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The crime of enforced disappearance has been committed for generations and
continues to occur around the world, causing great suffering to families, communities
and societies. This crime occurs in social contexts affected by serious human rights violations and breaches of international humanitarian law, as well as in situations of intense
conflict, generalized violence and socio-political conflict.
Enforced disappearances have profound psychosocial effects on both the direct
victims and their families, who suffer uncertainty about the whereabouts and fate of
their loved ones. The families’ priority is to find their loved ones quickly, in order to prevent their death and other related crimes, such as torture and sexual violence. Anxiety
and fear, together with distrust towards society as a whole, make their search process
more painful.
However, as time passes, families lose the hope of finding their family members
alive. This loss affects them at different levels. Individually, the lack of information on
the whereabouts of the victim and the fact of not being able to perform funeral rites
in accordance with their cultural beliefs, cause unresolved grief that is frequently compounded by feelings of guilt. Within the families the disappearance produces a reorganization of the familiar unit, in order to cope with the absence of the victims and undertake the search. Often this reorganization can deteriorate the family’s socio-economic
status and cause alterations and profound changes in family’s life project, affecting
children and youth in particular. The families also face stigmatization and isolation from
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society and State authorities. At the community level, enforced disappearances destroy
the social fabric, instil mistrust and inhibit civil society from participating in political
processes. Moreover, the impunity related with investigations of this crime invert the
ethical values of a society in detriment of the rule of law and democracy.
Given its serious impact, international human rights standards and the Statute of
the International Criminal Court categorized this conduct – when it was committed “as
part of a widespread or systematic attack against any civilian population, with knowledge of the attack” 1 as a crime against humanity, an offence against the dignity of both
the victims and their families as well as of humanity as a whole. Taking into account the
above, the purpose of the common minimum standards presented in this document is not
only that States prevent enforced disappearances, but also that they assume responsibility for the processes of search, truth, justice and comprehensive reparations.
For its part, international humanitarian law (IHL) contains norms that oblige States
and other type of actors involved in a conflict to adopt norms, mechanisms and procedures to prevent and avoid the crime of disappearance in the context of armed conflicts,
to inform the families in a timely and appropriate manner about the fate and whereabouts of the protected persons, and to sanction the responsible of serious breaches of
international humanitarian law.
1. Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court, article 7.1

It thus recognizes the right of all victims and their families to be informed about
whereabouts or fate of the disappeared person or, in the case of death, its circumstances
and causes. It establishes that victims, their families and the communities should know
about the events that led to the disappearances or executions and that the perpetrators
of these crimes are held accountable.
Forensic investigations are another option for finding out the truth about what
happened. This kind of investigations helps locate, identify and establish the cause of
death and the return of bodies or remains of the disappeared persons to their family.
These investigations can constitute the source for public recognition of the events, which
helps dignify victims and contributes to justice.

International consensus on principles and minimum standards for psychosocial

8

Forensic investigations are strongly linked to psychosocial impact. Depending on
how they are conducted, they can either provoke a re-victimization of the family members or they can have a reparatory effect. In some contexts, psychosocial work has minimized the negative impacts of the forensic process and fostered its reparatory nature.
It is, therefore, essential that States work together with society, on the basis of the
family´s demands and needs, with a cross-cutting psychosocial perspective.
Psychosocial work, forensic work and the recent efforts relating to historical documentation provide families, survivors and societies with crucial elements to help them
understand the dynamics of political violence and its particular manifestations, with the
purpose of reflecting on the seriousness of these crimes and preventing their occurrence
in the future.
In addition, psychosocial work is crucial in implementing comprehensive reparations programmes, because it contributes to raise awareness on the damage caused and
to socially restore the dignity of the victims and their families. It also offers the families
the possibility of creating or continuing with their life plans2. Working with families, and
with people that are not directly affected, provides the social support necessary for to
achieving this reparation.
This document is the result of a long process of exchange, analysis and reflection
on the importance and relevance of psychosocial work in cases of enforced disappearance, arbitrary or extrajudicial executions, and in forensic investigations of serious violations of human rights. This process included the organization of the 1st World Congress on
Psychosocial Work in Exhumation Processes, Enforced Disappearance, Justice and Truth,
2

Since its ruling on Case 19 Merchants vs. Colombia in 2004, the Inter-American Court has repeatedly recognized the effects of enforced disappearances on individuals, families and their life plans, and on that basis,
of has ordered “medical and psychological treatment” for families of victims as a means of reparation.

which was held in Antigua, Guatemala in 2007. As a result, a document was produced and
presented for international validation with victims, families and accompanying organizations in different parts of the world. The objective was to assess whether it was possible
to apply these standards and recommendations worldwide, as well as to make the necessary adjustments according to each specific national context.

