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I n t r o d u c t i o n

Fol lowing the horr i f ic events of  the

Second Wor ld War,  the creat ion of The

Universal  Declarat ion of Human Rights

(UDHR) has paved the way for  ground

breaking accompl ishments in the f ie ld

of Human Rights.  Since 1948,  more than

300 human r ights t reat ies and

declarat ions have been adopted by the

United Nat ions;  parts  of  the UDHR have

been included in the const i tut ions of

over n inety countr ies ("A br ief  h istory of

human r ights -  Amnesty Internat ional" ,

2020).  Since then,  mult ip le global  and

regional  human r ights regimes have

been created for  the enforcement,

implementat ion and promotional

act iv i t ies of  Human Rights (Donnel ly ,

2013) .

Moreover ,  a ser ies of  important

convent ions to protect indiv iduals

from specif ic human r ights v io lat ions

have been adopted,  such as the

Internat ional  Covenant on Civ i l  and

Pol i t ical  R ights ( 1966) ,  the Convent ion

on the El iminat ion of Al l  forms of

Discr iminat ion against  Women ( 1979)

and the Convent ion on the Rights of

the Chi ld ( 1989) .  We have also

witnessed the creat ion of mult ip le

human r ights non-governmental

organizat ions.  As of  2000,  a total  of

250 organizat ions were work ing

wor ldwide for  the monitor ing,

educat ion and advocacy of human

r ights (Claude,  2002).

https://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/index.html
https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/ccpr.aspx
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CEDAW.aspx
https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/crc.aspx
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In  the span of a century ,

we have thus seen the

development of a human

r ights regime,  including the

engagement of

governments and civ i l

society.  Despite these

posit ive developments ,

human r ights v io lat ions

cont inue to take place.

These can include

discr iminat ion against  a

minor i ty  group,  the i l legal

use of torture in cr iminal

invest igat ions,  the abuse

of women and even the use

of chi ldren as weapons of

war in some countr ies

(Hagenaars ,  2016) .  A

recent study ident i f ied a

decl ine in global  f reedom

over the past  14 years:  as

of 2019,  64 countr ies

showed deter iorat ion in

the civ i l  and pol i t ical

r ights of  i ts  c i t izen

compared to just  the

previous year (Repucci ,

2020).  Act ing to avoid the

establ ishment of  th is

negative t rend is  an

imperat ive for  al l  of  us ,

including those work ing in

the f ie ld of psychology.  

This  was recognised by The

European Federat ion of

Psychologists ’  Associat ions

in 2013 which cal led for

psychologists  and their

profess ional  associat ions to

engage in protect ion,

promotion and educat ion of

human r ights (EFPA,  2013) .

Although the connect ion

between human r ights and

psychology may not be

readi ly  apparent ,

psychologists  have an

important ro le to play.  

As an example,

psychologists  can play a

vi tal  ro le in the

ident i f icat ion of abuses

exper ienced by people

l iv ing with dementia at the

hands of caregivers

and th i rd part ies (Wor ld

Health Organizat ion,  2015) .

Psychologists  can help

al lev iate the suffer ing that

someone feels  as a result  of

a human r ights v io lat ion and

take act ion to ensure that

such v io lat ions do not occur

in the future (EFPA,  2015) .  
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For these reasons,  i t  i s  h ighly  re levant to provide effect ive t rain ing and

education of Human Rights in  Psychology curr icula at al l  h igher educat ion

levels ,  f rom undergraduate and postgraduate educat ion,  to PhD candidates and

pract i t ioners in  c l in ical  t rain ings.  I t  i s  necessary to teach students how to

conduct research in Psychology so that ,  for  instance,  they do not involuntar i ly

support  a social  order that maintains social  inequal i t ies (Patel ,  2003).  Human

r ights educat ion can teach psychology students how to recognize human r ights

v io lat ions and how to act to defend the r ights of  human r ights holders.

Psychologists  can be trained to meet the psychological  needs of the people

whose r ights have been neglected or  v io lated,  as in the case of refugees,  other

vulnerable groups such as those suffer ing from mental  i l lness ,  and indiv iduals

who have been subjected to torture (Hagenaars et  al . ,  2020).

