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Human rights are violated on a daily basis both voluntarily and involuntarily. 
This proves that they are not guaranteed and applied through legal procedures, 

rules and regulations. We need to create a society of citizens and public bodies 
who promote human rights around the world and will fight for the prevention of 

injustice, oppression and discrimination. This will build a global culture, the 
keystone of which is respect for human rights. To achieve this vision, the 

contribution of the field of human rights education is seen as necessary, as this 
direction can effectively lead to the building of a global culture of human rights 

and help develop human rights competence. One of the professional groups on 
which human rights education focuses is that of social workers. 

The current social and economic conditions in Greece call for action on the part 
of the social work profession. Social workers are now required to overcome 

methodologically and politically many of the conservative ‘theories’ that they 
have been nurtured with and seek new forms of action, utilising many elements 
from social pedagogy. This direction will contribute to the emergence of a new 

social work which is politically active and socially sensitive. 
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Introduction 

The relationship between social pedagogy and social work has been thoroughly discussed 
(Mühlum, 1981; Mylonakou-Keke, 2003). A growing number of studies has clarified the distinction 
between social pedagogy and social work as to the objectives, content, epistemological identity, 
methodological approaches, scope and way of application, priorities, orientations and abilities 
whilst overlooking the fact that there are many common aspirations (Hämäläinen, 2003; 
Mylonakou-Keke, 2013). This paper focuses on social work. 
 

Social work is based on humanitarian and democratic ideals founded in respect for the equality and 
dignity of all people. Human rights and social justice are the motivation for action in the field of 
social work. Professional social work seeks to contribute to the reduction of poverty, to free socially 
excluded and oppressed people, to recognize people’s potential and to promote their integration 
into society. Issues of social work such as social problems and solutions cannot be treated in our 
times within narrow national and cultural boundaries. Mass poverty, immigration, economic 
globalization and the increasing environmental degradation constitute dimensions of a global 
society. Also, cross-border problems demand cross-border solutions. Therefore, it is necessary to 
develop international or intercultural understanding and cooperation processes that are orientated 
towards the values and needs of all people. 
 

This paper explores the relationship between human rights and social work. The following question 
is in the background: Is social work a human rights profession? Why is it important to develop 
human rights competence in Greek social workers, particularly during this period of social and 
economic crisis? What content should be disseminated?  
 

This paper aims to analyse the relationship between human rights and social work while the 
question arises: What does this science pursue, what do Greek social workers pursue when 
documenting their actions in accordance with human rights? It seeks to address the issue through 
various approaches and submit concerns. 
 
 

Human rights in a global society 

Since December 10, 1948, when the UN General Assembly adopted the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights, the protection of human rights has become an integral component of the 
international legal order. It is estimated that over 250 international documents which have been 
signed since then address the issue of human rights (individually or collectively, politically, 
culturally, socially and economically). 
 

Human rights are inextricably linked to the goal of equitable and sustainable development for a 
decent life, especially in the era of globalization. Civil and political as well as economic, social and 
cultural human rights justify the claims of all people to a self-determined life free from oppression, 
violence, humiliation, exploitation and social degradation while imposing on individual states as 
well as the international community the obligation to respect, protect and guarantee all human 
rights. There must be a consistent policy concerning the protection of human rights on the part of 
every state as it concerns both its foreign policy and internal affairs. There are states that recognize 
human rights, but in practice they show hesitation. There are other states that also recognize 
human rights but serve other purposes and objectives when, for example, they waive their right to 
freedom or sovereignty of their national territory because of torture. A third category is that of 
countries who do not accept human rights in the classic European sense but adopt their own rights 
emerging from their own culture. A fourth category consists of countries that recognize human 
rights as such only under certain conditions or not at all. But even those states that have accepted 
human rights in principle and make efforts to safeguard them are not always willing to recognize 
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what is attributed to them by other states or international bodies, such as what the ‘correct’ human 
rights are or how these could be safeguarded, and they are often reluctant to submit to 
international inspections (Steiger, 1999). Moreover, although the same texts on human rights are 
accepted, their relevant application is not guaranteed in any way. 
 

International treaties on human rights, fundamental guarantees of the European Union and the 
constitutions of most countries require full respect for human rights and fundamental rights. The 
right to asylum is an integral part of the protection of human rights. Persecuted people should be 
protected under the Geneva Convention. Protection from deportation, respect for family life and 
protection against unlawful detention must be observed. Protection against discrimination and 
racism is another challenge for the realization of human rights. 
 

The concept of universality is of central importance to human rights and especially to women's 
rights. The longstanding struggle of women for equality led many countries to legally enshrine 
gender equality. However, there has never been full equality in many areas of social, cultural, 
economic and political life, and discrimination against women continues to be a reality. 
 

The community of states and the international ‘development community’ (Seitz, 2002) are obliged, 
in accordance with human rights and the principles of social justice, to provide assistance while 
taking precautionary measures to prevent future disasters attributable to hunger – otherwise 
global society will fail to live up to the values of human rights and social justice. 
 

The realization of human rights depends not only on governments and institutions, but also on each 
individual. No one is small or weak. Everyone can prioritize human rights in their daily lives.  
 
 

Human rights education 

Although there is no single definition of human rights education (Müller, 2001; Flowers, 2004), 
there is a wide acceptance of its importance internationally. This is depicted in the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights (1948) Article 26, the International Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights (1996) Article 13, the Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) Article 29, the 
Convention on the elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (1965) Article 7, the 
Declaration of the Vienna Congress (1978) and the international agenda (The United Nations 
decade of education in human rights and action plan for the decade). The purpose of human rights 
education is to build a culture of human rights in the transmission of knowledge and the 
development of competencies and skills as well as norms and attitudes. This culture of human 
rights seeks to develop greater respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms. This is the full 
development of human personality and the development of a sense of human dignity, the 
promotion of understanding, tolerance, gender equality and friendship among all nations, ethnic 
and cultural groups, religions and languages. This will effectively involve everybody in a free 
society and promote the activities of the United Nations peacekeeping (UN General Assembly, 
1996). Special attention is also given to the fact that human rights education does not only seek the 
simple transmission of knowledge but rather a change in attitude (Alefsen, 2004). 
 

