.socialrightsalliance.org.uk/post/supporting-wellbeing-of-human-rights-defenders
https://infed.org/mobi/action-research/%3e
https://www.socialrightsalliance.org.uk/post/sowing-the-seeds-for-growth-reflections-from-the-community-researchers
https://www.socialrightsalliance.org.uk/post/sowing-the-seeds-for-growth-reflections-from-the-community-researchers
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“The project took place after two national ‘lockdowns’ as a response to the Covid-19 
pandemic and it hinderance upon previous SRA projects.”27 “The move ‘online’ was a 
difficult one for facilitators practiced in building in-person relationships with groups 
of people that shared a community.”28 “Though 18-months after the first lockdown, 
there was still a great deal to learn about community activism and remote 
working.”29  
 

Alongside strengthening the Community Researchers’ activism in their local communities, 
this project went above and beyond purely applying a HRBA, with the Community 
Researchers challenging the effectiveness of the PANEL principles as a single method for 
realising a HRBA. 
  
3.5.1. A Review of the PANEL principles and the Manifesto for a HRBA 

As part of the Community Researchers project, the community activists identified certain 
focus points which are fundamental to applying a HRBA in practice. These differ from the 
PANEL principles usually associated with the approach which incorporate: Participation, 
Accountability, Non-Discrimination, Empowerment and Legality. 
 
On 22 February 2022 the Community Researchers gathered in London, meeting in person 
for the first time, and reflected on their learning. Through working together and meeting 
with allies and activists who have embraced human rights as a tool for social change, the 
group then devised a Manifesto for a HRBA with a set of human rights focus points at its 
heart, based on these discussions. The focus points in the manifesto are: 
 

• Solidarity 

• Power 

• Access 

• Accountability 

• Intersectionality 
 

This work was captured in a report ‘Who’s Rights Are They Anyway?’30 and the Community 
Researchers ‘Manifesto for a HRBA’.31 
 
‘Whose Rights Are They Anyway?’ 

As described in the manifesto, the Community Researchers’ main reflection was that the 
PANEL principles are “a useful framework, but they think it’s a bit problematic.”32 
 
The report ‘Whose Rights Are They Anyway?’ highlights comments from the Community 
Researchers around ‘who owns the principles of empowerment, participation, non-
discrimination, and legality. 

 
27 The Community Researchers: Evaluation Report (n 4) 3.  
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid. 
30 Whose Rights Are They Anyway? (n 3). 
31 Manifesto for a HRBA (n 2). 
32 Ibid. 
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On ‘who owns these principles?’, the Community Researchers said: 
 

"I think it's very different sayings of I feel empowered by my peers. I feel like I can do 
this because I've got my peers supporting me. It's very different to I feel I can do this 
because the council has told me I can do this now. They can turn around in a few 
months’ time and tell me I can't. But for now, they told me I can."33 

 
"Legality and empowerment, we came to the conclusion was that we were okay with 
that, depending on who's saying it. And there was something I remember hearing 
few people saying as community activists, if we're talking about our own 
empowerment, that's OK. But if people from the outside are coming in to empower 
us, that's not so it was a power dynamic. And who gets to use these terms? Which 
brings us back to that power dynamic of who gets to talk about rights."34 

 
"That's where the power lies. And it's about, I think, where a human rights approach 
has the huge potential to do that, because then the more people that can talk about 
their rights and engage in their rights and challenge rights bearers when those rights 
are infringed upon. That's where the power lies. But there's obviously a lot of a lot of 
work to happen to do that, but that's what we're doing, right?”35 

 
Rights-holders’ ownership over the concept of human rights is essential in their 
functioning.36 This line of thinking by the Community Researchers challenges ideas of human 
rights pedagogy and language to reclaim them from the approaches, laws and systems that 
present them to rights holders. 
 
On empowerment, the Community Researchers said:  
 

"I have, the idea I have a power over somebody is what I think of every time I look at 
that empowerment." 
 
"Like you're giving someone power, but they have the power already. They're just 
not allowed to use it. Whatever is coming down to stop them." 

 
The Community Researchers point to a lack of nuance and clarity of the principle of 
empowerment. When we think about empowerment as an on-going process that requires 
shifts on both the individual and societal level.37 True empowerment does not work through 
organisations “empowering” people but instead requires the capacity to imagine a different 
possibility and “grow a sense of power within.”38 
 

 
33 Ibid 3. 
34 Ibid. 
35 Ibid 3 – 4. 
36 Rowan Cruft, ‘Human Rights, Ownership, And the Individual’ (Oxford University Press 2019) 118 – 135. 
37Shelia McKechnie Foundation, ‘It’s All About Power’ (SMK 2022) 35 <https://smk.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2022/03/SMK_ItsAllAboutPower_Digital.pdf> accessed 25 August 2022. 
38 Ibid. 

https://smk.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/SMK_ItsAllAboutPower_Digital.pdf
https://smk.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/SMK_ItsAllAboutPower_Digital.pdf
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On participation, the Community Researchers said: 
 

"Basically, participation and empowerment alone, pointless. But when they're 
actually guided by, say, respect, solidarity and the shift in power, then they have 
meaning."39 

 
"When those people come together in solidarity, that's really powerful, more 
powerful than a minority of people at the top, like implementing laws or saying 
who's allowed to participate or defining what empowerment is."40 
 
"Economical rights as well, isn't it, because that makes a huge difference in terms of 
how much you can participate something or have an access to it. And if we don't 
look at that structure of economically and because always people who are being 
allowed to participate or invited to participate in spaces are not thinking in terms we 
just think, ‘Oh, we give you a power because you sit in the room’. And it's like, 
actually for me to have to sit in the room, there has to be so many accessibility that 
allows me to sit in that room and to have that full participation and. If, yeah, power 
and structure."41 

 
For participation to be meaningful, there must be exchanges of experience and knowledge 
to build power amongst lived experience participants. Furthermore, barriers must also be 
challenged and dismantled for participation to be truly physically and culturally accessible.42  
 
On non-discrimination, the Community Researchers said: 
 

"Disability rights movements and also, you know, disability justice as well, which is 
the next kind of level participation, you know, accounting for those like intersections 
of your identity as a disabled person as well, that disabled people aren't a 
homogenous group."43 

 
"These ideas about empowerment of power or being allowed to use one's inherent 
power to, you know, it comes with solidarity. So I'm looking at solidarity there. So 
like in our working group, working together in solidarity and in holding space for the 
kind of lived experiences of ourselves and the groups that we work with and also the 
rights abuses and problems that we face. Solidarity as a space or an act as well, is 
really important in empowerment, because it feels much more that you are, that it's 
coming from people, it's not something that's placed on people, let's say solidarity 
and then communication is obviously really important in that."44 

 
The Community Researchers here felt that non-discrimination is key to a HRBA, however, 
they criticise this consideration for being too narrow and argue that the intersectionality of 

 
39 Whose Rights Are They Anyway? (n 3) 6. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Ibid 7. 
42 It’s All About Power (n 39) 29. 
43 Whose Rights Are They Anyway? (n 3) 7-8. 
44 Ibid 9. 
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people’s experience must also be considered. Noting that a consideration of the 
intersectionality of people builds solidarity, allowing others in lived experience spaces to 
identify common challenges and develop a better connection with experiences of different 
people. 
 
