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S ince the mid-1990s, the understand-
ing of the relationship between human 
rights and development has been 
growing. There is increasing recogni-

tion of the relationship between the failure to 
realise human rights and the continuation of 
poverty, exclusion, vulnerability and conflict. 
There is also increasing acknowledgement of 
the vital role human rights play in mobilising 
social change; transforming state-society rela-
tions; removing the barriers faced by the poor 
in accessing services; and providing the basis 
for the integrity of the information services and 
justice systems needed for the emergence of 
dynamic, market-based economies. The rela-
tionship between human rights and growth is 
key to advance these objectives.

This Project Briefing provides an overview 
of an ODI study that analyses the relationship 
between human rights and pro-poor growth and 
identifies synergies, complementarities and 
points of connection, as well as latent tensions 
or contradictions. Crucially, it also provides some 
practical recommendations and entry points for 
taking forward a more integrated approach to 
human rights and pro-poor growth. The study 
was commissioned by the Governance Network 
(GOVNET), under the OECD Development 
Assistance Committee (OECD-DAC) with the 
aim of building the foundations for effective 
collaboration between different constituencies 
for sustainable development.

Pro -poor growth: priorities, 
challenges and opportunities
The literature points to some critical assump-
tions and tenets underlying the pro-poor 
growth approach, including: growth is a means 
and not an end to development; economic 
growth is good for poverty reduction (e.g. 
Dollar and Kray, 2000); inequality limits the 
extent to which growth contributes to poverty 

reduction; and policies can enhance the pov-
erty reduction benefits of growth (e.g. Wiggins 
with Higgins, 2008). 

The OECD policy guidance, Promoting 
Pro Poor Growth: Policy Guidance for Donors 
(OECD, 2007a), welcomed and endorsed by 
DAC Ministers and Heads of Development 
Agencies in 2006, describes pro-poor growth 
as a ‘pace and pattern of growth that enhances 
the ability of poor women and men to partici-
pate in, contribute to and benefit from growth’. 
It also identifies key priorities of pro-poor 
growth, which include the engagement and 
participation of the poor; distributional objec-
tives; addressing discrimination; and the 
accountability and transparency of the state.

Although pro-poor growth is an increas-
ingly accepted approach in most agencies, 
divergence remains on a number of issues. 
These range from the level of emphasis of dif-
ferent dimensions and priorities, and the rela-
tionship between pro-poor growth and other 
frameworks for poverty reduction, to whether 
growth is a means or an end of development 
and ways it can be operationalised. The main 
challenges in taking pro-poor growth forward 
will mean turning the conceptual framework 
into effective operational approaches.  

As in many areas related to development 
cooperation, experts’ views on pro-poor 
growth vary widely. Some consider pro-poor 
growth to be concerned primarily with income 
redistribution whilst others approach it from a 
holistic perspective, including sustainability, 
social inclusion and expansion of opportuni-
ties. Some describe pro-poor growth in terms 
of outcomes, i.e. any growth strategy that 
results in poverty reduction, whilst others think 
that ‘additional’ policies and strategies are 
needed to ensure social as well as economic 
outcomes. Participation is a key dimension. In 
some cases this means participation by mar-
ginalised groups in economic policy-making, 
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in others the focus is on participation in the labour 
market and in productivity. More generally, pro-poor 
growth is seen increasingly as a political agenda, 
which is not always easy or possible to reconcile 
with more technocratic approaches. Against this 
background, the consensus achieved within the DAC 
on the pro-poor growth concept is an important and 
notable achievement, providing a common basis for 
implementing pro-poor growth approaches. 

Nevertheless, both opportunities and chal-
lenges arise in taking the pro-poor growth agenda 
forward. Opportunities include ensuring more 
political dialogue and engagement in pro-poor 
growth with a greater focus on governance and 
capacity of state institutions. More attention is 
needed for issues of empowerment, engagement 
and voice of the poor and excluded – all critical 
for the achievement of pro-poor growth outcomes. 
The global financial crisis could be an opportunity 
to re-think the role of the state in growth strategies. 
At the same time, there is a risk that the crisis will 
revive an approach of ‘growth at any cost’, without 
a sufficient pro-poor focus. 

The lingering academic controversy on the pro-
poor growth definition could represent a challenge 
to efforts to move this agenda forward. Critically, 
practitioners point to the challenge of translat-
ing pro-poor growth principles and priorities into 
operational policies and programmes. Pro-poor 
growth is about challenging elements of traditional 
economic thinking, for example, by proposing that 
growth is not the end but a means to development. 
This requires a shift in theories, organisational 
policies and programme design.

