
 

 

 

 

 

 

July 31, 2015 

 

 

Nadine Kaslow, PhD, Board of Trustees & Chair Special Committee  

Susan McDaniel, President Elect 

Members of the Special Committee 

Members of the Council of Representatives 

 

American Psychological Association 

750 First St. NE 

Washington, DC 20002-4242 

 

Dear Members of the APA Leadership: 

 

I write you on behalf of Physicians for Human Rights (PHR) to strongly support the 

recommendations of American Psychological Association (APA) board to adopt new policies and 

practices that will establish and enforce a clear prohibition against psychologists’ participation in 

interrogations. Such decisive steps will go a long way to restoring respect for human rights and trust 

in the profession as you convene in Toronto for your annual meeting next week.  

 

For a decade, PHR, together with many colleagues within APA, has vigorously objected to the 

association’s policies and positions with regard to psychologist involvement in national security 

activities. PHR has been a longstanding and outspoken critic of the APA's 2005 Presidential Task 

Force on Psychological Ethics and National Security (PENS) policy, calling for nothing short of a 

"bright line" prohibition against health professional participation in interrogations. At the time, the 

APA’s policies were out of line with those of other health professional associations, including the 

American Psychiatric Association and the American Medical Association. PHR first urged an 

investigation into APA ethics policies in 2009, after a leaked APA email listserv revealed that most 

members of the PENS Task Force had military and intelligence affiliations. In the ensuing years, 

PHR has repeatedly called for the APA’s flawed guidelines on psychologist participation in 

interrogations to be rescinded and replaced with standards that prioritize ethical obligations and 

human rights principles over following orders. 

 

We welcomed the APA’s 2006 announcement affirming the centrality of human rights for 

psychologists and commended the association when it banned psychologists from serving at U.S. 

detention centers that violated international law or the U.S. Constitution (2008). However, we 

remained concerned about the failure of the association to address revelations by the Pentagon in 

2007 confirming that military psychologists served as chief architects of torture. At the time, in a 

letter to then APA president, Sharon Stephens Brehm, we noted with concern that members of the 

PENS Task Force were implicated for their participation in command structures that oversaw the 

torture program. 
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We welcomed the APA’s 2014 appointment of an independent reviewer to investigate allegations that 

the association had colluded with the Bush administration in supporting the U.S. torture program. 

David Hoffman’s detailed report confirmed a decade of secret cooperation among key APA, CIA, and 

Department of Defense psychologists to align the APA’s ethics policy in a manner that supported 

that program and enabled the Bush administration to claim that the use of so-called “enhanced 

interrogation” techniques were “safe, ethical, legal, and effective.” The Hoffman report also 

confirmed that they carried out a deceptive public relations campaign to imply that the role of 

psychologists in interrogations protected, rather than violated, ethics and human rights. 

 

The Hoffman report sheds light on a decade of actions by the APA that have undermined trust in the 

association and in the integrity of the psychology profession. We look forward to the APA taking 

definitive steps to restore this trust and integrity and also to send a message that the government can 

never again misuse health professionals to carry out human rights violations. The American public, 

and colleagues around the world, are looking to you to act decisively and comprehensively to 

implement changes that will ensure that human rights violations and the corruption of ethical 

principles by members of the APA and members of the psychology professions never occur again. 

 

PHR would like to reiterate the following key recommendations as you deliberate in Toronto in the 

wake of the Hoffman report: 

 

1. We urge the APA to adopt the following ethical guidance: 

 

Psychologists do not participate directly in the interrogation of an individual prisoner or 

detainee. Direct participation includes being present in any manner during the process of  

interrogations; asking questions; suggesting questions; providing any advice, consultation, or 

assistance regarding the use of interrogation techniques with a specific interrogation subject; 

or monitoring an interrogation for the purpose of offering advice, consultation, evaluation, or 

assistance in the use of techniques with a particular subject. Psychologists do not offer 

general advice or training, research, experimentation, facilitation, or any other general 

assistance regarding use of interrogation methods that are intended to, or that the 

psychologist has reason to believe will, result in increased levels of psychological distress or 

harm to the subject. (See PHR’s 2007 letter to APA President cited above.) 

 

We believe that the only way to create a fully ethical policy consistent with the principle of “do no 

harm” is for the APA to prohibit the direct participation of psychologists in any interrogations. The 

nature of the interrogation process is such that any participation by a health professional invites the 

possibility of serious ethical breaches. A fundamental purpose of interrogation, even when lawful, is 

to break the resistance of unwilling or uncooperative subjects. In the stressful and isolated national 

security interrogation environment, where the pressure to intensify “counter-resistance” measures 

only increases over time, psychologists have little or no protection from becoming complicit in the 

infliction of psychological distress, pain, and suffering.  

 

2. We urge the APA to adopt an organizational resolution calling on all relevant branches and 

agencies within the U.S. government – including Congress, the Department of Defense, and the CIA – 

to explicitly prohibit the use of these methods in all interrogations, and informing them that 

psychologists are prohibited from participating in them.  

 

3. We also call on the APA to join PHR in our call for the termination of the Behavioral Science 

Consultation Teams (BSCTs) given that PENS is now confirmed to be illegitimate and – together 
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with banning the presence of psychologists in unethical practices and in unlawful settings – there is 

no basis for such teams to be present at Guantánamo or any other detention center. 

 

4. We urge the APA to launch a reform process that will embody the principles espoused by the 

Coalition for an Ethical Psychology: 

 

 Contrition, including public apologies to those who were ridiculed and ostracized for efforts to 

uphold the core values of the profession, notably board member Jean-Maria Arrigo; 

 Accountability, including full review of all those named in the Hoffman report and continued 

efforts to assure that none of those who violated professional ethics remain in positions of 

responsibility within the association;  

 Transparency, including wide dissemination of the Hoffman report together with a summary 

of its findings in a manner that would most effectively inform and educate your own members 

as well as the general public; 

 Inclusiveness in the APA reforms process, which starts with allowing for the participation of 

those who have meaningful contributions, such as human rights and health professional 

groups and psychologists who may not currently be APA members; and 

 Policy change to establish and enforce a “bright line” prohibiting health professional 

participation in interrogations, assuring that the obligation to “do no harm” always remains 

paramount.  

 

5. In addition, we urge the APA to join PHR in our call for a federal probe by the Department of 

Justice into evidence of wrongdoing revealed by the Hoffman report, with the appointment of a 

special prosecutor to investigate the possible unlawful activities of institutions, individual 

psychologists, and other health professionals. In this regard, we recommend that you submit the 

Hoffman report to the Department of Justice and offer to cooperate with a federal investigation. 

 

As I send this message, I am heartened by the news reported yesterday in the New York Times that 

the APA Board intends to recommend ethics rules prohibiting psychologists from involvement in all 

national security interrogations. I hope that you will take seriously our additional recommendations 

as you deliberate next week. My colleagues and I would like nothing more than to welcome the APA 

as a partner in the struggle for human rights in which health professionals can and must play such a 

vital role. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 
 

Donna McKay 

Executive Director 


