
 
 

Planning human rights education for psychologists 

Felisa Tibbitts and Polli Hagenaars1 

 

Introduction 

Respect for individual clients and for society at large needs to guide psychologists’ actions in 

the science and practice of psychology. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) 

refers to ALL human beings in recognising their equal rights. This principle together with 

Dignity, Inclusion and Freedom form the basis of a Human Rights-Based and Oriented 

Psychology, hereafter called a human rights-based psychology. The UDHR and related 

human rights standards and values are an attempt to render the concept of human dignity 

operational (De Baets, 2008).  

One of the most important ways to anchor human rights within the profession of psychology 

is the inclusion of human rights in the academic education and continuous professional 

development of psychologists. A human rights-based curriculum in psychology will train 

students in the organisational and professional skills needed for a human rights orientation. 

Education for human rights has the promise to cultivate the ‘humanist-practitioner’ (Korn, 

1985), one who will practice psychology responsibly and positively for both individuals and 

society.  

In this chapter, we first introduce human rights education theories and practices relevant for 

the education of psychology students. We then suggest how to educate for a human rights-

 
1 Tibbitts, F. and Hagenaars, P. (2020).  Planning Human Rights Education for Psychologists. In P. Hagenaars, M. 
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based psychology through curriculum strategies and themes that can be infused in the initial 

education and ongoing training of psychologists. The chapter concludes with questions to 

encourage critical reflection and discussion along with additional resources for curriculum 

planning. 

 

Human rights education policies 

Human rights education (HRE) is a field of educational theory and practice gaining increased 

attention and significance across the globe. Inter-governmental organisations, including the 

United Nations and regional human rights entities such as the Council of Europe, have 

promoted human rights education in policies and practices. There is now a permanent and 

ongoing World Programme for HRE (United Nations, Office of the High Commissioner for 

Human Rights, 2005) and in 2011 the United Nations General Assembly passed the 

Declaration on Human Rights Education and Training (United Nations, General Assembly, 

2011).  

From the UN point of view, knowledge about human rights by all actors in society is 

fundamental to the virtuous cycle of people knowing and claiming their rights, and 

governments being held accountable for their human rights promises. HRE has a place in all 

forms of education and training, including the formal, nonformal and informal sectors. The 

second paragraph of the UN Declaration defines HRE about, through and for human rights, 

with a framework of personal empowerment. HRE teaching and learning practices should 

affirm the learning outcomes of taking action to promote human rights.  

There are different implications of this for the integration of human rights education within 

psychology studies or trainings. These are that:  



 
 

• HRE should include knowledge about relevant international and regional human rights 

standards. 

• HRE should be carried out in a way that reflects the core human rights value of 

equality, meaning the inalienable equal worthiness of every human being; and the 

other human rights values, dignity, freedom and inclusion.  

• HRE should ultimately result in learners being motivated to promote and protect 

human rights, and that human rights will be experienced as relevant to their daily 

lives. 

According to the HRE model called “Accountability - Professional Development Model” a 

successful HRE experience should influence learners’ knowledge, attitude and actions so that 

they respect and promote human rights standards in their professional roles (Tibbitts, 2002, 

2017). This article will focus on ways in which human rights education for professionals can 

be organised so that psychologists actively respect, protect and promote human rights as part 

of their professional activity.  

 

HRE pedagogy 

Promoting human rights and preventing human rights violations are central to HRE. HRE for 

psychologists means the promotion of a rights-based approach. To realise the full impact of 

such an approach, we need to move beyond knowledge about human rights and educate 

psychologists in ways that involve the internalisation of ethical norms that can influence 

research, practice and social action. Social-behavioural approaches are needed, with human 

rights as the core framework. This is in line with the “capabilities approach” argued by Sen 

(1999), who sees capabilities as essential for freedom to being human, to develop, and for the 



 
 

realisation of human rights. We argue that this capabilities approach is linked both to the 

education of psychologists but also to their work with their clients.   

Pedagogy, or how teaching and learning is organised, is a central consideration for effective 

human rights education. Practitioners and theorists have identified different pedagogies 

relevant for HRE: participatory methods, critical pedagogy; and inclusive education. We 

elaborate on each of these briefly in the following paragraphs. 

