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ABOUT THE BOOK

This textbook tells the story of community psychologists, who view social problems as being due to
the unequal distribution of resources, which causes poverty, homelessness, unemployment, and
crime. In addition, because no condition or disease has ever been eliminated by just dealing with
those with the problem, community psychologists focus their work on prevention. Finally, community
psychology shifts the power dynamics so that community members are equal members of the team, as
they provide unique points of view about barriers that need to be overcome in working toward social
justice. In a sense, this field has many similarities with community organizing, but it’s different in
that community psychologists have both research and action skills to evaluate whether or not our
interventions actually work.
_______________________________________________________________________
This textbook is only supported on Firefox, Chrome, Safari, and Microsoft Edge. Internet Explorer is
not compatible with our formatting. We thank Mark Zinn, our front end developer, for his help in
uploading and formatting our content.

vii

viii

Photo by Jim Emshoff

Leonard A. Jason, Olya Glantsman, Jack F. O'Brien, and Kaitlyn N. Ramian (Editors)

PREF
PREFA
ACE

If you want to be a change agent for social justice, but are not sure how to begin, you have come to the
right place. The authors of this Community Psychology textbook will show you how to
comprehensively analyze, investigate, and address escalating problems of economic inequality,
violence, substance abuse, homelessness, poverty, and racism. As you read through these chapters,
you will begin a journey that will provide you with perspectives and tools to promote a fair and
equitable allocation of resources and opportunities, resulting in meaningful changes in your
community.
Consistent with the liberating ideas of social justice, this Introductory Community Psychology
textbook is free, providing an alternative to costly college textbooks that contribute to the rising
levels of student debt. We thank the Vincentian Endowment Fund at DePaul University for making
this online resource accessible.
In our continuing effort to expand our thinking and outreach, we are able to offer you an
opportunity for learning about the field of Community Psychology. Undergraduates can now become
free Student Associate Members of the Society for Community Research and Action, which is the
home organization of Community Psychology. We highly encourage you to visit this link to learn
more about our field, what it can do for you, and how you can get involved.
Leonard A. Jason, Olya Glantsman, Jack F. O’Brien, & Kaitlyn N. Ramian
DePaul University
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Chapter One Objectives

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to:
•

Understand the differences between prevention and treatment

•

Differentiate interventions that bring about short term versus long term changes

•

Appreciate the many layers of community interventions

•

Identify critical elements of the Community Psychology approach

3
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“Community” by niallkennedy, is licensed under CC BY-NC 2.0

“If you are unable to understand the cause of a problem,
it is impossible to solve it.”
– Naoto Kan
Most people think of psychologists in very
traditional ways. For example, if you were to close
your eyes and imagine a psychologist, there is a good
chance you would think of a clinician or therapist.
Clinical psychologists in their office settings often
treat people with psychological problems one at a
time by trying to change thought patterns,
perceptions, or behavior. This is often called the
“medical model” which involves a therapist
delivering one-on-one psychotherapy to patients.
There is a similar medical model in the field of
medicine, and examples of this model would involve a
Adapted from “A MOST FAMOUS SOFA: SIGMUND FREUD’S SOFA” by Robert
Huffstutter is licensed under CC BY 2.0 and “Wiener Prater, Madame Tussauds, Sigmund
Freud” by Dguendel is licensed under CC BY 4.0.
physician fixing a patient’s broken arm or providing
antibiotics for an infection. Although there is a clear
need for this traditional model for those with medical or psychological problems, many do not have
access to these services, and a very different approach will be required to successfully solve many of
the individual and community problems that confront us.
Throughout this textbook you will learn about this different, strength-based approach, called
Community Psychology. In the US, it emerged in the 1960s during a time when the nation was faced
with protests, demonstrations, urban unrest, and intense struggles over issues such as the Vietnam
War and the Civil Rights Movement. Many psychologists wanted to find ways to help solve these
pressing societal issues, and some therapists were becoming increasingly disillusioned with their
passive role in solely delivering the medical model, office-based psychotherapy (Cowen, 1973). At
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the 1965 Swampscott Conference in the US, the term “Community Psychology” was first used, and it
signaled new roles and opportunities for psychologists by extending the reach of services to those
who had been under-represented, focusing on prevention rather than just treatment of psychological
problems, and by actively involving community members in the change process (Bennett et al., 1966).
Over the past five decades, the field of Community Psychology has matured with recurring themes
of prevention, social justice, and an ecological understanding of people within their environments.
The goals of Community Psychology have been to examine and better understand complex
individual–environment interactions in order to bring about social change, particularly for those who
have limited resources and opportunities.
THE ROLE OF PREVENTION
One of the primary characteristics of the Community Psychology field is its focus on preventing rather
than just treating psychological problems, and this can occur by boosting individual skills as well as by
engaging in environmental change. The example in the box below provides an example of prevention
directed toward saving lives at a beach, as drowning is one of the leading causes of death.

Imagine a beautiful lake with a long sandy
beach surrounded by high cliffs. You notice a
person who fell from one of the cliffs and who
is now flailing about in the water. The lifeguard
jumps in the water to save him. But then a bit
later, another person wades too far into the
water and panics as he does not know how to
swim, and the lifeguard again dives into the
water to save him. This pattern continues day
after day, and the lifeguard recognizes that she
cannot successfully rescue every person that
Photo by Pascal_Treichler is licensed under the Pixabay License
falls into the water or wades in too deep. The
lifeguard thinks that a solution would be to
install railings to prevent people from falling from the cliffs and to teach the others on the beach
how to swim. The lifeguard then attempts to persuade local officials of the need for railings and
swimming lessons. During months of meetings with town officials, several powerful leaders are
hesitant about spending the money to fund the needed changes. But the lifeguard is persistent and
finally convinces them that scrambling to save someone only after they start to drown is dangerous,
and the town officials budget the money to install railings on the cliffs and initiate swimming
classes.

This example highlights a key prevention theme in the field of Community Psychology, and in this case,
the preventive perspective involved getting to the root of the problem and then securing buy-in from
the community in order to secure resources necessary to implement the changes. As illustrated in the
textbox above, there are two radically different ways of helping others, which are referred to as firstand second-order change. First-order change attempts to eliminate deficits and problems by focusing
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exclusively on the individuals. When the lifeguard on the beach dove into the water to save one person
after another, this was an example of a first-order intervention. There was no attention to identifying
the real causes that contributed to people falling into the water and being at risk for drowning, and
this band-aid approach would not provide the structural changes necessary to protect others on the
beach or walking on the cliffs. A more effective approach involves second-order change, the strategy
the lifeguard ultimately adopted, and this involved installing railings on the cliff and the teaching of
swimming skills. Such changes get at the source of the problem and provide more enduring solutions
for the entire community. A real example of this approach involved low-income African American
preschool children who participated in a preventive learning preschool program (called the High/Scope
Perry Preschool)—40 years later, participants in this program were found to have better high school
completion, employment, income, and lower criminal behavior (Belfield et al., 2005).
There is a considerable appeal for a preventive
approach, particularly as George Albee (1986)
has shown that no condition or disease has ever
been eliminated by focusing just on those with
the problem. Prevention is also strongly
endorsed by those in medicine who have been
trained in the Public Health model, where
services are provided to groups of people at risk
for a disease or disorder in order to prevent them
from developing it. Public Health practitioners
seek to prevent medical problems in large groups
Adapted from Photo by geralt is licensed under the Pixabay License
of
individuals
through,
for
example,
immunizations or finding and eliminating the
environmental sources of disease outbreaks. Community Psychology has adopted this preventive
Public Health approach in its efforts to analyze social problems, in addition to its unique
characteristics, which you will read below and throughout this textbook.
An impressive example of prevention occurred with community efforts to change the landscape of
tobacco use over the past 60 years. Today, attitudes have changed toward tobacco use, and community
organizations aided by community psychologists made important contributions to this second-order
change effort that involved reducing tobacco use. This began with the landmark Surgeon General’s
Report in the 1960s, which summarized serious health problems caused by smoking. Advocacy groups
such as Action on Smoking and Health helped to create non-smoking sections on planes and public
transportation, and other organizations used strategies to promote nonsmokers’ rights in public
buildings, restaurants, and work areas. Still, other work involved preventive school and communitybased interventions as well as efforts to reduce youth access to tobacco, as shown in Case Study 1.1.

Case Study 1.1
Youth Tobacco Prevention
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In the 1980s, school students informed community
psychologist Leonard Jason that store merchants were
openly selling them cigarettes. The students’ critical input
was used to launch a study assessing illegal commercial
sales of tobacco, and Jason’s team found that 80% of stores
in the Chicago metropolitan area sold cigarettes to minors.
When results of this study were publicized on the evening
television news, Officer Bruce Talbot from the suburban
town of Woodridge, Illinois contacted Jason to express
interest in working on this community problem. Talbot and
the Woodridge police with technical help from Jason’s
team collected data showing that the majority of Woodridge
“Smoking Youth Be Cool Celebration Smoke Party” by Max Pixel is licensed under CC0
1.0
merchants sold tobacco to minors. With these data,
Woodridge passed legislation that fined both vendors caught illegally selling tobacco and minors found in
possession of tobacco. Two years after implementing this program, rates of stores selling to minors
decreased from an average of 70% to less than 5%. Woodridge was the first city in the US to demonstrate
that cigarette smoking could be effectively decreased through legislation and enforcement. Jason later
testified at the tobacco settlement hearings at the House Commerce Subcommittee on Health and
Environment. Due to this study, Officer Talbot had become a national authority on illegal sales of cigarettes
to minors. Talbot advised communities throughout the country on how to establish effective laws to reduce
youth access to tobacco, and he testified at congressional hearings in Washington D.C. in support of the
Synar Amendment, which required states to reduce illegal sales of tobacco to minors using similar methods
to those developed in Woodridge. Due to the enactment of the Synar Amendment, there has been a 21%
nationwide decrease in the odds of tenth graders becoming daily smokers (Jason, 2013).

This case study illustrates how preventive government policies can be fostered by community-based
groups, with the support of community psychologists. Policies that emerge from concerned
individuals, community activists, and coalitions are referred to as bottom-up approaches to secondorder change. Community psychologists have clear roles to play in dialoguing and collaborating with
community groups in these types of broad-based, preventive community change efforts.
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A SOCIAL JUSTICE ORIENTATION

Photo by Henry Be is licensed under the Unsplash License

Community Psychology’s focus on social
justice is due to the recognition that many of our
social problems are perpetuated when resources
are disproportionately allocated throughout our
society; this causes social and economic
inequalities such as poverty, homelessness,
underemployment and unemployment, and
crime. Albee (1986) has concluded that societal
factors such as unemployment, racism, sexism,
and exploitation are the major causes of mental
illness. In support of this, Richard Wilkinson and
Kate Pickett’s (2009) book The Spirit Level
Figure 1. From Federal Reserve Bulletin, September 2017 Survey of Consumer Finances
documents how many health and social
problems are caused by large inequalities
throughout our societal structure. Economic inequalities not only cause stress and anxiety but also
lead to more serious health problems. Studies of income inequality have shown how adult incomes
have varied by race and gender, and this link allows you to make comparisons that provide animations
for any combination of race, gender, income type, and household income level. Clearly, we need to look
beyond the individual in exploring the basis of many of our social problems. Yet, most mental health
professionals, including psychologists, have a tendency to try to solve mental health problems without
attending to these environmental factors.
Community Psychology endorses a social justice and critical psychology perspective which looks
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at how oppressive social systems preserve classism, sexism, racism, homophobia, and other forms of
discrimination and domination that perpetuate social injustice (Kagan, 2011). Clearly, there is a need
to bring about a better society by dismantling unjust systems such as racism. In addition to identifying
and combating systems that are unjust, community psychologists also challenge more subtle negative
practices supported by psychological research and practice. For example, a person with a social justice
orientation would object to imposing intervention manuals, based on white middle-class norms, on
low-income minority students. Such materials would not be applicable or appropriate to the lived
experiences of minority students.
The need for this social justice orientation is also evident when working with urban schools that
are dealing with a lack of resources, overcrowded classrooms, community gang activity, and violence.
Traditional mental health services such as therapy that deals with a student’s mental health issues
would not address the income resource inequalities and stressful environmental factors that could
be causing children’s mental health difficulties. Second-order change strategies, in contrast, would
address the systems and structures causing the problems and might involve collaborative partnerships
to bring more resources to the school as well as support community-based efforts to reduce gang
activity and violence. As an example, Zimmerman and colleagues investigated what it takes to cultivate
a safe environment where youth can grow up in a safe and healthy context (Heinze et al., 2018). These
community psychologists found that improving physical features of neighborhoods such as fixing
abandoned housing, cutting long grass, picking up trash, and planting a garden resulted in nearly 40%
fewer assaults and violent crimes than street segments with vacant, abandoned lots.
This social justice perspective can also be used
to examine the institutionalization of millions of
individuals in the US criminal justice system.
According to an individualistic perspective,
people end up in prison because of factors such
as mental illness, substance abuse, or a history of
domestic violence. On the other hand, the
Community Psychology social justice perspective
posits that larger, structural forces (e.g.,
political,
cultural,
environmental,
and
institutional factors) need to be considered. A
social justice perspective recognizes that
Figure 2. “World prison population 2008” by Jannick88 is licensed under CC BY-SA 4.0
millions of people have been locked up in US
prisons due to more restrictive and punishing
laws (such as mandatory minimums, and three-strikes which requires lifetime prison sentences), and
there have been changes in how we have also dealt with patients in mental institutions. Through the
1960s and 1970s, many state-run mental hospitals were closed, which meant that discharged patients
were supposed to be treated in our communities. However, funding to support these community-based
treatment programs was significantly reduced in the 1980s, and as a consequence, many former
patients of mental institutions became homeless or involved with the criminal justice system.
Unfortunately, our prison system became the new settings where mentally ill people were warehoused.
This is an example of first–order change, which has involved shifting mental patients from one
inadequate institutional setting to another. Adopting a social justice perspective clearly broadens our
understanding as to why millions of people in the US are incarcerated.
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The tragedy of being forced to live in overcrowded
and unsafe prisons is further compounded by the way
600,000 or more prison inmates are released back into
communities in the US. Most prisons have at best
meager rehabilitation programs, so most inmates
have not been adequately prepared for transitioning
back into our communities. Clearly, criminally
justice-involved people need more than weekly
psychotherapy provided by traditional clinical
“People walking on street holding banner in between building during daytime” by Yeo
Khee is licensed under the Unsplash License
psychologists.
Individuals who are released from jail uniformly
state their greatest needs are for safe housing and employment but are rarely provided these critical
resources. Given these circumstances, we should not be surprised that so many released inmates soon
return to prison. A moving story by Scott about his heroin addiction and prison experiences is in Case
Study 1.2.

