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Executive Summary

Human rights are at the core of the United Nations (UN) 
system and are one of the building blocks of sustainable 
peacebuilding. Although these principles have long been 
recognized, they were recently rea�rmed in two twin 
resolutions by the UN Security Council and the General 
Assembly in 2016, which recognized that “development, 
peace and security, and human rights are interlinked and 
mutually reinforcing”, and that to succeed peacebuilding 
must encompass both “political and human rights 
mechanisms”.1

Despite broad consensus on these fundamentals, consistent 
cross-pillar and inter-agency coordination can be 
challenging, and the di�cult political contexts in which UN 
peacebuilding takes place have often obstructed full 
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conflict prevention and peacebuilding. These included 
contributing to early warning, addressing root causes and 
underlying grievances, considering structural inequities, 
and enabling better government accountability and 
performance as a duty-bearer. The inverse was also true, 
with peacebuilding tools and actors sometimes helping to 
unlock progress on human rights in di�cult situations, or 
otherwise enhancing human rights tools and strategies.

The case studies further contextualized how programming 
has realized complementarity between human rights and 
peacebuilding, as well as how investments in human rights 
initiatives and actors can advance peacebuilding objectives.
 
In Colombia, PBF-supported work on transitional justice, 
protecting HRDs, and improving the rights, access, and 
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However, while the PBF’s catalytic impact was recognized 
across a number of areas, so were the limitations inherent in 
the short-term nature of PBF funding. Many PBF-supported 
projects pursued appropriate remedies, but the time that 
would be required to realize these projects’ theories of change 
was far greater than the average length of a project supported 
by the PBF (just under 21 months in this sample). More time is 
needed to address structural inequities, counter stereotypes 
and stigma, work through underlying grievances, promote 
justice and reconciliation, and address the fundamental rights 
deprivations that contribute to root causes.

One strategy that might address this is to invest in more 
iterative or sequential work, when requested. In both 
Colombia and the DRC (as well as in other countries), PBF 
support for sequential stages of transitional justice 
initiatives proved strategic, enabling the projects to adapt 
to evolving circumstances and overcome barriers, while still 
advancing unique objectives. The success of these initiatives 
suggests that sequential or iterative work may be useful for 
other areas of human rights and peacebuilding work in 
which incremental and adaptive strategies are necessary to 
meet the objectives in question, and where sustainability 
would otherwise be in doubt.

Further Efforts to Strengthen Human Rights in 
Peacebuilding

Given the broader finding that human rights perspectives 
and tools can complement and enhance conflict prevention 
and peacebuilding strategies, the Thematic Review 
identified a number of steps that PBSO, other UN entities, 
implementing partners, and other Member States or donors 
might take to enhance human rights and peacebuilding. 
Chief among these was investing in human rights capacities, 
both within the UN system, as well as within the countries in 
question. The strongest projects within the Review tended 
to be those that were developed by personnel with strong 
expertise in human rights and peacebuilding, which were 
then taken forward in partnership with local civil society 
and government actors who were vested in the human 
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The Thematic Review also examined the degree to which 
UN system standards and references to the findings of 
other human rights bodies were reflected in the projects. 
While both were in evidence, and there was a high level of 
human rights mainstreaming overall, not all projects 
reflected full integration of human rights considerations 
and strategies. Greater promulgation of policy guidance, 
and more specific monitoring and tracking of protection 
risks and corresponding due diligence measures for certain 
types of projects may be merited.

Several areas of human rights and peacebuilding work 
appeared ripe for further investment and innovation – either 
as supported by PBF or taken up by other partners in the 
field. In the realm of programming to counter hate speech, 
positive results suggest even further room for such work in 
electoral contexts, while current gaps in the field led experts 
to recommend greater focus on gender-based hate speech, 
disinformation, and misinformation. Other key areas ready 
for further investment include projects engaging NHRIs and 
human rights defenders in peacebuilding work, those 
testing additional means of enhancing human rights 
protection and defence in areas beyond state control, and 
those exploring linkages between ESCR and peacebuilding. 
Greater theorization of the links between ESCR and 
peacebuilding, and testing ways to leverage this area of 
work through peacebuilding programming, o�er strong 
promise in terms of both rights advancement and conflict 
prevention.