Human rights education not only seeks to make the citizens of a country aware of the constitution 
and laws, which could in theory change with every change of government, be made inoperative or 
be ignored. It mainly aims to cultivate the moral concept of human legal guarantees of freedom in 
the conscience of man as well as preserving an unquenchable interest in human dignity (Bielefeldt, 
2004) whilst also familiarizing people with the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948. 
 

Human rights education contains social and economic as well as political and individual human 
rights and appeals to all people, regardless of profession, age, origin, nationality or ethnicity. This 
mission is entrusted not only to school, but to all sectors of education and ultimately refers to the 
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whole domain of social and political culture. It seeks to educate and train politicians, lawyers, 
doctors, students, teachers, social workers, members of minority groups and immigrants. Human 
rights education is lifelong learning. It does not exclude any group, which means that educational 
programmes must be designed accordingly. All women, men, children and teenagers must know 
and understand their human rights and understand their importance in order to fulfil their 
aspirations. Understanding the principles and procedures of human rights makes people able to 
participate in all decisions affecting their lives. Human rights education contributes to the 
resolution of conflicts and the preservation of peace, which is guided by human rights, and is a 
particularly useful strategy for individual, social and economic development (Alefsen, 2004; 
Pantazis, 2013). 
 

Human rights education should – according to the prevailing political, social and cultural conditions 
in each country – be adapted to people’s needs, understand and focus on their problems in order to 
safeguard human rights. In this sense we should consider, teach and make clear the holistic 
principle of human rights (Mihr, 2005). For example, a member of a minority group or community 
should not only know their ‘own’ minority rights and claim them for themselves but also respect 
the human rights of other groups in a society, whether they are social or political. In fact, human 
rights education is not only a request – ‘a human right to human rights education’ – worldwide. The 
forms of classification into themes are also important. Human rights and human rights education 
need to become a subject of study in order to have an effective influence. 
 
 

Social work 

Social work is a contemporary social science and a profession that seeks social change, social justice 
and social welfare, just as social pedagogy does. It is an applied social science with a worldwide 
application. Its theoretical background is founded on humanities, philosophy, medicine, psychology, 
sociology, social anthropology, social policy, law and economics. Social work emerged from the 
need to address the problems of survival faced by individuals and groups due to temporary or 
permanent events in the conditions of their lives (war, environmental disasters, urbanization, 
industrialization) which could not be dealt with by most of the primary providers of assistance 
(family, relatives, neighbourhood). 
 

The definition of social work adopted in Montreal is a one-page document. It begins with a short 
definition followed by a commentary of four paragraphs: the first expands on the definition itself, 
and the remaining three focus respectively on the values, theory and practice of social work. The 
core definition reads as follows: ‘The social work profession promotes social change, problem-
solving in human relationships, and the empowerment and liberation of people to enhance 
wellbeing. Utilizing theories of human behaviour and social systems, social work intervenes at the 
points where people interact with their environments. Principles of human rights and social justice 
are fundamental to social work’ (Adopted by the IFSW General Meeting, 26 July 2000, Montreal, 
Canada; Hare, 2004). This international definition of the social work profession replaces the IFSW 
definition adopted in 1982. It is understood that social work in the 21st century is a dynamic and 
evolving field, and therefore no definition should be regarded as exhaustive. 
 

Social problems are born at an interpersonal level, within the economy and politics of a state, or as 
global problems in the form of immigration, persecution and civil wars. There are also intensely 
observed social problems in global society such as poverty, poor living conditions, socialization, 
conflict within the family, conflicts within groups and society, taking the law into one's hand, 
dependence on drugs and marginalization of the elderly or disabled. Social work deals with all 
these social issues affecting individuals, families and groups in their social relationships 
(Mylonakou-Keke, 2013). For example, social work is interested in whether social workers 
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contribute to the solution of conflicts, whether citizens are supported with allowances for housing 
and living expenses or if they themselves are used in order to integrate people with disabilities into 
their communities. 
 

Social work makes available the offers through which people are supported in terms of 
socialization and delegation of duties as well as whether the requirements exceed their capabilities, 
whether problems that have arisen during the lifelong process of socialization could not be faced by 
the primary networks, such as the family, friendships, neighbourhoods and collegial relationships. 
This happens for example in social and pedagogical family assistance, work with children and 
teenagers, people with disabilities, elderly people residing in old peoples’ homes, and the 
reintegration of ex-convicts. Social work thus aims to help and ensure that these objectives have an 
appeal.  
 

Social work contributes to the realization of the right to education and has developed into 
subsectors for a thoroughly self-reliant degree of training and socialization, such as in basic 
education, in work with teenagers or the creation of a family.  
 

Social work is orientated towards the perceptions, ideas and basic values of freedom, equality, 
social justice, solidarity and the deconstruction of excessive exercise of power by society. It also 
focuses on making feasible a shift in social attitudes and social relationships. 
 

Social workers are often involved in situations characterized by conflicting interests, such as the 
need for assistance and the demand for control and discipline, the need for a free development of 
the personality and the need to adapt to law because of patterns of action, rights and needs of 
individuals and the limitation of economic opportunities. Social work often stands between the 
different attitudes in life and interests of groups, families, institutions and the community and must 
deal with a ‘double message’, that of opposing the Institution that promises employment and 
politicians on the one hand and focusing on people with whom they work on the other. Social work 
is juxtaposed with conflicts among different cultures. It is therefore a matter of putting the 
relationship on a different footing with new perspectives. 
 