‘A Manifesto for a HRBA?’ 

From this report, the Community Researchers established a manifesto with focus points that 
should, sit alongside, and be practiced with the PANEL principles for a better realisation of a 
HRBA. 
 
Solidarity 

“Solidarity comes from people, holding space for all lived experiences and the problems that 
different people and communities face. It can be found in the form of space, feelings or 
actions that build collective power through empathy and communication. Ultimately, 
solidarity is about allyship, building our awareness and knowledge of our interdependency 
and collective power to make change happen.”45 
 
Power 

“If power can be given, it can be taken away. We recognise the unlocked power in our 
communities in the form of knowledge and experience that is not seen, heard or respected. 
Power is structural and needs to shift but it is also inherent and comes from people. We 
strive for a non-hierarchical society in which there is no ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’, and systems 
are shaped by the people most affected. We can empower ourselves, but we cannot be 
empowered by others.”46 
 
Access 

“Access is about more than participation. It must be constant, inclusive, and intentional. 
Only when everyone has equal cultural and physical access to systems, spaces, and decision-
making can those practices and processes claim to be valid. We work, unrelentingly, to open 
up access, extend access - remove barriers.”47 
 
Accountability 

“We hold ourselves to account and we hold others to account. We do this to make sure that 
we remain true to our core principles and that our social systems reflect and uphold these. 
Where necessary, we will push to change the law to ensure everyone is protected, heard, 
and treated with respect.”48 
 
Intersectionality 

“Intersectionality is about more than non-discrimination. We understand individuals and 
communities as complex with multiple and overlapping needs and identities that should be 

 
45 A Manifesto for a HRBA (n 2). 
46 Ibid. 
47 Ibid. 
48 Ibid. 
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seen, respected, and celebrated. When change takes place, it needs to reflect the different 
dimensions of personal and interpersonal experience.”49 
 
3.5.2. The Community Researchers Evaluation Report 

Alongside this, the Just Fair project staff and Community Researchers worked with an 
evaluation team at the University of Glasgow (comprised of Dr Jo Ferrie, Paul Pearson, and 
Barry Black) to capture learning from the project. 
 
“This report draws on ten interviews conducted across the six months that the Community 
Researchers project operated.”50 “The interviews were designed to draw out the processes 
that enabled or prevented the group from working.”51 
 
The report acknowledges that “[t]here is some perception, as will be discussed in this 
report, that the SRA project colleagues were separate from the Just Fair team.”52 “This 
becomes pertinent as some data from respondents in this research creates a ‘them and us’ 
narrative where Just Fair, and explicitly the Board are considered ‘them’ and the SRA team 
are considered ‘us’.”53 The report goes onto to state that this is due to: 
 

“The participants as activists, all had legacy knowledge that defined how they 
thought of ‘Boards’. They shared negative experiences of Boards (not Just Fair) and 
organisations that ‘used’ their labour. At the time when the activists were spoken to, 
an extension to the funding period of the Community Researchers project had not 
been agreed.”54 

 
The report also acknowledges that: 
 

“The Just Fair Trustee Board and colleagues who work for Just Fair but are not part 
of the SRA project, have not been included in this research. The research project 
aimed to capture lessons of community action work and foregrounds the voices of 
those directly involved in the Community Researchers Project.”55 
 

The report then clarifies that “given that some arguments have appeared critical of the 
Trustee Board at Just Fair, as researchers we could have extended the scope of our work to 
include the voices of others, which would allow ‘facts’ to appear more clearly than 
‘perceptions’.”56 “However, this would have changed the scope of the work, and as the 
recommendations make clear, even if the facts are inclusive, if the perception is different, 
then action needs to be taken to evolve the perception and makes facts visible.”57 
 

 
49 Ibid. 
50 The Community Researchers: Evaluation Report (n 4) 5. 
51 Ibid 5 – 6. 
52 Ibid 6. 
53 Ibid. 
54 Ibid. 
55 Ibid. 
56 Ibid 7. 
57 Ibid. 
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From these interviews, the outputs and the outcomes of the Community Researchers 
project, the report makes recommendations to Just Fair, human rights organisations in 
general, the Just Fair trustee board and trustee boards in general.58 
 
Recommendations  

‘Post-pandemic groups of activists should continue with online meetings where 
possible, as they are accessible and inclusive when well-run. In-person sessions 
should take place when their aims can’t be achieved online.’59 

 
Although there are some things we miss when meetings are held online (such as general 
chit-chat and catching up over a coffee), the Community Researchers project has shown that 
online spaces that are safe and ethical can save funds for bigger in-person event whilst still 
being accessible and inclusive.  
 

‘Activists tend to be more practiced in testimonies that reflect on a single identity 
(such as disability) and need time and practice to present their whole self. Giving 
time to develop narratives supports a diverse group to recognise common ground.’60 
 

It is crucial to provide space and time for these narratives to ensure accessible participation. 
To allow for such a space, there must be a facilitator that ensures that each person had time 
and is heard, whilst they themselves are aware of the power imbalance they hold as a 
facilitator. Creating this space will also support diverse groups to recognise common ground. 
 

‘Building trust is an action. Activists often arrive tired and damaged by injustices they 
have experienced. Projects that can fund resources such as 1-2-1 support and 
counselling access should do so. For all projects, safeguarding effectively takes time 
and energy, but is essential.’61 

 
Good safeguarding practice is something that must be continuously carried out and 
observed by organisations. To build on common ground and have this vigilance around 
safeguarding also takes time and emotional labour. Projects should provide support and 
counselling when funds are available to do so. “To push further, if the [Just Fair] Trustee 
Board do not require 1-2-1 meetings to check on well-being, and/or access to counselling 
support, then they are not making themselves as vulnerable as the unpaid activists involved 
in the Community Researcher project. To deliver human rights realisation, change is needed 
at all levels.”62 
 

‘Tension between relinquishing power and maintaining accountability needs careful 
and constant reflection from the facilitator. They may benefit from an ally or 
mentor.’63 
 

 
58 Ibid 6 – 7. 
59 Ibid 3 – 4, 8 – 10. 
60 Ibid. 
61 Ibid. 
62 Ibid 25. 
63 Ibid 4, 11 – 21. 
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Whilst it is important to recognise power dynamics and make efforts to address them, those 
creating such spaces must also ensure that accountability structures remain concrete and 
are not drastically altered by the shifting of power.  
 