Investing in learning and innovation:

•	 More nuanced tracking and categorization of human 
rights-related projects by PBSO, and more disaggregated 
beneficiary tracking, use of impact-centred indicators, 
and use of perception surveys and longitudinal data by 
those in the peacebuilding field would advance learning 
and evaluation on human rights in peacebuilding. 

•	 The themes of civic space and peacebuilding, and ESCR 
and peacebuilding are ripe subjects for future Thematic 
Reviews and further programming innovation.

Reinforcing UN standards, policies, and practice:

•	 Given continued evidence of uneven application of the 
HRDDP in the peacebuilding field, UN entities engaged 
in this work should consider whether there are su�cient 
processes, guidance, and resources in place to ensure 
systematic application of the HRDDP in all appropriate 
areas of work. 

•	 PBSO might consider providing guidance on the HRDDP, 
encouraging more systematic inclusion of it within the 

risk management and monitoring and evaluation 
strategies of PBF-supported projects, and continuing to 
allow funds for HRDDP review and analysis within the 
budget of PBF-supported projects.

•	 UN entities involved in developing peacebuilding 
programming should continue to take note of the 
findings of other human rights bodies or special 
mechanisms. As a learning tool, it would be useful to 
have greater reflection on how these tend to be used to 
inform or guide programming, in order to contribute to a 
stronger feedback loop between human rights and 
peacebuilding entities. 

•	 PBSO might consider providing guidance on the Human 
Rights-Based Approach, for example, in any templates, 
proposal guidance, and other materials. 

•	 For projects related to countering hate speech, those 
involved should ensure that there is appropriate attention 
given to existing guidance on human rights standards 
and protective measures, in particular, as these relate to 
the development and use of technological tools. 

•	 Donors wishing to reinforce “do no harm” standards may 
want to consider allowing, or even encouraging, part of 
the budget be set aside for responding to protection 
risks or threats that arise.

Increasing catalytic impact and overcoming 
sustainability challenges:

•	 PBSO should consider iterative or serial projects where 
appropriate, particularly in situations where more 
adaptive and sequential programming strategies would 
be likely to advance strategic priorities and leverage 
particular moments or opportunities for peacebuilding 
advancement. 

•	 Implementing partners should weigh the sustainability 
of any technological tools proposed to detect and 
monitor hate speech. 

•	 PBSO and its UN partners should continue to explore 
ways to encourage participation of civil society 
organizations, non-governmental organizations, and 
local peacebuilders in PBF-supported projects through 
greater transparency in subgrantees, open calls for 
partners, wider outreach, and further exploring 
“inception phase” or “pre-project” grants to support 
local partners in early project development.5

Strengthening synergies between human rights 
and peacebuilding, and advancing cross-pillar 
collaboration:

•	 Investments in human rights capacity, both within UN 
entities and among other partners, are the strongest 
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ways to encourage synergies between human rights and 
peacebuilding within programming. In this vein, PBSO or 
other UN partners might consider ways to further 
buttress personnel capacity and expertise on human 
rights and peacebuilding programming, including 
through human rights advisers or other human rights 
capacities, where requested by the governments in 
question.

•	 PBSO, OHCHR, and other UN entities should continue to 
support cross-pillar linkages, including through inter-

agency collaboration, by exploring ways to link 
peacebuilders with human rights mechanisms and 
entities, and supporting communities of practice and 
other learning opportunities. 

•	 UN entities working on preventive action should 
continue to explore not only the ways that human rights 
data and analysis can contribute to early warning, but 
also ways prevention-oriented mechanisms and 
platforms can be better resourced and operationalized 
to act on those warning signs.
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