
Latin American Psychological Science: Will the Global North
Make Room?

February 27, 2023

Image above: Basilica de Guadalupe, Mexico City, Mexico. Between 2012 and 2020, Mexico added 14
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About this series
 

More than 80% of the world’s population lives in countries other than the United States, Canada, and
Europe, which dominate psychological science nonetheless. The Global Spotlight series is a small step
toward closing that gap. Authors across the globe—including in regions that have long been
underrepresented in the research community—share unique and personal perspectives on the issues
affecting their work and careers. In providing these on-the-ground narratives, we hope to illuminate
concrete challenges and opportunities alike involving this truly global science.
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The open scholarship movement reflects the idea that “scientific knowledge of all kinds should be
openly accessible, transparent, rigorous, reproducible, replicable, and inclusive” (Parsons et al., 2022, p.
11). A relatively new aspect of this movement is the facilitation of large-scale collaborations or big-team
science endeavors in which scientists from widely dispersed institutions around the globe pool their
resources and expertise to complete large-scale open projects that would be otherwise unrealizable
(Forscher et al., 2022). The emergence of such initiatives reflects the need for psychological science to
be more open, generalizable, and global (IJzerman et al., 2021) and has the potential to spur scientific
progress, connect scientific communities and subfields, sponsor multidisciplinarity, promote skills
exchanges, and overcome many caveats of small-team science projects (e.g., replicability,
generalizability, external validity). 

Big-team science also represents an opportunity to realize the goals of open scholarship that have been
the hardest to achieve: diversity, equity, inclusion, accessibility, and social justice. But making
psychological science more equitable, diverse, and global comes with several challenges, many of which
cannot be overcome without a more in-depth understanding of the nature of psychological research and
the particular constraints and opportunities in low- and middle-income countries and the Global South
more broadly. In this piece, we focus on psychological research in Latin America specifically,
contextualizing the research ethos in this highly diverse region of more than 30 countries, outlining
factors that influence scientific advancements in the region, and identifying potential avenues for
reframing/repositioning research conducted in Latin America, especially by Latin American researchers,
in the global scientific landscape.   

The ethos of Latin American psychological research 

The social production of scientific knowledge can be understood as the mechanisms through which
epistemic–social institutions impact scientific endeavors and the academic landscape. From recruitment
to training, from ethics to priority assessment, such mechanisms drive “what questions we, as scientists,
do and do not ask, the studies we do and do not conduct, and the ways in which we analyze and interpret
data, consider their likely flaws, and disseminate results” (Krieger, 2001 p. 698). 

https://www.psychologicalscience.org/observer/clinical-talks#math


Paulo Freire, 1977. Slobodan Dimitrov, CC BY-SA 3.0,
via Wikimedia Commons. His seminal work, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, promoted education as a
mechanism for liberation.

Historically, a significant portion of Latin American work in psychology and social science has been
rooted in liberation theory and the dismantling of unjust social, political, and economic structures that
pervade the region. The movement was driven, in part, by researchers like Paulo Freire in Brazil and
Ignacio Martín-Baró in El Salvador. Freire’s seminal work, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (Freire,
1970/2000), promoted education as a mechanism for liberation, calling for a shift toward a problem-
posing model in academia in which teaching emphasizes critical thinking, leading to liberation. His
proposed educational model contends that in traditional approaches to education, the voice of the
educator or investigator could serve to perpetuate oppressive systems and sociopolitical structures.
These ideas became popular in the region, inspiring later scholars like Martín-Baró to examine and
address social problems and promote social justice in their own communities (Martin-Baró, 1994;
Montero, 2018). Martín-Baró appeared particularly troubled by claims of political neutrality in
academia, arguing instead for considerations of the specific historical, cultural, and political context that
varies across populations and nations (Martin-Baró, 1986). The perspectives promoted by these scholars
would go on to challenge their respective governments and influence generations of academics,
educators, pedagogists, and advocates in Latin America. But not without a cost. Freire was imprisoned
and exiled for his work. Martín-Baró was marched into the courtyard of the Universidad
Centroamericana José Simeón Cañas and murdered by the Salvadoran army’s elite counter-insurgency
unit, the Atlácatl Battalion, on November 16, 1989. The consequences for academic work and civic
action that strayed too far from established political structure were severe. A lasting legacy is that
researchers in Latin America are wary of the relationships between the state apparatus, oppression, and
academic directives. 
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Drawing of Ignacio Martín-Baró. Suzanne Ouellette,
Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons. He appeared particularly troubled by claims of political
neutrality in academia, arguing instead for considerations of the specific historical, cultural, and
political context that varies across populations and nations.