Case Study 1.2
A Chance for Change through Oxford House

“I was born to an addicted mother who was a heroin
addict and meth user as well. She left when I was 2 and
I’ve only seen my mother one time when I was 17. I was
adopted by my grandparents and was raised in a great
family. I grew up having the best things in life and I
was a standout sports player in high school until my
life took a turn – for the worst. I dabbled with drugs
and, after an injury that caused me to never play again,
I turned to drugs. I became addicted to cocaine and
meth and painkillers. Thinking I had it all under
control, I caught my first felony and was sent to prison
“Prison cells” by miss_millions is licensed under CC BY 2.0
at 19. I became a prison gang member and later on was
a gang leader of one of the most dangerous and
second-largest gangs in the United States prison system. Once released after two years, I got out and didn’t
know how to readjust to living normal. I started using Heroin and my life and addiction became the worst.
Nineteen days later I was charged with an organized crime case and after bonding out, I went to treatment
but never took it seriously. I was just addicted to the money and power I possessed and, no matter how much
my family begged me to just stop, I went back to shooting dope… I was given a 7-year sentence and I served
six and a half years at the deadly Ferguson unit here in Texas. Five years of that I spent in solitary
confinement, locked down 23 hours a day due to my gang affiliations and actions in prison where I
continued to use drugs and was just as much strung out as if I was still in the world. In 2013, I was paroled
back home. I only lasted five months and was indicted on 2 first-degree felonies and offered 80 years. I went
to jury trial where I was found not guilty but ended up with another indictment that I signed a five-year
sentence for. I did four years, eight months, on that charge and was released back home in 2018. I lasted 2
days until I relapsed once again [on] heroin and on July 24, I did the last shot of heroin I’ll ever do. I
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overdosed and died in the ambulance only to be brought back and I woke up in Red River Detox, beat down
and broken. I was there when I saw Philip and Cristen came to do a presentation. As I listened to Philip tell
his story, I saw myself in him and realized that this is what I want. I wanted to finally make it and live a real
life so I got into Oxford House where I’m sober today, working have my family back in my life and holding
my head up high each day because I can stand to look at the man in the mirror. I owe this to Oxford Chapter
14; they have saved my life and now I’m Re-Entry coordinator and have a chance to help people like me get a
chance of making it. Thank you, Oxford House” (Oxford House Commemorative Program, 2018, page 57).

This case study shows that the social justice needs for individuals coming out of prison include
community-based programs that provide stable housing, new connections in terms of friends, and
opportunities to earn money from legal sources. Oxford House, which is mentioned in this case study, is
a community-based innovation for re-integrating people back into the community. The Oxford House
network was started by people in recovery with just one house in 1975, and today it is the largest
residential self-help organization that provides housing to over 20,000 people in cities and states
throughout the US. The houses are always rented, and house members completely self-govern these
homes without any help from professionals. Residents can live in these Oxford Houses indefinitely, as
long as they remain abstinent, follow the house rules, and pay a weekly rent of about $100 to $120
per week. Oxford Houses represent the types of promising social and community grassroots efforts
that can offer people coming out of prisons and substance abuse treatment programs a chance to
live in an environment where everyone is working, not using drugs, and behaving responsibly. Best
part of all is that this program is self-supporting, as the residents rather than prison or drug abuse
professionals are in charge of running each home. Here, the residents use their income from working
to pay for all house expenses including rent and food (this video illustrates the Oxford House approach
in a brief segment on the 60 Minutes TV broadcast). There are these types of innovative grassroots
organizations throughout our communities, and community psychologists have key roles to play in
helping to document the outcomes of these true incubators of social innovation, as illustrated on this
link.
The prevention and social justice examples that we have provided above about installing railings
at the cliff to prevent people from accidentally falling into the water or providing housing for those
exiting from prison are examples of changing the environment or context. In fact, there is now
considerable basic laboratory research that indicates that context or environment can have a shaping
influence on the lives of humans and animals. For example, laboratory rats who are raised in
“enriched” environments show brain weight increases of 7-10% (heavier and thicker cerebral cortexes)
in comparison to those in “impoverished” environments (Diamond, 1988). There was a time when
scientists did not believe that the brain could be changed by any environmental enrichment, but it is
now commonly accepted that context can have a lasting and shaping influence on our behavior and
even our brains. We need to attend to the environments of those living in poverty and exposed to high
levels of crime, as these factors are associated with multiple negative outcomes including higher rates
of chronic health conditions.
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A SHIFT IN PERSPECTIVE: THE ECOLOGICAL MODEL

Figure 3. “Shift in Perspective” by Olya Glantsman.

An aspect of Community Psychology that sets it apart from a more traditional Clinical Psychology is
a shift beyond an individualistic perspective. Community psychologists consider how individuals,
communities, and societies are interconnected, rather than focusing solely on the individual. As a
result, the context or environment is considered an integral part when trying to understand and work
with communities and individuals embedded in them.
This shift in thinking is referred to as an ecological perspective. Ecological means that there are
multiple levels or layers of issues that need to be considered, including the individual, family,
neighborhood, community, and policies at the national level. For example, let’s continue our
examination of the criminal justice system with another case example. A person, who we shall call
Jane, had been involved in an auto accident causing severe pain, and subsequently became addicted
to painkillers. When it became more difficult to purchase these medications, she began using heroin
to reduce the pain, became involved in buying and selling illegal substances, became estranged from
her family, and was caught and sentenced to prison. At the individual level, Jane is certainly distressed
and addicted to painkillers, and this has now disrupted relationships with her family and friends. But
an ecological perspective would point to a number of factors beyond the individual and group level
contributing to this unfortunate situation. Health care organizations contributed to this problem, as
many physicians were all too willing to profit by overprescribing pain medications to their patients.
The pharmaceutical industry was part of the problem as they reaped huge profits by oversupplying
these drugs to pharmacies. At the community level, the criminal justice system also shares blame
for delivering punishment in crowded, unsafe prisons for individuals clearly in need of substance use
treatment. Finally, at a societal level, federal regulators allowed opiate drugs like OxyContin to be sold
for long-term rather than just short-term use, and legislators inappropriately passed laws extending
sentences for those who are in prison due to offenses caused by substance use disorders. These types of
difficult and complex social problems are produced and maintained by multiple ecological influences,
and corrective second–order community solutions will have to deal with these contextual issues.
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Photo by Joshua Rawson-Harris is licensed under the Unsplash License

In addition to thinking about these multiple ecological levels, the community psychologist James Kelly
(2006) has proposed several useful principles that help us better understand how social environments
affect people. For example, the ecological principle of “interdependence” indicates that everything
is connected, so changing one aspect of a setting or environment will have many ripple effects. For
example, if you provide those released from prison a safe place to live with others who are gainfully
employed (as occurs in Oxford Houses), this setting can then lead to positive behavior changes. Living
among others in recovery provides a gentle but powerful influence for spending more time in work
settings in order to pay for rent and less time in environments with high levels of illegal activities.
The ecological principle of “adaptation” indicates that behavior adaptive in one setting may not be
adaptive in other settings. A person who was highly skilled at selling drugs and stealing will find
that these behaviors are not adaptive or successful in a sober living house, so the person will have
to learn new interpersonal skills that are adaptive in this recovery setting. The ecological perspective
broadens the focus beyond individuals to include their context or environment, by requiring us to think
about how organizations, neighborhoods, communities, and societies are structured as systems.
This ecological perspective helps us move beyond an individualistic orientation for understanding
many of our significant social problems such as homelessness, which in the US affects over a half a
million people (National Alliance to End Homelessness, 2018). At the individual level, many of these
individuals do suffer from substance abuse and mental health problems, and they often cycle in and
out of the criminal justice system. However, the ecological perspective would focus attention on the
lack of affordable housing for low-income people, and thus call for higher-order interventions that go
beyond the individual. As an example, Housing First is an innovative intervention founded by clinicalcommunity psychologist Sam Tsemberis, which provides the homeless a home first and then treatment
services. This Community Psychology intervention is based on the belief that by providing housing
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first, there will be many positive ripple effects that lead to beneficial changes in the formerly homeless
person’s behaviors and functioning. In this video link, Sam talks about the founding of Housing First
innovation, which is a model now used throughout the US.
In Case Study 1.3 below is the story of Russell, who used the Housing First program to find a home
and successfully integrate back into the community.

Case Study 1.3
Pathways to Housing: Russell’s Story

“Russell grew up in Southeast DC before becoming homeless
more than three decades ago. Struggling with schizophrenia,
Russell was in and out of jail and the hospital. He spent the last ten
years sleeping on a park bench downtown. This fall, with the help
of his Pathways team, Russell moved off the streets and into a
permanent apartment. For the first time since 1980, Russell finally
has a roof over his head and a place to call home. His favorite thing
about the new space? “The television.” A die-hard Washington
Redskins fan, Russell is thrilled to be able to cheer his team
on—hopefully all the way to the Super Bowl—from the comfort of
his living room. For Russell though, it is more than just watching
his favorite team play. After just two months, Russell is beginning
to thrive in his new home. He has accomplished a number of
Photo by Pathways to Housing DC is (c) All Rights Reserved
personal goals including saving to buy a new bike (Russell is a
former DC courier) and attending his first-ever Nationals game. Because of you, Russell will not be out in the
cold this winter” (Pathways to Housing: Russell’s Story).

The ecological perspective provides an opportunity to examine the issues associated with
homelessness beyond the individual level of analysis. Through this framework, we can understand
homelessness within complicated personal, organizational, and community systems. In the case of
Russell described in the above case study, at the individual level he was dealing with chronic stress,
poor health, and mental illness, and felt hopeless. But his sense of despair was in part due to a group
level factor, which was the lack of available support from friends or family members. Providing him
temporary shelter at night and access to food kitchens represented first-order, individualistic solutions
that had never been successful. The Housing First innovation was at a higher environmental level,
and once placed in this permanent supportive setting, it had ripple effects on Russell’s sense of hope,
connection with others, and ultimately his improved quality of life. Outcome studies have indicated
that Housing First is successful in helping vulnerable individuals gain the resources to overcome
homelessness, and this program was included in the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services
Administration’s National Registry of Evidence-Based Programs.
This ecologic perspective can also be applied to more preventive interventions, such as when
Thompson and Jason (1988) stopped gang recruitment by providing urban youth anti-gang classroom
sessions and after-school activities that consisted of organized sports clinics that encouraged
intragroup cooperation as well as opportunities to travel out of their neighborhood to participate
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in events and activities with similar groups from other locations. However, those only provided the
person-centered anti-gang classroom sessions were still vulnerable to being recruited by gangs after
school. There are many examples of how a multi-scale, ecological systems model of peopleenvironment transactions can broaden our understanding of societal problems (Stokols, 2018).
OTHER KEY PRINCIPLES OF COMMUNITY PSYCHOLOGY