R e s e a r c h  A i m s

This  study was organized to obtain a better  understanding of how Human

Rights is  being taught in Psychology in h igher educat ion.  A ser ies of

indiv idual  interv iews took place electronical ly  and invest igated several

themes:  the integrat ion of human r ights themes with in the curr iculum; the

learning outcomes planned for  the students;  what educators have learned

by teaching human r ights and recommendations for  other instructors in

higher educat ion based on their  exper iences.   
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D a t a  C o l l e c t i o n

Thematic analys is ,  def ined by Braun & Clarke (2006) as “a method for

ident i fy ing,  analys ing and report ing patterns with in data.”  (p.  79) ,  was used

to interpret the data generated dur ing the focus group. The general

guidel ines indicated by Mi les & Huberman ( 1984) on qual i tat ive data analys is

were also fol lowed. The transcr ipt  was read mult ip le t imes whi le ident i fy ing

data extracts ( i .e.  coded chunks of  data).  These were later  rev iewed and

categor ised into themes and,  f inal ly ,  grouped into the larger ,  general  themes

that were ident i f ied with in th is  qual i tat ive analys is .  

M e t h o d

D a t a  A n a l y s i s

The research was carr ied out as part  of  an internship project with Prof.  Dr .

Fel isa T ibbitts  and with the Global  Network of  Psychologists  for  Human

Rights.  Members of  th is  network were emai led to inform them about the

project and i ts  purposes and to ask for  thei r  agreement to part ic ipate in i t .  I f

they agreed,  the interv iewer and interv iewee decided on a t ime to conduct a

web-based v ideocal l  interv iew. 

A total  of  e ight h igher educat ion faculty  members teaching human r ights in

their  psychology c lasses agreed to be interv iewed.  The educators were al l

Professors or  Senior  Lecturers  teaching Psychology or  Ethics at  ei ther

Undergraduate or  Graduate univers i ty  level ,  col lect ively  work ing in German,

Norwegian,  Serbian and UK univers i t ies.

The interv iews were conducted in Engl ish and took approximately  50 minutes,

invest igat ing the background of the educators ,  thei r  teaching and students ’

exper iences and their  overal l  remarks about their  Human Rights course.  The

interv iews were recorded and later  t ranscr ibed for  the qual i tat ive analys is .

Three interv iewees repl ied to the quest ions in wr i t ing.
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R e s u l t s

“The rat ionale for  and the importance of integrat ing Human Rights with in

Psychology”

"A prototypical  Human Rights course”

“Learner outcomes for  a Human Rights in Psychology course”.

This  qual i tat ive research study aimed at explor ing the exper iences of

Psychology and Ethics educators who have incorporated Human Rights in their

teaching.  Three main themes emerged from the rev iew of the data:                

T h e m e  1 :  T h e  r a t i o n a l e  f o r  a n d  t h e

i m p o r t a n c e  o f  i n t e g r a t i n g  H u m a n

R i g h t s  w i t h i n  P s y c h o l o g y
The f i rst  theme ident i f ied through th is  analys is  was the common feel ing among

Psychology educators that i t  i s  h ighly  re levant to teach Human Rights given

psychology’s  ethical  foundation;  the necess i ty  to empower c l in ical

pract i t ioners in  their  work conduct and decis ion-making;  and the responsibi l i ty

psychologists  bear for  protect ing their  c l ients ’  wel lbeing,  which can be better

achieved with the incorporat ion of a Human Rights perspect ive.

These sub-themes are presented below.

Subtheme A. HRs as a foundation of
Psychology.
Most of  the interv iewees shared the opinion that Human Rights are at the core

of what const i tutes Psychology and i ts  ethical  values.  As Psychologist-

pract i t ioners ,  one cannot avoid not ic ing the importance of Human Rights as a

basis  of  pract ice.  There is  a c lear connect ion between Human Rights and

Psychology,  with these r ights in  the background of work and teaching.

“Human Rights as a basis  or  as a part  of  the basis  of

your Psychology work.”  (Nora Sveaass)

“For Social  Psychology,  Human r ights are always a quest ion in the

background.”  (Ul r ich Wagner)

For these reasons,  s ince Human Rights const i tute part  of  the foundation of

Psychology and i ts  ethical  core,  those interv iewed strongly support  human

r ights teaching to t ransmit  th is  knowledge and appreciat ion to al l  Psychology

students.  