While social work and social pedagogy have had a long tradition in the ‘North’ and are currently 
characterized by a high degree of specialization, in the ‘South’ they do not show a comparable 
tradition, recognition and utilization. Social pedagogical institutions in the countries of the South 
were established with the financial assistance and expertise of international organizations working 
with local organizations and initiatives. Such institutions are restricted to mostly local programmes 
(projects). Lenhart (1993) distinguishes five types of social work: a) single individual help, b) open 
social work with children, adolescents, women, c) classic social-educational institutions, d) new 
socio-educational institutions (such as institutions for women or projects in the field of AIDS/HIV) 
and e) development programmes on behalf of the community (e.g. in areas such as water or health 
care). Especially in the areas of child labour and social work with street children, great emphasis is 
being given to the North-South cooperation and international social pedagogical theory, practice 
and training (Liebel et al., 1998). Apart from these areas, in the South one can also see forms of 
social work dealing with extreme poverty and deprivation, for instance with regards to nutrition, 
hygiene and health care or education and entertainment.  
 

Social work and human rights 
Social work is based on the fundamental principles of human rights. At the same time, social work 
is also based on those human rights that are defined as social in the charter of human rights and are 
recognized poorly or are incompletely expressed, while kept by the welfare state. These rights find 
direct representation in social legislation and in the basic aims of social work. Social work aims to 
secure people with the means for a decent living. As a profession, social work is committed to 
helping preserve the human dignity of socially excluded groups. 
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The International Federation of Social Workers (ISFW) defines social work as follows: ‘Social work 
is a profession whose purpose is to bring about social changes in society in general and in its 
individual forms of development’ (Centre for Human Rights and Social Work, 1994). 
 

Beyond the principle concerning its essential orientation towards social justice, human rights 
constitute a second organizing principle of the social work occupation: ‘More than many 
professionals, social work educators and practitioners are conscious that their concerns are closely 
linked to respect for human rights. [...] Human rights are inseparable from social work theory, 
values and ethics as well as practice. Rights corresponding to human needs have to be upheld and 
fostered, and they embody the justification and motivation for social work action. Advocacy of such 
rights must therefore be an integral part of social work, even if in countries living under 
authoritarian regimes such advocacy can have serious consequences for social work professionals’ 
(Centre for Human Rights and Social Work, 1994, p. 5). 
 

Bernasconi (1998) perceives human rights as ‘a response to fundamental and universal human 
basic needs’ (Walz, 1999, p. 4) and differentiates basic biological, social-emotional and 
environmental needs, which can be scientifically observed and justified. ‘Thus arises a theoretical 
scientific basis for human rights as well as the emerging issue of social work as a fair profession’ 
(Walz, 1999, p. 5). 
 

Walz sees the reinforcement of a fundamental orientation to basic needs as a primary aim of social 
work before its functional orientation, a requirement which goes back to the traditional theory of 
science. Staub-Bernasconi also turns against a pessimistic attitude, which wants to credit social 
work only with a ‘firefighting mode’. Social workers contribute to social change and do not act only 
as ‘reflexes without force’ within the social forces. Cooperation in the development of a global 
culture of human rights is included in the issues of social work (Lohrenscheit, 2004). 
 

The activities of social workers address the assertion and enforcement of rights, namely human 
rights, as well as claims of people for training to be realized in modern reality. Specifically, social 
workers assume a supporting role when there are human rights violations, impart knowledge and 
develop skills and life skills and human capabilities in the confusion of the modern social system. 
They also bring to the surface the argument of social work and legal controversy. This happens, for 
example, in order to provide treatment to people dependent on drugs and ensure the acceptance of 
children who have been abused. Social work must protect human rights as a true collaborator 
integrated into the relationship between power and the exercise of power on people, such as in 
homes, in homeless shelters, in psychiatry, in youth justice institutions and social services, in the 
increasing marginalization and discrimination (both from the state and socio-cultural perspectives) 
of immigrants and asylum seekers in Europe. 
 

Long ago, due to problems caused by the economic crisis, particularly globalization, social work 
assumed an international dimension concerning human rights issues. 
 
 

The socio-economic crisis and human rights in Greece 

Within the economic adjustment framework, which forms an integral part of the credit received 
from the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the European Union (EU) and the European Central 
Bank (ECB), Greece went ahead with economic and political structural changes at an 
unprecedented rate regarding their application within a very short time and within a very difficult 
international situation. The agreed programme is accompanied by strict conditions, which are the 
prerequisite for the disbursement of the loan. 
 

The social and economic consequences of this austerity have had a hard impact on workers, 
pensioners and taxpayers, who are deprived of their rights in many ways (Lanara, 2012). At its 
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meeting in November 2012, the ILO Committee on Freedom of Association stated that, in the 
implementation of austerity measures in Greece, there is a profound lack of social dialogue with the 
social partners. This, according to the ILO, has highlighted more than ever before the need to 
strengthen the institutional framework concerning fundamental rights at work (ILO, 2012). 
 

The Greek Association for Human Rights presented briefly the situation of social rights in Greece 
during the crisis period (HLHR, 2012). Some of the general points that have been made are: 

 The first blow felt by Greek workers was the rapid decline in wages, pensions, allowances and 
overtime in both the private and the public sector, which reached 50%. The significant 
reduction of the state budget led to significant cuts in social welfare, health and pharmaceutical 
care. 

 The imposed direct and indirect taxes are unaffordable for the majority of taxpayers. 
 The unemployment rate has significantly increased, reaching 26% in September 2012, while 

more than 30% of the population lives below the poverty line.  
 The economic crisis is bound to cause a crisis in the social welfare and health care of the 

homeless, the unemployed, the lowly paid pensioners. Severe shortages in medical supplies to 
hospitals have been recorded, and pharmaceutical companies have discontinued their drug 
supplies because of the debts of healthcare units. The suicide rate has increased.  