The final result of this process was the adoption of the International consensus on
minimum standards for psychosocial work in search processes and forensic investigations of cases of enforced disappearance, arbitrary or extrajudicial executions, which
contains 16 basic standards for action and good practice recommendations (included in
the complete version) to be reviewed and applied by all stakeholders. Moreover, it calls
on States to adopt and enforce the minimum standards and proposes that they agree on
a binding international instrument.

3

Disappeared persons: Actions to resolve the problem of disappeared persons as a consequence of internal
armed conflict or violence and assistance for their families. ICRC report – Disappeared persons and their
families. Summary of the previous consultations of the International Conference of governmental and nongovernmental experts (19 to 21 February, 2003). These conclusions and recommendations, based on IHL,
refer to a broad and heterogeneous group of victims, included victims of enforced disappearance and other
phenomena. For these reasons, the minimum standards proposed herein should also guide the assistance
provided to victims of losses related to other phenomena.

Introduction

This document also reflects the debates, conclusions and recommendations of the
2nd World Congress on Psychosocial Work in Exhumation Processes, Enforced Disappearance, Justice and Truth, held in Bogota, Colombia in 2010. It takes into consideration
the conclusions and recommendations of the International Conference on Disappeared
Persons and their Families, organized by the International Committee of the Red Cross
(ICRC), the validity of which has been demonstrated on several occasions.3
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It is proposed to use definitions and concepts based on international law, jurisprudence and doctrine, and on conceptualizations from the field of psychology and, in
particular, the systematization of psychosocial work experiences related to human rights
violations. The following are the definitions of concepts that are found in this document
and that merit a consensus-based definition.

Psychosocial work
Psychosocial work is defined as processes of individual, familial, community
and social accompaniment aimed at preventing, treating and dealing with the
consequences of the impact of enforced disappearance, arbitrary or extrajudicial
executions and other serious violations of human rights. These processes promote
wellbeing, providing social and emotional support to the victims and contributing
to the reestablishment of their integrity, their dignity, and supporting their efforts in the search for truth, justice and comprehensive reparations. Psychosocial
work also consists of reconstructing the social support networks that have been
destroyed as a consequence of these violations. This work is generally carried out
by professional teams and mental health workers.

Actions with a psychosocial perspective
Actions with a psychosocial perspective are defined as the whole range of actions
that should be taken into consideration and developed at the individual, familial, community and social levels by all the institutions, teams and professionals who intervene
in order to ensure that these processes are reparatory in nature for both the direct and
indirect victims and for the society as a whole.

This perspective is not exclusive to specific teams of mental health or community
work professionals, but it should be permeate each and every one of the actions taken by
different teams and professionals in each of the intervening fields (forensic specialists,
lawyers, psychologists, social workers, doctors, dentists, criminologists, among others).

Enforced disappearance4

In this document, the minimum standards refer not only to enforced disappearances but also to other cases of disappearances related to socio-political violence and armed conflicts. Even in cases where non-state actors are responsible for
the disappearances, kidnappings and/or assassinations, the State is still obliged to
search for, clarify and sanction those responsible for these disappearances. These
state obligations derive from international law, international human rights law
(IHRL) and International Humanitarian Law (IHL), including customary norms that
incorporate obligations erga omnes and jus cogens norms.5

Arbitrary or extrajudicial executions6
The qualification of arbitrary or extrajudicial execution should be reserved
for those cases of deprivation of life as a consequence of homicide perpetrated by
4

International Convention for the Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance dated 20 December
2006, adopted by the United Nations General Assembly through resolution A/RED/61/177; also see InterAmerican Convention on Enforced Disappearance of Persons approved in Belem do Para, Brazil, on 9 June,
1994, and the Declaration on the Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance proclaimed by the
United Nations General Assembly on 18 December 1992.

5

IHL Court, Case of Ibsen Cárdenas and Ibsen Peña vs. Bolivia, Fund, Reparations and Costs, ruling of 1
September 2010, Series C No. 217: The Court has stated that the prohibition of enforced disappearance
of persons and the corresponding duty to investigate and sanction those responsible are norms that have
“attained the status of jus cogens” (Par. 197).

