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Abstract—Economic, social and cultural rights indicators 

have been gradually incorporated into the human rights 

framework. In practice, United Nations agencies, human rights 

treaty bodies and countries often use indicators to promote and 

monitor the implementation of economic, social and cultural 

rights. Because of the inherent shortcomings, human rights 

indicators do not accurately reflect the realization of economic, 

social and cultural rights. It would promote the role of human 

rights indicators in protection of economic, social and cultural 

rights, by combining statistical averages in human rights with 

information for specific groups, striking a balance between 

universal indicators and country-specific indicators, 

strengthening international cooperation efforts to collect 

comprehensive and reliable human rights data. 
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I.  INTRODUCTION 

Human rights indicator is an important tool for 
measuring the effectiveness of human rights policies and 
mechanisms. Human rights indicators can be used to express 
the abstract human rights values through the operational 
rules and objectively assess the extent to which human rights 
are “respected, protected and fulfilled”. In 1992, the 
Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
(CESCR) addressed in its report on the seventh session that 
the most pressing challenge for member states of the 
Convention was to demonstrate that their commitment to 
economic, social and cultural rights was a genuine and long-
term promise. The best way to do so is to establish various 
standards by each state party so that full respect for the 
minimum core content of the basic rights can be verified by 
relevant governments. 

II. INDICATORS OF ECONOMIC, SOCIAL AND CULTURAL 

RIGHTS IN THE FRAMEWORK OF INTERNATIONAL HUMAN 

RIGHTS NORMS 

A. The Relevant Provisions of Human Rights Treaties 

The economic, social and cultural rights indicators are 
clearly incorporated into the relevant provisions of human 
rights treaties. Article 12 of the International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights requires states parties 
to take the necessary steps to “reduce the rate of stillbirth and 

infant mortality” for the full realization of the right to the 
highest attainable standard of health. Article 10 (f) of the 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women also provides that states 
parties are obliged to take measures to “reduce the rate of 
female drop-out” to ensure that women enjoy equal rights 
with men in education. Article 24 of the International 
Convention on the Rights of the Child emphasizes that states 
parties shall “take appropriate measures to reduce infant and 
child mortality rates”; Article 28 provides that states parties 
shall “take measures to increase student attendance and to 
reduce dropout rates”. 

B. General Comments of Human Rights Bodies 

CESCR has issued a number of general comments on the 
use of indicators to monitor the implementation of economic, 
social and cultural rights. In general comment No.14, the 
committee provided right to health indicators and 
benchmarks. The general comment No.15 clarifies once 
again the indicators and benchmarks for the right to water. In 
its general comment No.27, the Committee on the 
Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD) asked the state 
parties “to include in their periodic reports, in an appropriate 
form, data about the Roma communities within their 
jurisdiction, including information on the participation of 
Roma in political life and its economy, social and cultural 
statistics.” The Committee on the Elimination of 
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), in its general 
comment No. 24, requested the state party to include in its 
report “the reduction in maternal mortality and morbidity in 
vulnerable groups, regions and communities.” 

C. Other International Human Rights Instruments 

In 2004, Report of the Special Rapporteur “on the right 
of everyone to the enjoyment of the highest attainable 
standard of physical and mental health” provided a list of 
descriptive indicators to monitor the child survival rate as 
one of rights to health for children. The Human 
Development Report 2000, issued by the United Nations 
Development Program (UNDP), presents a general 
framework for the use of indicators to monitor the human 
rights situation. The World Health Organization (WHO) 
discussed the framework of the rights to health indicators in 
its 2004 report. The United Nations Human Settlements 
Program (UN-Habitat) (UNHRP) has developed a set of  
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housing rights indicators. The United Nations Food and 
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) has 
proposed indicators for the implementation of the right to 
food at the domestic level. In 2012, the Office of the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) published the 
Human Rights Indicators: A Guide to Determination and 
Implementation, and developed a list of illustrative indicators 
of the right to food, the right to health, the right to education, 
the right to adequate housing, the right to social security and 
the work. In general, the indicator framework for measuring 
the achievement and progress of economic, social and 
cultural rights has been gradually established, and this 
framework is increasingly becoming a tool to monitor and 
implement the economy, social and cultural rights by 
international organizations, human rights institutions, 
governments, national human rights institutions and non-
governmental organizations. 

III. LIMITATIONS OF ECONOMIC, SOCIAL AND CULTURAL 

RIGHTS INDICATORS 

Indicators of economic, social and cultural rights have 
developed more rapidly than civil and political rights 
indicators. However, there are still some problems with 
application of economic, social and cultural rights indicators. 