 The Committee on Freedom of Association of the International Labour Organization is amongst 
the organizations that condemn the policies of the government and the troika through their 
reports, e.g. for violations of the rights of freedom of association and collective bargaining, to 
the burgeoning unemployment and the abolition of minimum wages. 

 

Additionally, the Greek Association for Human Rights notes with respect to immigrants in times of 
crisis in Greece: 

 The current anti-immigrant and racist discourse is on the rise, supported by the government 
and directed indiscriminately towards all categories of immigrants. 

 The government launched ‘Operation Xenios Zeus’ (from August to December 2012) under 
which about 60,000 foreigners were taken into custody, of which fewer than 10% were 
‘undocumented’ and were therefore herded into detention centres and summarily deported 
from the country. 

 By order of the Health Department and by an Act of April 2012 measures were introduced to 
protect public health from the elevation of 'flare' diseases and epidemics (AIDS, malaria and 
tuberculosis). These measures made special provisions for the detention of foreigners or even 
their expulsion because they are a danger to public health or only because of their country of 
origin or because they prostitute themselves or live in places without basic sanitation. 

 With regards to the right to enjoyment of health, in accordance with applicable regulations, 
immigrants who have medical coverage enjoy the same rights to health services as Greek 
citizens. Immigrants who do not have legal documents remain entitled to hospitalization only 
in emergencies until their health is stabilized. Free medical care and hospitalization is offered 
to recognized refugees, asylum seekers, recognized victims of trafficking and all minors. 

 There is a lack of a clear and comprehensive legal framework for immigration (from 2005). 
Many foreigners have lost the right to renew their residence permit either because they lack 
the legally necessary number of employment stamps or because of insufficient family income. 

 The detention of immigrants under difficult conditions, the convictions by the ECHR and 
denunciatory reports by international and European bodies or organizations (CPT, 
Commissioner for Immigrant Rights, etc.) 

 

The Greek Association for the Rights of Man and of the Citizen reports that the curtailment of social 
rights is the method chosen to overcome the current financial crisis (HLHR, 2012). It also expresses 
the view that, although these rights are documented in the Constitution and in international 
treaties to which Greece is legally bound, they should be revoked in view of the public interest 
concerning the reduction of the budget deficit and the ‘exit from the crisis’. This also puts forward 
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the following question: Can we really accept that budgetary circumstances constitute a reason for 
reducing binding rights, entrenched historically and established legally, such as social rights? And 
to what extent? 
 

The response from the Greek Association for the Rights of Man and of the Citizen focuses on the fact 
that it is commonplace that (civil, political, social) rights are interrelated and indivisible in the 
sense that it is a relationship of mutual establishment. The weakening of an individual or group 
right weakens the other, and vice versa. An established democracy is inconceivable without an 
adequate level of protection of all rights, equally divided. There is no way a liberal-democratic 
policy constitutionally called ‘welfare state’ can invoke the freedom of expression, for example, and 
be indifferent towards the right to education, work or a generally decent livelihood, not to mention 
the rights of the most vulnerable groups. The significant violations that the latter has suffered 
because of the recent budgetary measures are, among others, a blow to the quality of democracy. In 
this sense, the guarantee of a right to material social security, i.e. access to those goods that are 
necessary for the standard formation of everyone's life is not a matter of policy, morality or charity, 
but a constitutional order. 
 
 

The profession of social worker in Greece before and during the financial crisis 

In Greece there is no autonomous faculty or department of social pedagogy. Social pedagogy is 
being taught as a separate subject at undergraduate and postgraduate level in the school of 
behavioural sciences, whose graduates will be educators in primary education. On the other hand, 
there are autonomous Departments of Social Work offering 4 years of study in the Technological 
Educational Institutes (TEI) (Thoidis, 2002). 
 

The profession of social work in Greece has a relatively short history. The emergence of social work 
coincides with the economic, political and social conditions and historical circumstances that 
emerged after World War II and the civil war that followed (Ioakimidis, 2010). The methodology 
and delivery of social work in Greece as it has been formulated for decades by official bodies makes 
it seemingly incapable of reacting to the social and economic conditions of social conflict, especially 
in the recent years of the socio-economic crisis. 
 

The current social and economic conditions in Greece call for action on the part of the profession of 
social work. Social workers are now required to overcome methodologically and politically many of 
the conservative ‘theories’ that they have been nurtured with and seek new forms of action. They 
must therefore contribute to the emergence of a new social work, functionalized politically and 
socially sensitive. 
 

In Greece, human rights are obviously given secondary importance as part of the training of social 
workers. The causes of this lack of references to the Greek dialogue may be that the people in 
charge of teaching and research professionals, as well as those who exercise the profession in 
practice, consider the preservation of human rights in Greece as basically ‘guaranteed’. Greece has 
received intense criticism with regards to the fulfilment of human rights, mainly in recent years. 
The economic crisis that has hit Greece has had serious implications for the protection of human 
rights, particularly of vulnerable groups. In Greece, national committees have seen their budgets 
cut or their staff reduced, so they cannot cope effectively with the widespread violation of human 
rights of vulnerable groups. 
 

However, the questioning of human rights concerns the daily practice of the profession much more 
than what appears in deterministic field publications. The rights specified by the jurisprudence of 
the European Court of Human Rights on the right to education and on human rights education 
constitute professional knowledge for workers in the field of social work, while the articles of the 
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International Convention on the Rights of the Child in relation to child labour or refugee children 
concern the work of social workers much more due to the Greek crisis. However, how many 
professionals know that Greece violates the Convention on the Rights of the Child in relation to the 
so-called unaccompanied refugee children? 
 