 

Participatory methods 

Teaching, as the method and practice of instruction, refers to the way information and 

learning experiences are delivered, facilitated, and cultivated in learning environments. HRE 

concepts and values, particularly those touching upon the socio-emotional and behavioural 

dimensions, are best communicated through participatory pedagogical methods, which are 

interactive, inclusive and learner-centred, and therefore enable the direct involvement of 

learners (United Nations, Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, 2000; Tibbitts, 

2002, 2017). 

Examples of participatory methods include open discussion and dialogue, learner-directed 

projects and research, paired and small group work, and activities such as debate, role play, 

simulations, and use of the arts and media. These and other creative ways to engage people in 

their learning does not involve only listening, reading and writing.  

For example, in psychology education, students might be asked to carry out debates on the 

legal and ethical dimensions of providing counselling services to stateless persons. Learners 

might also carry out a service-learning project in their community that they have designed in 

cooperation with a local agency or civil society organisation. The participatory nature of HRE 



 
 

pedagogy is integral to the HRE approach and ensures that instead of a passive delivery of 

information, learners benefit from an active learning and practical experience, ideally 

grounded in their everyday lives, and which develops their critical thinking and problem-

solving skills. Participatory methods foster the development of individuals that are more 

flexible, able to adapt and open to change, as society advances (Levrero, 2017). Indeed, just 

as international understanding about what constitutes human rights has developed over the 

years, what has been recognised as ‘natural’ versus ‘deviant’ behaviour has evolved in 

psychology. An example is the way homosexuality was categorised as a mental disorder. It 

was removed from the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (DSM) in 1973, but only in 1990 

removed it from the World Health Organization International Statistical Classification of 

Diseases and Related Health Problems (ICD-10) (Council of Europe, 2011). 

 

Critical analysis and critical pedagogy  

Critical pedagogy, which developed on the basis of Paulo Freire’s work in Brazil (1968), 

facilitates learners' ability to think critically about their education situation and to recogni se 

connections between their individual problems and experiences and the social contexts in 

which they live. In the literature, critical pedagogy is seen as a central approach for fostering 

personal agency and challenging inequality and oppression in society (Farahmandpur et al., 

2004; Shor & Freire, 1987). Through debate, engagement, a “language of scepticism” 

(Giroux, 2006; p. 33) and the cultivation of a critical consciousness about dominant beliefs 

and power structures (Bartolomé, 2004), the praxis of critical pedagogy is to foster both 

understanding and agency in learners. 



 
 

HRE for psychologists can promote a critical consciousness. Critical perspectives can be 

developed on conditions that negatively affect the mental well-being of people and the root 

causes of such conditions. It has been argued by South African psychologists as well as 

others, that without understanding the underlying conditions that result in mental distress, 

such as inequality and poverty, interventions will not be appropriate (Clay, 2017).  

Self-reflexive inquiry is a form of critical pedagogy involving both introspection and 

analysis. The reflexive inquiry process helps to locate the learner in his or her own historical 

moment and life. Moreover, asking psychologists to consider their broad personal, social, 

cultural and political environments from a historical perspective facilitates historical 

consciousness (Kemmis, 2011). Such a consciousness involves not only an understanding of 

one’s own history but also injustices related to one’s conditions and the consequences of 

one’s own way of thinking and acting. 

In terms of promoting agency, awareness of structural violence necessitates a response. There 

is the potential for psychologists to more strongly associate their professional choices with 

the goal to promote social justice. Such self-knowledge – and associated racial and cultural 

consciousness -- might be considered key for effectiveness (Gay & Kirkland, 2003), as every 

service provider works with clients and in contexts that bear semblances of discrimination, 

inequality, status differences and structural violence.  

Critical consciousness and critical pedagogy can contribute to changes in the individual, 

which may result in a stronger engagement in social change. Lykes & Moane (2009) have 

explored feminist liberation psychology and critical reflexivity as praxis, traditions linked 

with critical consciousness. Liberation psychology draws on work developed in the Latin 

American context as well as other contexts of “oppression, struggle and postcolonialism” (p. 

285).  Although with different historical and political contexts, they share assumptions about 



 
 

values and methodologies, with a focus on transformative social actions. The agenda is to 

develop a science of psychology that “liberates and transforms” (p. 285).  