“They need knowledge about how Human Rights issues are re levant in their

own work ,  in  their  own dai ly  l i fe.”  (Tonje Loss ius Husum)
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According to most interv iewees,  i t  i s  very important to learn about Human

Rights ,  as th is  perspect ive can further improve the work of  Psychology,  in

part icular  for  c l in ical  pract i t ioners.  Adopting a human r ights f ramework can

further improve the decis ion making in c l in ical  cases and expand the scope

and effect iveness of  pract i t ioners ’  intervent ions.

Moreover ,  further knowledge of Human Rights and the incorporat ion of th is

perspect ive into one’s  work can empower pract i t ioners to become better

prepared to handle Human Rights v io lat ions when they occur ,  avoiding

accepting th ings for  the way they are and becoming able to make a change in

their  work and in their  c l ients ’  l i ves.

Subtheme C. HRs learning as a professional
and ethical duty.

Final ly ,  i t  was a common att i tude among interv iewees that psychologists

should learn about Human Rights as part  of  their  profess ional  and ethical

duty.  Given the work conducted by psychologists  with vulnerable groups of

people and the shared ethical  pr inciples that the wel lbeing and health of

indiv iduals  should be protected and ensured,  learning about Human Rights

should be a profess ional  duty for  al l  Psychologists-pract i t ioners.  

Subtheme B. Usefulness of HR in clinical
practice.

“ I t  helps c l in ical  decis ion making to v iew things in a

human r ights perspect ive.”  (Peter  K inderman)

“We al l  have to have an ethical  approach to our work ,

but I  th ink a human r ights approach expands i t  in  a way.”  (Nora Sveaass)

“Knowledge about human r ights enables them to recognize some of their

dut ies ,  to protect their  c l ients ,  themselves and psychology in general  f rom

abuse and misuse.”  (DF)

“ I  th ink i t  i s  part  of  our  ethical  obl igat ions as psychologists  to be aware of

what i t  i s  Human Rights and how i t  appl ies to us.”  (Nora Sveaass)

“They have the responsibi l i ty  to give part  of  that back and th is  includes their

own profess ional  responsibi l i ty .”  (Ul r ich Wagner)
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The qual i tat ive analys is  conducted on the interv iew data led to the

ident i f icat ion of a ser ies of  thoughts and suggest ions on the desi rable

components of  a Human Rights course.  

F i rst ly ,  g iven the t ime l imitat ion of a univers i ty  course,  psychology educators

recognised the importance of developing a Human Rights course with the

intent of  introducing the topic to make them enthusiast ic enough to start

th ink ing about Human Rights and apply ing the concepts outs ide class.

Therefore,  the aim of the course is  not to make learners Human Rights ’  experts

but to in i t iate a conversat ion of Human Rights among psychologists .

To th is  end,  a common suggest ion and pract ice among interv iewees was to

apply the teaching to the specif ic s i tuat ions in which Human Rights can

become a part  of  the work of  a psychologist .  Therefore,  educators avoided a

heavy focus on the legal  aspects of  Human Rights ,  (which may be less of

interest  to the students)  but rather apply the theoret ical  aspects of  Human

Rights to the dai ly  pract ice with in Psychology,  with real-wor ld case scenar ios

and examples of poss ible v io lat ing s i tuat ions.

“Make them suff ic ient ly  enthusiast ic about i t  and they wi l l  want to go off  and

learn more about i t .  I  am not going to be able to teach them everything about

HRs in a short  sess ion.”  (Tony Wainwright)

“To th ink about th is  not in terms of the legal  t reat ies and al l  of  those th ings,

but just  in  terms of what they need to be sensit ive to.”  (Tony Wainwright)

“When you are talk ing about issues of human r ights ,  c l in ical  real-wor ld human

examples are r ight to the point  of  what you are talk ing about." (Peter

K inderman)

T h e m e  2 :  A  p r o t o t y p i c a l  H u m a n  R i g h t s

c o u r s e

Subtheme A. A practical focus
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Various teaching methods were ment ioned by the educators in  connect ion

with the need for  a pract ical  focus to faci l i tate the learning of the mater ia ls

among students.  Most of  the Psychology educators h ighl ighted a key element

that needs to be present with in any Human Rights c lass:  discuss ion.  According

to them, i f  students discuss the mater ia ls  that are presented to them, their

engagement with the mater ia l  is  better  ensured.  Moreover ,  the incorporat ion

of Human Rights knowledge can be further faci l i tated,  given the many

perspect ives and inputs that can ar ise.

