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ABSTRACT International human rights are an important concern among psychologists. Consequently, 
many psychological professional organizations across the globe have begun to incorporate 
fundamental tenets of human rights into policy statements and ethics codes. As a result of these 
changes, psychology educators need to expand the curriculum to include human rights. This article 
provides examples aimed at the integration of human rights content into existing courses (e.g., lecture 
topics, activities, and service learning opportunities) as well as suggestions for creating courses which 
are focused solely on human rights. Given the fact that psychological and physical health has been tied 
to respect for international human rights, it is imperative that our students, as global citizens and future 
psychologists, understand and value these rights. 

Psychology has a long history of involvement in international human rights, beginning with 
William James’s speech about war (James, 1906), the use of psychological research to support the 
US civil rights movement (e.g., Clark & Clark, 1940), and, more currently, the work of 
psychologists concerning myriad contemporary human rights issues (e.g., human trafficking). 
Human rights issues have also been an important topic of concern within many professional 
psychology organizations, such as the American Psychological Association (APA), the British 
Psychological Society (BPS), and the Australian Psychological Society (APS). Indeed, psychologist 
Carolyn Payton (1984), the first female, as well as the first African-American, Director of the United 
States Peace Corps, in an address to the APA, asked, ‘Who must do the hard things?’ (p. 391). She 
argued that psychology has a fundamental role to play in understanding and confronting social 
issues, social inequalities, and human rights. 

The APA has passed numerous policy resolutions concerning international human rights, 
such as resolutions supporting political dissent (APA, 1972), the Equal Rights Amendment (APA, 
1975a), and the humane treatment of prisoners (APA, 1975b). The APA has also called for the end 
of corporal punishment (APA, 1975c), an end to discrimination against homosexuals (APA, 1975d), 
and an end to torture (1986). APA’s (1987) resolution on human rights asserted that ‘the discipline 
of psychology, and the academic and professional activities of psychologists, are relevant for 
securing and maintaining human rights.’ The APA also provided support for several United 
Nations-sponsored human rights initiatives, such as the Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(APA, 1989, 2001) and the UN Declaration and Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel, 
Inhuman, or Degrading Treatment or Punishment (APA, 2006, 2008). 

In addition to policy statements, professional psychological associations across the world have 
incorporated human rights into their ethics code. For example, the APA has revised the Ethical 
Principles of Psychologists and Code of Conduct (APA, 2010a) to include international human 
rights. The BPS Code of Ethics and Conduct (2009) references the United Nations (UN) Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR). The APS Code of Ethics (2007) General Principle A states, 
‘Psychologists engage in conduct which promotes equity and the protection of people’s human 
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rights, legal rights, and moral rights’ (p. 11). Consequently, human rights education is no longer a 
luxury aimed at fostering global citizenship, but rather a fundamental feature of ethics training. 

Unfortunately, many psychology students at the undergraduate and graduate level are not 
getting adequate education in fundamental international human rights and are not familiar with 
the various United Nations conventions, declarations, and resolutions concerning human rights. 
The lack of international human rights education is true not only in psychology programs but also 
in medical and public health schools throughout the United States (Cotter et al., 2009). The latter is 
particularly ironic considering the strongly worded human rights education resolution passed by 
the World Medical Assembly (World Medical Association, 1999). Regardless of this, given the fact 
that psychological and physical health has been tied to respect for international human rights, it is 
imperative that our students, as global citizens and future psychologists, understand and value 
these rights. Because the APA Ethical Principles of Psychologists and Code of Conduct (2010a) now 
includes principles directly related to international human rights, it is increasingly incumbent on 
teachers to integrate the concepts of human rights into their psychology courses, particularly in 
relation to ethics. 

International Human Rights 

In 1948, the UN adopted the UDHR. Following the legacy of the Holocaust, the UDHR, as well as 
the Nuremberg Code and the Convention on Genocide, raised the visibility of human rights for all. 
An individual is endowed with these rights at birth simply because he or she is a human being. The 
UDHR states that these rights are universal (without distinction, all individuals inherently possess 
these rights), inalienable (they are unable to be lost or taken away), and indivisible (all rights are 
equally important). 

In addition to the UDHR, it is imperative that our students, particularly at the graduate level, 
have familiarity with relevant UN human rights conventions and declarations because these 
documents have the greatest potential for integration into the psychology curriculum. Examples 
most relevant to psychology include the Convention on the Rights of the Child; the Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women; the United Nations Principles for 
Older Persons; the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities; the Declaration on the 
Rights of Persons Belonging to National or Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic Minorities; and the 
Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment. A 
more substantive list can be found at http://www2.ohchr.org/english/law. 

Unfortunately, an examination of psychology textbooks reveals a paucity of material directly 
related to international human rights. In the rare instance when international human rights are 
discussed in the classroom, the focus is typically on human rights violations occurring in countries 
other than the United States. Although the United States has achieved some degree of civil and 
political rights for most of its citizens (e.g., due process, freedom of speech, and the right to vote), it 
is woefully behind other nations in economic, social, and cultural rights (e.g., entitlements to 
socially provided goods, services, and opportunities such as food, education, healthcare, and social 
insurance). According to Donnelly (1998), ‘Americans typically act as if human rights problems 
exist only in places that must be reached by crossing large bodies of salt water’ (p. 88). 