Photo by Ian Schneider is licensed under the Unsplash License

There are other key features of the field of Community Psychology, as will be described in the
subsequent chapters, and below we briefly review them.
Respect for Diversity
Community Psychology has a respect for diversity
and appreciates the views and norms of groups from
different ethnic or racial backgrounds, as well as those
of different genders, sexual orientations, and levels of
abilities or disabilities. Community psychologists
work to counter oppression that is due to racism
(white persons have access to resources and
opportunities not available to ethnic minorities),
sexism (discrimination directed at women),
heterosexism
(discrimination
toward
nonPhoto by rawpixel.com is licensed under CC0 1.0
heterosexuals), and ableism (discrimination toward
those with physical or mental disabilities). The task of
creating a more equitable society should not fall on the shoulders of those who have directly
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experienced its inequalities, including ethnic minorities, the disabled, and other underprivileged
populations. Being sensitive to issues of diversity is critical in designing interventions, and if
preventive interventions are culturally-tailored to meet the diverse needs of the recipients, they are
more likely to be appreciated, valued, and maintained over time.
Active Citizen Participation
Paulo Freire (1970) wrote that change efforts begin by
helping people identify the issues they have strong
feelings about, and that community members should be
part of the search for solutions through active citizen
participation. Involving community groups and
community members in an egalitarian partnership is one
means of enabling people to re-establish power and
control over the obstacles or barriers they confront. When
our community partners are recognized as experts, they
are able to advocate for themselves as well as for others,
“University of Minnesota students protest hate speech” by Fibonacci Blue is
licensed under CC BY 2.0
as indicated in Case Study 1.1 that described how Officer
Talbot became an activist for reducing youth access to tobacco. Individuals build valuable skills when
they help define issues, provide solutions, and have a voice in decisions that ultimately affect them and
their community. This Community Psychology approach shifts the power dynamic to a less
hierarchical, more equal relationship, as all parties participate in the decision-making. Community
members are seen as resources who provide unique points of view about the community and the
institutional barriers that might need to be overcome in social justice interventions. All partners are
involved equally in the research process in what is called community-based participatory research.
Grounding in Research and Evaluation
In striving to understand the relationship between
social systems and individual well-being, community
psychologists base advocacy and social change on
data that are generated from research and apply a
number of evaluation tools to conceptualize and
understand these complex ecological issues.
Community psychologists believe that it is important
to evaluate whether their policy and social change
preventive interventions have been successful in
meeting their objectives, and the voice of the
Photo by Daria Nepriakhina is licensed under the Unsplash License
community should be brought into these evaluation
efforts. They conduct community-based actionoriented research and often employ multiple methods including what are called qualitative,
quantitative, and mixed methods research (Jason & Glenwick, 2016). No one method is superior to
another, and what is needed is a match between the research methods and the nature of the questions
asked by the community members and researchers. Community psychologists, like Durlak and Pachan
(2012), have used adventuresome research methods to investigate the effects of hundreds of programs
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dedicated to preventing mental health problems in children and adolescents, and the findings showed
positive outcomes in terms of improved competence, adjustment, and reduced problems.
Interdisciplinary Collaboration
Social issues are complex and intertwined throughout
every fiber of our society, as pointed out by the ecological
perspective. When working with individuals who have been
marginalized and oppressed, it is important to recognize
that issues such as addiction and homelessness require
expertise from many perspectives. Community Psychology
promotes
interdisciplinary collaboration
with
professionals from a diverse array of fields. For example, a
community psychologist helped put together the
multidisciplinary team evaluating Oxford House efforts to
help re-integrate individuals with substance use problems
back into the community. One member of the team was a sociologist who studies social networks, and
one of the important findings was that the best predictor of positive long-term outcomes was having
at least one friend in the recovery houses. Also, part of this team was an economist who found that the
economic benefits were greater, and costs were less for this Oxford House community intervention
than an intervention delivered by professionals. Other important contributions were made by a social
worker, a Public Health researcher, Oxford House members, and undergraduate and graduate students
who each contributed unique skills and valuable perspectives to the research team. You can see how
these types of collaborations can emerge by using the idea tree exercise, which different disciplines can
work together to create new ideas and advance knowledge across fields.
Photo by civilservicelocal is licensed under the Pixabay License

Sense of Community
One of the core values of Community Psychology is
the key role of psychological sense of community,
which describes our need for a supportive network of
people on which we can depend. Promoting a healthy
sense of community is one of the overarching goals of
Community Psychology, as a loss of connectedness
lies at the root of many of our social problems. So
understanding how to promote a sense of belonging,
interdependence, and mutual commitment is integral
to achieving second-order change. If people feel that
they exist within a larger interdependent network,
they are more willing to commit to and even make
personal sacrifices for that group to bring about longterm social changes. From a Community Psychology
perspective, an intervention would be considered
“Connection” by mohamed_hassan is licensed under the Pixabay License

18

Leonard A. Jason, Olya Glantsman, Jack F. O'Brien, and Kaitlyn N. Ramian (Editors)

unsuccessful if it increased students’ achievement test scores but fostered competition and rivalry that
damaged their sense of community.
Empowerment
Another important feature of Community
Psychology is empowerment, defined as the process
by which people and communities who have
historically not had control over their lives become
masters of their own fate. People and communities
who are empowered have greater autonomy and selfdetermination, gain more access to resources,
participate in community decision-making, and begin
to work toward changing oppressive community and
societal conditions. As shown in Case Study 1.3,
individuals such as Russell who have been homeless
Photo by Miguel Bruna is licensed under the Unsplash License
often feel a lack of control over their lives. However,
once provided stable housing and connections with others, they feel more empowered and able to gain
the needed resources to improve the quality of their lives.
Policy
Community psychologists also enter the policy
arena by trying to influence laws and regulations, as
illustrated by the work on reducing minors’ access to
tobacco described in Case Study 1.1. Community
psychologists have made valuable contributions at
local, state, national, and international levels by
collaborating with community-based organizations
and serving as senior policy advisors. It is through
policy work that over the last century, the length of
the human lifespan has doubled, poverty has dropped
Photo by Sebastian Pichler is licensed under the Unsplash License
by over 50%, and child and infant mortality rates have
been reduced by 90%.
Over the next decades, there is a need for policy-level interventions to help overcome dilemmas such
as escalating population growth (as this will create more demands on our planet’s limited drinking
water, energy, and food resources), growing inequalities between the highest and lowest compensated
workers (which will increasingly lead to societal strains and discontent as automation and artificial
intelligence will eliminate many jobs), increasing temperatures due to the burning of fossil fuels
(which will result in higher sea levels and more destructive hurricanes), and the expanding needs of
our growing elderly population. The principles of Community Psychology that have been successfully
used to change policy at the local and community level might also be employed to deal with these more
global issues that are impacting us now, and will increasingly do so in the future. This video link shows
what is possible when we reflect upon policy.
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Promoting Wellness
Finally, the promotion of wellness is another
feature of Community Psychology. Wellness is not
simply the stereotypical lack of illness, but rather the
combination of physical, psychological, and social
health, including attainment of personal goals and
well-being. Furthermore, Community Psychology
applies this concept to also include groups of people,
and communities—in a sense, collective wellness.

“Outdoor Seminar Group” by Gerhard Lipold is licensed under CC0 1.0

SUMMING UP

“We Want Justice sign” by Lorie Shaull is licensed under CC BY-SA 2.0

This chapter has reviewed the key features of the Community Psychology field, including its emphasis
on prevention, its social justice orientation, and its shift to a more ecological perspective. The case
studies presented in this chapter illustrate ways in which community psychologists have engaged in
systemic and structural changes toward social justice. Students who read the chapters of this textbook
will learn how we can mount in community-based research and practices that emphasize fair and
equitable allocation of resources and opportunities. This social justice perspective of Community
Psychology recognizes inequalities that often exist in our society. Our field works toward providing
greater access to resources and decision making, particularly for communities that have been
marginalized and oppressed.

Critical Thought Questions
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1.

What social issue is important to you? How could you use the principle of prevention to
overcome this problem and promote wellness?

2.

Reread Scott’s personal story about his life before and after Oxford House. Identify what firstand second-order changes were effective and ineffective for improving Scott’s quality of life. Is
there anything you would have done differently?

3.

Explain how a person who is experiencing homelessness can be helped from an individualistic
perspective and an ecological perspective.

4.

A community psychologist from outside of your culture is interested in implementing an
intervention to see if it is effective in the reduction of nicotine use (e.g., smoking, vaping, dipping).
Using the information from this chapter and reflecting on your culture’s norms, how would you
advise the community psychologist in implementing a successful and sustainable nicotine
reduction intervention?

Take the Chapter 1 Quiz
View the Chapter 1 Lecture Slides
____________________________________________________________________
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Interests into Action with SCRA!

SCRA has several interest groups that provide networking
opportunities and diverse ways to pursue interests that matter to you.
Find out more at here!
All Rights Reserved (c) 2019 The Society for Community Research and Action
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Chapter Two Objectives

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to:
•

Know major events in the history of Community Psychology

•

Identify key perspectives that have vied for prominence in the field

•

Be familiar with “founders” of Community Psychology

•

Understand the future directions of theories and methodologies in Community Psychology
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Photo by João Silas is licensed under the Unsplash License

Any historical account (whether it involves politics, culture, or a profession) is bound to be subjective,
so it makes sense that much of the history of the field of Community Psychology will also be subjective.
Most existing Introductory Community Psychology textbooks (Jason, Glantsman, O’Brien, & Ramian,
2019; Kloos, Hill, Thomas, Wandersman, Elias, & Dalton, 2012; Moritsugu, Duffy, Vera, & Wong,
2019) begin by discussing the social, political, scientific, and professional contexts that influenced the
development of the field. Although we will review some of this history briefly, we will focus mainly on
the past 50-plus years, since the term Community Psychology was first used by those attending what
we now call the “Swampscott Conference” of 1965 (Bennett et al., 1966).
HIST
HISTORIC
ORICAL
AL C
CONTEX
ONTEXT
T

Adapted from “Student Vietnam War protesters” by uwdigitalcollections is licensed under CC BY 2.0; “Dow Chemical Demonstration, 5 February 1968” by Duke University Archives is
licensed under CC BY-NC-SA 2.0; “Leaders at the Head of the Civil Rights March on Washington” by Archives Foundation is licensed under CC BY 2.0

One needs to consider the social and political events of the 1960s in understanding the beginnings
of Community Psychology. These were turbulent times, marked with protests and demonstrations
involving the Civil Rights movement in the US. In 1965, the Voting Rights Act, an important
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accomplishment of the Civil Rights Movement, was signed into law by President Lyndon B. Johnson.
The Feminist Movement was also developing momentum during the 1960s and into the 1970s, as
would a similar rights movement for gays and lesbians, the environmental movement, and widespread
protests against the Vietnam war. This socially-conscious atmosphere was ideal for the development
of the field of Community Psychology, whose values emphasized social justice.
During this time, there also was widespread
deinstitutionalization of mental patients, as various
media accounts portrayed horrendous conditions in
mental hospitals. The development of antipsychotic
medications such as Thorazine and the growing
research evidence on the harmful effects of mental
hospitalization (e.g., Asylums by Erving Goffman)
were key factors in this movement. In 1961, the report
of the Joint Commission on Mental Health and Illness
was released, which recommended that we reduce the
size of mental hospitals and train more professionals
and paraprofessionals to meet the largely unmet need
for mental health services in our society (Bloom,
1975).
These
recommendations,
vigorously
championed by President John F. Kennedy, led directly
“John F. Kennedy Signs the Community Mental Health Act – ST-C376-2-63” by Cecil W.
to the passage of the 1963 Community Mental Health
Stoughton is Public Domain
Centers Act, which established community-based
services widely throughout the nation. The Community Mental Health Movement was gaining
momentum and many large state mental hospitals across the nation would be closed in the next 20
years. With these developments in the background, it was in 1965 that a group of clinical psychologists
gathered in Swampscott, MA, and gave birth to the field of Community Psychology, which they hoped
would allow them to become social change agents to address many of these pressing social justice
issues of the 1960s. Click on this link for a more comprehensive description of events that led up to the
Swampscott Conference.
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THE FIRST DEC
DECADE:
ADE: 1965-1975

