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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This report looks at the academic research literature on National Human Rights
Institutions (NHRIs). This field of research has significantly expanded in recent
years and now represents a relatively comprehensive and diverse body of work.
Among its merits is that it is independent and peer-reviewed and offers external,
analytical perspectives on the work of NHRIs. The report documents that the
question of NHRI effectiveness is one of the major themes addressed.

The report presents the main findings from an analysis of the literature. This
includes a few quantitative longitudinal studies covering a 30-40 year period that
shows that the presence of NHRIs have various beneficial impacts. It also presents
the findings from more qualitative studies that have taken a closer look at specific
NHRIs and their achievements. A general observation is that the research literature
has moved from advocating how to enhance the effectiveness of NHRIs to in recent
years focusing much more on actual analysis of NHRI effectiveness in practice.

The research on NHRI effectiveness shows a good grasp of the topic both in
terms of the country contexts that NHRIs operate in - and that to a large extent
determines how successful the promotion and protection work of an NHRI can
be - as well as in terms of the role the Paris Principles play in facilitating effective
NHRIs. There are constraints built into these Principles.

Drawing on the research literature, the report looks at NHRIs as both “structures”
and “agents” and also presents a recently developed (November 2017) theoretical
model for assessing NHRI effectiveness. The report concludes by highlighting four
elements that the research literature seems to regard as particularly important for
NHRIs to achieve effectiveness. The four areas are:

Public Legitimacy

The Complaint-handling role

National inquiries (including the mandate to investigate and publish reports)
Formal institutional safeguards (to protect the NHRI against external pressures
or threats)

Awon o

The conclusion also calls for the community of NHRIs to engage more deliberately
and systematically with the effectiveness agenda. As 2018 marks the 25%
anniversary of the UN General Assembly’s adoption of the Paris Principles this
would seem a timely intervention.



INTRODUCTION

This report presents an analysis of the research literature on National Human
Rights Institutions (NHRIs). The aim has been to capture what we can learn from
this research about the achievements and effectiveness of these institutions.

There exists now a significant body of research on NHRIs which continues to
expand. The basis for this report has been the compilation of a comprehensive
bibliography on NHRI research literature. The bibliography reveals that there are
somewhere between 180-190 research publications (journal articles, anthology
chapters, monographs and some research-based analytical/policy reports) on
NHRIs. This represents a substantive body of work that can be drawn on more
systematically. It can inform international discussions as well as practical work
focused on strengthening NHRIs. It can thereby inform efforts to hold these
institutions more accountable in achieving their mandate and their goals.

The NHRI research literature has two important features: the research is
independent and peer-reviewed. This gives the research literature a credibility that
is helpful to enhance the debate on the effectiveness of national human rights
institutions! This can be beneficial both to the debates within the community of
NHRIs and to NHRI engagement with a range of external actors.

In addition, the NHRI research now contains significant variation in terms of
method, approach, theoretical inspiration, geography, thematic focus and research
aims and this diversity lends further credibility to drawing lessons from the research
literature. The fact that this field of research has matured significantly since the
1990s - e.g. by deepening its critical gaze by moving from often descriptive to more
analytical approaches gives further legitimacy to the credibility claim. Finally, as
2018 represents the 25" anniversary of the UN General Assembly’s adoption of the
Paris Principles it is only timely to expand and consolidate our knowledge base on
NHRI work.

GUIDING QUESTIONS

This report therefore tries to extract lessons and findings from the NHRI research
literature. The guiding questions have been: What do we know? What lessons can
we distill from NHRI work in their domestic settings?
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