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Executive Summary 
 
The purpose of this capacity review was to inform 
development of the infrastructure support that Scottish 
civil society needs in order to further engage with 
human rights, particularly at this critical time for human 
rights legal protections in Scotland and across the UK.   
 
The Review explored: 
 
• In what ways do different types of Scottish civil 

society organisations use and interact with human 
rights law, standards and treaties in their work? 

• What are the barriers or challenges that these 
organisations face in using human rights? 

• What support, opportunities and resources would 
Scottish civil society organisations welcome as they 
seek to use human rights for change and engage in 
development of the new human rights framework? 

 
The Review included four elements of data collection: an 
online survey with 57 respondents; individual interviews 
with 8 sector representatives; a participatory workshop; 
and a light-touch literature review. 
 
Key findings 
 
In exploring the ways in which Scottish civil society 
engages with human rights, we found: 
 
• There is strong and growing interest to engage with 

human rights across the Scottish third sector 
• There is some engagement with international human 

rights frameworks and treaties, with significant 
interest in filling knowledge gaps 
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• Organisations are keen to engage with human rights 
for the values they imbue, and as a mechanism to get 
people to think differently 

• Civil society organisations in Scotland use human 
rights in a huge variety of ways 

• Civil society organisations in Scotland want to use 
human rights more 

• There is less interest, and perhaps some cautiousness, 
around human rights and using the law 

 
We found several barriers to organisations using human 
rights more: 
 
• Human rights seen as too confrontational 
• Fear of repercussions 
• Lack of understanding of human rights within public 

authorities 
• Gaps in human rights in practice 
• Complexity of human rights language and law 
• Lack of civil society time and resource 
• Advocating for human rights can be tough 
• Lack of government accountability 
 
To help them engage further with human rights, Scottish 
civil society organisations would welcome: 
 
• Resources to build their understanding and 

confidence around human rights, including training 
and online resources 

• Opportunities for collaborations around human rights 
• Sharing of stories and examples of human rights in 

practice 
• Supportive network around human rights 
• Platforms to raise human rights concerns 
• News updates on human rights law and developments 
• Access to legal advice and expertise 
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• Support to engage around the new Scottish Human 
Rights Bill 

 
Summary of Conclusions 
 
There was considerable interest, across all organisation 
types, sizes and levels of prior engagement with human 
rights, to understand and use human rights more. Any 
expansion or development of support for civil society 
around human rights would be well-received by a wide 
range of organisations.  
 
There is a lack of any concern that human rights law has 
gone too far or is problematic – instead, we found that if 
anything, organisations want human rights to hold more 
persuasion and accountability power to drive change for 
those that they work with/for. 
 
There is no one type of potential support around human 
rights that was especially highly favoured, or indeed 
especially not favoured, by any one size, geographical 
focus or issue-base of organisation – rather, it seems 
that many of the same barriers, and the same potential 
enablers, to human rights engagement can equally apply 
to all sorts of organisations.   
 
However, there are some differences in the types of 
support most valued by organisations who are currently 
at different levels of engagement with human rights. 
Human rights infrastructure in Scotland needs to 
include both aspects focused on increasing knowledge, 
understanding and information around human rights, as 
well as aspects that enable shared action on human 
rights concerns. 
 
Three aspects of the human rights infrastructure needed 
are particularly of note – firstly, that opportunities for 
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organisations to work together, by sharing stories, 
support and influencing efforts, are highly valued. 
Second, many Scottish civil society organisations have 
limited interest in knowing about, and influencing, at a 
UK level on human rights. Given that some of the core 
human rights legal protections for people living in 
Scotland lie at a UK level, this finding should be of some 
concern. 
 
Third, new human rights law in Scotland opens the way 
for NGOs with ‘sufficient interest’ to use strategic 
litigation to get change on systemic issues, but many 
civil society organisations will need particular support 
to make full use of this tool for change. 
 
This Review has highlighted two key challenges that 
must be addressed for future development of human 
rights training and resources in Scotland:  
 
• Accessibility of language and law is crucial to 

enabling civil society engagement with human rights.   
• The focus of all resources and training needs to be on 

the practical application of human rights law and 
treaties in people’s lives.   

 
However, it should also be noted that a key finding of 
this Review is that, no matter how much civil society 
understands and raises human rights law and principles 
in their individual advocacy, unless human rights are 
taken seriously and understood by public authorities, 
this will be in no way effective. There must be sufficient 
resource put into driving a shift towards a human rights-
based culture across duty-bearers.  
 
There is also a chilling effect on civil society human 
rights advocacy where there is concern about the impact 
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of this on their future funding. Civil society needs to 
know that their funding will not be negatively affected 
by having a challenging voice on human rights – this 
includes increased access to independent funding, and 
includes explicit recognition by funders of the value of 
civil society challenge to decision-makers and decision-
making. 
 