Discuss ion is  faci l i tated by the fact that Human Rights issues in Psychology do

not always have a clear-cut answer;  therefore,  these discuss ions can be very

l ively  and easy to conduct.

Subtheme C. Effective presentation of the
course and the need for unbiased
communication.

Subtheme B. Importance of discussion

“ I  th ink students learn much more through discuss ions and talks ,  they learn

with being engaged and act ive and interested,  they learn by talk ing to each

other."  (Tonje Loss ius Husum)

“Try to involve people di rect ly ,  use Human Rights to involve them in the cases

they are work ing with.  Have them exempl i fy  thei r  own cases.”  (Nora Sveaass)

“That discuss ion,  voluntary/involuntary t reatment and care,  i t  i s  something

that act ivates a lot  because there are so many strong arguments.  […] That is  a

very heated and engaged discuss ion.”  (Nora Sveaass)

A f inal  remark appear ing across interv iewees was the shared opinion that

some res istance towards the content may appear.  This  may l imit  the eff icacy

of a Human Rights course for  some students.

“ I  have had the exper ience of start ing to talk  to people about HRs and their

eyes would glaze over a bit ,  ”Oh Human Rights ,  yeah wel l ” ,  b i ts  l ike Health &

Safety.”  (Tony Wainwright)
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For th is  reason,  two important suggest ions were given by Psychology

educators.  F i rst ,  the in i t ia l  presentat ion of the course should motivate the

students.  Rather than present ing the course as a mandatory t rain ing,  the ideal

course should be presented as a powerful  tool  that can be used by students to

improve their  capabi l i ty  to act as good Psychology pract i t ioners in the future.

Moreover ,  once the course has started,  instructors should aim to maintain an

unbiased communicat ion.  Given the importance of discuss ions with in a Human

Rights course,  as indicated ear l ier ,  interv iewees fel t  that i t  i s  important for

the educators to guide the discuss ion and teaching in a way that does not

al ienate any members of  the audience.  I f  th is  is  achieved,  a welcoming and

enr iching envi ronment can be created in the classroom.

The f inal  theme that emerged dur ing the analys is  was the general ly  posit ive

results  of  a course of th is  type.  Educators shared the idea that there has been

a posit ive development among students in their  att i tudes towards Human

Rights and their  appl icat ion in pract ice.  Instructors have also observed the

growing presence of human r ights in  discipl ines other than legal  ones.  

“Teaching Human Rights is  a lso pract ic ing Human Rights.  I f  you come in

teaching a Human Rights course and you are paternal ist ic ,  author i tar ian,  you

do not want to l i s ten to people’s  comments ,  you do not want to argue… You

have to walk the talk ,  the way that you show that you deal  with students ,

including students who may have a different opinion.”  (Nora Sveaass)

“ I  th ink something about the way we teach about th is  needs to make sure that

i t  i s  not taught f rom a left-wing perspect ive,  i t  i s  taught f rom a posit ion where

we talk  about the psychology,  the engagement with the community .”  (Tony

Wainwright)

T h e m e  3 :  L e a r n e r  o u t c o m e s  f o r  a

"H u m a n  R i g h t s  i n  P s y c h o l o g y"  c o u r s e  

“ I  would present human r ights as tools  that you can use to enhance cl in ical

pract ice,  rather than a mandatory t rain ing that someone says you must do,  i t

wi l l  switch people off .”  (Peter  K inderman)
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Most of  the interv iewees shared the opinion that Psychology students are

general ly  interested in the topic of Human Rights and interested to learn more

about i t .  Th is  is  part ly  due to the fact that Psychology students typical ly  have

l i t t le or  no previous knowledge of Human Rights.