In addition to local social concerns, Latin American psychology has also been shaped by global
academic inequalities. Discontent with the state of psychology in the mid-1970s, particularly the Global
North’s tendency to overvalue research centered on its own countries, drove academics to reexamine
how the field addressed cultural and contextual differences (Montero, 1994, 2018). Community
psychology based on principles of social justice (Sánchez-Vidal, 1991), for example, represented a new
paradigm that incorporated the sociocultural, economic, political, environmental, and global factors
underlying the human experience (Montero, 2018). Born out of the 1965 Conference on the Education of
Psychologists for Community Mental Health, community researchers proposed that psychology in Latin
America should strive to work for, with, and in these communities to solve social problems (Montero,
1994). 

A strong desire to address local issues and the need for a uniquely Latin American psychology inspired
the creation of a new academic discourse in the region. From their inception, both the social psychology
of liberation and community psychology sought to create Latin American science by and for Latin
Americans. In sum, the need to actively address local social issues has shaped much of Latin American
social sciences—and psychology in particular—during the past decades, and as a consequence, Latin
American research is mostly local focused on addressing pressing regional and justice-oriented issues.  

Barriers and challenges  

Internal challenges: political and investment instability, gender and racial inequalities 
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Psychological research in Latin America is considerably underfunded compared with regions in the
Global North, and political and economic fluctuations can heavily influence financial support,
threatening long-term funding schemes and hindering researchers’ programmatic research. In 2018,
Latin American countries spent an average of 0.4% of total GDP on scientific research, compared with
2–3% in high-income nations (UNESCO, 2021; Boroush & Guci, 2022). It is worth noting, however,
that the amount of investment in research differs greatly between Latin American nations. For instance,
in 2019, Brazil (1.21% of GDP) devoted more than twice as much funding to research as Cuba (0.55%)
and four times as much as Mexico (0.28%) (UNESCO, 2022).  

Although funding opportunities vary greatly in Latin America, the majority of research funding is
typically distributed by central government agencies, such as federal councils or ministries of science
and technology. To illustrate, Brazilian and Cuban government entities account for around half of total
research funding in those countries (49.7% and 56.4% respectively), and Mexican funding agencies
account for more than three-quarters (78.2%) of total research funding in the country (UNESCO, 2021).
This high reliance on government research funding makes already-limited scientific budgets extremely
vulnerable to political and economic instability. 

Sudden, sometimes drastic, funding cuts can hamper the efforts of long-term research projects and
academic institutions. For instance, between 2015 and 2017, the Brazilian government reduced federal
funding for research by 44%. These austerity measures remained in effect until 2022 and were eased
only after significant political ??????pressure. Unfortunately, Brazil represents the rule rather than the
exception in Latin America. Mexico enacted similar austerity reforms, reducing research funding from
??0.43% of GDP to 0.31% in just 3 years (2015 to 2018) (UNESCO, 2021, see also reports from the
Mexican Science foundation, Consejo Nacional de Ciencia y Tecnología (or CONACyT, 2017).
Similarly, the restoration of U.S. sanctions in 2017 stymied Cuba’s rising research investments,
particularly in instructor salaries.