 

Pedagogy for inclusive education 

Learner-centred education broadly encompasses methods of teaching that shift the focus of 

instruction from the teacher to the student. The Declaration on Human Rights Education and 

Training (United Nations, General Assembly, 2011) indicated that HRE “should use 

languages and methods suited to target groups, taking into account their specific needs and 

conditions” (Article 3, para 3). Other UN standards on the right to education have highlighted 

the importance of delivering education in ways that are non-discriminatory (see UN 

Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, General Comment 13 on the Right to 

Education, 1999.) Pedagogy for inclusive education means actively identifying and helping to 

overcome barriers that certain learners may have to learning. These barriers can be associated 

with membership in a vulnerable group (although this may be unknown to the educator). 

Potential barriers to inclusion might be:  

- poor previous education due to coming from an impoverished background and a poor 

schooling system; 

- non-native speaking; 

- physical disability, illness or other condition that impedes a student being able to have 

access to classrooms, resources or to be able to participate at the same level of speed 

as other students in the class. 

 



 
 

Educators committed to human rights will actively seek to identify practices that reflect 

equality and non-discrimination in how teaching is conducted. Instructors will remain aware 

of background features of the learner that makes them either advantaged or disadvantaged in 

being able to succeed in the class. The educator might even think about his or her own 

expectations of students and to make adjustments so that all learners can succeed in the 

classroom.  A pedagogy of inclusion will likely result in the educator retaining high 

expectations for all students but demonstrating flexibility in how teaching is carried out and 

how learning is demonstrated. 

 

HRE curriculum  

We have presented HRE theories addressing pedagogy and methods of instruction. The 

‘takeaways’ for psychology education is that approaches should be participatory and learner-

centred, incorporate critical reflection and pedagogy, disrupt racism or exclusion of any kind 

in the learning environment, and move learners to be motivated and activated by human 

rights. In keeping with a ‘human rights approach’ classrooms should be inclusive of persons 

who are differently abled or belong to marginalised groups. An HRE classroom will have an 

atmosphere that respects the human dignity of all learners as well as the instructor.  

At the time that this publication was prepared there were almost no programmes or curricula 

dedicated to psychology and human rights. There are numerous higher education programmes 

in Europe, as well as other regions, that offer studies in human rights. These are often found 

in legal education and there are examples of inter-disciplinary human rights studies. A 

Master’s program in Human Rights has operated at the Ludwig Boltzmann Institute of 

Human Rights of the University of Vienna, Austria, since 2002, which has a section 



 
 

dedicated to psychology (https://bim.lbg.ac.at/en). The EIUC, the European Inter-University 

Centre for Human Rights and Democratisation, is a global network of universities offering 

studies in human rights and democracy in Venice, Italy. (https://www.eiuc.org/)  

In some countries, psychology courses have sometimes integrated an aspect of human rights. 

One example is a one-week intensive training that is offered by the University of Oslo in 

Norway. The aim of this week is to integrate ethics, laws and a human rights perspective on 

the professional practice of psychologists (see Box 1.) 

 

Insert Box 1 here 

Human rights naturally intersect with ethical norms, which are relevant for psychology in 

three key areas: research, practices, and social issues that influence and could potentially be 

informed by psychology (Payton, 1984). HRE can be carried out in education and training for 

each of these areas of psychology. 

HRE can be organised through pre-service courses within training academies or higher 

education institutes and trainings carried out once these professionals are on the job. As with 

other kinds of trainings, when they are carried out by persons with the same professional 

background, this can assist in understanding the conditions under which people are working, 

and aim the HRE in a practical, applied and sympathetic manner.  

 

Strategizing for HRE curriculum development 

Based on ideas already presented in this chapter, as well as good HRE practices in other 

sectors, we can propose some strategies for HRE curriculum development. 

 

https://www.eiuc.org/


 
 

Learning outcomes. One possible first step is to identify learning outcomes for programming. 

Some of these learning outcomes might be associated with specific competences identified 

for professional practice. There may be indirect references, such as respect for cultural 

diversity, existing in national codes of conduct or competences that can be built on through 

HRE. The South African Professional Conduct Guidelines in Psychology (Psychological 

Society of South Africa, 2007), for example, includes principles, some of which are explicitly 

linked with human rights: 

 

“Psychologists accord appropriate respect to the fundamental human rights, dignity 

and worth of all people.   