Moreover ,  Psychology educators who are act ive with in the Human Rights f ie ld

have also not iced a posit ive development through the years.  as more students

have expressed a greater interest  in  th is  topic. .

Subtheme B: Positive real experiences

Subtheme A: Initial positive signs

“What is  thei r  level  of  acquaintance of HR at the beginning of the course?

Most ly ,  l imited.”  (DF)

“ I t  i s  very much a demand from the students to have th is  overv iew and ins ight

into human r ights.”  (Nora Sveaass)

“When I  started the Human Rights committee among Norwegian psychologists

in 1998,  people said:  “What? Human Rights what? Why should we deal  with

this?” and i t  was diff icult  to have people understand. Now people are in l ine

to jo in the work.”  (Nora Sveaass)

During the interv iews,  most of  the educators shared their  posit ive exper iences

whi le teaching Human Rights in Psychology.  F i rst ly ,  students seem to be

enjoying the course.  In  the end-of-course- evaluat ions,  students stated they

found the courses interest ing and st imulat ing.

“ I  real ly  have the impress ion that they real ly  l iked the course.”  (Ul r ich Wagner)

The interv iews highl ighted how the topic of Human Rights has become more

vis ib le in the eyes of the publ ic and increasingly  v iewed as re levant for

Psychology and i ts  pract ical  work.

“Some wi l l  be very enthusiast ic and real ly  just  feel  l ike they want to read,  they

want to study,  they want to understand.”  (Nora Sveaass)

Human Rights courses were also successful  in  involv ing students in act iv i t ies

outs ide of the class ,  with many volunteer ing in the f ie ld of Human Rights ,

enrol l ing in further studies on Human Rights or  conduct ing their  thesis

research project on a topic involv ing Human Rights.

“ I  see that my students afterwards choose to go to work on a community  level ,

they go into work with refugees,  some of them do further studies on Human

Rights.”  (Nora Sveaass)
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Interv iewees have observed that the Human Rights course has furthered the

personal  growth of the students as Psychology profess ionals  and indiv iduals ;

at  the end of the course,  many learners were more aware they were ‘c i t izens

of the wor ld ’ .  

F inal ly ,  the educators themselves shared their  own exper ience in teaching

Human Rights.  This  was overal l  a very posit ive teaching exper iment for  them,

from which the educators came out enr iched and inspired by the students and

the discuss ions with them.

“They say:  “This  made me more sure about myself ,  i t  made me feel  l ike I  am

part  of  a network ,  i t  made me feel  that there is  meaning in what I  do,  as

sometimes I  just  feel  that I  am work ing uphi l l ,  with heavy chal lenges.”  (Nora

Sveaass)

“ I t  i s  very interest ing,  i t  has given me a lot ,  i t  i s  very meaningful  to do th is

teaching and to meet the students.”  (Tonje Loss ius Husum)

THEME DESCRIPT ION SUB -THEMES

RATIONALE FOR

AND

IMPORTANCE OF

INTEGRATING

HUMAN RIGHTS

WITHIN

PSYCHOLOGY

This  theme descr ibes the common feel ing among

Psychology educators that Human Rights are embedded

within Psychology and their  knowledge can improve the

work and decis ion making of pract i t ioners.  Moreover ,

th is  theme highl ights how HRs should be taught as i t  i s  a

duty for  al l  psychologists  to be aware of these issues

and to avoid over looking any v io lat ion happening

around them.

HRS AS A

FOUNDATION OF

PSYCHOLOGY

USEFULNESS OF HR IN

CLINICAL PRACTICE

HRS LEARNING AS A

PROFESSIONAL AND

ETHICAL DUTY

A PROTOTYPICAL

HUMAN RIGHTS

COURSE

This  theme summarises the general  thoughts that

Psychology educators have shared about how a

prototypical  HR course would look l ike.  This  prototypical

HR course should have a heavy focus on the appl icat ion

of Human Rights with in Psychology and should make use

of discuss ions in order to faci l i tate learning.  F inal ly ,  the

course should be presented as a tool  to motivate

students and should use an unbiased communicat ion to

avoid al ienat ing certain students.