Photo by geralt is licensed under the Pixabay License

In the years immediately after the 1965 Swampscott Conference, a number of training programs in
community mental health and Community Psychology developed. For example, Ed Zolik established
one of the first clinical-community doctoral programs in the US at DePaul University in 1966. A freestanding doctoral program was also established in 1966 at the University of Texas at Austin by Ira Iscoe.
By 1969, there were 50 programs offering some training in Community Psychology and community
mental health, and by 1975 there were 141 graduate programs offering training in these areas.
Several important “early settings” for community research and action also developed, often in
connection with one of the training programs. These settings included the Primary Mental Health
Project at the University of Rochester, founded by Emory Cowen (1975) (click here to see a video of
Cowen describing this innovative program). The Primary Mental Health Project identified children in
the primary grades (K-3) showing some initial trouble adjusting to school and provided help through
the school year from paraprofessional child associates. Cowen, his graduate students, and staff built
this intervention for a single school in Rochester in 1958 and it is used by 2,000 schools worldwide
today. The Primary Mental Health Project was one of the first widely researched and publicized
prevention programs developed by community psychologists. Cowen provided training for a large
number of people who later would become prominent in Community Psychology (below is Cowen’s
“family tree” initially developed by Fowler & Toro, 2008a).
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The Community Lodge project, initially developed by George Fairweather at a Veteran’s Administration
psychiatric hospital, was another of these important “early settings”. The Lodge provided an
alternative to traditional psychiatric care by preparing groups of hospitalized mental patients in a
shared housing environment for simultaneous release into the community. The released patients
established a common business to support themselves (e.g., a lawn care service) and eventually took
full control of the Lodge project from the professionals who helped them establish the Lodge initially.
The first rigorous evaluation of the Lodge found that patients randomly assigned to the Lodge spent
less time in a hospital than those in the control group who received traditional services (Fairweather
et al., 1969). Fairweather later helped to establish the doctoral program in Ecological Psychology at
Michigan State University and also provided training for many community psychologists.
In 1966, just a year after the Swampscott Conference, Division 27
(Community Psychology) of the American Psychological Association
(APA) was established. Shortly after, James Kelly (1966), one of the
Swampscott attendees and another “founder” of Community
Psychology, published an article on the ecological perspective in the
widely circulated American Psychologist. Like Cowen and Fairweather,
Kelly has been important in training a large number of community
psychologists.
The Journal of Community Psychology and the American Journal of
Community Psychology were both first published in 1973. These
journals have become the two most influential professional journals
in the field. The first Community Psychology textbooks came out
during the field’s first decade (Bloom, 1975; Zax & Spector). Both of
these texts viewed Community Psychology as an outgrowth of the
broader field of Clinical Psychology. Over time, the field would
Photo by ananthu kumar is licensed under the Pixabay
portray Community Psychology in a much broader context, deriving
License
from many other sources in addition to Clinical Psychology. Other
important publications of this first decade included Ryan’s Blaming the Victim (still, today, one of the
most cited publications in the field) and Cowen’s Annual Review of Psychology chapter on social and
community interventions. At the end of this decade, the Austin Conference was an opportunity to bring
together the key figures in this field during the first 10 years, and provide informal opportunities to
examine the field’s conceptual independence from Clinical Psychology.
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THE SEC
SECOND
OND DEC
DECADE:
ADE: 1975-1985

Photo by geralt is licensed under the Pixabay License

The late 1970s and early 1980s could be considered the “heyday” of Community Psychology. During
this time period, the political climate made Community Psychology both relevant and necessary, and
membership in the US in APA’s Division 27 (Community Psychology) rose to over 1,800 in 1983 (Toro,
2005, p.10).
The first Midwest Ecological Community Psychology Conference took place in 1978 at Michigan
State University. This conference provided an opportunity for like-minded community psychologists
and students to get together informally to discuss new developments, new training programs, and new
research. This conference has now expanded beyond the Midwest to other regions of the US. These
conferences have provided a new generation of community psychologists opportunities to put their
theoretical ideas about collaboration, empowerment, and the creation of health-promoting settings
into practice in their own environments. For a history of these conferences, see Flores, Jason, Adeoye,
Evans, Brown, and Belyaev-Glantsman. Case Study 2.1 provides more information about students
assuming a major role in the conference’s organization over time.

Case Study 2.1
Students Assume Leadership Roles at the Midwest Ecological Community Psychology Conference

Professors planned and organized the first few
informal Midwest Ecological Community Psychology
Conferences, but something very special happened in
1980 at the conference at Bowling Green State
University. At the end of that meeting, several
community psychologists were in a room discussing
who would host next year’s event, when a graduate
student in the room spoke up suggesting that because
the conference was meant for graduate students, then
the students should be planning and organizing it.
Following this suggestion, students from the
“Hands Passing Baton at Sporting Event” by tableatny is licensed under CC BY 2.0
University of Illinois Chicago began the long-standing
tradition of these conferences being student-run. The Midwest Ecological Community Psychology
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Conferences have kept going since then with student leadership. This informal support system has led to
many networking opportunities over the years for faculty and students to get to know each other, and it has
led to many job and training opportunities. As an example, at one of these meetings, Stephen Fawcett was
invited to participate in a session to demonstrate how behavioral approaches could be integrated into the
field of Community Psychology. Fawcett brought two of his graduate students, Yolanda Suarez-Balcazar and
Fabricio Balcazar, and both had a chance to meet Chris Keys at the meeting. This contact eventually led to
both graduate students finding their first jobs in Chicago. This is just one example of the networking that
continues to lead to important professional and personal relationships among attendees of this student-run
conference.

During this second decade, many community psychologists in the US became dissatisfied with the
field of Community Psychology’s association as one of APA’s many divisions. There was a desire to
bring more non-psychologists into the field. In addition, there were concerns about APA increasingly
emphasizing clinical practice issues over all others. Also, there was a recognition that the term
“psychology” no longer fit well with the work of many community psychologists. The group’s
organizational name was then changed to the Society for Community Research and Action (SCRA), and
the first Biennial Conference on Community Research and Action occurred in 1987. Though many
community psychologists still remain members of APA and its Division 27, SCRA now has more nonAPA members than ones who belong to APA; the Biennial has become the major national professional
venue for Community Psychology.
Looking back on this second decade, this was a time
of “soul searching” in the field of Community
Psychology, the separation from APA and the
initiation of the Biennial Conference both being signs
of this. Another sign came from a string of “dueling
addresses.” Different community psychologists were
trying to strongly encourage the field to adopt one
particular emphasis. In his Presidential address to the
Photo by OpenClipart-Vectors is licensed under the Pixabay License
field of Community Psychology, Emory Cowen argued
for prevention to become “front and center” in the field. A few years later, Julian Rappaport argued for
an emphasis on empowerment rather than prevention. Ed Trickett argued for an emphasis on an
ecological perspective in the field, as did James Kelly. Kelly’s ecological analysis sought to understand
behavior in the context of individual, family, peer, and community influences. Prevention,
empowerment, and the ecological perspective are three of the most important aspects of the world
view that Community Psychology has adopted. We can embrace all the various perspectives in
Community Psychology without dismissing those who have a perspective different from our own, in
what might be called a “big tent” (Toro, 2005). A belief in the value of respect for diversity can apply
to how we interact with our own colleagues in Community Psychology.
During this second decade, two new textbooks were published in 1977 by Heller and Monahan and
Rappaport. Rappaport’s (1977) text, like his controversial Presidential address, presented a much more
radical view of Community Psychology that emphasized the empowerment of the poor and otherwise
disadvantaged, and a more active advocacy stance for community psychologists of the future.
In the late 1970s and early 1980s, there was significant growth in the field of Community Psychology
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outside of the US and Canada. This growth included the first courses taught in Latin America (at the
University of Puerto Rico; for more information see Montero) and in Australia (see Fisher), where
the first professional organization of community psychologists outside of North America occurred in
1983. Since this time, some of the greatest growth in formal membership has occurred in Community
Psychology organizations in areas of the world outside of North America (Toro, 2005).
THE THIRD DEC
DECADE:
ADE: 1985-1995

Photo by Wokandapix is licensed under the Pixabay License

In 1987, James Kelly edited a special issue of the American Journal of Community Psychology to
commemorate the field which had just turned 20 years old (Kelly, 1987). Some of the 12 articles in the
issue were brief reminiscences, while others were more substantive. Beth Shinn, for example, urged
community psychologists to enter an even wider range of domains, including schools, work sites,
religious organizations, voluntary associations, and government. Annette Rickel made an analogy
to Erikson’s developmental stages in reviewing the status of our field at the time. She suggested
that Community Psychology had progressed through adolescence and was entering early adulthood.
Extending this analogy, the field is now over 50 years old, well into “middle age.” And, consistent
with the sorts of issues that Erikson suggested might crop up during middle age, perhaps our field is
concerned about its “long-term legacy.”
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The “dueling addresses” mentioned above
continued into the third decade. Annette Rickel in her
1986 Presidential address emphasized prevention,
much like Cowen did in his address almost 10 years
earlier. Beth Shinn in her 1992 Presidential address
urged community psychologists to engage in new
ways to cope with the social problem of homelessness.
Irma Serrano-Garcia, based at the University of Puerto
Rico, emphasized the need to empower the
disenfranchised in her 1993 Presidential address.
During this third decade, another new Community
Psychology textbook was published (Levine &

Perkins, 1987).
In 1988, there was a major conference in Chicago, IL trying to better define the theories and methods
used by community psychologists (Tolan, Keys, Chertok, & Jason, 1990). Those in attendance discussed
the role of theory in Community Psychology research. There was also an extended examination of the
central and thorny methodological issue of taking into account the ecological levels of analysis. Also
addressed were issues of implementing their research, which for community psychologists is a matter
of actualizing their values in working collaboratively with community partners.
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THE FOUR
FOURTH
TH DEC
DECADE:
ADE: 1995-2005
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Starting in 1995, Sam Tsemberis (1999), a community psychologist from New York City, developed
a program that has come to be called “Housing First.” The program, described in Chapter 1 (Jason,
Glantsman, O’Brien, & Ramian, 2019), targets persons who are both homeless and seriously mentally
ill. The intervention is a reaction to poorly researched transitional housing models that have rapidly
become common in the US. Housing First combines up-front permanent housing with ongoing support
services. In a few randomized trials, Housing First clients have become stably housed significantly
quicker, and remained housed for significantly longer, than those in the control groups. Positive results
have also recently been obtained in an evaluation of Housing First across five Canadian cities (Aubry et
al., 2016). Housing first has also become very popular in Europe and in other developed nations. For the
past three years, there has been an annual international conference to continue this work (Tsemberis,
2018).
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More attention during this decade was provided to
one of the key themes of the field: participatory
approaches to research, which are characterized by
the active participation of community members in the
planning, implementation, and evaluation of
research. Greater knowledge of this approach was
essential for developing ways to collaborate with
community members in order to define and intervene
with the numerous social problems they faced. Due to
this need, the 2nd Chicago Conference on Community
Research was hosted at Loyola University in Chicago
in June of 2002 (Jason et al., 2004), and it focused on
the refinement of the theories and methodologies
Photo by Javier Allegue Barros is licensed under the Unsplash License
that can guide participatory research.
In 2004, SCRA, the main professional organization promoting Community Psychology in North
America, gained solid financial security, perhaps for the first time in its history, by acquiring the
American Journal of Community Psychology from its original owner, the international publisher Kluwer/
Plenum.
THE FIFTH DEC
DECADE
ADE T
TO
O THE PRESENT

Photo by geralt is licensed under the Pixabay License

As another sign of the international growth of Community Psychology, in 2005 the European
Community Psychology Association was formed. Prior to this development, Europeans had for many
years a more informal “Network for Community Psychology.” The European Community Psychology
Association has been operating an annual conference, held in different cities throughout Europe.
As yet another sign of international growth, the first “International Conference on Community
Psychology” was held in 2006 in San Juan, Puerto Rico. Held in even-numbered years, so as not to
conflict with SCRA’s Biennial held in odd-numbered years, there have been International Conferences
held in Portugal, Chile, Mexico, and South Africa. This international growth is very consistent with
Community Psychology’s values emphasizing cultural diversity. Many community psychologists from
around the world are actively collaborating with those in various nations around the world and an
“internationalization” of the field is occurring in terms of practice, research, training, and theory
(Reich, Riemer, Prilleltensky, & Montero, 2007).
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In 2005, following the 40th anniversary of the
founding of the field, a special issue on the history of
Community Psychology was published in the Journal
of Community Psychology (Fowler & Toro, 2008b).
Articles in the special issue included a genealogical
analysis of the influence of 10 key founders of the field
(Fowler & Toro, 2008a), an account of “trailblazing”
women in Community Psychology (Ayala-Alcantar et
al., 2008), and documentation of the development of
Community Psychology in different regions of the

world.
Many community psychologists have made substantive contributions to the development of the
field through their applied work, and have also impacted the development of the field through their
teaching, mentorship, and conference presentations. Pokorny et al. (2009) tried to gauge the
“influence” of community psychologists based on publications and citations to articles in the American
Journal of Community Psychology and Journal of Community Psychology. Although many publications
were by males from academic institutions, there were also publications from influential women,
including Barbara Dohrenwend who contributed groundbreaking research dealing with a psychosocial
stress model. She was also one of the original founders of the field of Community Psychology. Pokorny
et al. did find that the number of women publishing articles has increased over time, as is evident in
Case Study 2.2.

Case Study 2.2
Publications of Women in the Field

In 1970, around the time of the founding of the field
of Community Psychology, women comprised
approximately 20% of Ph.D. recipients in psychology.
By 2005, nearly 72% of new psychology doctoral
students were women. In many ways, articles
published in journals are records of changing times as
they illustrate how marginalized groups, like women,
have transitioned to greater prominence. Patka, Jason,
DiGangi, and Pokorny in 2010 found that in the early
1970s, women represented less than 12% of publishing
authors in the two major Community Psychology
Photo by geralt is licensed under the Pixabay License
journals, but by 2008, the number of women
publishing in the two journals had increased to 61%.
The findings from this study highlight the evolving role of women in the field of Community Psychology.