A. The Average Value of Human Rights Indicators and 

Individual Rights 

Human rights assessments are usually based on average 
statistics on the human rights situation of certain country, 
rather than human rights data for specific groups such as the 
most vulnerable or marginalized groups in society. In 
essence, human rights indicators mainly depict the general 
conditions for the ultimate enjoyment of the rights of the 
individual, carrying out human rights analysis at the 
domestic level, which hardly help identify the rights of a 
considerable number of sub-populations within countries. 
Although human rights treaty bodies usually review human 
rights information about large groups of people, these rights 
are ultimately enjoyed by individuals. Average statistics in 
human rights assessments can’t reflect the enjoyment of 
human rights by specific groups such as the most vulnerable 
or marginalized groups in society. 

The United Nations Special Rapporteur, Danilo Turk, 
stated in “Economic, Social and Cultural Rights: First 
Progress Report” that since economic, social and cultural 
rights are individual rights, the general scope of many 
indicators may hinder its direct application and can’t get a 
general overview of a particular situation. It should be 
recognized that both statistics are useful in conducting 
human rights impacts assessments. Average statistics can 
capture the general situation of human rights in a country, 
and human rights information for specific groups can better 
identify and help victims of human rights abuses. Thus, 
acquiring human rights information of a particular individual 
while acquiring the average number of human rights 
statistics of domestic population appears to better serve the 
purpose of human rights assessment, which can assess the 
extent to which each individual enjoys human rights in a 
society. 

B. The Universality and Specific Context of Implementation 

of Human Rights Indicators 

In theory, since human rights are based on the 
universality of the provisions of the Convention, 
standardized measurement for implementaion can be made. 
Human rights treaty bodies that review national compliance 
with human rights conventions should assess the 
effectiveness of the implementation of member states in 
accordance with these universal standards. A considerable 
part of the rights contained in the International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights falls within the right to 
progressive realization of the largest available resources of a 
state. When measuring the implementation of these rights, 
the different available resources and periods between 
countries should be taken into account. The expression of 
“progressive implementation” and “maximum available 
resources” in the International Covenant on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights actually limits the scope of 
universally applicable human rights indicators. At the same 
time, in order to avoid the abuse of country-specific 
indicators by the state party, the Convention provides that “a 
minimum core obligation to ensure the satisfaction of, at the 
very least, minimum essential levels of each of the rights is 
incumbent upon every state party.” If a state argues that the 
minimum core obligation can’t be met because of resource 
constraints, the state must demonstrate that it has tried to use 
all available resources to ensure the core rights of all. 

The contextualization of indicators related to economic, 
social and cultural rights may lead to that the same data 
obtained in different countries will result in different 
conclusions of compliance with human rights obligations. 
The universal indicators can’t fully measure the compliance 
of the country; neither can they provide an in-depth analysis 
of the causes behind human rights violations or solutions to 
human rights problems in specific countries. If human rights 
indicators are more realistic, they could be more meaningful 
and more likely to be used. As Katarina Tomasevski points 
out, applying the same standards of conduct to all states, as if 
all states had the same infrastructure, institutions and 
resources, was not only unfair but also ignored one of the 
main objectives of international cooperation in the field of 
human rights. Thus, when assessing compliance with human 
rights treaties, country-specific indicators should be applied 
prior to the universal ones, which may choose the indicators 
that are most relevant to each country and the relevant treaty 
provisions.  

C. The Accuracy of Human Rights Indicators and Statistics 

of the Data 

At the ideal level, human rights assessments should be 
fully aware of the respect, protection and fulfillment of 
obligations by the entire state. But in reality, the assessment 
agency can only get those reported violations of the situation. 
Many of the actual violations have not been reported at the 
national or international level, thus limiting the availability 
of human rights-related information. Using such statistical 
data in the framework of the human rights assessment may 
lead to deviations. In many human rights assessments, 
especially when analyzing specific situations, it is difficult to 
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obtain human rights enjoyment or abuse by the relevant 
groups due to the lack of statistical data required for specific 
criteria, and it is meaningless to assess the human rights 
situation relying on indicators. For example, when we 
develop indicators of “appropriate living standards”, the data 
on homeless numbers has a great importance in testimony, 
but the availability of this indicator is limited by a serious 
lack of relevant information. In fact, some data of the most 
critical indicators of economic, social and cultural rights, 
such as homelessness, income distribution, etc., have been 
collected only by few countries and international agencies. 
As a result, these indicators lose their indicative value. 

