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Abstract

This is a review of the book “Human Rights in Global Health: Rights-Based Governance for a Globalizing World”
edited by Benjamin Mason Meier and Lawrence O. Gostin.
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Main text
Institutions of global governance play a critical role in
diffusing norms and influencing the behaviour of states
and non-state actors [1, 2]. Previously, scholars have ex-
amined how policies promoted by global governance in-
stitutions impact human rights [3], how these
institutions can advance human rights norms [4–6], and
how organizational culture influences the adoption of
policies promoting human rights [7]. A broad range of
global governance institutions influence areas that inter-
sect with health and human rights. Yet no comprehensive
comparative assessment of how these institutions have
operationalized health-related human rights have been
produced.
Against this background, the volume ‘Human Rights

in Global Health: Rights-Based Governance for a Global-
izing World’, edited by Benjamin Mason Meier and
Lawrence O. Gostin, brings together an impressive
group of academics, individuals from UN and inter-
national civil society organizations, and policymakers to
make a far-reaching contribution to close this analytical
gap [8].
Following a clear and logical structure, the book’s

introductory chapter and first section clarify its expan-
sive focus on the underlying social, economic and

political causes (e.g. ‘determinants’) of health and illness,
thereby broadening the scope of global institutions be-
yond those we commonly consider to do ‘global health’
work. The next three chapters are about the World
Health Organization (WHO)—the world’s normative au-
thority on global health. These chapters give insights
into how WHO at critical junctures in its history, from
the drafting of its constitution to facing the HIV/AIDS
pandemic, has struggled to reconcile a technical role fo-
cused on standard-setting with its constitutional author-
ity to advance human rights norms. Moreover, these
provide forward-looking reflections suggesting how
WHO can assume a greater role in advancing rights-
based approaches.
Going beyond WHO, the subsequent three sections

examine the institutional mandate and the evolution
of various global institutions, and how these institutions
have engaged with and operationalized the right to
health through their policies, programs and practices.
Among the book’s many strengths are that these chap-
ters broadly follow a unifying framework that enables
comparison of the approaches of these institutions. This
framework introduces the reader to:

� the historical origins of each institution
� the relationship between the institutions’ mission,

and international conventions and soft law
instruments such as declarations and codes of
practice, and how this relationship form the
foundations of their human rights engagement:
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� how human rights have been mainstreamed and
advanced through programmes and policies; and

� the institutional determinants, e.g. the distinct
features of each institution that facilitate or impede
organizational efforts to advance human rights

The chapters introduce how some institutions, such as
UNAIDS, were borne out of a health and human rights
imperative [9]. Others, such as UNICEF, have seen an
opportunity to transform their institutional authority
through international human rights treaties (in UNI-
CEF's case the Convention on the Rights of the Child).
In stark contrast are the multilateral institutions of glo-
bal economic governance, particularly the World Bank
and the World Trade Organization, representing more
contested spaces where promotion of health-related hu-
man rights have clashed with policies dictated by pre-
vailing ideas and ideologies within the institutions.
Accordingly, human rights have been modified, distorted
or resisted when interpreted and translated into institu-
tional activities [10]. Yet even in the absence of a formal
relationship with human rights law, these chapters dem-
onstrate an ongoing evolution where institutional fac-
tors within these organizations are facilitating active
engagement with health and human rights considerations.
The volume concludes with the editors analyzing
generalizable themes and raising a research imperative:
continued analysis of how the institutions that collectively
constitute global governance for health can more force-
fully promote health-related human rights.
Have any topics been missed in this volume? First, a

separate chapter could perhaps have been devoted to the
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP),
given its history in invoking human rights in response to
the HIV/AIDS epidemic [11] and more recently through
its broader global health strategy [12]. Second, a chapter
about an institution in global environmental governance
would have further enriched the volume, given its ambi-
tious focus on the underlying causes of health and the
influences of issues such as climate change, air pollution
and biological diversity on global health [13–15]. Finally,
in their concluding chapters the editors highlight civil
society participation as crucial for human rights main-
streaming. While some chapters (such as the one about
UNFPA) describe in great detail how global institutions
are facilitating civil society involvement, the volume
could perhaps have made the assessment of civil society
participation a more visible cross-cutting theme across
chapters.
Notwithstanding these observations, what stands out

in this book is the breadth and detail by which institu-
tions have been analyzed and compared. This volume is
a timely contribution to the global health discourse. The
sustainable development goals (SDGs) have stimulated

increased attention towards the broader determinants of
health [16]. Yet major global health policy processes still
tend to fall short of involving the broad range of global
governance institutions that, in this volume’s own words,
“exercise their institutional mandate in ways that influ-
ence public health” [8]. A case in point is the ongoing
process of developing a Global Action Plan for healthy
lives and well-being for all [17]. Coined as a “historic
commitment to unite for health”, the process recognizes
that accelerating progress on SDG3 “requires unified ef-
forts to address the determinants of health and the
health inequities or disparities such determinants per-
petuate”. It is impressive that this process has 12 signa-
tory global agencies from health, development and
humanitarian areas [17]; however, these together do not
fully reflect—again using the words of the volume—the
“multi-sectoral array of determinants of health”, with
agencies such as FAO, ILO, UNEP and UNHCR missing
from the picture. This volume edited by Mason Meier
and Gostin presents a compelling case for why the glo-
bal health discourse on a consistent basis should involve
a broader range of global governance institutions. More-
over, the volume engenders hope that global institutions
gradually can move towards human rights as a shared
normative framework going forward. Everyone con-
cerned with reinvigorating efforts to address the broader
determinants of health and reduce health inequities will
benefit from reading this book.