Although £500 of financial support was given to each of the Community Researchers’ 
respective organisations, they were not paid for their time.64 “The funding model and the 
process where it is activists who are required to shift and change and evolve rather than 
policy makers is working against human rights realisation.”65 To combat that this, the report 
recommends that Just Fair address power vacuums and create more “accountability 
through Trustee Board making themselves available and reflecting the diversity of the 
activists.”66 Furthermore, “more communication between them and projects/activists would 
help dispel the perception that Trustee Board members are white, educated and middle-
class.”67  
 

‘Activities that allow activists to recognise that their efforts are located within a 
network of projects and allies – for example, inviting external experts into the group 
– helps them feel connected and useful.’68 

 
On the point of ownership, giving space to activists to collectively extract learning enabled 
them to consider bridging their learning to issues within their local communities. Providing 
this helps activists feel connected and useful when they do not recognise their own input. 
 

‘One objective of future work could be to help activists see human rights as 
functional tools rather than legal instruments. Ownership of human rights is key. This 
can help challenge dominant narratives and deliver fresh thinking.’69 

 
Under the Community Researchers project, this ownership has taken form in the shape of a 
human rights board game. Challenging dominant narratives and complicated language (such 
as the PANEL principles and general conceptions of human rights portrayed by the media) 
can help activists take ownership and realise human rights. 
  

 
64 Ibid 21 
65 Ibid. 
66 Ibid. 
67 Ibid 21. 
68 Ibid 4, 11 – 21. 
69 Ibid. 
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4. Good practice  

Along with starting to apply and examine a HRBA under the SRA, Just Fair has also been 
improving its internal policies and practice and will continue to do so. 
 
For example, 

• Taking steps towards ensuring that its requirement processes are encompassing of a 
HRBA - in its recruitment of its Human Rights Officer inviting one of the Community 
Researchers to be involved in the recruitment process (and compensating their 
organisation for this work).  

• Inviting staff to attend and participate in part of every Trustee Board meeting. 

• Creating a new, transparent pay and benefits policy. 

• Publishing the Community Researchers Evaluation Report on the SRA website.70  

• Conducting a review of its safeguarding policies and practice and developing new 
policy and guidelines for working with groups safely in digital spaces.  

• Creating accessible consultancy agreements for use with small community groups 
and individuals.  

• Developing its approach to data protection systems and practice. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
70 Social Rights Alliance, ‘What Next? Six Key Learnings from the Community Researchers Project’ 
(socailrightsalinace.org.uk, 2022) <https://www.socialrightsalliance.org.uk/post/what-next-learning-from-
community-researchers-project> accessed 3 October 2022. 

https://www.socialrightsalliance.org.uk/post/what-next-learning-from-community-researchers-project
https://www.socialrightsalliance.org.uk/post/what-next-learning-from-community-researchers-project
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5. Learning from focus groups and feedback 

Whilst a great deal of learning was able to occur internally from the previous SRA work, it 
was vital in the review of this learning that Just Fair sought insight on approaches to a HRBA 
from people with lived experience, and/or activists, and other human rights organisations. 
Therefore, the Human Rights Officer spoke with lived experienced activists and members of 
ATD Fourth World UK, and staff members from MRR, the SHRC, PPR, Amnesty International 
UK (AIUK) and Liberty. 
 
5.1. Focus group with ATD Fourth World and lived experienced activists 

ATD Fourth World’s methodology for learning centres around the promotion of activists 
with ‘lived experience’ due to these people having first-hand experience of poverty and 
ESCR violations,71 which makes them the strongest advocates for change. Just Fair shares 
this understanding, and like the Community Researchers project, we wanted to hear what 
ATD and these activists, had to say about what Just Fair should consider in placing a HRBA at 
the centre of its policies and practice.  
 
Before asking them to provide us with some thoughts on our SRA work, we provided a one-
hour training session on what we mean by a HRBA – this was so that they had some context 
for the discussions, but more importantly, for them to use (or challenge) this approach, as 
part of our arrow and the target philosophy.72 
 
However, a piece of learning that was clear from this training is the confusion generated 
around complicated language that is used in the PANEL principles and the Community 
Researchers’ ‘A Manifesto for a HRBA’.  
 
Most of the activists present at the workshop struggled with complicated terminology such 
as ‘participation’ and ‘intersectionality’. The complicated language that sits not only within a 
HRBA, but the human rights discourse, can be extremely challenging for the those that have 
no previous experience of this terminology – leading them to not being able to engage with 
an approach that is primarily meant for them.  Whilst the Community Researchers rightfully 
highlighted the issue of accessibility regarding meaningful participation, an important aspect 
of accessibility that must be considered in the use of the PANEL principles and Community 
Researchers’ manifesto is the use of accessible language in these approaches. Moreover, 
this consideration is particularly important in the realisation of human rights in local 
communities through ‘vernacularisation’.73 
 
Activists and members of ATD said “value and safety are essential – giving time for people 
and going beyond for them is needed.”74 With them going on to state that “ATD provides 
peer support (sometimes in the form of 1-2-1 support) to those participating in its projects… 

 
71 ATD UK, 'Speaking as An Ally: Learning from People with Lived Experience of Poverty - ATD Fourth World UK' 
(ATD Fourth World UK, 2021) <https://atd-uk.org/2021/11/23/speaking-as-an-ally-learning-from-people-with-
lived-experience-of-poverty/> accessed 25 August 2022. 
72 Susanna Hunter-Darch (Socialrightsalliance.org.uk, 2022) <https://www.socialrightsalliance.org.uk/post/the-
arrow-and-the-target> accessed 25 August 2022. 
73 Sally Engle Merry, 'Transnational Human Rights and Local Activism: Mapping the Middle' (2006) 108 
American Anthropologist <https://www.jstor.org/stable/3804730> accessed 25 August 2022. 
74 Workshop with ATD Fourth World UK (28 July 2022). 

https://atd-uk.org/2021/11/23/speaking-as-an-ally-learning-from-people-with-lived-experience-of-poverty/
https://atd-uk.org/2021/11/23/speaking-as-an-ally-learning-from-people-with-lived-experience-of-poverty/
https://www.socialrightsalliance.org.uk/post/the-arrow-and-the-target
https://www.socialrightsalliance.org.uk/post/the-arrow-and-the-target
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3804730
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answering phone calls whenever a lived experienced activist needs to talk.”75 Thus, 
supporting the point that 1-2-1 support for people participating in projects is necessary so 
that they can deal with any potential trauma that may occur as result of discussing sensitive 
and personal issues. 
 
