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I. State of the Art 

The ever-increasing debate on the link between business and human rights has 

become one of the prominent changes in the realm of human rights since the outset of 

the 21st century (Choudhury 2017). However, there is currently no international 

legally binding treaty on business and human rights, which makes it difficult to make 

up for the governance gap of business human rights violations (Clapham 2017). Since 

the launch of business human rights treaty process in 2014 by the UN Human Rights 

Council, the consensus on the boundary of corporate human rights responsibility 

which is viewed as one of the crucial questions in business human rights treaty 

process is far away from achieving (Cassell and Ramasastry 2016, Backer 2017). 

Some authors argued that corporations shall be responsible for all human rights (Jean 

and Akandji 2007, Cheng 2015); whilst others believe business corporations should 

not be accountable for all human rights (Backer 2017, Aftab and Mocle 2019). On this 

basis, other authors indicate that a clear scope of corporate human rights 

responsibility contributes to (1) the advancement and implementation of corporate 

human rights responsibility (Li 2018); (2) the justiciability of business corporations’ 

human rights violations (Bu 2010, Aftab and Mocle 2019); and (3) the acceptance and 

fulfillment of corporate human rights responsibility (Amao 2011, Esdile 2014). 

Therefore, it is necessary to delimit the boundary of corporate human rights 

responsibility. 

While endless theoretical discussions fail to reach a consensus on the boundary 

of corporate human rights responsibility, in recent years, a growing number of 

international law and human rights law scholars have realized the importance of using 

empirical research to support academic debates. For example, Deplano (2016) used 

quantitative research to code and analyze 2,195 resolutions adopted by the UN 

Security Council from 1946 to 2014 to examine the relationship between UN Security 

Council and international law; McCorquodale (2017) applied an empirical approach 

including the quantitative analysis based on the collection of international and 

regional legal instruments, national laws and jurisprudence to consider to what extent 

companies are currently undertaking human rights due diligence. Others like Aceves 
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(2018) used empirical analysis to measure the outcome of human rights movement 

and called for involving empirical methods into human rights research. But to date 

little empirical knowledge exists regarding the boundary of corporate human rights 

responsibility. Considering the ultimate aim of the international legally binding treaty 

on business and human rights is to align business practices with legal principles 

embodied in national and international laws (Bu 2010), empirical research should be 

used to support existing normative analysis.  

Ruggie (2014) based on lessons from the implementation of UN Guiding 

Principles, has upheld the multi-level governance as a possible path to fulfill the 

global governance on business and human rights. Norms and practices from different 

stakeholders, public or private, institutional or individual, are possible to be 

transferred into international law by the form of customary international law 

(Anyalem 2010), no any subject related can take decisions unilaterally, therefore the 

governance on business and human rights is a multi-level pattern, each of the 

stakeholders is an actor with rational thinking and decision-making skills and has 

influence on the final decision (Shackelford 2014). Multi-level governance theory 

requires academic attention to the interactions among stakeholders from multiple 

levels in the context of governance, and therefore it forms the methodological basis of 

this study. 

Abovementioned literatures inspire this research to combine multi-level 

governance theory and empirical research to delimit boundary of corporate human 

rights responsibility, and realize the international rule of law in the context of business 

and human rights. Accordingly, the focal points of this work involve the global 

dimension (i.e. the UN and its family legal frameworks, institutions, policies and 

practices); the national contexts (national legislation, policies and National Action 

Plans); and the business corporations (human rights commitment, policies and report 

of corporate social responsibility). 

II. Research Objectives 

This research aims to employ a perspective of multi-level governance theory to 

combine empirical research (both qualitative and quantitative research) and a 

multi-dimension theoretical discussion (from international dimension, national level 

and the perspective of corporations) to make a concrete list of corporate human rights 

responsibility. And further to consider a standard to identify potential human rights 

which should be covered into that list in the future. Thus, make the boundary of 

corporate human rights responsibility concrete, identifiable, feasible and dynamic. 
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III. Research Questions 

Q1: In present practices, where are the boundaries of corporate human rights 

responsibility in the views of the UN, selected States, and selected business 

corporations respectively? And does the boundary of corporate human rights 

responsibility exist? 

Q2: Which human rights should be covered in the list of corporate human rights 

responsibility? 

Q3: What are the rationales for the UN, selected national governments and 

selected businesses choose such boundaries respectively? 

Q4: What kind of standards should be employed to delimit the scope of 

corporate human rights responsibility? 