Community Psychology continued to make advances during this period in attempting to better
understand social change in a world that is both complicated and often unpredictable. This field
has increasingly worked to take into consideration dynamic feedback loops, which need to transcend
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simplistic linear cause and effect methods. In other words, the theories and methods of the field
of Community Psychology are increasingly trying to capture a systems perspective, or the mutual
interdependencies that Kelly’s ecological model has pointed to, regarding how people adapt to and
become effective in diverse social environments.
New methods during the past 15 years have helped
community
psychologists
conceptualize
and
empirically
describe
these
dynamics,
with
quantitative and qualitative research methods that
support contextually and theoretically-grounded
community interventions (Jason & Glenwick, 2016).
More attention is being directed to mixing qualitative
and quantitative research methods in order to provide
a deeper exploration of contextual factors. More
sophisticated statistical methods help community
psychologists address questions of importance as they
work to describe the dynamics of complex systems
that have the potential to transform our communities
in fresh and innovative ways.
Finally, this free online textbook that you are
Photo by Gordon Johnson is licensed under the Pixabay License
reading, like the earlier development of the Ecological
Community Psychology Conferences, is an illustration of how community psychologists put the field’s
principles and theories into practice. Community psychologists believe that “giving psychology away”
is the best course of action for an organization committed to prevention, social change, social justice,
and empowerment. In addition, during the effort to assemble this online textbook, the editors worked
with SCRA leadership to provide free SCRA Student Associate membership to undergraduates, which
is another example of recent efforts to help lower barriers to participation in the field of Community
Psychology.
SUMMING UP
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This chapter has reviewed the last 50-plus years in which the field of Community Psychology has
developed after its start in 1965 at the Swampscott Conference. With a focus on prevention, ecology,
and social justice, the field has offered society new ways of thinking about how we might best solve our
social and community problems. The chapter has documented key events that have occurred, including
organization changes, key publications and conferences, and international developments. The field has
had some “growing pains,” but now appears to be well-established and mature.

Critical Thought Questions

1.

Do you think that the field of Psychology, in general, could use the ideas of Community
Psychology to change the way they approach solving mental health problems?

2.

How can prevention be used to solve some of the problems for people who are homeless or
addicted to drugs?

3.

The early pioneers of the field of Community Psychology were challenging the way that
psychologists were delivering services to others. Can you think of a particular mental health
problem that this might apply to?

4.

If you were to make an argument to some friends about the advantages of a more communityoriented approach, what might you say to help convince them of the benefits of this alternative
way of thinking about social issues?

Take the Chapter 2 Quiz
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3.
WHO WE ARE
Amber Kelly and Judah Viola

Chapter Three Objectives

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to:
•

Distinguish between various settings where community psychologists often work

•

Describe diverse career roles within the field of Community Psychology

•

Explore strategies for obtaining employment in the field of Community Psychology

•

Understand unique skill sets or competencies used by community psychologists in various
settings
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Community psychologists seek to improve community well-being through a cycle of collaborative
planning, action, and research in partnership with local community members. As indicated in the
first chapter (Jason, Glantsman, O’Brien, & Ramian, 2019), we emphasize exploring issues with a
systems lens approach, and focus on prevention and community contexts of behavior. Community
psychologists embrace the core values of the field which include 1) individual and family wellness,
2) sense of community, 3) respect for human diversity, 4) social justice, 5) empowerment and citizen
participation, 6) collaboration and community strengths, and 7) empirical grounding.
The settings of community psychologists range
from academia to non-profit organization.
Typically, community psychologists complete
graduate work in the field, but that is not required to
engage in community work. The work of a community
psychologist is dependent on an individual’s interest,
training, and experience. Community psychologists
can work as researchers, policy developers, educators,
program evaluators, or program coordinators within
academic, government and non-profit settings (SCRA,
Photo by Kat Yukawa is licensed under the Unsplash License
2018). These are not the only roles and settings of
community psychologists and within this chapter, we
will explore a diversity of career paths and employment options. All community psychologists have a
passion for a specific community need or topic. What community issues are you most excited about
addressing?
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Community Psychology Practice
Community Psychology practice typically refers to
applied or practical work of community psychologists,
which can involve a variety of activities related to a
cycle of action and research such as community
organizing, coalition building, program development
or program evaluation, policy, advocacy, grant
writing, data collection, data analysis, or report
writing. Community Psychology practice occurs in
many community settings outside of the classroom or
Photo by Rux Centea is licensed under the Unsplash License
research center such as schools, community-based
non-profit organizations, places of worship, health clinics, parks, community centers, or other
neighborhood gathering spaces.
Skill Sets of a Community Psychologist
Due to the diversity of activities and settings for
Community Psychology practice and its focus on
systems, context, programs, and organizations as
opposed to individuals, the field has decided not to
have their members receive a license to practice.
Rather, members of SCRA have developed
Photo by geralt is licensed under the Pixabay License
competencies for Community Psychology practice
to “…provide a common framework for the discussion
of skills involved in Community Psychology practice, and how those skills can be learned” (SCRA, 2012,
p. 9). The 18 competencies help define and clarify the unique combination of skills and values that
differentiate community psychologists from other people working in community settings. They fall
into five categories: 1) foundational principles, 2) community program development and management,
3) community organizational capacity building, 4) community and social change, and 5) community
research. See the chapter by Wolfe (2019) to view a complete list of the competencies by category. To
learn more about the competencies in Community Psychology check out Dalton and Wolfe (2012) and
Wolfe and Price (2017).
If you want to dig even further into how a specific competency is used in work settings, see Elias,
Neigher, and Johnson-Hakim (2015) which provides case examples of how each competency is enacted
in practice. See Scott and Wolfe’s Community Psychology: Foundations for Practice (2015) which provides
case examples of how each competency is enacted in practice. In addition, the Community Tool Box has
an Ask An Advisor Tool which provides more examples of how to apply the competencies in different
settings. Note that some Community Psychology scholars have raised concerns about the potential
limiting aspects of focusing on competencies or provided counterpoints for their value (e.g., Dzidic,
Breen, & Bishop, 2013). There are also some additional models or ways to categorize the skills of a
community psychologist such as the one by Arcidiacono (2017), who describes the TRIP model (which
stands for Trustfulness, Reflexivity, Intersectionality, and Positionality) as the core methodological
skills acquired by community psychologists in their training as well as their basic values.
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Practical Application 3.1 below can help you start the process of examining your current skills, the
skills you want to acquire, and how you can find a career in Community Psychology that’s right for you.

Practical Application 3.1
Your Personal Fit with Community Psychology

Think of the competencies as a set of tools in a toolbox. You can pick and choose which competency to
apply in various settings. In specific settings, some competencies are used more than others. Are there skills
that are you are interested in gaining that you do not currently have? How can you build your skill set? This
activity will help you start thinking about which skills you can build upon throughout your career.
1.

Make a list of skills that you already have and then identify the skills that you would like to
build in Community Psychology. Compare your list to the 18 competencies for practice.

2.

Create a list of organizations and professionals that share your interests within Community
Psychology. Do some background research on each of them. Read about the organizations’
history, mission, structure, activities, and accomplishments. Read about the professionals’
educational backgrounds, and current and past jobs. Contact them directly to make a connection.
Let them know about your shared interest and ask them specific questions about their work.
LinkedIn is a great tool for finding out more about others in the field and to connect to start a
conversation.

3.

Write a job description of your ideal job. Include work setting, salary, job description, and
geographic region. Is your description similar to a community psychologist description you are
familiar with? Why? Why not?
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NON-TRADITIONAL COMMUNITY PSYCHOLOGISTS
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It is important to keep in mind that there is no one path to becoming a community psychologist. The
path is determined based on the needs and preferences of an individual, which makes the journey
flexible. Non-traditional community psychologists pursue training in other academic fields or have
lived experiences as a community advocate. They do not take the traditional route of pursuing formal
graduate training in Community Psychology. For example, some community psychologists pursue
training in other fields that share similar values and approaches (e.g., Public Health, public service
management, Social Work, Applied Anthropology, Applied Social Psychology, Sociology, and disability
studies). In fact, many community psychologists have diverse training, backgrounds, and experiences
that allow them to make the field rich in diversity. Check out these unique paths of community
psychologists in Case Study 3.1. and Case Study 3.2.

Case Study 3.1
Nicole Freund
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“As an undergrad, I found psychology fascinating,
but had no idea there was a discipline outside of
clinical work. I did not want to be a clinician, so I
didn’t consider psychology as a major, instead
graduating with a degree in English and theater. I went
on to graduate school for English and got an MA in
rhetoric and composition and then spent my first year
in Wichita (I got married and moved to Wichita, KS
after receiving my MA) adjunct teaching 6 intro writing
classes at 4 universities. I did so much adjunct work
(and couldn’t get a full-time instructor gig), that I
burned right out and my newlywed family couldn’t
Photo by www_darkworkx_de is licensed under the Pixabay License
make ends meet, so I jumped ship and started working
in public relations for a private consumer goods
company. I did PR and brand marketing work at that company for about 5 years, earning an MBA along the
way. At the 4-5 year mark, I started doing marketing research for the company and pretty soon, that became
my full focus. I was the sole researcher at the company, so I was responsible for understanding consumer
behaviors across a bunch of different activities, cultures, and products. It really got me interested in why
people think the way they do, and why they behave in certain ways. After 11.5 years at the company, the
context had changed so much that it was just not healthy for me to stay, and I started looking at exit
strategies. I came across psychology again after last having considered it more than a decade before, and this
time I was introduced to community psych, which really resonated with me. I applied for a spot in the
Wichita State University Ph.D. program and spent the next 5 years learning about what I should have
learned so many years before. It felt like home. For my practicum, I began working at what is now the Center
for Applied Research and Evaluation at the Community Engagement Institute. We do primarily program
evaluations, and being able to juggle multiple partners, understand that what a partner needs is not always
an RCT (randomized control trial) or “bullet-proof” report, and handle a wide variety of methodologies was
incredibly useful. The practice of community psych as an evaluator is something of a different animal than
practicing in other ways and definitely different than an academic path. After my practicum, I was offered
and accepted a full-time position as a research associate, and now that I’ve successfully defended, I plan to
stay at CARE as a research scientist. I came to my position through a winding path that ultimately provided
me with skills I wouldn’t have had otherwise. The relationships I was able to cultivate in my Ph.D. program
certainly impacted where I ended up, and I’m so grateful to know and work with the people I do. The future
is obviously unwritten, but I feel like my weird journey to a Ph.D. at 41 (technically 42 by the time I walk),
has definitely set me up to find opportunities I wouldn’t otherwise have.”

Case Study 3.2
Monica Adams-Terraso
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“As with many community psychologists, I followed
a circuitous path to my current role. As an
undergraduate psychology major at the University of
Iowa, I volunteered at the local AIDS care center and
completed a mixed methods internship at the
University of Iowa Hospital in the HIV/AIDS clinic. I
really enjoyed the qualitative interviews and working
with patients to share their needs and voices, and soon
presented my first scientific poster. After a summer
internship in London, I realized that the individualized
Photo by mohamed_hassan is licensed under the Pixabay License
nature of clinical work, especially with a
psychoanalytical orientation, was not my path, and abandoned the idea of going to graduate school for
clinical psychology. I was at a loss for what to do next when a mentor introduced me to the field of public
health. I joined the Master of Public Health program at the University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill (UNC).
Here I encountered my first community psychologist—a professor doing innovative research on marketing
and internet tobacco sales. I conducted research on adolescent alcohol and tobacco use and did a practicum
with a rural anti-smoking coalition. After graduation, I moved to Chicago to work at DePaul University’s
Center for Community Research. My boss and later advisor mentored me in the application of Community
Psychology to real-world problems. I saw how you could blend both public health and psychology to
advocate for underrepresented populations and concentrate on systems. This led me to apply for the
Community Psychology program at DePaul University. In graduate school, I continued my work on tobacco
policy—with an emphasis on the school setting and geo-spatial analysis. I conducted applied research
projects, and after receiving my Ph.D. focused heavily on evaluation and practice around substance use
prevention and community engagement. The emerging opioid epidemic pushed me to focus more on data to
action, and I applied to the Epidemic Intelligence Service—the Center for Disease Control and Prevention’s
training program for disease investigation and epidemiology. This fellowship transported me to a local
public health department in Las Vegas. There I responded to several outbreaks including setting up a
measles vaccination clinic at a large casino, evaluating lab results for Zika virus, and importantly, traveling
to Sierra Leone to support Ebola prevention efforts. While there, I worked on the health promotion team to
conduct rapid community assessments in ongoing transmission areas and worked with disease survivors, a
much-stigmatized group. Once the fellowship was over, I went back to my first public health interest
area—HIV/AIDS—to find my current home as an epidemiologist within the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention. Here I support bio-behavioral disease surveillance to understand HIV transmission within
networks of people who inject drugs. My training as a community psychologist gave me skills to conduct
research with marginalized populations, think about policy levers, and apply varied analysis methods and
tools. It ultimately led me to a federal agency where I get to use my expertise to support and impact national
initiatives around HIV elimination.”