A PRACTICAL FOCUS 

IMPORTANCE OF

DISCUSSION 

EFFECTIVE

PRESENTATION OF

THE COURSE AND THE

NEED FOR UNBIASED

COMMUNICATION

LEARNER

OUTCOMES FOR

A "HUMAN

RIGHTS IN

PSYCHOLOGY"

COURSE

This  f inal  theme descr ibes the exper iences of students

and teachers in these in i t ia l  HRs courses in Psychology.

This  starts  with a posit ive h istor ical  t rend which shows

that the attent ion for  human r ights seems to be

improving in th is  area and students become more wi l l ing

to learn about th is  topic.  Then,  i t  presents real  l i fe

exper iences showing the effect iveness of  these courses.  

INITIAL POSITIVE

SIGNS

POSITIVE REAL

EXPERIENCES

Table 1 .  A summary of the main themes ident i f ied in th is  qual i tat ive analys is .
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D i s c u s s i o n
Since the creat ion of the Universal

Declarat ion of Human Rights (UDHR)

and the subsequent recognit ion of the

importance of the concept of universal

human dignity ,  much has been

elaborated with in the human r ights

framework.  However ,  these pr inciples

need to be appl ied in everyday l i fe.  As

highl ighted in the introduct ion,

vulnerable groups c lose to the work of

psychologists  --  such as refugees,

asy lum-seekers ,  pr isoners or  pat ients

suffer ing from dementia -- cont inue to

suffer  f rom basic human r ights

v io lat ions.  This  is  why The European

Federat ion of Psychologists ’

Associat ions cal led for  psychologists

and their  associat ions to engage in the

protect ion,  promotion and educat ion of

human r ights (EFPA,  2013) .  This

qual i tat ive research analys is  therefore

aimed at explor ing the exper iences of

Psychology educators who embedded a

Human Rights course with in a

Psychology curr iculum.

pr inciple of respect of  a person’s  human

dignity .  

Therefore,  learning about Human Rights

in Psychology is  important.  The

interv iewees and the sponsors of  th is

study see that such an educat ion is  part

of a profess ional  duty to protect human

dignity  and has the potent ial  to

enhance the work of  psychologists ,

improving their  decis ion-making and

self-eff icacy.  Moreover ,  the analys is

suggested that teaching that has

already taken place has shown

promis ing results :  many educators

report  thei r  students being very

motivated about human r ights and many

engage outs ide the class to act upon

those envi ronments in which the work of

a psychologist  can be l i fe changing.

These posit ive results  are more l ike ly  to

be achieved i f  certain indicat ions are

fol lowed in the development of a Human

Rights course,  such as present ing i t  as a

useful  tool  to psychologists ,  apply ing

the course mater ia ls  with real- l i fe

scenar ios and organiz ing discuss ions

that are unbiased and open to faci l i tate

learning and include al l  students in the

process.

As h ighl ighted in the study,  there is  an

under ly ing connect ion between Human

Rights and Psychology,  given their

shared,  ethical  values based on the key
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These promis ing,  in i t ia l  exper iences shared by the interv iewees highl ight the

posit ive impact that Human Rights educat ion can have on psychology students

and pract i t ioners.  Nonetheless ,  a t rain ing of th is  type is  st i l l  largely  absent

with in al l  educat ion levels  of  Psychology.  The result  is  a cohort  of  students who

are unaware and unprepared to apply the human r ights f ramework to work

scenar ios with ethical  ambiguity ,  or  where advocacy for  legal  change might be

required (T ibbitts  & Hagenaars ,  2020).  Educat ion is  needed in order to spread

this  awareness and improve the eff icacy of the future generat ions of

psychologists ,  to be able to become v igi lant observers and,  most important ly ,

act ive indiv iduals  in  their  research,  pract ice and social  act ion.  

C o n c l u s i o n

Today,  we are t rain ing the students who wi l l  become the future of

Psychology and wi l l  represent i t  in  thei r  own pract ice,  in  thei r  c lassrooms,

in the counsel l ing rooms.  We cannot expect psychologists  to f ix  a l l  the

in just ices that they wi l l  come across in their  profess ional  and personal

l ives.  Nonetheless ,  with a Human Rights educat ion,  we can help ensure they

possess the tools  necessary to perform their  work at  the best  of  thei r

poss ibi l i t ies ,  ensur ing the sanct i ty  of  human dignity .
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