They also said that “ATD have established support groups for the co-development of 
projects and that these allow for the voices of all people involved to be heard and space for 
room and change to occur if necessary.”76 These support groups for co-development go a 
long way in providing accountability for the project through involving participants in the 
support groups. 
 
On the issues of solidarity and power, those in attendance remembered the words of 
Moraene Robbers, an activist that worked with ATD who passed away in 2020: 
 

“For ourselves, we’re often so battered down by the situation that we accept it. But 
when you see others suffering, you feel indignant about what’s been done to them. 
You begin looking for people to support. It really was a fight; it felt like a struggle for 
years and years. More than a fight, it was a rage: how dare they impose this on us, 
and then blame us for it? Eventually you can get over the rage — but you can’t do 
that alone. Realising that you’re with others gives you courage.”77 

 
These powerful words from Moraene speak to the importance of building solidarity to 
create safe and open spaces amongst those that have lived experience, which will in turn 
allow for sharing of knowledge that can lead to people within those spaces claiming and 
building their own power. This also echoes the Community Researchers’ focus point on 
‘empowerment’ as something that is something that is not imbued to you, but rather 
something you discover personally.  
 
5.2. Focus group with Making Rights Real and the Scottish Human Rights Commission 

As part of our field research, we also held an online focus group with MRR and the SHRC. 
The purpose of this focus group was to gather feedback on what Just Fair should consider 
when it comes to applying a HRBA in participation/community work from organisations that 
have experience in this area. As such, we received some feedback on matters such as 
facilitation, safeguarding, ownership of human rights and power dynamics. 
 
5.2.1. Engagement through online spaces 

On the matter of using online spaces to engage with people with lived experience/activists, 
MRR stated that:  
 

“MRR was set up entirely during Covid – working online helped connect across the 
whole of Scotland and was good for participation beyond the central belt of Scotland – 

 
75 Ibid. 
76 Ibid. 
77 ATD UK, “Soul Restoring” - Values of the ATD Fourth World Community - ATD Fourth World' (ATD Fourth 
World, 2019) <https://www.atd-fourthworld.org/soul-restoring-the-values-of-the-atd-fourth-world-
community/> accessed 25 August 2022. 

https://justfair-my.sharepoint.com/personal/lyle_barker_justfair_org_uk/Documents/Documents/%3chttps:/www.atd-fourthworld.org/soul-restoring-the-values-of-the-atd-fourth-world-community/
https://justfair-my.sharepoint.com/personal/lyle_barker_justfair_org_uk/Documents/Documents/%3chttps:/www.atd-fourthworld.org/soul-restoring-the-values-of-the-atd-fourth-world-community/
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we were still able to connect with community groups, following initial few months of the 
pandemic.”78 
 

However, they noted that: 
 

“IT difficulties were a factor in people not being able to connect online – people often 
had no devices, no internet or difficulties using tech.”79 

 
When they were able to connect with lived experience/activists through online spaces, MRR 
prioritise the creation of a safe and welcoming environment that encourages solidarity: 
 

“MRR put a lot of effort on creating the ‘vibe’ of the space – this is important in the soul 
of our work – curating the culture of the space we want to provide – putting on music 
and chatting.”80 

 
Whilst still engaging with people with lived experience/activists through online spaces, MRR 
stated that “Zoom opened opportunities to move to in-person work”.81 Going on to state 
that “they have been meeting people where they are - meeting Gypsy Roma and Traveller 
(GRT) communities at their chalets in Perth and Kinross and going wild swimming with a 
group of mental health activists.”82 
 
Although, not without its difficulties in terms of accessibility, MMR have found that 
engaging with people with lived experience/activists through online spaces to be beneficial 
– especially in their initial conception as an organisation. Noting that using such spaces 
requires a lot of care and attention to create an inviting and friendly space to build 
solidarity. However, with pandemic restrictions eased, they have made a conscious push to 
move these connections to in-person spaces and meeting people in their communities.  
 
On this issue, the SHRC noted that it is “important to be able to offer online and in-person”83 
options for accessible engagement, but also noting that connecting “online can exclude 
people”.84 In their report ‘Paying People with Lived Experience for their Participation’ the 
SHRC provides a case study of charity that has shifted to engaging through online spaces, 
noting that “engagement is not necessarily cheaper, as there is significant resource 
dedicated to supporting people to learn IT skills and build the confidence needed for 
successful engagement in online participatory processes.”85 
 

 
78 Focus Group with Making Rights Real and the Scottish Human Rights Commission (1 September 2022). 
79 Ibid. 
80 Ibid. 
81 Ibid. 
82 Ibid. 
83 Ibid. 
84 Ibid. 
85 Rhiann McLean, ‘Paying People with Lived Experience for Their Participation: A Review of Legislation, 
Literature and Practice’ (SHRC 2021) 42 – 43 <https://www.scottishhumanrights.com/media/2251/paid-
participation-report-vfinal.pdf> accessed 12 September 2022. 

https://www.scottishhumanrights.com/media/2251/paid-participation-report-vfinal.pdf
https://www.scottishhumanrights.com/media/2251/paid-participation-report-vfinal.pdf
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They also highlighted important considerations when it comes to engaging with people with 
lived experience/activists through online spaces that do not require the same attention in 
in-person spaces: 
 

“Audio on Zoom can be a problem for people – important to check with people before if 
they have any specifical needs and after Zoom call that audio was okay for them.”86 
“Use of chat function can be useful for friendly chats that would not usually happen in, 
but if someone is using screen reader software, this can start reading out all comments 
as they appear, while verbal discussion is also happening. Therefore, the chat function 
can be a positive space for friendly chats or can be disruptive at times.”87 
 
“BSL interpreters are absolutely vital and an extra logistical factor when working with 
groups online. I think most British Sign Language (BSL) interpreters I’ve used are pretty 
well versed in working via Zoom now, but the host needs to know to pin the interpreter 
alongside any speaker – if there are two interpreters, to be ready to switch them over at 
agreed points - and if you have palantypists have to ensure caption function is enabled 
and people know how to access it.”88 
 

Therefore, whilst noting that there are difficulties in accessing online spaces, the SHRC has 
stated that offering engagement through both online and in-person spaces allows for the 
most accessible engagement. The SHRC also noted that it is important to ensure that 
participants in online spaces have all audio, visual and interpretation needs met, such as 
British Sign Language (BSL) interpreters, and facilitators are taking extra steps to ensure 
these aids are carried out in the optimal way to ensure accessibility.  
 