As mentioned, graduate training in Community Psychology is not required to engage in community
work. You may fall into this category of having a passion for community work but with no desire to
receive formal graduate training. Non-traditional community psychologists have not received formal
training (e.g., graduate training in Community Psychology or related field). They are typically
community members and/or leaders who identify as community psychologists due to their work in
the community. The community-grounded work aligns with the principles and values within the field.
One common approach of community psychologists is to collaborate with community members. In
addition, non-traditional and traditional community psychologists share in common an understanding
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that the solutions to community challenges lie within communities. The approach is bottom-up and
ensures that the voices of the community drive the search for and implementation of solutions. The
Asset-Based Community Development Institute is a great resource to support community-engaged
work that does not necessarily require traditional training.
COMMUNITY PSY
PSYCHOL
CHOLOGY
OGY W
WORK
ORK SETTINGS
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When exploring working in the field of Community Psychology, consider which job setting aligns with
your interest and skill set. Be open to trying different settings to figure out what works best for you.
One of the great things about the field is that you can create a career path that is uniquely yours. There
is no perfect roadmap to working as a community psychologist. Community Psychology-oriented job
seekers may desire working in one or both of the following setting tracks: academic or practice.
Academic Settings
Academic community psychologists often have faculty appointments and teach at the collegiate level
and/or engage in community-based participatory research or evaluation work. Higher education
settings also include research or evaluation centers or institutes and student support services units
that focus on the health and academic success of students. Community psychologists who work in
academia typically receive formal graduate training. To learn more about graduate training, review the
last chapter of this textbook (McMahon & Sánchez, 2019).
Practice Settings
Practice settings include non-profit organizations, consulting, government, health care, or forprofit organizations. What setting will fit you? Check out Practical Application 3.2 below to learn
more about different opportunities. Each setting description gives insight into what takes place at
each setting. Also, visit the websites of the examples to get a better picture of how people in each
environment engage in their work. In some cases, practice environments may fall into multiple
categories due to their scope of work. Explore the different options and think about which setting is
best for your interests.

Practical Application 3.2
Practice Settings
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The practice setting categories listed below are not mutually exclusive. Some organizations may fall in
multiple categories.
Non-profit Organizations
Local or national organizations that focus on a specific cause. They invest their income back into the
organization to further their cause as opposed to distributing the earnings to shareholders, leaders or
members. They are often tax-exempt due to their charitable purpose and the value they add to the public.
Examples of Non-profit Organizations:
•

American Red Cross

•

United Way

•

Habitat for Humanity

•

Oxfam

•

UNICEF

Consulting and Research Firms
Community psychologists may work as independent consultants, principles, or employees, or small,
medium, or large consulting firms that provide advice and support to other organizations looking to make
decisions or change something within their organization.
Examples of Consulting and Research Firms:
•

Community Evaluation Solutions

•

Community Science

•

Susan Wolfe and Associates LLC

•

Brookings Institution

•

Westat

Government Positions
A legislative, executive, or judiciary department, agency, or commission that establishes and enforces laws
and regulations and provides basic infrastructure, health, education, public safety, and commerce/trade to
support its citizenry. Community psychologists work in local municipalities, county, state, and the federal
government.
Examples of Government Positions:
•

National Institutes of Health

•

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention

•

Healthy People

•

Department of Education

•

Office of the Inspector General

•

Veterans Administration

•

Congressional Budget Office
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Health Care Organizations
An organization that provides health care or related services (e.g., health-focused research).
Examples of Health Care Organizations:
•

St. Jude Children’s Research Hospital

•

World Health Organization

•

Shirley Ryan Ability Lab (formerly Rehabilitation Institute of Chicago)

•

Atlantic Health Systems

Educational Sector Opportunities
Community psychologists can be found in just about every setting you can imagine within the educational
sector. We work in public and private daycare centers, pre-school, primary and secondary schools (pre-K
through 12th grade), school district research and assessment/evaluation offices, tutoring centers, afterschool enrichment programs and prevention programs, colleges and universities, and more.
Examples of Educational Sector Opportunities:
•

Headstart

•

School Districts

•

Individual Local Schools

•

Private Schools

•

Charter School Systems

Practice settings allow community psychologists to use Community Psychology practice in an applied
environment. Typically, job responsibilities do not focus on gaining publications in scholarly journals,
which is usually emphasized in academia. While these practice-oriented community psychologists
might not focus on research and publishing, the methods and approaches used in practice settings
are based on previous research. Job titles can range from Program Coordinator to Director of Program
Evaluation. While each job title may or may not require a degree in Community Psychology, it is
important to understand job responsibilities.
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Gain Experience in Areas of Interest
If you are not sure which setting you prefer,
volunteer or complete an internship, fellowship, or
service year (e.g., AmeriCorps, PeaceCorps, Teach for
America), in order to figure out which experience is
the best fit for you. In addition, professional
organizations offer mentorship programs to connect
professionals with students and/or community
members who desire more guidance in the field (e.g.,
SCRA, American Evaluation Association, Society for
Research on Adolescence’s Undergraduate Scholars
Photo by Vlad Tchompalov is licensed under the Unsplash License
Program, Society for Research in Child Development,
Millennium Scholars Program, Early Career
Interdisciplinary Scholars Fellowship Program). Individuals who are interested in gaining more
experience in the area of research or policy should consider looking into relevant programs (e.g.,
American Psychological Association Fellowship, the American Association for the Advancement of
Science, Center for Disease Control and Prevention Fellowship).
COMMUNITY PSY
PSYCHOL
CHOLOGISTS
OGISTS W
WORKING
ORKING IN THE FIELD
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Now that we have gone over some different settings for understanding career paths, let’s connect to
some community psychologists working in the field. The Diverse Careers in Community Psychology
book includes over 20 detailed examples of community psychologists describing their jobs and careers
in the field. Here are examples of titles of working community psychologists who contributed to
the book. To learn more about each community psychologist, click on their name to connect to
their personal page. As you are exploring each community psychologist, do you notice any trends
in career paths? How does their education relate to their job setting? What professional skills are
listed? How are the community psychologists describing themselves in their bio description? Of the
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settings described in Practical Application 3.2, which ones pique your interest? Start exploring the
community psychologists in that field first. Other great sources to learn about the career trajectories
of individual community psychologists include Gloria Levin’s 60+ longtime interview-based columns,
“Living Community Psychology” within The Community Psychologist (TCP).
Government:
Theresa L. Armstead—Behavioral Scientist in the Research and Evaluation Branch, Division of Violence
Prevention, National Center for Injury Control and Prevention, CDC

Case Study 3.3
Theresa Armstead

Theresa Armstead is a member of the Intimate Partner Violence/Teen
Dating Violence team and serves as the scientific lead for the evaluation
of the DELTA FOCUS (Domestic Violence Prevention Enhancement and
Leadership Through Alliances, Focusing on Outcomes for Communities
United with States) program. She has nine years of program evaluation
experience in the public health areas of chronic disease prevention,
violence prevention, HIV and AIDS prevention, and emergency response.

Richard A. Jenkins—Health Scientist Administrator in the Prevention
Research Branch of the National Institute on Drug Abuse, National
Institutes of Health (NIH).
Faculty at Universities and Community Colleges:
Fabricio E. Balcazar—Professor in the Department of Disability and
“Purple ribbon” by MesserWoland is licensed CC BY-SA 3.0
Human Development, the University of Illinois at Chicago
Ronald Harvey—Assistant Professor of psychology at American
University in Bulgaria
Gregor V. Sarkisian—Associate Professor of psychology at Antioch University, Los Angeles, CA
Cari Stevenson—Professor at Kankakee Community College
University-Based Support Services and Researchers:
Lindsey Back—Senior Analyst in the office of Institutional Research and Assessment at Northeastern
Illinois University
Luciano Berardi—Director of the McNair Scholars, Arnold Mitchem Fellows, and Research Lab
programs at the Center for Access and Attainment at DePaul University
Crystal Reinhart—Research Program Specialist with the Center for Prevention Research and
Development at the University of Illinois, Urbana–Champaign
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Consultants at Small and Large firms:
Small firms typically have 1-10 employees and larger firms include more than 10 or in the hundreds.
Michelle Bloodworth—Senior Research and Evaluation Specialist at Apex Education
Ashley Boal—Research Associate at WestEd in Los Alamitos, CA
Geraldine (Geri) L. Palmer—Managing Director at the Community Wellness Institute
Manolya Tanyu—Senior Researcher at the American Institutes for Research

Case Study 3.4
Manolya Tanyu

Manolya Tanyu has expertise in interventions in
schools and community settings, program evaluation
in youth development, mentoring, and socialemotional learning. Tanyu is a skilled methodologist,
and she has worked on a number of evaluation projects
to investigate processes, practices, and outcomes using
qualitative and quantitative methods. She earned her
doctoral degree in Community Psychology and
prevention research from the University of Illinois at
Chicago with a minor in methods and statistics.
Photo by 200degrees is licensed under the Pixabay License

Non-Profits and Foundations:
Foundations are considered grantmaking institutions and focus on awarding grants to non-profit
organizations.
Teresa Garate—Vice President of Strategic Partnerships & Engagement at the Gateway Foundation
Judith Meyers—President and Chief Executive Officer of the Children’s Fund of Connecticut
Sharon Johnson –Hakim—Manager for Population Health Sciences at Atlantic Health System in
Morristown, NJ
Alison J. Martin—Assessment and Evaluation Coordinator for the Oregon Center for Children and
Youth with Special Health Needs
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Mentorship
Just like with any career path, mentorship is critical
for success as a community psychologist. Mentors can
help with guidance, support, and advice. When
thinking about who to reach out to for mentorship,
consider who is doing the work that you would like to
do. Mentors can come from applied and academic
settings or both. In fact, mentors do not have to be
community psychologists but they can engage in
community work or use an approach that you want to
Photo by “My Life Through A Lens” is licensed under the Unsplash License
learn more about. Do not limit yourself to just one
mentor. Create a library of mentors that you can reach out to for when you need a sounding board or
advice on how to engage with a community population in which you are unfamiliar. If you are not sure
where to start in identifying mentors, start with a basic Google search. Then, try the various
professional organizations that are listed in the chapter. Next, develop a list of questions to ask a
potential mentor to help you determine if the mentorship is a good fit. Your mentor must have the
time, dedication and interest in investing in your growth. Do not get discouraged if a mentoring
relationship does not work out. Remember to always build a library of mentors with various expertise
in different fields. The more diverse your mentors the more likely you are to learn something new and
continue to grow in your journey as a community psychologist.
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Community Psychology jobs typically do not specifically advertise “seeking a community
psychologist,” so one challenge with the field is that its connection to psychology causes employers
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to make assumptions about the applicant’s skill set that is inaccurate. For example, an employer may
assume community psychologists are trained in clinical work or therapy (McMahon & Wolfe, 2017).
Therefore, it is important to first have a good sense of your expertise. Next, examine the job description
to ensure it fits your skill set, interests, and alignment with Community Psychology competencies.
When promoting yourself as a community psychologist, share the values of the field and the specific
skills that match the desired role. Write a job description of your ideal job which includes work setting,
salary, job description, and geographic region. Is your description similar to a typical description of a
community psychologist? Why? Why not?
In Practical Application 3.3 below, there are some excerpts from job descriptions for positions held
by community psychologists.

Practical Application 3.3
Community Psychology Job Descriptions

•

Establishment of partnerships among local community institutions.

•

Development, implementation, and evaluation of programs for the personal and social
development of children and young people.

•

Conduct evaluations and research related to preventing childhood obesity, local food
systems, and food insecurity

•

Conduct health research related to how communities and neighborhoods impact behavior and
well-being

•

Consulting with other non-profits who are education and child-development-oriented on
projects related to school community building, education improvement, and lifelong learning.

•

Test the efficacy of using the expressive arts and mindfulness to resolve loss, repair the moral
injury, and mitigate post-traumatic stress in combat veterans.

Health Care
•

Lead population health initiatives including the dissemination of evidence-based prevention
science and community capacity building.

•

Manage a Public Health Institute—a research, development, and training organization

•

Coordination of research and grant writing for multiple federally funded programs; and
developing and implementing training programs around evidence-based practices.

•

Chairman of a board of an organization that provides behavioral healthcare (mental health
and substance abuse treatment) in 4 counties

•

Design, manage, and conduct studies in a specific public health area; provide technical
assistance on methods in quantitative and qualitative research

Consulting
•

Community coalition work using environmental strategies to effect community change.
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•

Conduct Community-based Participatory Research with under-represented communities on
issues of cultural competence, capacity building for evaluation, rehabilitation outcomes for
minorities, and evaluation of community-based interventions

•

State mental health policy, program evaluation of state-funded programs, consultation and
evaluation for private community organizations

•
•
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Consult on coalition building and community development
Lead change management and capacity building for a geographically diverse community of
public servants.