6

Resolution 1989/65 of the Economic and Social Council and annexes on Principles related to the effective
prevention and investigation of extra-legal, arbitrary or summary execution and the Minnesota Protocol or
Manual on effective prevention and investigation of extra-legal, arbitrary or summary executions, United
Nations, New York, 1991.

Definitions

Enforced disappearance is defined as the arrest, detention, abduction or any
other form of deprivation of freedom by state agents or by persons or groups of
persons with the authorization, support or acquiescence of state agents, followed
by a refusal to acknowledge that deprivation of freedom or a refusal to give information on the fate or whereabouts of those persons, with the intention of removing them from the protection of the law.
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or with the support and acquiescence of state agents, as well as deaths that occur
during detention or imprisonment as a consequence of acts of torture, mistreatment or lack of medical treatment or others.
The United Nations Rapporteurs on extrajudicial, arbitrary or summary executions have defined the scope of their mandate as the acts or omissions constituting a violation to the right to life set forth in international human rights instruments, such as article 3 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights7, article 6
of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights8 and article 6 of the
Convention on the Rights of the Child.9
The above articles should include article 4 of the American Convention on
Human Rights (Pact of San Jose) of the Inter-American system.10
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Forensic investigations
Forensic investigation11 is defined as the technical and multidisciplinary process for analysing and identifying bodies or remains of victims of enforced disappearance and arbitrary or extrajudicial executions as scientific evidence for the
identification and recognition of the circumstances related to their death. This
process includes contact with the victims and families, collection of ante mortem
information, archaeological excavation and recuperation of findings, analysis of
the bodies and/or remains found, identification of the same, preparation of the
forensic report, and delivery to the victims and families. The objectives of forensic
investigation in cases of serious violations of IHRL and IHL will be to establish the
identity of the victims, the cause and the most likely form of death.

7

Universal Declaration of Human Rights, United Nations, United Nations General Assembly. Resolution 217 A
(III) of 10 December 1948. Paris.

8

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. General Assembly Resolution 2200 A (XXI), approved on
16 December 1966.

9

United Nations document E/CN.4/1993/46, paragraphs 42 & 43.

10 American Convention of Human Rights (Pact of San José), adopted at the Inter-American Specialized Conference on Human Rights held from 7 to 22 November 1969 in San José, Costa Rica.
11 In some contexts it is called an Anthropological Forensic Investigation, which establishes the role of forensic
anthropology. Forensic investigations are also used in cases of common crime, natural disasters and other
serious violations of human rights.

Victims12
Victims are persons who, individually or collectively, have suffered harm, including physical or mental injury, emotional suffering, economic loss or substantial
impairment of their fundamental rights that affect their dignity, including those
laws proscribing criminal abuse of power.

Principles
In this document, principles will be understood as the ethical and crosscutting component that should be taken into account in the search processes,
forensic investigation, identification and dignified return of bodies, in the case of
enforced disappearance, arbitrary and extrajudicial executions, as well as other
serious human rights violations. These principles will help interpret, enforce and
develop the standards described herein as well as the processes of truth, justice
and reparation for victims.

Standards
Standard are defined as all norms that must be followed or serve as a model
for conducts, responsibilities and activities developed in the framework of the
processes that are the object of these norms.

12 Declaration of Basic principles of justice for victims of crime and abuse of power. Resolution 40/34, of 29
November 1985 of the United Nations General Assembly.
13 For a definition of victims and the evolution of the jurisprudence of the Inter-American Court of Human
Rights, see also Victor Madrigal Borloz, Damage and Redress in the Jurisprudence of the Inter-American Court
of Human Rights, 1979-2001.
14 In order to facilitate the reading and comprehension of this document, a distinction will be made between
victims and family members.

Definitions

A victim13 can also be considered a person, regardless of whether the perpetrator is identified, apprehended, prosecuted or sentenced and regardless of
the family relationship between the perpetrator and the victim. Moreover, the
expression “victim” includes, as is the case, family members or dependents that
have an immediate relationship with the direct victims and the persons who have
suffered damages when intervening to assist the victim in danger or to prevent
victimization.14
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Human rights
All actions undertaken in cases of enforced disappearances, arbitrary or extrajudicial executions, and forensic investigations should be based on the acknowledgement of the dignity and worth of the human person, as well as on the universal, individual and interdependent nature of the human rights of the victims.15
The enforced disappearance of persons constitutes a continuous crime that occurs
until the whereabouts of the disappeared persons is clarified. It violates a series
of rights aimed at ensuring the validity of human rights, adopted in the form of
international conventions and covenants that are binding upon the States.