While in Greece this issue is given reduced importance within the field of education and work 
experience, a lively dialogue is conducted simultaneously at an international level. Its main body is 
the International Federation of Social Workers, an international umbrella association of the 
profession, which is working closely with union institutions. The organization regularly updates a 
separate site in relation to questions about human rights, which, among other things, contains 
appeals equivalent to those of Amnesty International to send letters defending people who have 
suffered violations of their human rights. It also provides information on the Union's interventions 
in international organizations and state government agencies (International Federation, 2001). 
 

But the most important work of the International Association of Social Work as well as the 
aforementioned International Association of Educational Institutions of Social Work in 
collaboration with the Centre for Human Rights in the service of the High Commissioner for Human 
Rights has been the publication of a training manual (Centre for Human Rights, 1994). The text 
reveals both the scientific influence and professional ethics of the organization. The aim of the 
publication is to make human rights and their potential conservation and enforcement an obvious 
component of the knowledge base and the tools of social workers. This is therefore the integration 
of a theoretical and practical training in the field of social work and a corresponding training of 
social workers already practicing their profession. 
 

Upon entering, the integration of the human rights agenda in the professional field of social work is 
outlined at planning stage. The first section consists of an overview of the historical development of 
human rights standards and the philosophical-ethical values that support them, accompanied by a 
detailed analysis of the major texts of human rights (e.g. the Convention on political, social and 
cultural rights) and the global and regional mechanisms which safeguard them. Regarding Europe, 
reference is made not only to the European Convention on Human Rights by the European Court of 
Human Rights as an enforcer, but also to the European Social Charter of the Council of Europe 1961 
(ibid, pp. 1-26). 
 

In order to implement the norms of human rights in professional practice, the steps of defining the 
problem are given – what human rights are violated in each case and how the violation is 
positioned socially – together with the necessary actions in solving the problem. In both cases, a 
dichotomous raster analysis is presented as a tool, which was designed with the criterion of its 
applicability to specific situations and which is based only to a certain extent on research and 
pedagogical theory. The acquisition of professional knowledge and skills in this area takes place 
through the successive negotiation of key issues: poverty, discrimination based on sex (including 
sexual orientation), racism, religion, environment and development. It also examines particularly 
vulnerable groups: children, women, the elderly, disabled, prisoners (including people under 
restriction), refugees, immigrants. Dilemma situations derived from practical experience, which 
contain either the collision of different norms of human rights or the rights of the persons involved 
or even a conflict between the norm and the social context, are demonstrated in practice contexts 
(ibid, pp. 27-43). 
 

The last section is subject to the characteristics of the organization of educational and training 
activities, where in addition to questions about teaching, problems are also mentioned, such as the 
mobilization of potential support groups (when dealing with a problematic situation on human 
rights outside the campus) or evaluation (of both an educational programme and an incident 
handled in practice). As a follow-up after the training, it is suggested to activate social workers 
within groups or organizations protecting human rights. The risks to which workers in the social 



199 THE SOCIO-ECONOMIC CRISIS AND HUMAN RIGHTS IN GREECE 

 

pedagogical field are potentially exposed in defence of human rights are not played down (ibid, pp. 
44-49). The text concludes with case studies, which are used as scenario exercises (ibid, pp. 48-51). 
 

The development of human rights competence in Greek social workers  
The holistic principle of human rights education involves: knowledge about human rights, 
consciousness, perception of injustice and violations of human rights, a common consciousness of 
human rights (Müller, 2002), which makes individuals capable of participating actively in the 
struggle for human rights and developing a human rights competence. Human rights competence 
means that citizens should, according to their own judgment and action, gain awareness of the 
importance of human rights (Pantazis, 2009). Just as human rights have grown historically in the 
conscience of mankind, the new emerging individual in a global context must become aware of 
those conquered and coded human rights, because human rights which remain unknown or 
incomprehensible cannot develop any momentum. 
 

Human rights education seeks human rights competence. This includes three learning objectives 
concerning all activities of human rights education:  

 To be able to claim and know 'your' human rights; 
 To know the rights of others and fight for their application; 
 To recognize human rights as values of ‘your’ ethics and develop action. 

 

These objectives are linked. The first one determines the interest of the person. Knowledge, ‘You 
have the right to ...’, is a powerful driving force to consolidate the concept of human rights of each 
individual. The second one not only relates 'your' rights to the equal rights of others, but also 
describes the ability of human rights protection through solidarity. The third objective focuses on 
the moral aspect of human rights. Human rights are vested rights in customary international law 
and international legal documents, which, in spite of this, also claim to be an expression of a 
universal ethics (Lenhart, 2006; Pantazis, 2009). 
 

In human rights education, which is implemented across the globe, a typology of three instructional 
models has been identified, differentiated according to the variables of the frame. These models 
were designed by Felissa Tibbitts and attempt to contribute to the development of theory and 
research on what can be considered an emerging educational field. Each of these is addressed at 
different groups in the population, follows different strategies and is characterized by different 
learning contents. Thus, human rights education can be practically approached with models for 
values and awareness, accountability, and transformation (Tibbitts, 2002; Pantazis, 2009). 

Model of values and awareness 
This is a philosophical-historical approach addressing formal education and campaigns to sensitize 
the public. Typical issues addressed are: information on the content and history of human rights, 
information on the institutions and mechanisms of protection, issues concerning the international 
court, and issues of global rights or international interest (e.g. on child labour, genocide). It is 
usually open to schools and the general public attending various awareness campaigns. The 
strategy followed by this model is socialization, cultural consensus, the development of 
expectations for social change and the recognition of the framework of human rights. According to 
this model, the main goal of human rights education is to provide a basic awareness of human 
rights issues and to encourage their integration into the values of the public. It also seeks to pave 
the way for a world that respects human rights through awareness and commitment to the 
objectives emerging from the Universal Declaration and other key texts. Content topics that fit 
within this model include the history of human rights, information on the institutions and 
mechanisms of protection as well as issues of international interest (e.g. on child labour, genocide).  
 