The Mexican Science foundation is Consejo Nacional de
Ciencia y Tecnología (CONACyT). CONACYT image is in the public domain, via Wikimedia Commons

Compounding the problem is that many national academic systems in Latin America rely on short-term
employment contracts, biased selection procedures, and misaligned incentives, hindering research
quality and progress (????Rahal et al 2023). To address these issues, it is imperative that governments
create academic institutions and environments in which employment conditions, incentives, and routines
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prioritize good research practice by creating well-funded and stable academic employment allowing
researchers to focus on their work and develop long-term projects and maintain a high level of research
quality. 

Internal politics and unequal power relationships within a nation can also influence national investment
in research across Latin America. Mexico directs 62% of its funding to maintain the existing
infrastructures and training programs of institutions located in Mexico City, leaving little for dispersal
throughout the rest of the country. Cuba experiences a similar phenomenon. Nearly two thirds of its
national science budget is diverted to research conducted in the capital city of Havana (Alpízar, 2019).
In Brazil, because of its federal political structure, funding received by universities depends on the state
in which they are located, as well as on federal programs, resulting in disproportionate funding. For
instance, São Paulo, a high-resource state, has one of the best and most well-funded universities in the
country, Universidade de São Paulo. Restricted access to funding, limited distribution of funds
nationwide, and other bureaucratic issues further complicate the research landscape in Latin America
(UNESCO, 2021).  

Universidade de São Paulo (rvcroffi, CC BY 2.0, via Wikimedia Commons) is one of the best and most
well-funded universities in the country. In Brazil as in much of Latin America, funding received by
universities depends on the state in which they are located, as well as on federal programs, resulting in
disproportionate funding.

Another critically important avenue of opportunity for improvement involves gender equality in science.
Although the region has recently made important progress in gender equality in education (UNESCO,
2021), the leaky pipeline phenomenon is still a problem in Latin America, with women facing inequality
in placement, pay, and advancement in their research careers. For example, women are overrepresented
in lower-status and lower-paying positions at public research institutions in Mexico, while occupying
only 37% of top-ranking research positions (Fabila-Castillo, 2019). Moreover, although there is a close
gender balance in graduate student funding in Mexico (of the total scholarships given, 48% are to
women and 52% to men), women-led research projects account for only 36% of funded research
(CONACYT, 2021). Further evidence from Mexico’s National Research System (Sistema Nacional de
Investigadores; SNI) aimed at retaining intellectual talent and rewarding academic output shows that
although 42% of stipend recipients at the lowest level (SNI candidato) were women, only 21% of
highest level (SNI III) were awarded to women in 2015 (INMUJERES, 2018). Similarly, female
scientists in Brazil were awarded research-productivity fellowships at lower rates than male scientists
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(Valentova et al., 2017) by the National Council for Scientific and Technological Development
(Conselho Nacional de Desenvolvimento Científico e Tecnológico, formerly known as Conselho
Nacional de Pesquisas). Budget cuts in 2021 further widened this gap, and early evidence suggests they
also perpetuated other gender imbalances (Hipólito et al., 2022).  

Read other articles from the Global Spotlight series.

In addition to issues of funding policy, misogynistic and patriarchal gender roles—enmeshed in racial
hierarchies—are prevalent in much of Latin America, resulting in women bearing the brunt of household
chores and caregiving responsibilities (Campaña et al., 2018) and exacerbating workforce attrition
among female researchers (López-Aguirre, 2019), especially those of color. Indeed, people of color are
disproportionately underrepresented in Latin American psychological literature. Previous analyses have
demonstrated the predominance of white authorship and editorship in psychological publications
(Dupree & Boykin, 2021; Dupree & Kraus, 2022; Roberts et al., 2020; Roberts & Mortenson, 2022;
Torrez et al., ????2023, Deen et al., 2023) and even in studies specifically related to race, a pattern we
believe is reproduced in Latin America (Morrison, 2015). Unfortunately, few studies have examined
these phenomena in the specific context of Latin American psychology (see Gruber et al., 2021 for a
U.S. perspective), reinforcing the need for greater understanding of how gender and racial inequality
may impact the direction, inclusion, and relevance of research in the region. 