Pro-poor growth and human rights: 
compatible frameworks
Pro-poor growth and human rights are considered 
both central and complementary approaches for 
development and poverty reduction efforts. This 
emerges from the analysis of the literature carried 
out as part of this study (e.g. Seymour and Pincus, 
2008;  OECD, 2007b), and is widely confirmed by 
the feedback gathered from interviews with experts 
who do not, on the whole, see  any major obstacles 
in integrating pro-poor growth and human rights, 
particularly at the theoretical level. 

The linkages between the two vary in nature, 
strength and potential for implementation. The 
strongest linkage is that they are both concerned 
with promoting equality, equity and non-discrimi-
nation. However, if equity is to be achieved in terms 
of income redistribution only, it would fall short of 
addressing other dimensions of discrimination that 
undermine the realisation of human rights. Issues 
related to power, voice and active participation are 
also identified as common to the two approaches, 
although the link is not as explicit. This is partly 
because these issues are not always considered 
central to pro-poor growth.  

In some cases, pro-poor growth can support the real-
isation of  human rights. It is also true that human 
rights principles and standards could strengthen 
pro-poor growth policies by, for example, emphasis-
ing the accountability and transparency of institu-
tions responsible for economic policy making or by 
facilitating access to justice by the poor. However, 
some scepticism remains as to how practical or 
effective human rights would be as an entry point 
to engage in a policy dialogue at the national level 
or to discuss the affordability and costs of different 
policy and budgetary options for achieving poverty 
reduction. 

While, in general, most economists would agree 
that civil and political (CP) rights have a key role to 
play in ensuring sustainable economic growth, the 
role of economic, social and cultural (ESC) rights 
is less clear. Some of the concerns include weak 
justiciability – that is  the issues over which a court 
can exercise its authority in many countries, cost 
implications for the full realisation of these rights 
and a preoccupation with the limited fiscal space 
in many developing countries. In a few cases, 
the very notion of ESC rights as absolute entitle-
ments was considered problematic by the experts 
consulted for this study. Overall, there is limited 
understanding and knowledge of the ESC rights 
framework, instruments and principles (such as 
progressive realisation, maximum use of available 
resources, etc.).

There are five main challenges that need to be 
overcome in order to make progress on a more 
integrated approach to human and pro-poor 
growth. First, there are the controversies around 
pro-poor growth definitions and the ways in which 
such growth should be implemented. Second, 
there is the difficulty in engaging with human 
rights language and the resulting misconceptions 
on what human rights really are and how they work 
in practice at international and national level. 
Third, there is the universal and indivisible nature 
of human rights, which tend to be interpreted 
as obstacles to prioritisation between different 
options for reducing poverty. The fourth challenge 
concerns the normative and legalistic dimensions 
of human rights,  which can lead to unrealistic 
expectations, particularly in resource constrained 
environments. Finally, there is the lack of solid 
evidence of rights-based approaches that have 
made a significant  difference on the ground.

Pro-poor growth and human rights: 
the institutional dimension
Despite a general agreement on the compatibility 
between the two frameworks, in practice, cross 
fertilisation between human rights and pro-poor 
growth remains very limited, and the two agendas 
tend to move along parallel lines in most devel-
opment agencies. In addition to the challenges 
outlined above, the opportunities for dialogue and 
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engagement between practitioners of different dis-
ciplines within or outside their agencies are very 
limited. This is perceived as one of the main con-
straints for a more integrated approach to pro-poor 
growth and human rights. 

Within development agencies, pro-poor growth 
and human rights face similar challenges. They 
can both be considered ‘ideological’ and not 
easy to translate into operational priorities. They 
both require some degree of professional cross 
fertilisation, which is often difficult to achieve in 
organisations structured around separate secto-
ral and professional teams. 

Both agendas face political economy chal-
lenges that constrain their outcomes and that 
are not easy to overcome. However, in general, 
pro-poor growth is considered an easier, more 
accepted and practical entry point in most agen-
cies, whilst a human rights framework remains a 
more challenging one to take on board.  

A number of factors may explain the differences 
between agencies. The policy space for human 
rights and pro-poor growth linkages is largely deter-
mined by the institutional culture of an organisa-
tion, including existing incentives or blockages for 
multi-disciplinary work, the size of the agency and 
the related ways of working, both at headquarters 
and on the ground. 

In some agencies the political dimension of pro-
poor growth, and even more of human rights, is a 
particular challenge. This is the case at  the World 
Bank where controversies still exist as to whether 
the Bank should engage at all with political mat-
ters, particularly at country level. 

It appears that the size of individual agencies 
could be a significant determinant of the way in 
which they deal with the linkages between these 
agendas. 