The model places little emphasis on skills development, such as communication, decisions on 
conflicts and activism. It can be connected to the context of social change, developing leadership 
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skills, building cooperation and personal empowerment, but the link is somewhat weak. With this 
approach, the aims of the framework do not materialise in their entirety, but some individual 
participants can be encouraged to proceed with further action (Tibbitts, 2002, p. 147). 

Model of accountability 
The approach of this model is legal and political, and it can be implemented through educational 
programmes either face-to-face or online via distance learning. The hot topics that it approaches 
are processes for monitoring, court issues, codes of ethics, issues in the press and general 
information for participants in the educational programmes. This model of education is addressed 
to lawyers, human rights defenders, professionals working with vulnerable groups, public officials, 
medical personnel, journalists, social workers. The strategy followed during the training 
programme is the use of law and codes of human rights as tools for building legal-social justice and 
social change, fostering leadership skills and developing an alliance with some occupations and 
target groups. 
 

This model assumes that learners are directly or indirectly involved in guaranteeing human rights 
through their professional roles. The human rights education within these groups focuses on ways 
in which their professional responsibilities include either direct supervision of violations of human 
rights and their support in collaboration with the appropriate authorities or ensuring, in particular, 
the protection of rights of those for which they have some responsibility (especially vulnerable 
populations) (Tibbitts, 2002, p. 147). 

Transformational model  
Its approach is psychological-sociological and can be applied to informal, non-formal and popular 
education as well as self-help programmes. Typical issues addressed are human rights as part of the 
development of the women’s movement, society’s development, economic development and the 
rights of minorities, aimed primarily at vulnerable populations, victims of abuse and trauma, and 
post-conflict societies. The strategy followed is aimed at personal empowerment that leads to 
activism for (personal or social) change, creating activists and developing leadership capacity. It 
focuses on treatment, but also on the transformation of both individuals and society.  
 

In the transformational model, human rights education is directed towards the empowerment of 
individuals to recognize the violations of human rights and engage in their prevention. In some 
cases, entire communities – not just individuals – are treated as a target audience. This model uses 
pedagogical techniques (based primarily on evolutionary psychology) that include self-reflection 
and support from the community of learners. This model assumes that learners have some personal 
experiences that may be considered violations of human rights and that they are predisposed to 
becoming human rights advocates (Tibbitts, 2002, p. 147). 
 

All models enhance knowledge on human rights, but the last two are clearly more essential for 
promoting social change. The education and training of social workers that aims to develop human 
rights competence can be based on the last two models of human rights education, the model of 
accountability and the transformational model, since they are focused and targeted at specific 
groups of learners. The third educational model aims at creating human rights activists and 
requires more complex and long-term reciprocal commitment from everyone involved (Tibbitts, 
2002). The approach taken in this model is psychological and sociological. It is oriented with 
emphasis on the environment of learners and deals with conflicts within societies but also within 
social systems. 
 

Given that the ‘empowerment’ of trainees for future social development and change is central to 
this model, it seems most suitable as a programme of education and training for professional social 
workers. This is because the model requires that trainee social workers either have personal 
experience of human rights violations or are able to imagine themselves as potential violators. 
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The transformational model’s effect on learners is very significant, as Tibbitts suggests in the 
evaluation of the educational programme by the Canadian Human Rights Foundation. The trainees 
reached a high level of appropriation of the framework for human rights and devoted themselves to 
its implementation. They also demonstrated increased skills and knowledge that could later be 
used in future activism and simultaneously boosted their self-esteem as potential activists. The 
subsequent monitoring of their activity at follow-up showed that the majority of learners actively 
applied what they had learned (Tibbitts, 2005). 
 

The teaching model of accountability is implemented within educational institutions whose main 
professional or semi-professional work is defending human rights, focusing on the timeliness issue 
without indulging in the historical perspective of human rights violations that have occurred in the 
past. It considers social change necessary at community, regional and national level.  
 

Apart from the above, the important role played by social workers’ personal perceptions, attitudes 
and beliefs must be stressed, as these can be processed only in the long run, provided that there is a 
will to overcome the hitherto suspending factors against the major principles of human rights.  
 
 

Conclusion 

Social work as a profession is geared towards meeting basic human needs. What is produced for the 
needs and the relationship between human rights and social work should be seen as a first 
indication of the definition of social work as a humanistic profession, a system of values based on 
human rights. Nevertheless, within social work, the training of staff in professional fields related to 
human rights is inadequate.  
 

In the world of the 21st century, challenged by globalization and a widening gap between rich and 
poor (Annan, 2001), social work, with its holistic focus on the complexities of people interacting 
with their environments, has much to offer. However, social workers worldwide must learn more 
about the global forces affecting societies in various stages of economic development. They must 
broaden their conceptions of social work's potential contributions to contemporary issues and 
problems, accepting that social work – with its common nucleus – encompasses a wide range of 
methodologies, from different interventions with individuals, families and small groups to 
community-based interventions, policy practice and social development. 
 

The field of human rights education, whether within the university community or in the arena of 
lifelong learning, provides specific subjects and teaching methodologies and is aimed at social 
workers, among others, who are characterized by a great variety of individual and collective needs. 
This particular training is different than any other vocational education and training, not only in 
content but also in its objectives. The ultimate aim of such an educational process is to motivate 
social workers, both individually and collectively, to take action in order to promote human rights 
and ultimately contribute to a future change in the social and political scene. 
 

