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The question we were asked to consider is how adequate existing 

frameworks are for analysing inequality and bringing together 

different agendas, sectors and disciplines to create change?  

I currently head up communications and outreach work for the Scottish 

Human Rights Commission, which involves lots of work to try to do that 

very thing. But I’m going to come at this from a broader personal 

perspective because I’ve spent the last fifteen years working to create 

change as a campaigner and organisational leader in the voluntary 

sector, as a policy advisor to government, as a volunteer with a whole 

set of different projects and probably most importantly, just as a person.  

So, that leads me on to my first observation. When we think about 

what’s wrong with current frameworks for analysing inequality and 

driving change, one of the basic problems is this.  

They’re completely impenetrable to most people. They’re no easier to 

get hold of than a big bowl of spaghetti. To understand them, in the way 

they’re usually communicated, you have to be a member of a special 

‘policy club’ or you have to be immersed in the issues as part of your job. 

Most people do have a pretty intuitive understanding of what it means to 

be equal, what it means to have rights and what justice means. But the 

political, philosophical and policy theories that have built up around 

those basic concepts has made them contested, steeped in legalese 

and overly complex. There is a yawning chasm between the “policy 

community” and people who are actually living and experiencing deep 

inequality, or having their rights violated, on a day-to-day basis. That is 

equally true of high-level conceptual frameworks like international 

human rights, or equality laws, as it is of more specific or practical 

frameworks like impact assessment models.  
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That’s worrying from different angles. First, it means that change is 

made more difficult because the people affected by it aren’t involved in 

the processes of achieving it – it’s inefficient. But second and more 

importantly, it’s also completely at odds with the very values of equality 

and empowerment that we’re all saying we want to see advanced in the 

UK in the decades ahead.  

The second problem I see is that current frameworks often reinforce the 

idea of there being a “them” and an “us”.  

Using the framework of protected characteristics instantly puts people 

into boxes based on aspects of their identity. Human rights frameworks 

often talk in terms of rights holders and duty bearers, even though each 

of us has rights and we all have a responsibility to each other. We talk 

about minority communities or communities of place or interest as if they 

are somehow ‘over there’.  

Of course, there are good reasons why things developed this way. 

We’ve needed to recognise the importance of different characteristics 

and aspects of our identity on our ability to be equal in practice and have 

our rights respected in reality. The need to mainstream thinking about 

different inequalities into other frameworks is still present.   

But one of the downsides of this approach is that it can make tackling 

inequality or realising human rights or achieving social justice seem like 

somebody else’s issue. You’re either in one camp or another – or you’re 

forced to be. That not only feels clumsy and uncomfortable sometimes, it 

can also be quite dangerous. It plays into narratives that divide people 

by labelling them - creating an “other”. It can also alienate people who 

are not in that group. Tackling inequality is everybody’s responsibility, 

but some of the frameworks we use don’t really get that message 

across.    

Finally, the third problem I see is that current frameworks that are trying 

to achieve very complementary goals don’t’ speak to each other – or not 

enough, anyway. In fact, they sometimes compete with each other. The 

history and reasons for that would take far too long to get into, but it’s 

surely incumbent on all of us to do better.  
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Having worked in both Scotland and England, I think the situation is a bit 

better in Scotland. There, the idea that rights, equality and social justice 

all go hand in hand is much more widely accepted and practiced, 

certainly in civil society. There’s still some way to go but there does 

appear to be a bit less clear blue water between different agenda. That 

may be because of a different political and media climate or the history 

of Scottish civil society and public policy or a reflection of the different 

direction that legislation and policy has taken since devolution.  

So, are there better alternatives for tackling inequality and driving 

change?  

I think three things need to change.  

First, we need to get a lot better at talking a clearer talk. i. e. telling the 

story of what we’re trying to do, why and how.  

There needs to be a unified theory of social change that binds different 

but complementary frameworks together.  