5.2.2. Power imbalances created through facilitation 

Whilst facilitating discussions with people with lived experience is necessary to ensure 
meaningful participation, as noted in the Community Researchers Evaluation Report, some 
of the power in these discussions lies in an unbalanced position with the facilitator since 
they may not be as ‘vulnerable’ as the participants sharing their lived experience. 
 
In grappling with this issue, MRR have stated that: 
 

“Addressing power imbalance is achieved through a lot of planning in a co-produced 
way – MRR have a core ‘steering’ group for each individual project – jointly with staff 
and activists that help address this power imbalance.”89 
 

Also noting that it is: 
 

“Important to be clear about existing dynamics and be clear about role of staff to 
serve people who are experiencing human rights abuses.”90 

 

 
86 Focus Group with Making Rights Real and the Scottish Human Rights Commission (n 78). 
87 Ibid. 
88 Ibid. 
89 Ibid. 
90 Ibid. 
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On the same issue, the SHRC observed that: 
 

“Power dynamics are influenced by context of space, the groups and its 
discussions.”91 

 
Also stating that such power imbalances can be acknowledged/addressed through “ironing 
out issues participants may be engaging in work; making efforts to understand and assess 
how participants are working with the organisation and being understood: and the 
organisation meaningfully addressing concerns of participants.”92 
 
In general, both MMR and the SHRC placed a great deal of emphasis on co-production, 
being clear about existing concerns of people with lived experience and activists and 
addressing these concerns as ways of acknowledging/addressing power dynamics. 
 
5.2.3. Safeguarding 

Regarding safeguarding, MRR and the SHRC both prioritised avoiding re-traumatisation that 
can occur as people with lived experience or activists share their experiences.  
 
On this, MRR have in place the Protecting Vulnerable Groups (PVG) scheme which is 
managed by Disclosure Scotland.93 The scheme “helps ensure people who are unsuitable to 
work with children and protected adults cannot do regulated work with these vulnerable 
groups.”94 MMR also use parental consent forms and photograph consent forms when 
needed.  
 
MRR provide 1-2-1 and group support for women taking part in their ‘SEVEN’ project95 and 
are “also looking at the accessibility of this support.” As part of this “MMR also had 
conversations around whether it was best for some women involved in this project as they 
could be at risk of re-traumatisation.”  
 
MRR have “counselling support available for any staff, trustee or volunteer – with this being 
built into the foundation of the organisation.” They have also been “looking to introduce 
mental health first aid training that would be available for anyone within the organisation.” 
 
Thus, MRR has been vigilant in avoiding the risk of re-traumatisation of people with lived 
experience or activists they engage with through ensuring that appropriate administrative 
mechanisms are in place and 1-2-1 and group counselling/support is available to those both 
in and outside of the organisation.  
 

 
91 Ibid. 
92 Ibid. 
93 Scottish Government, 'Protecting Vulnerable Groups (PVG) Scheme - Mygov.Scot' (Mygov.scot, 2022) 
<https://www.mygov.scot/pvg-scheme> accessed 12 September 2022. 
94 Making Rights Real, 'Human Rights Play, SEVEN, Gears Up for Scottish Premiere for Human Rights Day 2022 – 
Making Rights Real' (Makingrightsreal.org.uk, 2022) <https://makingrightsreal.org.uk/human-rights-play-
seven-gears-up-for-scottish-premiere-for-human-rights-day-2022/> accessed 23 September 2022. 
95 Focus Group with Making Rights Real and the Scottish Human Rights Commission (n 78). 

https://www.mygov.scot/pvg-scheme
https://makingrightsreal.org.uk/human-rights-play-seven-gears-up-for-scottish-premiere-for-human-rights-day-2022/
https://makingrightsreal.org.uk/human-rights-play-seven-gears-up-for-scottish-premiere-for-human-rights-day-2022/
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Likewise, the SHRC is looking to “create group agreements between people with lived 
experience or activists it engages with and the organisation”, whilst also considering 
“trauma awareness training in order to prevent re-traumatisation and create a safe and 
open environment.”96 
 
5.2.4. Human rights ownership 

The ownership of people with lived experience or activists of human rights is seen as 
something integral to a HRBA in social rights movement building work by both MRR and the 
SHRC.  
 
At the SHRC, they “are focused on building ownership of human rights in local communities 
because having a legal and policy focus to the organisation makes it difficult not to have this 
focus as an add on.”97 
 
On this matter, MRR make a crucial point, stating that rather than approaching communities 
with human rights issues that might be relevant in their community, “work on human rights 
ownership is more what is going on in people’s communities – it’s more of an intersectional 
issue and about grounding human rights in the experience of people.”98  
 
“MRR are working Gypsy Roma and Traveller (GRT) people in Perth – they now want to do 
survey on health and housing because that is what is most important to them in their 
community.”99 MRR also emphasised that engagement “needs to be fun and engaging”100 
and “it cannot be boring”101 for it to be accessible and impactful. This approach not only 
prioritises the needs of the local community, but also allows MRR to strengthen activism on 
existing issues within these communities through applying human rights framing to these 
issues. 
 
5.2.5. Paid participation 

The SHRC has looked extensively into remunerating people with lived experience/activists 
for their time (other than childcare, travel, food, and refreshments cost etc.), having 
commissioned a review of this practice and looking at how renumeration impacts benefits 
or work and looking at values and choice.102 Some of the headlines from this report include: 
 

• “Regardless of participants’ employment status, any income from participation – 
including in the form of vouchers - can be classed as ‘miscellaneous income’ and 
subject to tax, as well as potentially impacting on benefits. The National Institute for 
Health Research advises that organisations wishing to give vouchers as a non-taxable 
gift can request a ruling on this from their local tax office.”103 
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103 Paying People with Lived Experience for Their Participation: A Review of Legislation, Literature and Practice 
(n 85) 14. 
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• “It is important that expenses reimbursement is documented clearly and separate 
from any participation payments, to avoid the reimbursement being treated as 
earnings and impacting benefits.”104 

• The report notes that “it is important for people to have the information about 
potential impacts on tax and benefits to make an informed choice about what works 
best for them.”105 

• The report reflects that “payment is an incentive for involvement and can widen 
participation. However,… payment does not guarantee a positive engagement 
experience… organisations need to make sure what they’re offering people is more 
than a PowerPoint session… engagement must be led by people and communities 
and sit within the spirit of co-production.”106 

• The report also touches upon “ethical questions about payment in the context of 
participatory community-led research” and discusses the risk of “financial coercion 
for communities living in poverty, who may be motivated to share deeply personal 
testimony due to financial insecurity.”107 

 
This report can provide much needed guidance when it comes to paying people with lived 
experience or activists for their involvement, and from this, “the SHRC have taken a 
nuanced and flexible approach to paid participation since they do not want to limit people’s 
involvement.”108 
 
The SHRC also highlighted that “there is a network of practitioners in Scotland aiming to get 
clarity from the Department of Work and Pensions (DWP) around the issue of paid 
participation since there is the possibility of it being seen as an employment relationship 
since employment law views it as such.”109 
 
MRR is currently not paying people for participation; other expenses are paid (childcare etc). 
 