It is important for social workers to understand that their job is transformative, that they empower 
the people with whom they work within educational programmes to change their personal lives as 
well as the communities and institutions around them. These targets are considered self-evident 
within the framework of social pedagogy and are supported by systematic social pedagogical 
practices. Social workers must therefore review and revise their experiences and consciously take 
social action, in accordance with the principles of the field of human rights. 
 
 



 INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SOCIAL PEDAGOGY 4(1) 202 

 

References 

Alefsen, H. (2004). Menschenrechtsbildung bei den Vereinten Nationen – Überlegungen zu 
Institutionellen Entwicklungen Während der UN-Dekade. In: Mahler, G./Mihr, A. (Hrsg.): 
Menschenrechtsbildung. Bilanz und Perspektiven. Wiesbaden, 71-82. 
 

Annan, K. (2001). We the Children: Meeting the Promises of the World Summit for Children. New 
York: United Nations. 
 

Bielefeldt, H. (2004). Die Würde als Maßstab. Philosophische Überlegungen zur 
Menschenrechtsbildung. In: Mahler, G. / Mihr, A. (Hrsg.): Menschenrechtsbildung. Bilanz und 
Perspektiven. Wiesbaden, 19-28. 
 

Centre for Human Rights and Social Work (1994). A Manual for Schools of Social Work and the Social 
Work Profession. United Nations, New York and Geneva. 
 

HLHR, (2012). Συμμετοχή της Ελληνικής Ένωσης για τα Ανθρώπινα Δικαιώματα σε συνέδριο της 
AEDH για τα κοινωνικά δικαιώματα εν μέσω κρίσης. [Participation of Greek Union for Human Rights 
in Congress AEDH on social rights amid crisis]. Available online: 
http://www.hlhr.gr/index.php?MDL=pages&SiteID=282  
 

Flowers, N. (2004). How to Define Human Rights Education?– A Complex Answer to a Simple 
Question. Ιn: Georgi, V./ Seberich, M. (Eds.), International Perspectives in Human Rights Education. 
Gütersloh, 105-127.  
 

Hämäläinen, J. (2003). The Concept of Social Pedagogy in the Field of Social Work. Journal of Social 
Work. Vol. 3, No 1, pp.69–80. London, Thousand Oaks, California and New Delhi: Sage Publications. 
 

Hare, I. (2004). Defining Social Work for the 21st Century: The International Federation of Social 
Workers' Revised Definition of Social Work. International Social Work July 2004 47: 407-424, 
Available online: http://www.sagepub.com/jimenezstudy/articles/Hare.pdf  
 

International Federation of Social Workers. IFSW (2001). Human Rights. Cases. Available online: 
http://www.ifsw.org./Activities/3.2.act.html  
 

International Labour Organization (ILO) (2012). Calls on Greece to bring its labour relations system 
back to fundamental rights. Press release, 15 November 2012. Available online: 
http://www.ilo.org/brussels/press/press-releases/WCMS_193308/lang--en/index.htm  
 

Ioakimidis, W. (2010). Κάλεσμα για τον επαναπροσδιορισμό της Κοινωνικής Εργασίας στην Ελλάδα 
[Calling for a redefinition of Social Work in Greece]. Available online: http://psi-
action.blogspot.gr/2010/05/blog-post_24.html  
 

Lanara, Z. (2012). Griechische Gewerkschaften und die Krise Ein wichtiger Akteur unter Druck. 
Available online: http://library.fes.de/pdf-files/id/ipa/09014.pdf  
 

Lenhart, V. (1993). Bildung für Alle. Darmstadt. 
 

Lenhart, V. (2006). Kindheit in der Dritten Welt-gegen die Marginalisierung der Mehrheit in der 
Theorie der Kindheit. In: Andressen, S./ Diehm, I. (Hrsg.): Kinder, Minderheiten, Konstruktionen. 
Wiesbaden, 201-212. 
 

Lieber, M./Overwien, B./Recknagel, A. (1998). Arbeitende Kinderstärken. Plädoyers für einen 
subjektorientierten Umgang mit Kinderarbeit. Frankfurt am Main. 
 

Lohrenscheit, C. (2004). Das Recht auf Menschenrechtesbildung. Grundlagen und Ansätze einer 
Pädagogik der Menschenrechte. Frankfurt. 
  

Mihr, A. (2005). Die UN-Dekade für Menschenrechtsbildung – Eine Bilanz. Der Bürger im Staat 55 
(1/2), 51- 56. 