Career Support
SCRA offers different ways to connect with others
and gain additional career support. As a result of the
diversity of topic interests among community
psychologists, SCRA interest groups help to bring
together others in the field with similar interests. If
you are primarily interested in learning more about
careers, we recommend checking out Early Career
Interest Group. Also, consider participating in
initiatives hosted by the Community Psychology
Practice Council. For example, the council organizes
Photo by geralt is licensed under the Pixabay License
monthly calls to gain support for career challenges.
Have you been working on a community project and
hit a brick wall? Participating in peer consultation calls can help you overcome that obstacle and
connect with potential mentors with expertise in the field.
Attending conferences and participating in professional development opportunities helps to network
and identify mentors for potential job opportunities. At conferences, people with similar interests
connect and establish future collaborations. The Midwest Eco Conference is a training opportunity
that is completely run by students in the field to share their work and gain supportive feedback. Each
year a different academic institution in the Midwest hosts the conference which serves as a leadership
opportunity for students. To learn more about the history of the conference check out The Evolution
and Growth of the Eco-Community Psychology Conferences. There are now similar conferences in
different regions of the US.
Some community psychologists obtained their jobs through building relationships and created
their own jobs. Another strategy is to join group email lists or “listservs,” such as those for SCRA,
Community Based Participatory Research, and Culturally Responsive Evaluation and Assessment, to
receive emails of new job postings in the field. For additional email lists related to public health see
Partners in Information Access for the Public Health Workforce.
Professional development opportunities exist beyond conferences and these are typically workshops
or webinars. The opportunities are offered through professional membership organizations, experts,
consulting firms, government, and/or non-profit organizations (e.g., Tamarack Institute, American
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Evaluation Association Education Webinars, Evaluator’s Institute, American Educational Research
Association, Association for Talent Development). These professional development opportunities
listed above are examples but they are not the only options for professional development. An internet
search will come up with additional options as well. Reach out to other professionals in the field to
learn about which professional development opportunities that they can recommend for your interest.
See Practical Application 3.4 for a list of employment-seeking strategies.

Practical Application 3.4
Employment-Seeking Strategies

1.

Identify and cultivate relationships with multiple mentors. However, limit the number of
mentors to a number you can manage to connect with consistently.

2.

Build your network both within your field and across disciplines.

3.

Join and engage actively with professional associations within your areas of interest.

4.

Be intentional about building skills and competencies relevant to the sector and jobs in which
you are most interested. Remember that you will continue to grow in these areas beyond graduate
training.

5.

Align your CV (resume) to the skills and competencies needed for the specific job(s) you seek,
and practice an “elevator speech” that helps future employers see how your experience, training,
and competencies fit their contexts.

6.

Use multiple search techniques when looking for employment (e.g., job postings and
organizational websites, networking, listservs).

7.

Keep confident, consistent, get support, and recognize that part of your real- life training and
development as a community psychologist involves seeking new positions.

(Cited directly from Viola, Glantsman, Williams, & Stevenson, 2017).

Community Psychologists’ Salaries and Earning Potential
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Figure 1. Community Psychology Earnings

A common question among those considering Community Psychology as a career is, “What do
community psychologists make as a salary?” Like most jobs, salaries vary according to job setting,
geographic region, and job responsibilities. In Viola, Glantsman, Williams, and Stevenson (2017),
420 community psychologists completed The Diverse Careers in Community Psychology Survey.
Respondents shared that the median salary range for a community psychologist was $75,000- $90,066
(as of 2015). The salary ranges were specific to the following job settings: consulting, government, nonprofit, education, health care, and for-profit across various geographic regions. Check out Viola and
Glantsman (2017) to learn more about salaries in the field across work settings and job titles.
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SUMMING UP

Photo by geralt is licensed under the Pixabay License

Community psychologists apply various Community Psychology practice competencies in their job
roles. The two main job tracks within Community Psychology are academia and practice, and career
paths of community psychologists can be traditional or non-traditional. Community psychologists
work in various settings such as non-profit organizations, consulting, government, health care, forprofit, and academic settings. Community psychologists find jobs through networking, responding to
postings on email listserv and online job postings, and can also co-create jobs with organizations they
respect and work with on community projects.

Critical Thought Questions

1.

What organizations can you work with to gain more experience?

2.

What conferences can you attend that match your interest?

3.

Who is currently doing the work that aligns with your passion? Can the person serve as your
mentor?

4.

Is there an opportunity to collaborate and work with others who share your interest?

5.

What professional development opportunities can you participate in to engage more in
community work in your interest? Gain knowledge or skill sets?

Take the Chapter 3 Quiz
View the Chapter 3 Lecture Slides
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4.
INTERNA
INTERNATIONAL
TIONAL PERSPEC
PERSPECTIVES
TIVES
Ronald Harvey and Hana Masud

Chapter Four Objectives

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to:
•

Understand why it is important to adopt an international perspective on Community
Psychology

•

Recognize how an international context differs from at-home Community Psychology

•

Appreciate the challenges and rewards of doing International Community Psychology work
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“Mummers Festival, Pernik, Bulgaria” by Ronald Harvey

“The farther one travels, the less one knows.”
– George Harrison, “The Inner Light”
In this book, you will learn about the different theories of Community Psychology and how
community psychologists work and interact with people in their communities, as well as with local
and national governments and policy makers to promote social change. Now, think about doing
Community Psychology work in a country you know little about. This is called International
Community Psychology, and it occurs when community psychologists from one country work or train
in a country other than their own. The opening Harrison quote, inspired by the 2500-year-old text the
Tao Te Ching, implies that exposure to diverse environments and context helps us realize how much
more we need to learn. Although humbling, this is the value of adopting an international perspective
in Community Psychology.
In this chapter, we will describe some of the similarities and differences International Community
Psychology has with “domestic” Community Psychology, and give examples of some of the unique
challenges and rewards of doing International Community Psychology work.
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WHY STUDY INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY PSYCHOLOGY?

Photo by geralt is licensed under the Pixabay License

Why might you be interested in International Community Psychology? First, we believe international
work can sharpen your Community Psychology skills because international research and practice
can intensify values and goals compared to doing work in more familiar in-country environments.
Experienced International Community Psychology practitioners often report that their international
work creates opportunities for reflection and self-discovery, and helps them to better understand
context (Harvey & Mihaylov, 2017). We will explore this in more detail later in the chapter.
Second, because of globalization, the world is becoming more interconnected via communications
technology, travel, immigration, and trade. While trade is occurring in money, goods, and services,
trade is also occurring in symbols, morality, cultural values, governmental systems, and most
importantly, people. We live in an ever increasingly global community where we must consider the
global context to address the root causes of local social problems. Community Psychology practices
must be informed by global perspectives to understand the contexts in which people live.
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TYPES OF INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY PSYCHOLOGY WORK

Photo by FotografieLink is licensed under the Pixabay License

International Community Psychology practice occurs when Community Psychology practitioners from
one country work in a different country or culture. This may occur because the practitioners are invited
to do research by native residents, or because the practitioners have initiated this contact.
Invitations to do International Community Psychology happen for many reasons: the community
psychologist may have expertise in an intervention or field in which the host country lacks, or is invited
to teach Community Psychology methods to students and practitioners. The following case study from
Harvey and Mihaylov (2017) illustrates such an invitation given to Douglas D. Perkins, a community
psychologist at Vanderbilt University in the US.

Case Study 4.1
Douglas D. Perkins Engaging in International Work In 1998

“[…] I was invited as a visiting professor in Perth,
Australia. The trip involved giving Community
Psychology and community development research and
academic program development talks and
consultations all over Australia (and I also spent time
in New Zealand). But I did not really consider myself
an international researcher until 2003, when as
director of the Program in Community Research &
Action at Vanderbilt, I was invited to deliver a keynote
address at the National Congress on “Prevention in
Schools and Communities: Development of Social
Capital for Health Promotion and Prevention” at the
University of Padova, Italy, and to teach a 2004
graduate master class at Otto-von-Guericke University
“ACRM Conference Brain Injury session: 421569 Phadke” by ACRM-Rehabilitation is licensed
under CC BY-SA 2.0
in Magdeburg, Germany. These opportunities produced
my first international research collaborations. I
subsequently developed other collaborative research and educational projects with other faculty and
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students in Italy, China, and South Africa, and many of those faculty and students have also been visiting
scholars in our program at Vanderbilt.”

In contrast, initiating International Community Psychology may occur because a home practitioner
desires to learn something new or useful that can only be obtained by doing the research or
intervention in an international setting. For example, Vassileva et. al (2007) explored the changes in
impulsivity in former heroin users over time. However, they faced the issue that the vast majority
of people with substance use disorders in the US abused more than one substance before seeking
treatment. This methodological challenge was overcome by recruiting participants in Bulgaria, who,
because of societal and economic factors, tended to only use heroin.
A third, but not recommended, model of International Community Psychology is research or
intervention forced upon the local or indigenous culture. This sometimes occurs when large funders
(e.g., the World Health Organization) attach conditions to the funds being spent. For example,
Burchett (2012) interviewed Ghanan psychologists who had a negative view of international health
policy from foreign funders that de-legitimized traditional birth attendants for home births. The
funders forced an intervention using only non-traditional birth workers but provided no funding for
training additional birth workers to make up the deficit. This is something that we do not advocate
because it is a form of colonialism and violates many Community Psychology values. Colonialism is
the act of an invading culture establishing political and economic control over an indigenous people.
We need to do all that is possible to not support Colonialism when working internationally.
The last example is when Community Psychology training occurs in another country. See the case
study below for an example describing Nikolay L. Mihaylov, at the Medical University—Varna, Bulgaria.

Case Study 4.2
Nikolay L. Mihaylov Meets Community Psychology

“In 2009 I was applying to study psychology in the US
with the long-term goal of working on social issues in my
home country Bulgaria. Community Psychology was not
the instrument I sought: it was absent in textbooks or
lectures available in Bulgaria (some of them popular US
intros to psychology). Based on an Elliot Aronson-inspired
view of social psychology, I applied to a dozen such
programs only to discover, to my dismay, that none would
admit me, despite my eloquent action-focused personal
statement and despite the boost of a Fulbright grant. Then
fortune and the Fulbright Commission put me in touch
with Ron Harvey, at the time a Ph.D. student at DePaul
University. And so I met Community Psychology.

Adapted from “Fulbright 70th Anniversary (25709108293)” by Exchanges Photos is
licensed under CC0 1.0

Community Psychology captivated me with its inherent direct work with and in communities, with people.
I found that to be the essence of psychology, what drew me to it in the first place – human contact and a
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spontaneous need to share human presence. In this regard, I felt there was too little training and emphasis
on interpersonal skills, consultation, leadership, group dynamics and community organizing in the
Community Psychology programs I was first introduced to.
The last impression I would like to share is of my initial awe of how rigorous and busy research in
Community Psychology was. Compared to European and Eastern European academic styles, the tempo and
rigor in the US is mind-blowing. This makes US academia much more productive and relevant. On the
downside, business-like benchmarks for good work seem to prioritize efficiency over reflection in the
process of research. In Community Psychology, such a trade-off might be bad for community.”

INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY PSYCHOLOGY AS A METHOD TO UNDERSTAND CONTEXT
AND CULTURE

Photo by geralt is licensed under the Pixabay License

International Community Psychology is not different in kind from domestic Community Psychology,
but it does differ in scope, logistics, open-mindedness, power dynamics, expressiveness, and sensitivity
(SLOPES). The most obvious differences when working in another country is its culture. Broadly,
culture is the “way things are done around here” (Shweder, 1990). Culture includes everything from
the foods we eat and like (and dislike) to language, customs, symbols, artifacts, history, roles, beliefs,
and arts. Culture is a large part of the ecological model in which individuals live.
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Culture is everywhere; nations, towns, and even
your university has its own unique culture. We are
often unaware of the impact of our own culture on
our thinking. David Foster Wallace related the
story in a 2005 commencement speech to Kenyon
College graduates, which we roughly paraphrase:
if you asked a fish what it is like to be a fish, the
fish would probably tell you lots of things except
that they are wet – all the time. We may not
comprehend this impact until we travel to another
place and experience the disorientation of the
“way things are done around here.”
This disorientation is called culture shock.
Community psychologists working internationally
will most like experience culture, but analyzing
this disorientation can be one of the great values
of doing International Community Psychology
Photo by Jazella is licensed under the Pixabay License
work. Although all Community Psychology
practitioners have interdisciplinary training and
strive for cross-cultural competence, experiencing culture shock when doing International Community
Psychology work exposes hidden contexts and encourages self-examination.
For example, when working on creating recovery homes in Bulgaria, Ronald Harvey, who is from the
US, learned of a group of recovering individuals in Bulgaria who self-organized and lived together in
a communal apartment in Sofia, the capital city. Through his Bulgarian collaborators, a meeting was
arranged so the guest researcher could learn about how these Bulgarian grassroots efforts are similar
to and different from the Oxford House recovery home system that was developed in the US, without
being marginalized from society at large (watch Ron Harvey talk about the Oxford House model). This
is also an opportunity for a guest community psychologist to understand the Bulgarian context for
recovery. This grassroots model of self-help recovery that is emerging in Bulgaria could have enormous
implications for those needing these services in Bulgaria and other countries in Europe. Conversations
such as these help the international researchers to learn things that may help others, and to ask
questions to determine what, how, and why systems or beliefs exist in that society. Experiences such
as these can make one realize the privileges one takes for granted in their home country.