For me, the things that unify our different frameworks can be boiled 

down to values – those basic principles that matter to us, and that we 

want to matter more to other people. There is a lot more difference 

between all of us combined and those who hold countervailing values, 

than there is difference between us.  

So, I think we need a better understanding of the values that underpin 

our goals, the relationship between those values and the attitudes and 

behaviours we want to see changing, and how we are either explicitly or 

inadvertently reinforcing particular values in the way we all go about our 

own work. I’ve been involved in some really interesting work led by a 

group called Common Cause that draws on quite significant empirical 

evidence to show how values work in society and how they can be 

strengthened in different ways. I think there’s much more to be done to 

understand how values can work as a glue to bind our different 

frameworks together or to act as supporting foundations for a more 

unified theory of change.  

The second thing I think we have to do is get a lot better at ‘walking the 

walk’ around accessibility and challenging inequality, particularly in the 

language we use. At the moment, far too much of the language we use 

is shrouded in jargon, mystery and convoluted ways of explaining 



 

4 
 

relatively simple concepts. It reminds me of turning up to my first ever 

university politics tutorial when I was 18. I went to Edinburgh University 

as a fairly smart kid from the local comprehensive. When I turned up and 

started rubbing shoulders with lots of privately educated kids with A 

grades in A level politics, it took me quite a while to work out what on 

earth they were talking about. Once I did, I realised that they weren’t 

saying anything particularly big or clever – they were just using far more 

complex language – using bigger, more obscure words to describe the 

same thoughts I was having! We are all far too guilty of that – so a plain 

English framework of some kind would be a good start! 

And the thing is, the concepts we’re trying to articulate and communicate 

are not THAT complicated – it IS possible to put them into terms that the 

wider world can understand and get to grips with. If Stephen Hawking 

can communicate about space-time and quantum mechanics in a way 

that sells one book for every 700 people on the planet, then we should 

be embarrassed that we can’t do the same for a unified theory of 

equality, human rights and social justice.  

Quite apart from being more accessible, it also helps when it comes to 

building support for what we’re all trying to achieve. For example, when I 

worked on the Equally Ours campaign, we did some work to test how 

people responded to human rights being described as a) “universal” and 

b) “same for everyone”. Those two phrases mean almost exactly the 

same thing – but of course, “same for everyone” was much more readily 

understood and received positively.  

Finally, I would really like things to be switched around a bit in terms of 

where the power lies when it comes to effecting change. As I began by 

saying, the chasm between the “Policy Elite” and the people who are on 

the sharp end of inequality and rights abuses is too wide..   

So, when we’re talking about developing better frameworks, we should 

be doing that in full and meaningful collaboration with people who 

experience inequality and rights violations in a myriad of different ways. I 

don’t think it’s good enough to rely on policy officers in voluntary 

organisations or ‘representatives’ of different communities or academic 

theories developed in isolation from real-life experience. “Nothing about 

us without us”, to adopt the phrase used in the disabled people’s rights 

movement.  
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Part of that means thinking actively and self-critically about the power 

dynamics that we either perpetuate or challenge in the way we carry out 

our work. Who needs to give up some power and privilege in order for 

other people to have it? Should we be implicitly condoning hierarchies 

and elites by celebrating things like CBEs, OBEs and so on? What’s an 

appropriate pay differential to have in our organisations? Isn’t there 

much more we could do to really improve diversity in our workforces and 

Boards? Why are unpaid internships still being used? When you call in a 

favour to get your friend’s daughter some work experience, who are you 

taking that opportunity away from?  Just how meaningfully are people at 

the sharp end of inequality and rights injustices able to take part in and 

shape the work we do on their behalf?    

There are some great practices in some places around this but I think 

we can all be honest that there’s a lot more to do to get our own house 

in order and lead by example.  

So that’s my recipe for change – a clearer story of change that binds us 

all together; a way of telling that story that my nine year old nephew can 

understand; and a reflection of that story in the way we go about trying 

to make it come true.  

 

 