Victims as rights holders
All actions undertaken in cases of enforced disappearances, arbitrary or extrajudicial executions, and forensic investigations must promote the ethical and
15 See the 1993 Vienna Declaration and programme of action. Preamble and article 5; All human rights are
universal, indivisible and interdependent and interrelated. The international community must treat human
rights globally in a fair and equal manner, on the same footing, and with the same emphasis. While the significance of national and regional particularities and various historical, cultural and religious backgrounds
must be borne in mind, it is the duty of States, regardless of their political, economic and cultural systems,
to promote and protect all human rights and fundamental freedoms.

legal recognition of the victims and their families as rights holders, fostering their
informed participation in all stages of the process. In addition, all bodies involved
should provide the support necessary to ensure that this type of cases leads to
the clarification of the truth, the search for justice and provide reparation to the
persons, their families, their communities and to society.

All actions undertaken in cases of enforced disappearances, arbitrary or
extrajudicial executions, and forensic investigations must provide the elements
necessary to ensure that these types of processes are reparatory as a whole for
persons, families, communities and societies, so as to promote mechanisms of
resistance and coping that respect the emotions, thoughts and experiences of the
persons and reconstruct individual, familial, community and social life plans.

Differential focus
All actions undertaken in cases of enforced disappearances, arbitrary or extrajudicial executions, and forensic investigations must take into account the particularities, expectations and needs of people involved, including the social, political,
economic, historical, and cultural context, and the characteristics related to gender,
generation, ethnicity, language, spirituality, sexual orientation, forms of organization and traditional justice system, as well as other specific social circumstances.

Mental integrity
All actions undertaken in cases of enforced disappearances, arbitrary or extrajudicial executions, and forensic investigations must promote and protect the
mental integrity of victims and their families, and create the conditions for prevention, rehabilitation, and strengthening, when necessary, that take into account
the needs of the victims and their family members.

Equality and non-discrimination16
All actions undertaken in cases of enforced disappearances, arbitrary or
extrajudicial executions, and forensic investigations must be made without any
16 Based on the International Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Racial Discrimination.

Ethical principles

Reparatory nature

19

exclusion, distinction, restriction or preference based on ideology, gender, race,
colour, national or ethnic origin with the purpose of or resulting in nullifying or
undermining the recognition, enjoyment or exercise, in conditions of equality, of
the human rights of the victims.17

Do no harm
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All the teams involved in the process of searching for disappeared persons
and forensic investigations must, above all, ensure that no further harm is inflicted
on victims, and must promote actions of a reparatory nature. The purpose and
ultimate goal of all actions taken must be to fulfil the expectations of victims and
their families, and generate actions aimed at their inclusion and participation in
the search processes, forensic investigation and return of their loved ones without
re-traumatization.

17 See Advisory Opinion 18/03 of the Inter-American Court of Human Rights, para. 82 and subsequent paragraphs.
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Standard 1

Search for persons who have been the victims of enforced
disappearance, extrajudicial and arbitrary executions
All efforts must be carried out in order to look for victims of enforced disappearance and extrajudicial and arbitrary executions until they are found, to clarify the events
regardless of when they occurred or whether prior formal denunciation on the part of
the relatives has taken place, avoiding by all possible means any obstacles for the search
processes.
Moreover, all efforts must be carried out to look for and find persons who have
disappeared as a consequence of hostilities, combat, armed actions or other acts related
to armed conflicts and other situations of violence, on the basis of the relevant IHL and
IHRL standards.

Standard 2

Finding the relatives
All necessary efforts must be made to identify, find and facilitate the participation
of the possible relatives of victims of enforced disappearance and arbitrary and extrajudicial executions, before starting forensic investigations and legal proceedings.

Standard 3

Active participation of relatives

Standard 4

Clarifying the event, right to truth and memory
The investigation of cases of enforced disappearance, extrajudicial and arbitrary
executions and other human rights violations should be promoted until the events are
fully clarified. Likewise, the conditions for the victims to reconstruct their historical
memory should be facilitated as part of the process to ensure dignity and non-repetition.

Standard 5

Right to justice
The State must adopt either national and international measures of legislative, administrative, judicial or any other nature to ensure the full observance of the individual
and collective rights to justice for victims of enforced disappearance, arbitrary or extrajudicial executions, at the individual, family, community and social level.