http://www.hlhr.gr/index.php?MDL=pages&SiteID=282
http://www.sagepub.com/jimenezstudy/articles/Hare.pdf
http://www.ifsw.org./Activities/3.2.act.html
http://www.ilo.org/brussels/press/press-releases/WCMS_193308/lang--en/index.htm
http://psi-action.blogspot.gr/2010/05/blog-post_24.html
http://psi-action.blogspot.gr/2010/05/blog-post_24.html
http://psi-action.blogspot.gr/2010/05/blog-post_24.html
http://library.fes.de/pdf-files/id/ipa/09014.pdf
http://www.hlhr.gr/index.php?MDL=pages&SiteID=282
http://www.hlhr.gr/index.php?MDL=pages&SiteID=282
http://www.sagepub.com/jimenezstudy/articles/Hare.pdf
http://www.sagepub.com/jimenezstudy/articles/Hare.pdf
http://www.sagepub.com/jimenezstudy/articles/Hare.pdf
http://www.ifsw.org./Activities/3.2.act.html
http://www.ifsw.org./Activities/3.2.act.html
http://www.ifsw.org./Activities/3.2.act.html
http://www.ilo.org/brussels/press/press-releases/WCMS_193308/lang--en/index.htm
http://www.ilo.org/brussels/press/press-releases/WCMS_193308/lang--en/index.htm
http://psi-action.blogspot.gr/2010/05/blog-post_24.html
http://psi-action.blogspot.gr/2010/05/blog-post_24.html
http://psi-action.blogspot.gr/2010/05/blog-post_24.html
http://psi-action.blogspot.gr/2010/05/blog-post_24.html
http://psi-action.blogspot.gr/2010/05/blog-post_24.html
http://psi-action.blogspot.gr/2010/05/blog-post_24.html
http://psi-action.blogspot.gr/2010/05/blog-post_24.html
http://psi-action.blogspot.gr/2010/05/blog-post_24.html
http://psi-action.blogspot.gr/2010/05/blog-post_24.html
http://psi-action.blogspot.gr/2010/05/blog-post_24.html
http://psi-action.blogspot.gr/2010/05/blog-post_24.html
http://psi-action.blogspot.gr/2010/05/blog-post_24.html
http://psi-action.blogspot.gr/2010/05/blog-post_24.html
http://psi-action.blogspot.gr/2010/05/blog-post_24.html
http://psi-action.blogspot.gr/2010/05/blog-post_24.html
http://psi-action.blogspot.gr/2010/05/blog-post_24.html
http://psi-action.blogspot.gr/2010/05/blog-post_24.html
http://psi-action.blogspot.gr/2010/05/blog-post_24.html
http://psi-action.blogspot.gr/2010/05/blog-post_24.html
http://psi-action.blogspot.gr/2010/05/blog-post_24.html
http://psi-action.blogspot.gr/2010/05/blog-post_24.html
http://psi-action.blogspot.gr/2010/05/blog-post_24.html
http://psi-action.blogspot.gr/2010/05/blog-post_24.html
http://psi-action.blogspot.gr/2010/05/blog-post_24.html
http://library.fes.de/pdf-files/id/ipa/09014.pdf
http://library.fes.de/pdf-files/id/ipa/09014.pdf
http://library.fes.de/pdf-files/id/ipa/09014.pdf


203 THE SOCIO-ECONOMIC CRISIS AND HUMAN RIGHTS IN GREECE 

 

 

Μühlum, A., (1981). Sozialpädagogik und Sozialarbeit. In: Μühlum, Α. (Hrsg.): Deutscher Verein für 
Sozialpädagogik und Private Fürsorge. Frankfurt: (Eigenverlag). 
 

Müller, L. (2001). Didaktik der Menschenrechte. Beiträge zur didaktischen Strukturierung von 
Menschenrechtserziehung in der Schule aus theoretischer und empirischer Perspektive. Trier. 
 

Müller, L. (2002). Menschenrechtserziehung an Schule und Hochschule. Arbeitsgemeinschaft 
Menschenrechte. Universität Trier. Occasional Paper Nr. 6, Juni. 
 

Mylonakou – Keke, I. (2003). Ζητήματα Κοινωνικής Παιδαγωγικής. [Issues of Social Pedagogy]. 
Athens: Diadrasis Editions. 
 

Mylonakou – Keke, I. (2013). Κοινωνική Παιδαγωγική: Θεωρητικές, επιστημολογικές και 
μεθοδολογικές Διαστάσεις [Social Pedagogy: Theoretical, Epistemological and Methodological 
Dimensions]. Athens: Diadrasis Editions. 
 

Pantazis, V. (2009). Ανθρώπινα Δικαιώματα, Δικαιώματα του Παιδιού και Εκπαίδευση [Human 
Rights, Children's Rights and Education]. Athens: Diadrasis Editions. 
 

Pantazis, V. (2013). Εκπαίδευση στα Ανθρώπινα Δικαιώματα. Θεωρία – Έρευνα [Human Rights 
Education: Theory – Research]. Athens: Diadrasi Editions. 
 

Seitz, K. (2002). Bildung in der Weltgesellschaft: gesellschaftliche Grundlagen globalen Lernens. 
Frankfurt/M. 
 

Steiger, H. (1999). Brauchen wir eine universale Theorie für eine Völkerrechtliche Positivierung der 
Menschenrechte? In: Köhler, W./Lutz-Bachmann, M. (Hrsg.): Recht auf Menschenrechte. Frankfurt 
am Main. 
 

Thoidis, I. (2002). Κοινωνική Παιδαγωγική – Κοινωνικοπαιδαγωγική διάσταση του σχολείου 
[Social Pedagogy – Social Pedagogical dimension of the school]. In: ΜΑKEDNON, 365-380. 
 

Tibbitts, F. (2002). Understanding What We Do: Emerging Models for Human Rights Education. In: 
International Review of Education, 48(3-4), 159 – 171. 
 

Tibbitts, F. (2005). Transformative Learning and Human Rights Education: Taking a closer look. 
Intercultural Education. In: Intercultural Education 16(2). 
 

UN General Assembly (1996). A/RES/51/242. Available online: 
http://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/51/242  
 

Walz, H. (1999). Soziale Arbeit – Menschenrechte – Nachhaltige Entwicklung. In: DBSH. Forum 
Sozial 3/1999, 3-7. 
 

*** 
 

*Vassilis Pantazis is an Associate Professor of Social Pedagogy at the University of Thessaly, 
Greece. He has studied pedagogy, sociology and psychology in Athens and in Heidelberg. His work 
is rooted in research and social pedagogy in the field of culture of peace and human rights 
education, democracy, citizenship, intercultural studies and anti-racist education. His current 
research focuses on public policies related to educational programmes for human rights, citizens, 
participation, culture of peace and democracy, particularly at local level. He has published books, 
articles and contributions in his field of expertise. 
 

Georgia Pantazi is law student at the Ruprecht-Karls-University in Heidelberg, Germany. Her focus 
area is on international law. 
 

Correspondence to: Vassilis Pantazis, University of Thessaly Greece, Department of Early Childhood 
Education, Argonafton & Filellinon, 38221 Volos, Greece. Email: pantazisv@uth.gr 

http://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/51/242
http://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/51/242
http://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/51/242