In relatively small agencies, such as the 
Danish Development Agency (Danida) or Swiss 
Development Cooperation (SDC), the boundaries 
between different disciplines and professional 
expertise tend to be less strong. In the course of 
their careers, staff working in smaller aid agencies 
are likely to engage in different programmatic areas 
and to be directly involved in multidisciplinary 
work. This seems to have some effect in terms of 
a more favourable or open approach towards inte-
grated agendas, including those on human rights 
and pro-poor growth. In agencies structured around 
professional teams, such as the United Kingdom’s 
Department for International Development (DFID), 
it was reported that the opportunities and, cru-
cially, the incentives to engage in multidiscipli-
nary initiatives are limited, and this is reflected in 
their approach to policy development. As a result, 
opportunities for the human rights team to engage 
with economists are limited, and this makes it 
very difficult to take forward a more integrated 
approach. 

Operational entry points: the way 
forward

The current environment, including the global eco-
nomic crisis, could be conducive for taking forward 
more integrated approaches to pro-poor growth and 
human rights. Current debates focus on the central 
role of the state in development processes, re-think-
ing economic policies, the centrality of fiscal policies 
and a new agenda on international governance. All 
of these have the potential to be good entry points 
for multidisciplinary dialogue and engagement. 

In taking forward a more integrated agenda, the 
challenges outlined above will need to be taken into 
account. In particular, it is important to recognise 
that the language of human rights does not easily or 
always lend itself to identifying operational priori-
ties, though in principle it is useful for establishing 
policy dialogue at the national level. The human 
rights community has a challenging task ahead in 
addressing these difficulties and identifying ways to 
engage with different audiences. The practical added 
value of human rights in development work remains 
an open question in the minds of many economists, 
and more persuasive efforts are needed to answer 
this question, with a particular focus on empirical 
evidence. 

Several operational entry points for integrating 
human rights and pro-poor growth were identified by 
the experts consulted during the study. The six men-
tioned most frequently were: employment policies 
and labour rights; land and property rights;  gender 
and women’s contribution to labour markets;  fiscal 
policies;  social protection and food policies; and  
governance. These entry points are considered real 
opportunities to bring human rights and pro-poor 
growth closer together. Among practitioners work-
ing on poverty reduction, governance and human 
rights, there is a sense that if the debate shifts to the 
operational level, away from theoretical and policy 
debates, it has the potential to achieve real change. 

As part of shifting the debate towards the opera-
tional dimension, great interest was expressed in 
experimenting with human rights as outcomes of 
development policies, including pro-poor growth 
policies, not just as principles underlying policy or 
programmes. This would imply a focus on attempt-
ing to assess development results in relation to bet-
ter fulfilment of, and respect for, human rights.

Conclusions and recommendations
Overall, pro-poor growth and human rights are seen 
as complementary approaches, and the study found 
no real sense of obstacles against the integration 
of the two agendas, particularly at the theoretical 
level. At the policy level, however, many challenges 
remain, mostly related to organisational structures, 
culture and incentives.

The greatest opportunities for taking forward an 
integrated approach between human rights and 
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pro-poor growth is found at the operational level, 
where several entry points were identified. 

There is a real need to move the debate towards 
the operational implications of human rights and pro-
poor growth integration, and away from theoretical 
and policy debates. Demonstrating the added value 
of an integrated approach is going to be crucial, and 
more efforts are needed to build an evidence base for 
this, through research and evaluation. 

Promoting dialogue and engagement between 
practitioners and academics from different disci-
plines, economics and human rights in particular, 
is a top priority. A failure to do so would result in 
reinforced prejudices and misconceptions about 
the two agendas, more rhetorical arguments and, 
more generally, lack of knowledge. This would 
undermine any efforts to take forward a more inte-
grated agenda. 

The determination to explore human rights and 
pro-poor growth linkages in more depth began in 
the DAC Governance Network (GOVNET) through its 
Human Rights Task Team, which commissioned the 
survey, which has also been reviewed by members 
of the DAC Network on Poverty Reduction (POVNET). 
Today, following up on findings and recommenda-
tions of this study, the OECD DAC is playing a key 
role in two main ways. First, OECD DAC is providing 
a space and a process for the interdisciplinary dia-
logue between economists, pro-poor growth practi-
tioners and human rights experts in different agen-
cies, through POVNET and GOVNET. Second, OECD 
DAC is supporting sectoral case studies for some of 
the operational entry points areas identified by the 
study, with a view to building a solid evidence base 
for taking forward a more integrated agenda on pro-
poor growth and human rights.
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