Acknowledgements
I thank the authors for inviting me to review their book.

Authors’ contributions
UG is the sole author of this book review. The author read and approved the
final manuscript.

Funding
N/A

Availability of data and materials
N/A

Ethics approval and consent to participate
N/A

Consent for publication
N/A

Competing interests
The author declares that he/she has no competing interests.

Received: 23 February 2019 Accepted: 10 July 2019

References
1. Finnemore M, Sikkink K. International norm dynamics and political change.

Int Organ. 1998;52(4):887–917.
2. Greenhill B. The company you keep: international socialization and the

diffusion of human rights norms. Int Stud Q. 2010;54(1):127–45.
3. Abouharb MR, Cingranelli DL. The human rights effects of World Bank

structural adjustment, 1981–2000. Int Stud Q. 2006;50(2):233–62.

Gopinathan Globalization and Health           (2019) 15:48 Page 2 of 3



4. Petersmann E-U. The WTO constitution and human rights. J Int Econ Law.
2000;3(1):19–25.

5. Clark DL. The World Bank and human rights: the need for greater
accountability. Harv Hum Rts J. 2002;15:205.

6. Meier BM, Onzivu W. The evolution of human rights in World Health
Organization policy and the future of human rights through global health
governance. Public Health. 2014 Feb;128(2):179–87.

7. Sarfaty GA. Why culture matters in international institutions: the marginality
of human rights at the World Bank. Am J Int Law. 2009;103(4):647–83.

8. Meier BM, Gostin LO. Human Rights in Global Health: Rights-Based
Governance for a Globalizing World, vol. 585. New York: Oxford University
Press; 2018.

9. Timberlake S. UNAIDS: human rights, ethics, and law. Health Hum Rights.
1998;3(1):87–106.

10. Bøås M, McNeill D. Global institutions and development: framing the world?
London ; New York, Routledge; 2004. p. 253. (RIPE series in global political
economy)

11. Leon JK. Confronting catastrophe: norms, efficiency and the evolution of
the AIDS battle in the UN. Camb Rev Int Aff. 2011 Sep 1;24(3):471–91.

12. UNDP. HIV, Health and Development Strategy 2016–2021 [Internet]. 2016.
Available from: http://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/librarypage/
hiv-aids/hiv%2D%2Dhealth-and-development-strategy-2016-2021.html

13. Samet JM, Gruskin S. Forum of international respiratory societies working
group collaboration. Air pollution, health, and human rights. Lancet Respir
Med. 2015 Feb;3(2):98–100.

14. H. Knox J. Report of the Special Rapporteur on the issue of human rights
obligations relating to the enjoyment of a safe, clean, healthy and
sustainable environment [Internet]. UN Human Rights Council; 2017 Jan
[cited 2018 Dec 13]. Available from: http://ap.ohchr.org/documents/dpage_
e.aspx?si=A/HRC/37/59.

15. Levy BS, Patz JA. Climate change, human rights, and social justice. Ann Glob
Health. 2015;81(3):310–22.

16. Pega F, Valentine NB, Rasanathan K, Hosseinpoor AR, Torgersen TP,
Ramanathan V, et al. The need to monitor actions on the social
determinants of health. Bull World Health Organ. 2017 Nov 1;95(11):784–7.

17. WHO. Global action plan for healthy lives and well-being for all [internet].
2019 [cited 2019 Apr 1]. Available from: https://www.who.int/sdg/global-
action-plan

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affiliations.

Gopinathan Globalization and Health           (2019) 15:48 Page 3 of 3

http://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/librarypage/hiv-aids/hiv%2D%2Dhealth-and-development-strategy-2016-2021.html
http://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/librarypage/hiv-aids/hiv%2D%2Dhealth-and-development-strategy-2016-2021.html
http://ap.ohchr.org/documents/dpage_e.aspx?si=A/HRC/37/59
http://ap.ohchr.org/documents/dpage_e.aspx?si=A/HRC/37/59
https://www.who.int/sdg/global-action-plan
https://www.who.int/sdg/global-action-plan

	Abstract
	Main text
	Acknowledgements
	Authors’ contributions
	Funding
	Availability of data and materials
	Ethics approval and consent to participate
	Consent for publication
	Competing interests
	References
	Publisher’s Note