???It should be clear that structural and contextual factors, such as budget cuts, inequality in the
disbursement of funds, and racial and gender inequality, constrain the scientific development in the
region. 

External challenges: the artificial distinction between basic and applied research 

Most of the previously mentioned challenges originate within Latin America, but many barriers are
externally imposed. For instance, the field of global psychology has historically been divided into basic
and applied approaches. However, this distinction was delineated by historically hegemonic intellectual
and academic mechanisms of authority originating from the Global North—not reflecting the needs and
circumstances of psychological research in Latin America. Much of the research in Latin America has
focused on addressing relevant and pressing social problems rather than on developing supposedly
universal psychological theories, methods, techniques, and instruments (Díaz-Alzate & Arroyave-
Hincapié, 2018; Reyes et. al., 2014). This approach has typically not been well-received in terms of
funding and publication by traditional hegemonic academic structures. Artificial dichotomies between
applied and basic science have perpetuated inequalities between the Global North and South (Corral-
Verdugo & Pinheiro, 2009), given higher recognition of basic research by established academic
structures (Lewis Jr., 2021) and lower prevalence of this research in Latin America. Since basic research
is seen as more valuable, when it comes to global psychology, ????????Latin American science and that
of other low- and middle-income regions has been relegated to reproductions and applications of
research practices that were developed in the context of the Global North. This places the Global South
at a significant disadvantage in research, publishing rates, academic competitiveness, and talent
retention. It creates inequalities among researchers, reduces diversity, and hampers the advancement of
science more broadly in that it prioritizes topics that are important for the Global North and deprioritizes
the social and psychological issues that are crucial to the development of research in the Global South. 
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Toward a more global psychological science 

Despite all these challenges and more, Latin America is experiencing steady growth in overall scientific
????research. There is evidence of an increase in published articles and international collaborations as
well as the development of new academic programs throughout the region. ????Between 2007 and
2013, the number of ??researchers in the region, across different fields,?????? rose from 222,000 to
280,000 (UNESCO, 2015). Similarly, ??published articles rose from 4.9% of total global contributions
in 2008 to 5.1% in 2013 (UNESCO, 2015)????. Graduate education centers and programs have likewise
grown. The number of students enrolled in PhD programs nearly doubled in both Mexico (from 26,089
to 43,744) and Brazil (from 79,478 to 115,028) between 2012 and 2018 (UNESCO, 2021). More
specifically in psychology, between 2012 and 2020, Mexico added 14 new masters programs, and
doctoral programs grew from 298 to 368 (Corral-Verdugo et al., 2022). But these changes remain
relatively small, and further progress is needed. The publication gap also continues to be significant,
especially in psychology, where less than 1% of publications in the most prestigious APA journals come
from Latin America (Thalmayer et al., 2021). Moreover, investment in higher education as a share of
GDP continues to be insufficient (UNESCO, 2021), even though many Latin American countries
(specifically Argentina, Colombia, and Mexico) have recognized the need to improve advanced
training.  

We believe the current research growth in Latin America has an important role to play and provides an
important opportunity to engage stakeholders from the Global South and North in (re)designing
infrastructure and systems that support the further development of quality research in the region—see
Onie (2020) for a set of suggested strategies that could help achieve the globalization of psychological
science. We also believe it is fundamental that narratives in the Global North which disregard, relegate,
and trivialize research in Latin America under the guise of a narrow view of generalizability and
objectivity should be challenged in favor of social constructivist approaches, epistemic pluralism,
intersectionality, and critical research.  