 

Psychologists are sensitive to real and ascribed differences in power between 

themselves and others, and they do not exploit or mislead other people during or after 

professional relationships. 

 

Psychologists apply and make public their knowledge of psychology in order to 

contribute to human wellbeing.” (Psychological Society of South Africa, 2007; pp. 14-

15). 

 

Curriculum strategies. There are principles of good practice for HRE but there are no ready-

made formulas. For each of these venues, for each set of learners, HRE is customi sed. A term 

that has come to be used in the field of HRE is vernacularisation or localisation. It is this 

adjustment to content and methodologies in programming that allows the message of human 

rights to be brought closer to people in their daily lives. 



 
 

In terms of curriculum infusion, there are different strategies available in higher education 

institutions or training bodies. Human rights can be infused within existing courses; new 

courses can be established; and co-curricular experiences (such as practicums or work in the 

community). Decisions about whether or not to add new courses or to infuse HRE in other 

ways will obviously depend upon the mission of the institution, faculty interest and 

leadership and other factors that might influence such decisions, such as signals from the 

psychology community, research and student interest.  

Within specific higher education institutions or training bodies, the HRE element might be 

infused within existing courses or practicums. These curriculum design and infusion 

strategies are fairly straightforward: 

 

- co-curriculum development with students, that is, the educator collaborating directly 

with learners in identify related HR/HRE themes and then incorporating these using 

participatory instructional methods; 

- integrating key HRE themes within existing psychology courses or practicums (for 

example, related to “ethics”); 

- developing new courses focused on HR and psychology (for example “peace 

psychology” or “critical psychology”); 

- organising co-curricular opportunities (for example, service learning or internships 

that link human rights with psychology);  

- continuous professional development, HRE as part of post-academic education for 

professionals, scientists or psychologists active in public service.  

 



 
 

Ingredients for HRE in psychology: Curriculum themes  

In this section we propose four clusters of course themes related to human rights and 

psychology. These themes might constitute an entire course or a section of a course. They 

could potentially be infused with general studies of psychology (for example, undergraduate 

or liberal arts studies); within PhD studies and thus research-oriented); as well as within 

practitioner-oriented studies. Potentially a blending of themes from these four clusters would 

be eligible to be included in each of these areas of psychology studies, though we recognise 

that the “ethics” and “advocacy” oriented courses are more applied and thus possibly more 

relevant for practicing psychologists, counsellors and researchers.  

We recommend that when including human rights perspectives into your curriculum, you 

remain grounded in research and scholarship; draw on historical examples, when possible; 

encourage critical perspectives (even on the human rights frame); foster and model respectful 

discussions; be ready to explore and confront your biases; and discuss any potential 

challenging topics with your supervisor so that they are informed about your curricular 

choices (Woolf, 2016). 

 

1. Introduction to human rights and links with psychology  

A human rights-based psychology will have to incorporate all what is needed to support 

human rights values and principles. This first requires a general understanding of human 

rights as well as the application of a human rights lens to psychology as a science and a 

profession.    

 

Illustrative themes: 



 
 

- The Universal Declaration of Human Rights and its principles; 

- knowledge about international and regional human rights standards, including the 

rights of marginalised groups and intersectionality (e.g., persons with disabilities, 

LGBTQI, older persons, stateless persons); 

- personal understanding of the role of psychology and psychologists in society; 

- personal attitudes towards ethnic and gender differences. 

 

1.a. International and regional human rights standards related to psychology  

Those studying psychology should become aware of the core human rights conventions and 

covenants and associated human rights values and principles and relevant (inter-)national 

regulations. Relevant standards address the right to health, freedom from torture, freedom 

from discrimination and the rights of vulnerable and minority groups such as women, 

children, persons with disabilities, LGBTQI, the elderly, migrants, indigenous persons, 

persons in humanitarian emergencies and persons with unclear legal status such as refugees 

and immigrants. 

