Our Code of Conduct
Know it. Use it. Live it.

Human Rights

There are no circumstances
in which we will accept any
abuse of people or their
rights, and we will not
knowingly work with
anyone who does.

Concepts of individual rights, liberty, justice,
legitimacy and morality have existed in different
cultural and religious contexts throughout human
history; however, they are not easily comparable
to the modern conception of human rights. This
lack of comparability stems largely from the fact
that the idea of human rights, as it stands today,
is based on the premise that: (1) human rights are
universal (applicable everywhere); and (2) human
rights are egalitarian (the same for everyone). This
great leap forward was born in large part from the
strong desire for peace in the aftermath of the two
World Wars (1914-1918 / 1939-1945) as people
and nations began to share a vision of a more just
and equal society. Fundamentally, human rights
were envisioned as rights inherent to all human
beings without discrimination regardless of
nationality, gender, national or ethnic origin,
religion, language, or any other status.
It is worth noting that all UN-member states have
ratified at least one of the core human rights
treaties, with 80% of states having ratified four or
more. The ratification of these treaties reﬂects the
consent of states, which in turn creates legal
obligations on a national and global level.
However, when it comes to the interpretation and
application of human rights in everyday practices,
it becomes clear that commitments to shared
values on paper do not necessarily translate to
actual practice on the ground.
This gap between commitment and practice is
often accentuated by different political ideologies,
religious and cultural attributes, regionalism, socioeconomic progress, conﬂict, and more recently

by environmental risks and advances in
technology. Such inconsistencies pose a great
challenge to the indivisible, interrelated and
interdependent nature of human rights. When a
human right is observed, all human rights benefit;
equally, when a human right is violated, all human
rights are adversely affected.
Human rights are often viewed as either a product
of natural law (to protect and promote certain
human interests) or an extension of codified moral
behaviour (the human quest for personal and/or
collective freedom). While there may be different
theories about the principal function of human
rights, there is common agreement that
governments, businesses, communities and
individuals must align their conduct in a manner
that is complementary with a universal concept of
human rights. Thus, while states and businesses
are expected to assume obligations and duties
under international law to respect and to protect
human rights, we also have the duty to respect
the human rights of others on an individual level.
Every year since 1950, the 10th of December has
been acknowledged as a Human Rights Day both
by high-level political conferences and by cultural
and educational events dealing with human rights
issues across the world. Indicative of its profound
inﬂuence, the Guinness Book of Records has since
described the Declaration as the world’s “Most
Translated Document”, with 438 different
translations available at present.
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Adopted on 10 December 1948 in Paris by the
United Nations General Assembly, the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights was proclaimed as a
“common standard of achievement for all peoples
and all nations.” A milestone document, the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights has since
inspired more than 60 human rights instruments,

which together constitute an international
standard of human rights. For the first time in
history, a single document was able to incorporate
a set of basic civil, political, economic, social and
cultural rights that all human beings should enjoy.
In today’s globalised and interconnected world,
companies are some of the most powerful actors
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on the global stage. Operating a multinational
business has become a complicated matrix. On the
one hand, companies have to balance national
customs with international regulations. On the
other hand, they also have to manage complex
supply chains, respond to environmental risks and
societal changes, and cater to the wellbeing of an
increasingly multicultural workforce. As calls for
greater accountability and transparency are
shaping 21st century business norms, all
companies are faced with human rights
responsibilities given that companies have the
ability to either positively or negatively affect the
entire range of human rights standards, including
discrimination, sexual harassment, health and
safety, freedom of association, torture, freedom of
expression, privacy, poverty, access to food and
water, education and housing.
While most companies are responding positively to
contemporary changes in our society, some still
manage to inﬂict harm through their conduct and
their (un) intentional disregard for human rights.
In order to minimise such breaches, it is important
that everyday business practices blend together
with respect for their workers, communities, and
the environment as part of a holistic approach to
corporate social responsibility. Today, companies
can be both profitable and ethical. Although the
primary duty to protect human rights remains with
national governments, an increasing number of
businesses are taking positive steps to promote
and protect human rights. In the past decade we
have seen a proliferation of voluntary initiatives
that bring together companies, NGOs and
governments to address different aspects of
human rights issues; however, the daily reports of
human rights breaches on behalf of companies
demonstrates that much remains to be done.

accepted principles in the areas of human rights,
labour and environment.” As a result, thousands of
companies participate in the Global Compact and
report publicly on the steps they are taking to
comply with these principles. Furthermore, in 2011
the UN Human Rights Council endorsed the
Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights
thereby reaffirming that “business enterprises
should avoid infringing on the human rights of
others and should address adverse human rights
impacts with which they are involved.” The
objective of these principles was to operationalise
the United Nations Protect – Respect – Remedy
policy framework, which stresses:
• the state duty to protect human rights;
• the corporate responsibility to respect human
rights; and
• the need for more effective access to
remedies.
As companies that want to behave responsibly can
potentially use these principles as a useful and
practical guide, their introduction marks a
significant step forward. From this platform of
‘shared understanding,’ companies are becoming
more aware of their core human rights
responsibilities and the public is becoming more
aware of the corporate social responsibility.

In response to ongoing violations, the United
Nations launched the UN Global Compact in 2000,
which is a voluntary “policy initiative for
businesses that are committed to aligning their
operations and strategies with [ten] universally
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Additional resources Further Reading
Step 1

Please refer back to Our Code of Conduct.

Step 2

If you would like to know more about Human Rights & Business, the
following external links have been selected for your reference:
Universal Declaration of Human Rights
It is a milestone document in the history of human rights. The Declaration was proclaimed by the
United Nations General Assembly in Paris on 10 December 1948
http://www.ohchr.org/en/udhr/pages/introduction.aspx
International Labour Organization (ILO)
The ILO promotes rights at work, encourage decent employment opportunities, enhance social
protection and strengthen dialogue on work-related issues.
http://www.ilo.org/global/topics/equality-and-discrimination/lang--en/index.htm
Equality and Human Rights Commission (UK)
EHRC have a statutory remit to promote and monitor human rights; and to protect, enforce and
promote equality across the nine “protected” grounds - age, disability, gender, race, religion and
belief, pregnancy & maternity, marriage & civil partnership, sexual orientation & gender reassignment
http://www.equalityhumanrights.com/
The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR)
OHCHR represents the world’s commitment to universal ideals of human dignity. It has a unique
mandate from the international community to promote and protect all human rights.
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Pages/WelcomePage.aspx
Business & Human Rights Resource Centre
It is a non-profit organization drawing attention to the human rights impacts (positive & negative) of
over 5100 companies, operating in over 180 countries.
http://www.business-humanrights.org/Home
Amnesty International
Amnesty International is a global movement of more than 3 million supporters, members & activists
in over 150 countries and territories who campaign to end grave abuses of human rights
https://www.amnesty.org/
United Nations Global Compact
United Nations Global Compact is a voluntary policy initiative for businesses that are committed to
aligning their operations and strategies with ten universally accepted principles in the areas of human
rights, labour and environment
http://www.unglobalcompact.org/

Step 3

Do your own research on the Internet

While every reasonable effort is made to ensure that the information provided on this ‘Fact Sheet’ is accurate, no guarantees for
the currency or accuracy of information are made; nor does it imply that there is an association between Serco or any
organisation/individual mentioned in the text. Information relating to third party web-links is provided without any representation
or endorsement, and without warranty of any kind. Serco is not in the position to guarantee full-functionality, accuracy and
reliability of third-party websites; nor can we take responsibility for their information or content thereon.

www.serco.com/code