?????Bridging the gap between basic and applied psychological research 

Latin America is moving from a historical prioritization of practical and applied pedagogy (Ardila,
2018) toward a greater focus on academic research training (Onie, 2020) as well as the integration of
basic and applied research. Latin American countries are creating programs that increase collaboration
between scientists, policymakers, and the community. Scientists can, and are encouraged to, “give back”
to the community through social service and outreach that decreases the gap between research and its
application. Mexico, for example, has made efforts to employ a broader educational ??approach
(including knowledge-based and practice-based), particularly as it relates to educational outreach, and to
use research as a tool to address social issues. Beginning in 2021, the Mexican National Science Council
(CONACyT) requires all graduate students receiving scholarships to participate in some sort of outreach
initiative (retribución social), such as research projects explicitly linked to ??action research (pursues
transformative modifications in the communities through taking action and doing research
simultaneously), demos, fairs, and interventions (CONACyT, 2021). A research group at the University
of Sonora (Mexico) that represents four of the authors on this paper has organized ??????several
outreach projects focused on topics including gender-violence prevention, behavioral regulation,
promoting environmental awareness in communities, vulnerability to climate change, social-emotional



learning, and neuroscience education for primary school students. (Authors’ note: Some of our Brain
Awareness week outreach work can be found in our Psi Chi website.)

See all articles from this issue of the Observer.

In the context of global social problems, a pressing issue in psychological science is how to transform
basic knowledge into applied interventions (??IJzerman et al., 2020). This is crucial in achieving a truly
global psychological science, especially considering that evidence-based interventions originating in the
Global North are seldom applicable to the Global South (Onie, 2020). The current conceptual,
methodological, and technical shifts toward inter-, multi-, and transdisciplinary research, community-
based action research, and big-team science might become the first steps toward a fundamental
restructuring of how international research communities perceive and act upon the basic and applied
research dichotomy. We believe adding flexibility to the somewhat rigid borders between basic and
applied research could facilitate more collaboration between researchers in the Global North and Latin
America.   

Burgeoning organizations like the Advancing Big-team Reproducible science through Increased
Representation (ABRIR; abrirpsy.org), the Framework for Open and Reproducible Research Training
(FORRT; www.forrt.org; Azevedo et al., 2019; Azevedo, Liu, et al., 2022), and the Psychological
Science Accelerator (PSA; psysciacc.org) represent a trend toward encouraging greater cooperation and
more voices in international research, particularly from underrepresented populations. Researchers from
the Global North can help by supporting these types of organizations and context-specific research. At
the same time, academic journals could systematize policies that encourage articles about studies based
on underrepresented populations (e.g., Latin Americans) and promote diversity in editorial boards (Onie,
2020). Lastly, funding schemes that encourage combining basic and applied research, as well as
collaboration among researchers and institutes connecting both the Global North and South, could
ensure the long-term transition to a more global psychological science.  

???Applying a critical lens to global psychological science 

The shift toward a global psychological science also requires identifying how to increase diversity,
equity, inclusivity, and accessibility in psychological research. For example, beyond devising replication
studies (from the Global North to Global South), we believe that researchers worldwide could strengthen
international collaborations, potentially addressing issues that are relevant to the current context of low-
income countries. Likewise, exporting ideas from low- and middle-income countries would certainly
contribute to the advancement of basic and applied science worldwide (Adetula et al., 2022). For
instance, ManyLabs Africa has started a big-team science effort to reproduce concepts from African
scholars in other world regions (https://osf.io/vh6td). As collaboration among researchers from the
Global North and South increases, we also encourage researchers to actively recognize differences in
privilege and accessibility to science. The academic wheel of privilege (????Elsherif et al., 2022; also
see https://forrt.org/neurodiversity) could be used to assign authorship in collaborative papers and to
recognize differences in privilege and data-gathering effort (e.g., there are many more hurdles to
collecting quality data in low-income countries than in high-income countries, where most of the
population is formally educated and has access to the internet). In addition, major conferences could be
organized in the Global South to increase accessibility for researchers in the region and decrease issues
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of passport privilege.

Learn more about the Academic Wheel of Privilege in the Global Spotlight installment on
Navigating Academia as Neurodivergent Researchers.

These are by no means exhaustive suggestions. Achieving a truly global psychology will require
researchers to engage in critical thinking and finding creative approaches to reinvent the way
psychological science grapples with the wide diversity of the human condition. The work will be hard,
but the benefit of gaining a more comprehensive understanding of human psychology will far outweigh
the costs.  
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Interested in writing for us? Read our contributor guidelines. 
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