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Making Equal Rights Real

While laws exist in many nations to guarantee equal rights across gender, 
race, and ethnicity, they are often not implemented. Around the world, dis-
crimination, biases, and avoidable barriers affect children’s chances to receive 
education and health care, and adults’ chances to obtain jobs, earn equal pay, 
and hold leadership roles. Moreover, in some countries, it is legal to markedly 
discriminate on the basis of characteristics ranging from religion to sexual 
orientation to disability.

Making Equal Rights Real brings together leaders from around the world 
who have been working effectively to increase equal economic and social 
rights, ranging from rights in the workplace to rights of property ownership 
and education. The contributors tell detailed stories of implementing equal 
rights for racial and ethnic minorities in North America, women in Africa, 
children in the Middle East, and sexual minorities in Asia. They also describe 
approaches to increasing equal rights for people living in poverty, for those 
living with disabilities, and for those seeking the information they need to 
hold their government accountable for implementing everyone’s rights.

The book addresses what can be done by policy makers, civil society, non-
governmental organizations, lawyers seeking to implement equal rights legis-
lation, and advocates working in the community, as well as those developing 
constitutions and negotiating international agreements.

Jody Heymann is the Founding Director of the Institute for Health and Social 
Policy at McGill University. An internationally renowned researcher on pub-
lic policy and equity, Heymann leads WoRLD, an initiative to examine social 
policy and legal rights in all 193 UN countries. She has served as an advisor 
to policy makers around the world. Her work has been featured widely, in 
Business Week, Inc. Magazine, Portfolio.com, Forbes, CNN, Washington Post, 
New York Times, Financial Times, MSNBC, Good Morning America, and Fox 
News, among other leading national and international media.

Adèle Cassola conducts comparative research at the Institute for Health and 
Social Policy at McGill University, where she leads an initiative analyzing the 
protections established in the constitutions of all UN member states across a 
number of life contexts in which discrimination can occur, including educa-
tion, work, health, family, and political and civic participation.
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tional best practices and evidence-based research. In addition to the 

provision of services, the Program acts as a facilitator of change and 

capacity building at the national level. Bishara acts as the Manager of 

the Queen Rania Family and Child Center at the JRF, a prevention pro-

ject that falls under the umbrella of the Child Safety Program. Prior to 

joining JRF, she was Director of the Family Center in East Jerusalem, 

a program that provides psycho-social services for victims of domestic 

violence. She has extensive experience in the planning and management 

of family counseling, domestic violence, child development, and teen pre-

vention programs.

Roberto Bissio is the Executive Director of the Third World Institute, 

a non-profit research and advocacy organization based in Uruguay and 

committed to the promotion of South–South information exchange and 

the access of communities and citizen organizations to information. He is 

also the Coordinator of Social Watch, a network of civil society organiza-

tions monitoring gender and anti-poverty policies in seventy countries. 
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book The World Guide, published every two years in English, Spanish, 
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pliance with poverty eradication and gender equity commitments. Bissio 

has written on development issues as a journalist since 1975.

Ann Blyberg is the Director of the International Human Rights 

Internship Program (IHRIP) at the Institute of International Education 

in Washington, DC. The Program strengthens the work of non-govern-

mental human rights groups by facilitating the exchange of knowledge 

and experiences among civil society groups in different countries. Under 

her direction, IHRIP has developed a focus on government budgets in 

response to human rights groups’ growing interest in tools for monitor-

ing the realization of economic and social rights. She was a member of 

the Board of Directors of Amnesty International USA and was its Chair 

for two years. She has served on the advisory boards of a number of 

human rights organizations and initiatives, including the Asian Institute 

for Human Rights and the Human Rights Initiative of the Carnegie 

Council for Ethics and International Affairs. Blyberg has written exten-

sively on the importance of budget work in enforcing economic, social, 

and cultural rights and is a co-author of Dignity Counts: A Guide to Using 

Budget Work to Advance Human Rights (Fundar – Centro de Análisis 

e Investigación, the International Budget Project, and the International 

Human Rights Internship Program, 2004) and the author of Budget Work 

to Advance the Right to Food: “Many a Slip …” (United Nations Food 

and Agriculture Organization, 2009). Blyberg has worked in the human 

rights field for more than thirty years.