Key documents of importance for psychologists to be aware of and acquainted with are, first 

of all, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the core human rights treaties, 

including the Covenants on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights and Political and Civil 

Rights. Relevant conventions could be those that pertain to the clients of psychologist s, such 

as the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (1965) the 

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (1979), the 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) and the Convention on the Rights of Persons 

with Disabilities (2007). There are additional international human rights standards that 



 
 

provide guiding principles for states, such as the Istanbul Protocol on documentation and 

investigation of torture, and the Mandela Rules, that is, the revised UN Standard Minimum 

Rules for the Treatment of Prisoner. In addition, there are the regional conventions and 

treaties that may also be highly relevant. 

An essential part of a course on human rights and psychology could be an outline of the 

principles of the UDHR, with the core principle of the unalienable worth of all human beings, 

and its implications for psychology. A presentation of the human rights-based approach to 

programming can introduce both the legal standards and human rights norms, such as 

inclusion and non-discrimination, and their relevance for research, practice and social action 

in psychology. 

 

1.b. History of psychology/psychologists and human rights 

Another theme to explore is the contribution of the science and practice of psychology to the 

fulfilment of human rights and, at times, the undermining of human rights. There is an 

abundance of findings in the scientific literature of psychology with implications for human 

rights, especially in social psychology and cross-cultural psychology. Of primary interest is 

the study of ethnocentrism, stereotyping and prejudice, explaining discriminatory treatment 

of “others” (Allport, 1954; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2011). The relevance for human rights 

education is evident: psychologists have the methods and the knowledge to promote 

intergroup contacts and social inclusion, supported by the principle of Inclusion and the 

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (CERD, 1969). This 

also emerges from the study of minority groups, with the associated topics of enforced 

assimilation and marginalisation (Sam & Berry, 2016; Schwartz & Unger, 2017).  



 
 

A somewhat separate field in applied psychology is the approach to intergroup violence and 

reconciliation. Students can learn about the prevention of malignant consequences of 

conflicts and abuse, and about the restoration of human rights consciousness and  behaviour. 

An integrative framework incorporating different cognitive, affective, and motivated 

processes was developed by Leidner & Li (2015).  

Part of psychology’s own past reflects exclusion rather than inclusion. The influence of 

unequal historical and social-economic relationships has left deep traces, for instance on 

psychometric research to examine racial differences in intelligence.  

 

2. Human rights as part of ethics/codes of conduct training 

2.a. How human rights are linked with existing ethical frameworks and statements 

issued by international and national associations of psychologists  

 

As mentioned earlier, codes of conduct have ethical dimensions that can be extended and 

deepened by linking with the human rights framework. The human rights framework has 

particular power when applied in situations where national and legal policy guidelines do not 

address specific circumstances faced by a psychologist, or even might be contradictory as 

was the case in the participation of psychologists in the so-called ‘enhanced interrogations’ – 

read ‘torture’- in Guantanamo Bay. 

 

Illustrative themes: 

- ethical standards, human rights and psychology; 

- ‘Do well’ and ‘Do no harm’. 



 
 

 

A human rights-based approach to psychology highlights the links between human rights and 

codes of conduct within psychology. In addition to infusing the norms of human rights, HRE 

calls for critical reflection. As Patel (2003) wrote: 

“Psychologists have an ethical duty to critically examine their own role in sustaining 

the very inequalities and abuses of power which lead to human rights violations, 

whether it is in their knowledge base, research, clinical or service-development 

activities” (p. 18).  

 

In terms of accountability, in a human rights-based-and-oriented psychology much attention 

will be given to ethics education, reflecting the ethical obligations of psychologists for the 

protection and promotion of human rights.  

National codes usually provide rules of conduct as well as principles, where the principles are 

aspirational and the rules are mandatory (e.g. APA, 2010). This distinction gives the 

principles an appearance of a non-obligatory character. Principles are of a higher order than 

rules but they need implementation and accountability. The principles of human rights should 

be made part of national codes. One example is the Code of Ethics for psychologists working 

in Aotearoa/New Zealand, that explicitly addresses inclusion (NZPS & NZPB & NZCCP, 

2012). ‘The principle of respect for the dignity of persons and peoples requires that each 

person and all peoples are positively valued in their own right and are shown respect and 

granted dignity as part of their common humanity (p. 4).’ In New Zealand, the basis for 

respect between the indigenous people (tangata whenua – those who are Māori) and others 



 
 

(those who are not Māori2), is set out in the Treaty of Waitangi. This Code acknowledges the 

equal worthiness of the peoples of New Zealand. 