IV. Research Methods 

According to the multi-level governance theory, in the realm of business and 

human rights, multi-level actors mainly include international organizations i.e. the UN, 

national governments and business corporations, inasmuch, the empirical research and 

theoretical analysis of this study will encompass the above three types of actors. 

a) Main research methods used 

(1) Literature method: by consulting all kinds of existing literature related to the 

research questions, select useful information on the basis of them, summarize the 

point of view, and make full preparations for the writing of the paper.  

(2) Normative research method: by making a normative analysis of the relevant 

international conventions, soft laws, rules, domestic constitutions and laws this paper 

aims to map the normative landscape of business and human rights to lay the 

groundwork for further research. Accordingly, some methods used in international 

legal argumentation including Positivism, Policy Oriented Jurisprudence, Third World 

Approaches to International Law etc. will be adopted to gain a holistic understanding. 

(3) Comparative research method: this research will employ the comparative 

research method especially in national level to consider the rationales of national 

legislation, policies as well as National Action Plans. 

(4) Social science research methods: legal issues are not isolated, and the 

formulation and implementation of laws take place in the organism of society. Human 

rights itself is inclusive in nature, some fundamental theories from law, politics, 

economics and sociology will be adopted in this research to construct a 

multi-dimension theoretical framework. 

b)  Empirical research 

(1) Sources of data  

Given the requirement for sample size, this research will neither cover every 
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international organization, all national governments nor all business corporations. At 

international level this research will concentrate on the UN and its family. When 

determining the sample country, we need to take economic development level, 

political system, legal tradition and other factors of into account. When determining 

the sample companies, we need to consider various types of companies, such as 

State-owned companies, multinational corporations, startups, etc., with a sample size 

of about 50 to 100, which will be selected from the typical companies in the above 

sample countries. 

Based on the International Bill of Human Rights and ILO Declaration on 

Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work, this research makes a sample list of 

human rights, and then collect provisions regarding corporate human rights 

responsibility from other international instruments, national legislation, human rights 

commitment from corporations.  

(2) Qualitative analysis 

Based on grounded theory, the main goal of this stage is to dig into the whole 

text object. Firstly, the different types of human rights involved in the text material are 

collated. Secondly, by sorting out the boundaries of corporate human rights 

responsibility established by multi-level actors, all the human rights involved are 

listed in descending order according to their frequency of occurrence, extracted from 

the list of corporate human rights responsibility approved by the above three types of 

actors, and finally a complete list of corporate human rights responsibility is 

determined. 

      (3) Quantitative analysis 

Through different theoretical analysis and discussion of the reasons behind the 

decisions of different actors, this research aims to explain the relevant factors that 

affect the boundaries of corporations’ human rights responsibilities. 

V. Purpose and Expectations of the Research 

This research aims to examine whether the boundary of corporate human rights 

responsibility exist. If it does, through theoretical analysis and empirical research to 

make a list of corporate human rights responsibility as well as a standard to identify 

potential human rights which should be covered into this list in the future. If it does 

not, through the grounded theory to discuss the rationales behind multi-level 

stakeholders’ decisions regarding corporate human rights responsibility.  

The completion of this work will contribute to the refinement of the theory of 

State responsibility in human rights law and the establishment of a border theory of 

corporate human rights responsibility; accumulation of interdisciplinary research 

experience and empirical research on the topic of business and human rights; 

incorporation of human rights in a cost-saving and benefit-maximizing manner into 



 5 / 9 

 

corporations’ daily operation; the justiciability and accountability of human rights 

violations conducted by business corporations. 

This project will also lead to the following outcomes: (1) some academic papers 

regarding the best practices of corporate human rights responsibility in selected 

countries such as Italy and China and related research achievements will be published; 

(2) the experience of interdisciplinary research paradigm and empirical research with 

respect to business and human rights will be introduced to Chinese academia; (3) the 

promotion of academic communication and cooperation between the University of 

Urbino and Lanzhou University would be intensified. 

VI. Timeframe 

 

Phase Objective 

1st Year 2nd Year 3rd Year 

Quarter 

3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 

Phase I: Project Development  

1.Read Literature             

2.Enhance Empirical Research Ability             

3.Submit Research Proposal             

4.Exchange Study              

Phase II: Project Conduct  

5.Data Acquisition              

6.Draft Thesis             

7.Thesis Revision             

8.International Conference             

9.Write and Publish Papers             

Phase III: Completion  

10.Submit & Defense Thesis              

11.Graduation             
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