In addition, the effectiveness, reliability, objectivity of 
data is also the core elements of human rights indicators. If 
there is no reliable data to support, human rights indicator 
largely could lose the empirical significance. In practice, 
human rights assessments rely primarily on national self-
reported data (eg, periodic reports). The state chooses the 
method of collecting data and decides which human rights 
indicators to use to allow treaty bodies to assess the human 
rights achievements of the state. The reliability of such data 
is sometimes questionable because the data can easily be 
altered or tampered with, resulting in misinterpretation of a 
particular situation or social reality. Thus, indicators do not 
always be able to effectively reflect human rights conditions 
and are likely to be a simple way for countries to avoid 
accusing them of their underlying causes of poverty and 
related problems. 

IV. IMPLICATION FOR CHINA 

As mentioned above, human rights indicators have 
inherent weaknesses and shortcomings. So, a failure to reach 
a benchmark does not necessarily mean that the State is in 
breach of its international right to health obligations. 
Nonetheless, the role of human rights indicators in 
measuring the effectiveness of human rights protection can’t 
be ignored. In the realization of economic, social and cultural 
rights, human rights indicators continue to guide and support 
countries to meet economic, social and cultural commitments. 
In this sense, economic, social and cultural rights indicators 
can provide potential technical assistance to states party. 

As a guarantor of international treaties on economic, 
social and cultural rights, Chinese government has 
increasingly used human rights indicators to assess the extent 
to which economic, social and cultural rights are achieved. 
At the international level, human rights indicators guide 
China to provide authoritative and reliable reference 
materials in the compliance reports submitted to the human 
rights treaty bodies to help China better fulfill its treaty 
obligations. At the domestic level, the statistical data of the 
indicators can accurately reflect the problems in the 
realization of China's economic, social and cultural rights 
and its gap with other countries, which can better improve 
the human rights situation. 

On the other hand, there are still many problems with the 
application of human rights indicators in China. Firstly, there 
is a lack of comprehensive data on the relevant rights, and 
the type of indicators is set incompletely. In its concluding 

observations on China's second periodic report, CESCR 
requested China to include in its next periodic report 
comparable annual data and data for urban areas, as well as 
data on poverty reduction and poverty eradication. The 
committee also pointed out that China currently does not 
have statistics on unemployment by ethnicity, which limits 
the assessment of the enjoyment of the right to work of 
ethnic minorities. Secondly, the realization of the rights of 
specific groups can’t be identified. In the second periodic 
report, China provided the urban registered unemployment 
rate from 2003 to 2009, but did not classify social groups on 
the basis of sex, age and occupation. To this end, the CESCR 
Pre-sessional Working Group stated in the “List of issues in 
relation to the second periodic report of China” that, the 
Chinese government need to indicate whether the official 
statistics of the urban unemployment rate includes 
unemployed migrant workers, laid-off workers, unemployed 
university graduates, as well as men over the age of 60 and 
women over the age of 50 and other categories of population. 
Thirdly, qualitative and quantitative indicators are not 
complementary and mutually supportive. In the second 
periodic report, Chinese government declared that it had 
formulated relevant laws and regulations to solve the 
employment problems of migrant workers and college 
graduates. However, the report does not address what 
measures have been taken to address the high unemployment 
rate of ethnic minorities in accordance with the 2007 
Employment Promotion Act, nor does it explain its impact. 

V. CONCLUSION 

In order to make human rights indicators an effective tool 
for monitoring the implementation of economic, social and 
cultural rights, Chinese Government, when applying the 
economic, social and cultural rights indicators, should first 
establish and improve the data collection system related to 
economic, social and cultural rights on the basis of the 
existing economic and social development statistics database, 
and compile the latest annual statistical and statistical 
analysis of the rights recognized in the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. 
Secondly, universal indicators and indicators for specific 
individuals need to be considered in combination and a 
modest balance between the universal indicators and 
indicators of specific groups is sought to keep obtaining 
comprehensive and reliable human rights statistics. Finally, 
within the framework of human rights protection, not only 
the qualitative indicators such as human rights protection 
legislation and human rights protection policies should be 
incorporated, but also quantitative measures such as 
measures taken to implement the relevant legislation and 
policies, and the extent to which individuals enjoy the rights. 
From the current practice of China, the creation of detailed, 
systematic and authoritative economic, social and cultural 
indicators still requires a long period of exploration. The 
effectiveness of human rights indicators ultimately requires 
long-term practice tests to draw an objective and rational 
conclusion. 
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