In addition to reviewing national codes of conduct, there are regional and international ones 

that are relevant. For example, the European Federation of Psychologists’ Associations has a 

‘meta-code’ for national member associations with wide frames that can be discussed. This 

meta-code includes references to ‘person’s rights and dignity’ and ‘avoidance of harm’ 

(EFPA, 1995; 2005). The International Project on Competence in Psychology has developed 

a declaration on core competences that include ‘[r]esolves ethical dilemmas in one's 

professional practice using an appropriate approach’, ‘[w]orks with knowledge and 

understanding of the historical, political, social, and cultural context of clients, colleagues, 

and relevant others’ and ‘[p]lans and carries out psychological interventions with individuals, 

groups, communities, organizations, systems, or society’ (IAAP & IUPsyS, 2016; pp. 11, 12, 

14). 

 

3. Advocacy and root cause analysis within practicums 

A human rights-based psychology will devote time to understanding the root causes of human 

suffering and intergroup conflicts. The purpose is not only to enhance the ability to 

understand the conditions leading to mental distress but also to identify underlying factors 

that might be influenced in order to reduce individual suffering. Patel (2003) notes that 

psychologists’ “preoccupation with individual suffering” have restricted their contributions to 

understanding “the nature, causes and function of war” as well as structural inequality and 

abuses of power (pp. 19-20). Patel goes on to note that ‘psychological research could 

 
2 Authors are unable to find the term for those who are non-Māori. 

 



 
 

contribute to socio-political and historical factors and their psychological consequences for 

communities, which can lead to preventative measures’ (p. 20).  

 

Illustrative themes: 

- individual and social responsibilities of mental health professionals; 

- psychological theories of distress, e.g., linked to human rights as discrimination or 

dehumanisation; 

- addressing causes of distress through research and clinical practice;  

- role of psychology in public debates. 

 

3.a. Root causes of mental distress (due to human rights violations) 

Certain environmental conditions, including political, social and discriminatory ones, can  be 

seen as violating human rights and contribute to individual human suffering. Psychological 

well-being is negatively influenced in settings of violence, humanitarian emergencies, post-

conflict and extreme poverty (Patel, 2003). “Little exists on the role of psychology in either 

challenging such practices and in providing healthcare in a way which does not neglect the 

political and social contexts of conflicts and human rights abuses, (Patel, 2003; p. 20)”. These 

are areas that could be further explored through HRE in psychology.  

 

3.b. Ethics and the practice of psychology 

Social action can be incorporated both within practicums as well as within research practices 

(Patel, 2003). There are examples of psychological associations and psychologists attempting 

to influence policy through reports and statements. For example: American Psychological 



 
 

Association’s (APA) President Dr. Antonio Puente called on President Trump in 2017 to 

protect the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals programme (DACA), noting that 

ending it would break up families and derail many young immigrants’ chances for a 

quality education and future. The DACA programme protects certain undocumented 

immigrants from deportation, temporarily providing them the authorization to work and 

study in the United States (Puente, 2017). 

 

4. Foundations of Psychology – Cross-cultural and decolonial perspectives 

Teo (1999) argues that: 

‘[t]raditional -mainstream- psychology has not sufficiently paid attention to 

psychological patterns that are connected with social conditions, power differentials, 

or the relation between those who are in positions of dominance and those who are 

dominated’ (p. 132).  

 

Patel (2003) argues that Eurocentric notions of health have resulted in a clear division of 

physical and psychological health research (p. 22). Western interventions also are individual-

based, with technical solutions, even in situations where groups of people are experiencing 

trauma or deprivation, such as in situations of conflict or poverty (Patel, 2003; p. 25). 

Another problem is the assumed ‘universality’ in psychological responses, without attention 

to cultural differences; expressions of trauma may look different from culture to culture 

(Patel, 2003; p. 26). Context needs to be kept in mind. Human rights education could infuse 

such critiques and offer diverse strategies for diagnosis and treatment.  