Ethics 

In response to the debate surrounding the use of psychologists during terrorist interrogations and 
torture, the APA revised its Ethics Code (APA, 2010b). Now, when psychologists find themselves in 
compromising situations, they must use the fundamental tenets of international human rights as 
their moral compass. Specifically: 

1.02 Conflicts Between Ethics and Law, Regulations, or Other Governing Legal Authority 

If psychologists’ ethical responsibilities conflict with law, regulations, or other governing legal 
authority, psychologists clarify the nature of the conflict, make known their commitment to the 
Ethics Code, and take reasonable steps to resolve the conflict consistent with the General 
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Principles and Ethical Standards of the Ethics Code. Under no circumstances may this standard be 
used to justify or defend violating human rights. 

1.03 Conflicts Between Ethics and Organizational Demands 

If the demands of an organization with which psychologists are affiliated or for whom they are 
working are in conflict with this Ethics Code, psychologists clarify the nature of the conflict, 
make known their commitment to the Ethics Code, and take reasonable steps to resolve the 
conflict consistent with the General Principles and Ethical Standards of the Ethics Code. Under no 
circumstances may this standard be used to justify or defend violating human rights. (APA, 2010b; italics 
added for emphasis) 

Without proper human rights education, these two standards become difficult to understand, 
value, and put into practice. Unfortunately, a lack of understanding may unwittingly open the door 
to unethical decisions and behaviors. 

Suggestions for Integration into the Psychology Curriculum 

There are several means by which instructors can integrate international human rights into the 
curriculum. One of the simplest approaches is to integrate elements of international human rights 
into relevant courses (e.g., developmental, social). As a first step, educators should introduce 
students to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Students can explore the document, 
compare and contrast different categories of rights (e.g., civil, political, economic, social, cultural), 
and discuss whether these rights are in fact universal or whether culture should impact the 
universality of these rights. Many of the conventions and declarations (e.g., the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child, the International Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Racial 
Discrimination) can be incorporated into topical classes such as child psychology or social 
psychology with little effort. 

Teachers can introduce students to international human rights through role-playing exercises 
(e.g., Plous, 2000) designed to teach about prejudice as well as to enable participants to address 
prejudiced comments. Students can learn about and discuss how societal institutions and cultural 
practices perpetuate social inequality and stratification through documentary films such as Waiting 
for ‘Superman’ (Guggenheim et al., 2011) and A Walk to Beautiful (Smith et al., 2008). Interviews with 
survivors of human rights abuses also can be a powerful means to learn about human rights in a 
way that cannot be achieved through simply reading about events. Many communities either have 
organizations or museums to foster remembrance of past atrocities, maintain current international 
or refugee centers, or are home to non-governmental or advocacy organizations that can help 
arrange speakers who are prepared and able to speak about their experiences as human rights abuse 
survivors (e.g., genocide, torture, human trafficking). The United States Holocaust Memorial and 
Museum provides a wide range of free resources for human rights materials that teachers can use 
in the classroom and has contact information for governmental and non-governmental human 
rights organizations.[1] 

When teaching about international human rights, it is important that instructors provide 
students with the tools for positive action. Positive action through service learning projects can 
take many forms, ranging from effective lobbying of political officials to writing printable ‘Letters 
to the Editor’ to direct action (e.g., volunteering at a battered women’s shelter). Service learning 
projects can enable students to understand that human rights violations are not just problems that 
occur in far distant lands or only in developing nations. Rather, they can come to realize that 
human rights are just as important ‘at home’ and understand the importance of working for 
positive change in the United States or other nation of origin. 

Human rights education can also be integrated into the psychology curriculum through the 
development of focused courses. For example, one of the authors developed an undergraduate 
course entitled Women and Global Human Rights.[2] Related courses on the Holocaust, genocide, 
or peace psychology can also be used as vehicles for introducing students to international human 
rights.[3] 
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Discussion 

Psychology is uniquely qualified to address the causes and consequences of human rights violations 
both domestically and internationally. Unfortunately, although psychologists have researched these 
issues on a local to global scale (e.g., Melchiori, 2010; Staub, 2011), this research is much less likely 
to make its way into the classroom. Thus, psychology students are unprepared to meet the 
psychosocial needs of individuals within the broader global community experiencing the trauma 
associated with human rights violations or to work towards prevention of such abuses. Moreover, 
our future psychologists may not be qualified to meet the standards set forth in the APA Ethics 
Code in relation to international human rights. 

Although the empirical evidence is limited, there is research highlighting the benefits of 
exposure to human rights education. For example, Torney-Purta, Wilkenfeld, and Barber (2008) 
examined data from 27 countries surveyed in the 1999 International Association for the Evaluation 
of Educational Achievement Civic Education Study. Their analysis demonstrated that integration 
of human rights and international issues into the educational arena has a positive impact on 
political efficacy (e.g., increasing self-confidence when discussing political issues) and value for 
social justice activities (e.g., advocacy work, membership in human rights related organizations). 
Most importantly, Stellmacher and Sommer (2008) demonstrated that even short-term exposure to 
human rights education not only has a positive impact on knowledge of human rights but also 
enhances positive attitudes and commitment towards human rights. 

As teachers of psychology, we must make the first step towards integrating information 
relevant to human rights into the psychology curriculum at all levels of education. A list of helpful 
resources currently available is found in the Appendix. It is also imperative that curricular materials 
promoting the teaching of human rights within psychology be developed and disseminated. Only 
through such endeavors will we be able to meet the needs of our students as they prepare for life 
and their future careers in psychology. 

Notes 

[1] See http://www.ushmm.org/genocide/take_action/action/resources 
[2] http://www.webster.edu/~woolflm/wandghr.html 
[3] See the Office of Teaching Resources Project [OTRP] syllabus for examples of these courses, at 

http://teachpsych.org/otrp/syllabi 
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