5.2.6. Relationship between ‘Higher-Ups’ and people with lived experience or activists 

The researcher asked MRR about the relationship their trustee board has with the people 
with lived experience or activists they engage with, and likewise with the SHRC’s Chair and 
Commissioners and the people with lived experience or activists they engage with.  
 
Discussing how their Chair and Commissioners engage with people with lived 
experience/activists, the SHRC stated that: 
 

“We are reviewing all our approaches to date currently – Chair and Commissioners 
have at different points been directly involved in projects involving people with lived 
experience, such as the Scottish National Action Plan, and InterAction Review on 
historic abuse, as well as deaths in custody review. We have (nearly) a whole new 
Commission starting later this month and are looking at a wide restructure of our 

 
104 Ibid 20. 
105 Ibid 4. 
106 Ibid 41. 
107 Ibid 48. 
108 Focus Group with Making Rights Real and the Scottish Human Rights Commission (n 78). 
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work to create more direct links between staff commissioners and rights holders 
around key thematic areas.”110 

 
MRR provided that: 
 

“Founding board members have been active in meeting with people we are working 
alongside by attending their events, and supporting work in practice for areas they 
are interested in. E.g., one Trustee with experience of housing rights work has been 
supporting other grassroots organisations to share their expertise. One Trustee 
whose field is community work has met several times with a local women’s group we 
are supporting. We don’t have a formal mechanism for this, but Trustees are 
accessible and keen to share their time and knowledge in a two-way process. 
Trustees were also active in scoping work/online sessions we held with 60+ 
grassroots folk at an event we facilitated to help us set priorities for work.”111 

 
Moreover, we also asked if MRR’s founding board and the SHRC’s Chair and Commissioners 
made efforts to reflect the diversity of people with lived experience/activists they engage 
with.  
 
On this point, MRR stated: 

 
“Re membership of board – we carried out equalities monitoring and with new 
Trustees have diversified the board membership. We use the principle of non-
discrimination to set priorities for work. This means looking at data work we did with 
the Chief Statistician for Scotland around identifying marginalised communities and 
coupled this with an 18-month long engagement process with grassroots groups to 
listen to human rights issues – this led us to work in our first year with women (in an 
intersectional way, with GRT, disabled women, trans women, women living in 
poverty, carers, asylum seekers/refugees) for our first project – SEVEN. Anti-racist 
organisational development plan is also underway.”112 
 

On how they appoint board members, MRR provided that: 
 

“We do a session at induction day about our abundances – what we all bring to MRR 
– based on Asset Based Community Development (ABCD) model113 and what each of 
us can offer to others. We do a skills matrix every year to check what strengths we 
have in the board and the gaps we might have.”114 
 

 
110 Ibid. 
111 Ibid. 
112 Ibid. 
113 ABCD, ‘Gifts I Can Give my Community: - ABCD Asia Pacific’ (jeder.com.au, 2022) 
<http://jeder.com.au/abcdasiapacific/2017/02/14/gifts-i-can-give-my-community/> accessed 3 October 2022. 
114 Email from Making Rights Real (30 September 2022). 
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“We use the skills matrix to identify areas of gaps for recruitment, as well as our 
equalities monitoring information to identify any protected characteristic group that 
we might be missing.”115 

 
However, the SHRC noted “that the commission itself doesn’t have control over who is 
appointed, this is done by parliament – we can only give guiding suggestions as to the types 
of experience and background we would find helpful i.e., in terms of legal, third sector, 
justice reform.”116 Although, in terms of their work, they stated “we are very conscious that 
some communities have been underrepresented in our own and that’s a core part of our 
development planning to address this, particularly as we have a duty to prioritise the most 
marginalised groups.”117 
 
We also asked how MRR’s founding board and the SHRC Chair and Commissioners helped 
their respective organisations evolve and grow as a result of their participation work. 
 
The SHRC noted that: 

 
“A number of the most impactful and significant pieces of work the Commission has 
been involved in have had rights holders at the centre/in the driving seat – 
specifically housing rights in practice, and the InterAction Review on historic abuse. 
As part of our participation review and re-strategising we are looking at how we can 
better incorporate these ways of working into our wider activity.”118 

 
MRR provided that: 
 

“Our priorities for work were directly influenced by the 18-month engagement 
process of listening and building relationships with grassroots organisations. Our 
values were set based on the way people wanted to be treated - with dignity and 
respect – our Founding Board were outstanding in giving their time and energy to 
craft the ethos and ways of working for the organisation.”119 

 
Finally, we also asked MRR if any of their board members have lived experience, and if so, 
how do they support these members. On this MRR stated that: 
 

“All our people have lived experience of some form or another. We come to the 
organisation as whole human beings with a wide range of experiences, all of which 
are valued equally in MRR.”120 
 
“And we offer to support to all trustees. Mainly informal support, buddying, and an 
induction day – also meeting in barrier free venues (although in practice we’re 
almost all online) training in being a trustee (roles and responsibilities of being a 
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SCIO Trustee), training in human rights and what is a rights-based organisation – plus 
support to access any other training needs. Lot of informal learning using the skills 
and passions of our team (staff, volunteers, and trustees).”121 
 

Overall, MRR’s founding board members have been able to be available and open with 
people with lived experience/activists by directly engaging with them in projects they are 
involved in, diversifying their board through their trustee recruitment process, supporting 
board members with lived experience, and allowing for this work to shape their 
organisation.  
 
Likewise, the SHRC’s Chair and Commissioners, have also been available and open with 
people with lived experience/activists they engage with through directly engaging with 
them in project they are involved in and allowing their participation work to shape the 
organisations.  

 
5.3. Feedback from PPR 

As well as hearing from MRR and the SHRC, we were also fortunate enough to receive some 
written feedback from PPR – another organisation with a vast amount of experience in 
applying a HRBA to their social rights movement work. PPR was able to provide us with 
some written feedback on the same topics of facilitation, safeguarding, ownership of human 
rights and power dynamics. 
 