 
 

Pseudo-scientific notions about people have entered the science of psychology and the 

humanities and should be recognised as such. For example, the concept ‘Caucasian’ should 

not be employed anymore in psychology due to its unscientific status (Teo, 1999; p. 156). 

Adams et al. (2015) edited a special issue of the Journal of Social and Political Psychology  

that illuminates different possibilities for decolonisation in (hegemonic) psychological 

science. The articles form a unique and valuable introduction to decolonising psychological 

science. 

 

Illustrative themes: 

- critical psychology (examines social context, economics and structural violence and 

how they play out in people’s psychological lives); 

- culture and psychology (including eurocentricity, individualism and pathology); 

- power differences and influences on human behaviour. 

 

4.a. Foundations of psychology – cross-cultural, feminist and decolonial perspectives 

Research in psychology is mostly based on the behaviour of (Western) students, but these are 

hardly representative of the world population. A curriculum has to open doors to the world 

that is coming into the practice room with the clients. ‘Postcolonial psychology differs from 

cross-cultural psychology. ‘Cross-cultural psychology began with applying Western categories 

and methodologies to other cultures, but rarely in order to challenge Western psychology’s 

foundation’ (Teo, 1999; p.161). Thus, psychology should be presented as multi-indigenous, 

decolonial and inclusive in its theories, methods, research and practice  (Hagenaars, 2018). 

 



 
 

How can psychologists and psychology organisations support HRE?  

Human rights are meaningless without actions (Sen, 1999). Concrete actions are the 

responsibility of individual psychologists as well as of their associations, local, national and 

international. The range of possible actions has a broad scope; they can be directed at human 

rights of individual persons, groups, and the society at large (EFPA Board Human Rights and 

Psychology, 2015).  

Over the years both international and national psychology associations have endorsed the 

ethical dimension of psychology. Such references have implicitly or explicitly referenced 

what can be viewed as human rights norms in the professional practices of researchers, 

practitioners and educators within psychology. These include the  Psychology Coalition at the 

United Nations; the UN Principles of Medical Ethics, which prohibits complicity in torture 

(Patel, 2003; p. 17); the World Medical Association, which passed an HRE resolution in 1999 

(Hulsizer & Woolf, 2012); and the European Federation of Psychologists’ Associations, 

which established a Board Human Rights and Psychology in 2013. The APA has in the past 

issued statements and principles related to human rights, psychologists and codes of conduct . 

The APA has historically supported in the U. S. the Equal Rights Amendment and humane 

treatment of prisoners, and the ending of corporal punishment, discrimination against 

homosexuals and torture (Hulsizer & Woolf 2012; p. 382).  

Codes of conduct and associated competences should be reviewed and infused with human 

rights norms – as well as human rights standards. Equally important, those codes would be 

taught and internalised for those trained in psychology and there would be means to hold 

these professionals accountable. Reference to human rights standards and norms can be made 

more explicit in codes and competences and brought into the classroom through use of 



 
 

themes presented in this chapter. In keeping with the human rights based-and-oriented 

approach, HRE can include pedagogies and critical questions that reflect on the origins and 

practices of psychology. 

In the seminal article from 2017, Nadal describes ways how psychologists can stand up for 

human rights: 

“[P]sychologist-activists who are scholars, educators, and trainers recognize the 

multiple ways they can use their power to combat oppression. Not only do they inspire 

students in their classrooms, but they also turn to both mainstream and social media to 

impart their wisdom. They know to not only publish studies that other academics will 

read (or that will get them tenure) but ensure that their work is available (and 

intellectually accessible) to less privileged people with a human right to knowledge.” 

(Nadal, 2017; p. 943). 

 

Questions  

1. What are the ethical guidelines or codes of conduct that apply to your practice as a 

psychologist? Do these include any explicit mention of human rights or any mention 

of human rights values/principles? Are those guidelines explicitly focused on ‘Do 

Well’ to individuals and to society? 

2. What are your personal views about the role of psychologists in addressing underlying 

legal, cultural or structural injustices that undermine the health and well-being of 

current or potential clients? 

3. What are concrete ways that you can incorporate human rights into my current or 

future practices? 



 
 

4. How can you continue to learn about human rights and reflect on your practices? 
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