It should be noted too that, whilst action to address 
equality duties may still require increased attention, it 
seems that equality is far better understood and taken 
seriously by public authorities, than human rights. This 
is worthy of further exploration. 
 
A final key finding of this Review is that civil society’s 
confidence and use of human rights for change will 
increase if the human rights infrastructure in Scotland 
deliberately addresses the why and what of human 
rights – that is, the values and improvements that 
human rights can bring, and what they mean in everyday 
practice and people’s lives.   
 
Key recommendations 
 
• Human rights training and training resources for 

Scottish civil society should be developed and made 
widely available. This training should be both online 
and face-to-face, and designed to work for both bigger 
or national organisations, but also significantly for 
smaller or local organisations. The training should be 
tried and tested to make sure it is accessible to all 
with clear language and results in greater confidence 
around human rights. The content of the training 
should have an emphasis on how human rights law 
and standards apply in everyday life and how they can 
be used to bring improvements in people’s lives.  

5



• The Consortium, and other stakeholders, should 
particularly consider how to develop resources, 
training and events for organisations who are new to, 
or yet to engage, with human rights. 

• Human rights resources and training for Scottish civil 
society should include understanding of the full range 
of international human rights treaties and 
conventions. In advance of the upcoming new human 
rights Bill, there should be a focus on increasing 
resources and training available on ICERD, CEDAW, 
ICESCR and UNCRPD, as well as on the ECHR which 
is already incorporated into UK law. 

• Those concerned with a strong civil society voice on 
human rights protection at a UK level, including the 
Consortium, should communicate clearly about the 
importance of the Human Rights Act 1998 and other 
UK-level rights protections for people living in 
Scotland. Support, resources and influencing 
platforms should be developed that recognise the 
limited capacity and interest of many Scotland-based 
organisations to influence in two very different policy 
arenas - Holyrood and Westminster. 

• The Consortium should further explore the most 
effective and valued ways to facilitate the growth of a 
supportive community around civil society and human 
rights in Scotland. This should include space for 
individuals and organisations to share stories of their 
experiences, to provide emotional support, and to 
share reputational risk when challenging around 
rights infringements. Emphasis should be placed upon 
enabling supportive relationships and connections 
between individuals and organisations working in all 
different places and on different issues, but with a 
shared concern for human rights realisation. 

• Those concerned with Scottish civil society 
engagement on human rights should particularly 
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consider the training and resource needs of local and 
remote organisations, and smaller organisations 
without staff. This will affect for example, timing and 
location of meetings. They should also give attention 
to what resources might help more larger 
organisations to engage with human rights across 
their work.  

• The Consortium should continue to provide updates 
around human rights developments in Scotland, and 
should continue to provide platforms and means of 
organisations working together to influence on shared 
concerns around human rights.  These should 
continue to specifically include developments around 
the upcoming human rights Bill. Consideration should 
be given as to how to make these accessible and of 
interest to those new to human rights. 

• Funders of civil society human rights work in 
Scotland should consider how to increase funding 
from independent sources, how to demonstrate their 
recognition of the value of human rights challenge, 
and how to provide reassurance so that organisations 
feel able to challenge those in power without fear of 
repercussions or any negative impact on future 
funding. 

• Stakeholders, including the Consortium, should 
consider what new or additional resources or support 
is needed for Scottish civil society, or at least some 
organisations within it, to make full use of strategic 
litigation powers under the UNCRC Incorporation Bill 
(soon to be Act) and the upcoming human rights 
incorporation Bill, as a tool for driving better human 
rights protection. 

• The Scottish Government should prioritise 
exploration of what needs to be put in place for public 
authorities to fully embrace a human rights-based 
approach to all that they do.  
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• Development and implementation of the upcoming 
new human rights framework should draw on 
experience, understanding and processes around 
equality and equality law, and ensure that all 
stakeholders have clarity around how equality and 
human rights work together.  

• There is little, if no, demand for any lessening of 
human rights protections from civil society in 
Scotland. The UK Government should bear this in 
mind in discussions around reform of the Human 
Rights Act 1998. 

• The new Scottish human rights framework should be 
developed in such a way as to make incorporation of 
international human rights treaties very clear and 
practical. Rights holders, the civil society 
organisations that represent and empower them, and 
duty bearers, need to all understand legal 
requirements, the minimum levels of protection of 
human rights, what can and should be taken into 
account in rights-based decision-making, and how 
individuals and groups can participate in decision-
making and access remedy when things go wrong. 
This has implications for content of the Bill, content 
of the accompanying guidance and for its 
implementation.  

 
 
A huge thank you to all those who took part in this Review – 
your insights and experience are invaluable.
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