5.3.1. Engagement through online spaces 

PPR noted that they have had positive experience using online spaces to engage with people 
with lived experience/activists, stating: 

 
“Increasingly we are seeing the value of driving digital activism through activity in 
the real world, especially on forums where PPR’s campaigners can publicly talk to 
power and be seen to do that (Twitter). We would use other online spaces like 
Facebook for slightly different purposes - to inform and share plus to engage 
activists.”122 
 
“We still use online forums like Zoom/Jitsi etc as spaces for activists to meet 
although we recognise that people prefer to meet in person – sometimes online can 
be more accessible and practical.”123 

 
While PPR noted that engaging with people with lived experience over platforms like Zoom 
can be more accessible and practical, they also note that people may prefer to meet in 
person. PPR notes that digital activism occurring through social media not only engages 
people with lived experience or activists, but also allows them to ‘empower themselves’ 
through engaging on a public space. PPR also stated that this form of activism helps amplify 
in-person work. 

 
121 Ibid. 
122 Written Feedback from Practice and Participation of Rights (29 September 2022). NB: The Director of PPR is 
also a Board Member of MMR. 
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5.3.2. Power imbalances created through facilitation 

On the issue of power imbalances, PPR provided that: 
 

“PPR’s campaigns are driven by directly impacted people. They are not ‘adjunct’ or 
additional to our strategic direction – they set it! Our approach to working with 
people is to set the terms of that relationship by acknowledging and supporting the 
power that people have themselves and explaining that we come with a set of tried 
and tested methodologies for creating pressure on power and holding it to account. 
We invite people in – but we don’t preclude people from charting their own course. 
We just explain that while we don’t have all the answers, we do have a set of 
experiences which we can put in service to people if that’s what they want to do. 
Not everyone will want to participate in a PPR campaign. And that’s OK.”124 

 
Here PPR follows similar approaches to MRR and the SHRC, acknowledging that it is vital to 
set out the terms of the relationship between the organisation and people with lived 
experience or activists it engages with beforehand. The organisation states that they are 
constantly holding the power dynamics in such relationships to account and placing an 
emphasis on the power that these people bring. 
 
5.3.3. Safeguarding 

On the issue of safeguarding, PPR noted that: 
 
“We have a safeguarding policy for children and adults with clear guidelines for staff to 
raise any issues with the Designated Safeguarding Lead, who can then take any 
appropriate and proportionate steps.”125 

 
In terms of support and counselling, PPR stated that: 
 

“We provide 1-2-1 counselling for all staff from Counselling for Social Change. We 
signpost people in emotional distress/with traumatic experiences to someone who is 
better equipped to support them - although staff have skills in responding to this 
immediately if it presents itself.”126 

 
5.3.4. Human rights ownership 

Speaking on how they ensure ownership of human rights amongst people with lived 
experience/activists they engage with, PPR noted that: 
 

“[Our] methodologies change all the time depending on what duty bearers are used 
to and understand of our work – we have to be adaptable all the time. But at their 
core all of our campaigns have a starting point of asking people to evidence their 
experiences and compare these to the standards set out in international human 
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rights law and also in domestic law and policy. People make a set of asks of power 
which are underpinned by human rights standards, and we build a campaign 
structure on top of that which takes into account the nature of the duty bearer(s), 
the asks being made, the progress towards these, the actions and engagement of 
power with our activists.”127 

 
Here PPR makes the same point of MRR and stress that, for human rights ownership to 
meaningfully exist in social rights movement building work, it must stem from issues that 
are most important to the local community the organisation is engaging with.  
 
5.3.5. Paid participation 

On paying people with lived experience/activists for their participation in projects, PPR 
stated that “We don’t pay people for their participation”,128 noting that they only pay 
people if their role “became more formalised – e.g., if they were performing a specific role 
in a campaign e.g., policy analysis/comms etc.”129 
 
5.3.6. Relationship between ‘Higher-Ups’ and people with lived experience or activists 

We also asked PPR about the relationship between its board members and people with lived 
experience/activists it engages with.  
 
On how their trustees engage with these people, PPR provided that: 
 

“Our trustees often come from campaigns so they usually have a good 
understanding of the nature of our work; they will get involved to the extent that 
they want or are able to, e.g. through supporting regular or discrete opportunities. 
They also get regular updates directly from organisers as well as the usual 
governance reports etc.”130 

 
PPR also stated that their trustee board is “active and hands on”131 when it comes to 
engaging with people with lived experience/activists involved in their project.  
 
PPR stated that they try to create and open and informal environment in offering support to 
their trustees:  
 

“We have board members who have come up through campaigns – at the moment one 
is away from the Board on a long-term basis as he is caring for a terminally ill relative. 
We support all Board members with an induction but also our Board is a relatively 
informal space and team so some of those barriers around formality don’t really exist in 
the same way that they might do in other organisations – we try to create a culture 
where everyone’s expertise is valued.”132 

 
127 Ibid. 
128 Ibid. 
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When speaking about the involvement of people with lived experience or activists within a 
trustee board, PPR stated that: 
 

“[E]ven where people have lived experience it doesn’t preclude them from having pre-
existing governance experience and skills too – e.g., someone on the MRR Board (that 
has lived experience) was previously a member of a governing committee, so already 
had a good working understanding of governance roles etc.”133 
 

Hence, like MRR, PPR’s trustee board has aimed to address the imbalance of power 
between trustees and people with lived experience/activists through their trustees having a 
pre-existing understanding of campaigns, working directly with them on PPR’s campaigns 
and having an overall “active and hands on approach”. At times their board is drawn from 
the people with lived experience who they work with. In terms of the involvement of people 
with lived experience/activists in governance and leadership roles, PPR makes an important 
point that lived experience does not preclude someone from having experience in such 
roles.  
 
5.4.  Focus group with Amnesty International UK and Liberty 

Whilst MRR and the SHRC have a great deal of experience in participation/community work, 
we also wanted to gain some perspective from larger organisations that are situated in this 
work. Therefore, we also gathered some feedback from Amnesty International UK and 
Liberty on facilitation, safeguarding, human rights ownership and power dynamics. 
 
5.4.1. Facilitation through online spaces 

On the use of online spaces, AIUK stated that: 
 

“We have continued to use Zoom in a number of ways, such as online livestreaming 
events and meeting other CSOs on collaborative campaigns. We also use various 
webinar platforms and Teams. Amnesty’s Community Organising Unit are trying to 
hold more in-person events with people with lived experience/activists following 
pandemic restrictions – this is due to in-person events fostering personal 
relationships that are essential for community engagement work. On this, it is 
important that ‘showing up’ in-person builds more trust and helps address possible 
power dynamics when working with people with lived experience/activists.”134 

 
Liberty stated that: 
 

“Facilitating online has made it easier to connect but facilitating online meetings well 
requires a lot of care and attention. However, in terms of accessibility, it can be 
easier to organise and have BSL interpreters and other accessibility measures on 
Zoom calls. Teams at Liberty are doing in-person work with grassroots groups to 
build relationships with people with lived experience – however, costs in terms of 
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facility, childcare, travel food and refreshments etc play a factor in the ability to do 
this.”135 

 
AIUK and Liberty have benefited from the use of online spaces after the pandemic 
restrictions have eased, however, both organisations are developing their work in grassroots 
communities through in-person events and are confident in such spaces creating more open 
environment to build these kinds of relationships.  
 