Adèle Cassola conducts comparative research at McGill University’s 

Institute for Health and Social Policy on how legal rights affect the life 
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established in the constitutions of all UN member states across a number 

of life contexts in which discrimination can occur, including education, 
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Making Equal Rights Real began when we received support for a major 

five-year initiative led by the Institute for Health and Social Policy, which 

Jody directs, to identify, visit, document, and share successful approaches 

to some of the most critical yet intractable social policy challenges. The 

initiative was made possible because David Elton, Ralph Strother, and 

Allan Northcott at the Max Bell Foundation shared our belief that public 

policy could be improved to better address population health, well-being, 

and equity and were willing to bet on new approaches. University lead-

ership makes all the difference if an institute intends to invest substantial 

faculty, staff, and student time in a program at the intersection of evi-

dence and action. We are deeply indebted for the support we received 

from Heather Munroe-Blum, Anthony Masi, Denis Therien, Abe Fuks, 

Rich Levin, and Chris Manfredi.

The development of the ideas behind this initiative and the process of 

carrying it forward were truly a team effort. We are extremely fortunate 

for the team we’ve been able to work with at the Institute for Health 

and Social Policy. As we sought to bring together leaders from around 

the world who had been effective in making equal rights real, Jennifer 

Proudfoot and Brittany Lambert searched for and reached out to peo-

ple in every region. Their extraordinary outreach skills and commitment 

formed the foundation of bringing leading experts and practitioners 

together. Before we could send students to conduct case studies of inno-

vative programs that had been particularly successful at increasing equal 
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rights globally, Tinka Markham Piper and Magda Barrera led Institute 

Policy Fellows in a comprehensive search of hundreds of noteworthy 

programs. Their long-term commitment to the Fellowship program has 

transformed the lives of the Fellows and our knowledge of what it takes 

to implement change on the ground.

Any initiative of this magnitude requires substantial depth and 

breadth of background research. This project would not have been the 

same without the exceptional research skills and staffing of Parama 

Sigurdsen, Danielle Foley, Gonzalo Moreno, and Denise Maines. We are 

also indebted to the meticulous research conducted by former Institute 

for Health and Social Policy interns Sami Berger and Joshua Green.

Books take a great deal of time for nearly anyone who works on 

them. Rarely do editors and authors work on this kind of endeavor 

unless they are deeply committed to the subject – it would be foolhardy 

given what’s required. That commitment is often spawned and nurtured 

by close friends and family members outside of the workplace, as well 

as nourished by colleagues within. That was the case for both of us. 

Holding government leadership positions over the course of many years 

and working for legal rights in countries around the world, Jody’s father 

knows well the difference between laws on paper and laws in practice. So 

on countless walks in the woods, as Jody worked to develop a global data 

center on equal rights legislation as a step towards holding governments 

accountable and pressing for greater progress in the area, Phil Heymann 

kept returning to the question of what could be done to ensure that the 

rights that existed on paper were practiced in reality. Jody’s mother, Ann 

Heymann, was global and local, before the terms were joined in common 

parlance. She studied Africa and worked to increase Americans’ access 

to health, education, and other essential services, while raising Steve and 

Jody. She ingrained a commitment to increasing equity for all people in 

her children. This book is dedicated to Ann and Phil Heymann and to 

Adrian and Rita Cassola.

One of Adèle’s earliest memories involves listening to the news in 

the car with her father and asking why people should care about events 
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halfway around the world. His thoughtful response still resounds after 

more than two decades. Many years later, a thought-provoking conver-

sation with her mother about the complexity behind the affordability of 

essential medicines deeply impressed Adèle with the need to engage all 

actors and perspectives in efforts to improve outcomes for vulnerable 

groups. In the years since, untangling tough social and ethical issues in 

conversations with her parents has remained a source of great pleasure 

and motivation for Adèle. The refusal of her parents, as a team, to let life’s 

curveballs slow them down provides a constant reminder that solutions 

to tough problems can be found with the right combination of resource-

fulness, persistence, and adaptability.
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