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Overview

Culture is and always has been central to development. As a natural and funda-
mental dimension of people’s lives, culture must be integrated into development
policy and programming. This report shows how this process works in practice.

The starting point of the report is the universal validity of the international
human rights framework. The focus is therefore on discussing and showcasing 
how culturally sensitive approaches are critical for the realization of human rights
in general and women’s rights in particular. 

The report gives an overview of the conceptual frameworks as well as the 
practice of development, looking at the everyday events that make up people’s
experience of development. Culturally sensitive approaches call for cultural fluency –
familiarity with how cultures work, and how to work with them. The report pres-
ents some of the challenges and dilemmas of culturally sensitive strategies and
suggests how partnerships can address them. 

Culture – inherited patterns of shared meanings and common understandings –
influences how people manage their lives, and provides the lens through which
they interpret their society. Cultures affect how people think and act; but they do
not produce uniformity of thought or behaviour.

Cultures must be seen in their wider context: They influence and are influenced
by external circumstances and change in response. They are not static; people are
continuously involved in reshaping them, although some aspects of culture continue
to influence choices and lifestyles for very long periods. 

Cultural customs, norms, behaviours and attitudes are as varied as they are elu-
sive and dynamic. It is risky to generalize, and it is particularly dangerous to judge
one culture by the norms and values of another. Such over-simplification can lead
to the assumption that every member of a culture thinks the same way. This is not
only a mistaken perception but ignores one of the drivers of cultural change, which
is multiple expressions of internal resistance, out of which transitions emerge. The
movement towards gender equality is a good example of this process at work.

Nepalese family.
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2 OVERVIEW

Appeals for cultural sensitivity and engagement are
sometimes wrongly interpreted as acceptance of harmful
traditional practices, or a way of making excuses for non-
compliance with universal human rights. This is far from
the case – such relativism provides no basis for action and
produces only stalemate and frustration. Values and prac-
tices that infringe upon human rights can be found in all
cultures. Culturally sensitive approaches determine what
makes sense to people and work with that knowledge.
Embracing cultural realities can reveal the most effective
ways to challenge harmful cultural practices and strengthen
positive ones.

Culturally sensitive approaches:

• go beyond “what” to “how” and “why” things are the
way they are; 

• seek the local knowledge and relationships that can
provide the basis for dialogue and positive change; 

• avoid generalizations and acknowledge differences in
values and objectives, even within the same culture; 

• encourage humility among those who work with 
communities; and

• ensure that deep understanding of human realities,
including culture, rather than theories or assumptions,
become the basis for policy.

Culturally sensitive approaches are both logical and
practical, recognizing that cultural development is as much
a right as economic or social development. Creative solu-
tions abound within cultures, and culturally sensitive
approaches seek them out and work with them. Culturally
sensitive approaches are crucial for understanding local
contexts – involving legal, political, economic and social
power relations – and their implications for development. 

Human Rights

In addition to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
(1948), Member States of the United Nations have adopted
a wide range of instruments elaborating on the principles
of universality, indivisibility, interdependence, equality and
non-discrimination. Once they enter into force, countries
agree to be bound by their provisions; the fundamental
provisions are binding on all nations. These instruments

are joined by consensus documents such as the
International Conference on Population and Development
Programme of Action (1994) and the Platform for Action
of the Fourth World Conference on Women (1995).

There has been considerable discussion over the 
universality of human rights, but the discussion has often
overlooked the critical interrelationships between human
rights and cultures. The human rights framework includes
protections for the collective rights of groups as well as
those of individuals; among these is the right to health,
including reproductive health. The language of rights is
the language of resistance to deprivation and oppression,
which is common to all cultures: People have begun using
the language of rights to make their own claims. 

Universal rights are realized by specific people and
groups in their own cultural contexts, and must be 
understood in that way. This realization is what 
culturally sensitive approaches aim to achieve.

Culturally sensitive approaches recognize that: 

• people in different cultures understand rights in 
different ways;

• people in the same culture also have different 
perspectives on and experiences of rights;

• people advocate for rights in ways that suit their 
cultural contexts;

• human rights can be ingrained through “cultural 
legitimacy”; and

• facilitating cultural legitimacy requires cultural 
knowledge and engagement.

Culturally sensitive approaches can provide tools for
understanding how human rights and cultures interact.
People will respect human rights which they see as 
culturally legitimate, but ensuring legitimacy calls for
important safeguards:

• Avoid imposing particular interpretations of rights
which undermine cultural ownership.

• Do not avoid struggles over the meanings of rights but
acknowledge them.

• Contribute to policies by taking local norms and prac-
tices seriously into account.
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