5.4.2. Power imbalances created through facilitation  

In acknowledging/addressing the power imbalance created by a facilitator, Liberty stated 
that: 
 

“In our Safer Communities/Non-Policing Solutions to Social Harms Project, we have 
been hiring external facilitators (with lived experience in some way) so that Liberty’s 
voice doesn’t dominate. This means that the project is lived-experience-led in 
multiple ways.” “Liberty have also been focusing on hiring people that have lived 
experience of particular projects they have been working on or who are from a 
historically marginalised community”136 
 

With Liberty keen to emphasise that: “[w]e need to move at the pace of trust and be open 
to mistakes.”137 
 
On this matter, AIUK noted that: 
 

“Amnesty have set of six ethical principles that are movement wide – this 
encompasses a set standard for facilitation. These are: respect for dignity and 
agency, transparency, equity and non-discrimination, duty of care/do no harm, non-
exploitation, and confidentiality. We have an active participation framework that 
sets out a ‘speedometer’ that looks at level of participation (from no participation to 
projects being led by the people that they will aid).”138 

 
In further acknowledging/addressing this power imbalance, AIUK stated that: 
 

“Regarding costs when working with lived experience/activists, Amnesty does not 
set timeline as it is not their timeline to set, as people may not be able to fit into 
Amnesty’s timeline that evolves around budget etc. We need to be flexible and set 
out the parameters of participation around each project; if it’s not possible to be 
participatory then we won’t be”139 
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5.4.3. Safeguarding 

On the matter of safeguarding, AIUK stated that counselling is prioritised and available for 
everyone in and outside of the organisation: 
 

“Amnesty provides 5 free sessions of confidential counselling through CiC for 
everyone in the organisation and this can be made available to others involved in 
projects.” “Amnesty also has a relief fund that can provide support.”140 

 
Likewise, Liberty also provides 1-2-1 counselling for grassroots groups they engage with: 
 

“We have introduced, and are paying for, emotional support counselling to 
grassroots groups we are working with given that some of the issues we work on 
(e.g., serious youth violence) can be traumatising (and working with us on this can be 
further retraumatising).”141 
 

Moreover, AIUK also has administrative procedures in place for dealing with data: “detailed 
forms of consent are provided and kept for two years before being re-assessed; either to 
regain consent or to be destroyed.”142 
 
5.4.4. Paid participation 

On the matter of paid participation, Liberty do not pay individuals but do have a policy 
paying groups: 
 

“Liberty have introduced an anti-oppressive payment policy in our ‘Non-Policing 
Solutions to Social Harms’ Project. According to this policy we pay people for their 
time equitably and according to anti-oppressive principles depending on groups’ 
understanding of their own need e.g., based on the type of organisation they are 
part of (such as if they are a grassroots group).”143 
 
“In terms of individual people involved in their projects, Liberty do not pay them 
directly since they work more with the grassroots organisations that they are a part 
of.”144 
 

On this issue, Amnesty stated that they “used to not pay because of possible effects it could 
have on research”145 which links in with above concerns about financial coercion. “However, 
now Amnesty do pay people in cash if their participation is not being funded by another 
organisation.”146 AIUK also went on to state that “we are not in position to pay people on 
Universal Credit – and we ask Turn2Us for advice on this.”147 
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5.4.5. Relationship between ‘Higher-Ups’ and people with lived experience or activists 

Both AIUK and Liberty stated that because they are larger organisations, their governing 
trusts and boards have little to no interaction with people with lived experience/activists 
they engage with and there is no structured process for such interaction.148 
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6. Conclusions and recommendations 

6.1.  Conclusions 

The following key conclusions can be drawn from this audit: 

• Working in communities on social rights and trying to take a HRBA is important and 
challenging work. 

• The development of the SRA and applying the principles of a HRBA was limited by 
the Covid-19 pandemic and associated restrictions, and organisational capacity. 

• Any work in communities needs to be led by those communities. As MRR and PPR 
stressed “work on human rights ownership is more what is going on in people’s 
communities – it’s more of an intersectional issue and about grounding human rights 
in the experience of people.”149  

• The SRA had several successes: for example, grassroots organisations such as Thrive 
Teesside and Intisaar have continued their work on social rights as part of GRIPP; the 
Community Researchers have developed important resources such video, manifesto 
for change and board game. 

• Just Fair has learnt a lot from the SRA, including about the challenges, opportunities, 
and power of integrating a HRBA into an organisation’s work, and working on social 
rights in grassroots communities, both face-to-face and online. 

• Just Fair’s key strengths lie as a UK-wide human rights organisation that supports 
existing grassroots organisations/groups to work on ESCR. Coming in as a partner 
rather than a ‘teacher’ allows Just Fair to continue to learn, grow and develop as an 
organisation.  

 
6.2. Recommendations 

The following are recommended for Just Fair staff and Trustees to consider: 
1. Adopt a model of social rights ‘movement’ building that co-develops this work with 

grassroots organisations, building their capacity on taking a HRBA in relation to ESCR, 
rather than going into local communities directly. This would be a 2nd tier ‘capacity 
building’ model. 

2. Continue the development of the ‘Social Rights Alliance’ into this ‘capacity building 
model’.    

3. Establish a time limited ‘Leadership Advisory Group’ to advise how the organisation 
involves and integrates the expertise of people with lived and learnt experience or 
activists in all its work.   

4. Continue to develop a HRBA to all aspects of its management and leadership  
5. Aim for itself (where appropriate), and the partners that it works with under this 

model, to have the capacity and resources to: 

• Observe power dynamics and address issues/concerns of participants before 
a project begins. 

• Ensure that any in-person or online space is as open and as friendly as 
possible to invite solidarity amongst participants. 

• Ensure that language and community engagement is accessible, providing 
resourcing where possible for e.g., childcare, travel, and refreshment costs 
for participants. 
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• Provide 1-2-1 and group support or counselling for those with lived 
experience involved in their projects so that the risk of re-traumatisation can 
be avoided. 

• Provide the same support to facilitators, or anyone else in the 
organisations/group, if possible, as people that are at risk of taking on the 
trauma they are discussing. 

• Consider up-to-date guidance on paying people for their participation in 
grassroots work.  

• Provide the means and resources to ensure an appropriate standard of 
safeguarding and data protection policy and practice. 

 
 
END 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 