Standard 6

Comprehensive reparations
The rights of victims of enforced disappearance and other human rights violations
to comprehensive reparation, contemplated in national and international regulations,
must be acknowledged and put into practice and the necessary actions must be implemented in order to fulfil the rights and demands of victims, relatives and communities.
The psychosocial perspective must be considered within the individual and collective
processes, and the historical experiences, expectations and differential needs for reparation of individuals, families and communities should be actively integrated.

Minimum standards

Efforts must be made to promote and facilitate the active participation of relatives in the processes of search for the victims of enforced disappearance, extrajudicial
and arbitrary executions and in the forensic investigations, favouring the existence of
spaces where individuals can organize and reaffirm themselves, as well as to take wellinformed decisions in view of the technical and legal processes that affect their rights to
justice, memory and comprehensive reparation.
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Standard 7

Protection and security
To make available all necessary means for guaranteeing the security of the families
of victims of enforced disappearance and to clarify the events of the disappearance in
conditions of dignity and security, especially in context of armed conflict or of on-going
human rights violations. All information obtained throughout the process, from evidence
and proof to testimonies and confidential, personal information, should be protected in
a similar manner.
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Standard 8

Constant information and transparency of the processes
During the process of searching for disappeared persons or victims of arbitrary or
extrajudicial executions, and forensic investigations the relatives should be constantly
informed, in a clear and precise manner, favouring decision-making about future actions.
The right to information includes: (a) access to know about the process of searching for
disappeared or executed persons, the forensic investigation, its actions, implications,
consequences and rights; this is particularly relevant in terms of comprehensive reparation and the right to justice; (b) progress made, limitations and relevant technical and
legal elements; (c) access to the findings to elucidate responsibilities, the conduct of the
perpetrators towards the victims, and the causes to commit the crimes, as well as the
circumstances of the disappearance or arbitrary or extrajudicial execution.

Standard 9

Right to psychosocial care
Psychosocial care should be a fundamental pillar of comprehensive reparations and
the duty to provide humanitarian assistance to communities and relatives of victims of
enforced disappearances, arbitrary or extrajudicial executions. All the necessary steps
should be undertaken in search processes and forensic investigations to prevent new
forms of victimization of relatives, communities and their companions.

Standard 10

Self-care of people and intervening teams

Standard 11

Cultural context
The procedures or protocols of search processes for victims of enforced disappearance, arbitrary or extrajudicial executions, and forensic investigations should take into
account and respect the culture and meanings of the affected population.

Minimum standards

Provisions should be made for the comprehensive physical and psychological care of
the people who carry out the technical, legal and psychosocial processes related to the
search for victims of enforced disappearance, and arbitrary or extrajudicial executions.
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Standard 12

Gender approach
The design and implementation of psychosocial work should incorporate a gender
focus, which implies raising awareness on the differential impact that the events related
to enforced disappearances, arbitrary or extrajudicial executions have on women and
men, as well as the differential impact as a consequence of the search processes and
forensic investigations, and processes of truth, justice and reparations. It should also
seek to raise awareness on the additional and different obstacles faced by women and
men participating in these processes and propose differentiated measures to ensure their
participation.

Standard 13

Work with children and adolescents
Children and adolescents who are victims, or somehow find themselves involved
in cases of enforced disappearance, arbitrary or extrajudicial executions or forensic investigations should be provided with special treatment that takes into consideration the
best interest of children.

Standard 14
Coordination
Mechanisms to coordinate the actions of all actors involved in the processes of
searching for victims of enforced disappearances, arbitrary or extrajudicial executions
should be guaranteed. This includes the processes of gathering and analysing the information available, legal, technical and psychosocial actions, as well as mechanisms for
follow-up and assessment of all actions to be undertaken.

Standard 15
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Independent teams
To incorporate local, national and international organizations into the search processes for victims of enforced disappearances, arbitrary or extrajudicial executions, and
forensic investigations, whenever the situation requires it, in order to contribute to the
effectiveness of the technical, legal and psychosocial processes and guarantee compliance with the legal and scientific national and international standards, with the requirement of acting with transparency, independence and objectivity.

Standard 16

Scientific standards in forensic work
To guarantee that forensic work complies with national and international scientific, legal and technical standards, ensuring that steps are taken to individualize, identify
and preserve bodily remains, regardless of whether or not they have been identified.

ORGANIZATIONS CONTRIBUTING TO
THE ELABORATION OF THE MINIMUM STANDARDS
Organization and Institution of family members
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Other Organization and Institution
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