Photo by Dawn Hudson is licensed under CC0 1.0

Community Psychology is concerned with societal and systemic themes of prevention, social justice,
and an ecological understanding of people within their environments, as indicated in Chapter 1 (Jason,
Glantsman, O’Brien, & Ramian, 2019). Indeed, the concepts of prevention, social justice, and even
“community” are likely different in the culture one is working in. Therefore, the main challenge of
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research and practice of International Community Psychology is to work through the discomforts and
disorientation. This is reflected in the proverb, “A bad day for the ego is a good day for the soul.”
Another valuable experience gained in international settings is to expose ethnocentrism – using
one’s own culture as the normative standard to judge another culture. When working in another
country, one is a guest and to pre-judge a different culture limits our understanding of context.
Community Psychology takes a systems perspective, meaning that the international community
psychologist is required to more deeply examine context to understand why things are the way they
are. This tends to quiet the ethnocentric voice and opens the International Community Psychology
practitioner to new possibilities for solving social problems. Because international settings likely have
a radically different history and culture from one’s own, it is important to understand some of these
historical forces that shape culture. The next section explores some of these forces.
INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY PSYCHOLOGY AS A METHOD TO UNDERSTAND HISTORICAL
CONTEXT
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Community psychologists understand that existing power structures and institutionalized injustice
can make it difficult to bring about change (Fetterman & Wandersman, 2007; Zippay, 1995). Therefore,
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transforming communities, changing lives, and promoting equity and social justice through action
will often require us to gain an understanding of how power manifests itself within a global context.
Imperialism, capitalism, and colonialism are often where the power is located, and we need to
do all we can to think about how these affect the people we are working with. The development
of Community Psychology in the Americas, Asia-Pacific, Europe, the Middle East, and Africa was
different in origins, histories, and applications based on these regions’ sociopolitical context. In Latin
America and South Africa, the history of the field is based on liberation and social justice (Reich,
et al., 2007). Understanding the historical context allows us to highlight current issues. For example,
Palestinian mental health healthcare, under an occupation and apartheid system, reveals the complex
intersections of mental health, human rights, and social justice, which apply to diverse racialized and
indigenous groups locally and globally.
Let’s look at the following case study when considering the effect policy has on society. One of
the most debilitating illnesses is called Myalgic Encephalomyelitis, and those who have it have more
limitations than just about any other chronic condition. Yet, in the mid-1980s, the Centers for Disease
Control in the US changed the name to “chronic fatigue syndrome” (CFS), and soon after, public
officials and scientists throughout the world were using this term. The name is stigmatizing and
extremely disliked by patients throughout the world because the term trivializes the illness, as
everyone feels fatigued at some point so it does not seem like a serious illness. It would be like calling
an illness “chronic cough syndrome” when the person really had bronchitis or emphysema. The case
study below illustrates what can occur to deal with this problem and the global negative consequences
of these unfortunate naming policies enacted in the US.

Case Study 4.3
The Importance of a Name

Patient advocates with the above-mentioned illness
have wanted a more medically sounding name, like
Myalgic Encephalomyelitis (ME). Gathering data that
proved or disproved a stigma can help provide patients
with ammunition to officially change the name of
chronic fatigue syndrome (CFS). Along with patient
advocates, a DePaul team conducted several studies to
support this attempt at change.
In one of these, medical school students were given
a description of a patient with common symptoms of
CFS. The trainees were randomly assigned to several
“Thank You for Taking a Stand Against Stigma! Sign Stamp Out Stigma Grand Rapids May 22,
groups, and each group was given a different
201011” by Steven Depolo is licensed under CC BY 2.0
diagnostic label for the patient, such as CFS or ME.
Results of these studies showed that the students’ beliefs about CFS changed depending on which diagnostic
labels were used (Jason, Taylor, Stepanek, & Plioplys, 2001). When the most serious medical-sounding term,
ME, was used, the patient’s condition was taken more seriously and participants were more likely to assume
the illness had a real medical cause. Name-change advocates quickly cited the study’s findings that
diagnostic labels can influence perceptions to justify establishing a new name for CFS.
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Due to these findings and the persistence of patient advocate groups, patient groups around the world
have now begun using other names like ME and ME/CFS for both their organizations and the illness
(the major CFS scientific organization changed its name to the International Association of CFS/ME).
INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY PSYCHOLOGY: FROM HEROISM TO JUSTICE
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In our work, it is important to establish collaborative relationships with stakeholders and communities.
Collaboration involves building relationships, particularly methods that focus on respect for diversity,
difference, trust, and leaving space for accountability and responsibility. To be successful, it is first
important to understand the culture and context in which members of the community operate, engage
in the process of making sense of the problem, and collectively explore solutions. Community
psychologists, working nationally or internationally, are committed to raising critical awareness that
undermines abusive conditions.
Another danger in our work with communities has been referred to as heroism. Heroism is when
a person works with underprivileged, disadvantaged populations and indicates that he or she has
solutions to the community’s problems. Sometimes you see this in journals or presented on television
or travel documentaries (e.g., Parts Unknown with Anthony Bourdain). This is something that
community psychologists avoid when working with communities.
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As an international community psychologist, it is important to be aware of other ways of seeing
and being (Schostak & Schostak, 2008). Doing Community Psychology means creating a relatively safe
space to speak up and share experiences and feelings. Working in international settings is all about
having the ability to listen and acknowledge the capacities of others to solve their problems. However,
it is important to not allow those with power, representing the status quo, to impose their values on
communities (Prilleltensky, 1994).
In this sense, our work is of an ideology designed to alleviate the suffering of oppressed people, serve
the refugee camps and marginalized communities, and respond to the need for psychosocial support
and services.
THE CHALLENGES OF DOING INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY PSYCHOLOGY
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As you are perhaps becoming aware, there are unique barriers to doing International Community
Psychology work. Here are just a few.
Finding Collaborators
A barrier to doing Community Psychology work is finding collaborators. As with at-home Community
Psychology, the key to finding collaborators is to reach out and build networks. Attending local and
international conferences and seeking out foreign attendees are also winning strategies. Both APA
and SCRA offer both domestic and international travel grants for students to attend such conferences.
Another source of contacts and collaborators are workshops and presentations on campuses by
international organizations such as non-governmental organizations, charitable and non-profit
organizations, including religious organizations, businesses, and international professional
associations.
Another way is to participate in international special issues of journals. Doug Perkins of Vanderbilt
(see Case Study 4.1) notes that researchers in other countries tend to be more open to international
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collaborations – perhaps even more open than US-based researchers. If you read an interesting journal
article – contact the author! Because these researchers are typically in non-English speaking countries,
they may wish to collaborate with you to improve their language skills.
If visiting a country on holiday or excursion, we advise searching for research in that country or
viewing the local university faculty listing of the psychology department beforehand. Of course, before
visiting you should contact people in writing with a brief introduction of yourself and politely initiate
contact while in-country.
Language Barriers and Communication
Another obvious barrier to doing Community
Psychology work is not speaking the local language.
You might be surprised to learn that English is the
standard language used in international conferences.
According to the interviewees in Harvey and Mihaylov
(2017), learning the local language is not necessary,
and often collaborators speak English and wish to
develop this skill with international collaborators.
Photo by geralt is licensed under the Pixabay License
However, learning some of the local languages is
always appreciated and shows respect.
You might also inadvertently use offensive language—or hear it. Remember, international
perspectives mean that people view the same things differently, and these discomforts are part of the
experience. If used as “teachable moments” they will become enriching and eye-opening. In many
parts of Eastern Europe, the English word “community” evokes something negatively associated with
life under repressive communist regimes that ended in 1989-1991. This negative association led to the
decision to name a Community Psychology class “The Psychology of Social Change,” which is taught
to English-speaking undergraduates from the region at the American University in Bulgaria.
Political Barriers
One of the ways that community psychologists work to promote social change is through public policy.
In many cases, this means working with local and national governments. In international settings,
positive and negative views about politics, and of what governments can and cannot do because of
resources, priorities, levels of accountability, and how they are viewed by the community will all have
an impact on “how things are done around here.” This awareness is crucial—if political action is viewed
as futile or hopelessly corrupt, then perhaps a more grass-roots approach is necessary.
In addition, International Community Psychology “guests” may have widely varying influence on
public policy – from being welcomed as an “outside expert” to being viewed as a “foreign intruder.” The
individual international community psychologist may or may not have an influence on how they are
perceived by the locals or the government. Again, knowing the context and depending on local experts
is recommended.
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INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY PSYCHOLOGY AS A METHOD TO GAIN PRACTICAL SKILLS
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Experienced International Community Psychology practitioners report that their international work
creates opportunities for creativity, reflection and self-discovery, as well as striving toward new visions
of human life that could not be accomplished in one’s native setting. Below is a list of practical skills
and examples from doing International Community Psychology work.
Deeply Understanding Context and Change
The former poet laureate Robert Pinsky (2002) wrote: “American culture as I have experienced it seems
so much in process, so brilliantly and sometimes brutally in motion, that standard models for it fail
to apply.” Pinsky’s observation suggests that cultural change requires two fundamental attributes:
knowing what is possible and that the ability and speed of cultural change is also a part of the culture.
International Community Psychology teaches us that all issues of social change involve cultural
changes. What does this mean in practical terms? It means that the timescale of International
Community Psychology interventions might be years or even be intergenerational. It means working
on small, incremental, bottom-up changes rather than large-scale, top-down changes. It certainly
means taking the long view, as advocated by Jason (2013).
Developing Cultural Competency
Cultural competence is not only working with our collaborators and participants; it also applies to
the field of Community Psychology itself. And we stated earlier, International Community Psychology
lends itself to exposing one’s competence (or need to develop more thereof) as a fundamental benefit
of International Community Psychology work.
The value of International Community Psychology is to experience radically new contexts. An
international community psychologist cannot “parachute” into an international setting and expect to
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get things done in the way they might be accustomed to. Our field is an applied field; learning how to
bring about social change in a radically different cultural context requires a lot of exploration.

Figure 1. Photo by Kaitlyn Ramian

Like the diagram above, what is visible in a culture is small compared to the reality underneath the
surface. The experience of working below the surface can inform the community psychologist of their
own deficiencies and areas for improvement. Working below the surface can remind you of your goals in
the work. It teaches pragmaticism. When working in an environment where blatant corruption such as
bribing is necessary, confronting the corruption as a foreign guest might leave you feeling judgmental
(see ethnocentrism).
The benefit is that these experiences develop competence by relying on collaborators and local
expertise to achieve the goals of the work. This helps the international researcher to develop empathy
while helping to confront personal biases and limitations. Many international community
psychologists learn to welcome this discomfort. If one lives like a local in the community, and embraces
the ambiguity of the unexpected and unplanned, things will start to happen on their own. This reminds
us to be open for opportunities for interactions with local populations, where the best information may
be gathered while on a bus, waiting in line, or even when stranded. “What seems like chaos can turn
into something beautiful” (Harvey & Mihaylov, 2017, p. 291).
Humility and Learning
Cultural competence is one of the integral values of Community Psychology established at the
Swampscott Conference. But as the interviewees explained in Harvey and Mihaylov (2017), if you
do not yet have cultural competence in an international setting, you can certainly foster cultural
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humility. Humility is a concept that might erroneously be conflated with humiliation. This is most
emphatically not what we mean. Humility, at its simplest, is the attribute of being teachable and
accepting that one has much more to learn—so much so that one is not really sure what one does not
know. One of the benefits of being teachable is that it forces the international community psychologist
to listen and to ask questions through their collaborators. Although perhaps inefficient, it allows for
much more interaction and time to build valuable trust and knowledge.
Having an Impact from Small Beginnings
In International Community Psychology practice, you may be entering a community in which
conditions are dire. You might witness extreme poverty, sexism, or indifference to the suffering of
others. You might see blatant corruption of government officials and the effects of that corruption on
the community. Remember, people live their entire lives in conditions very different from your own.
You might experience feelings of guilt and become acutely aware of the privilege of being a person
living in the “wealthy” US.
As you will learn from this book, Community Psychology is unique in its approach, but it is not as
well-known as Clinical or Social Psychology. This is especially true in international settings, where
even the word “psychology” may mean “mental illness” and have the stigma associated with that label.
According to Perkins (2019), Community Psychology is represented least in countries where it is
needed the most. The good news is that people need not be familiar with Community Psychology to
benefit from the sort of actions, interventions, and useful knowledge community psychologists can
generate. These include participatory action-research, needs assessment, strength-based approaches,
and program evaluation. Given the right collaborators and approaches, the welcome an international
community psychologist may experience on entry into a community can be overwhelmingly positive
(Harvey & Mihaylov, 2017).
In addition, there is an advantage starting from
small beginnings. A small beginning in International
Community Psychology work can have a real impact
on a school, village, family, or community. Like a tiny
mustard seed growing into a huge tree, a small project
can lead to significant developments as people
become empowered and begin to take control of their
lives and communities. Very often in international
work, you have the opportunity to create something
brand new and see the effects first-hand. This is what
makes international work unique and satisfying.
Photo by Pexels is licensed under the Pixabay License
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STARTING YOUR INTERNATIONAL ADVENTURE
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A good place to start is the SCRA International Committee to explore the international experiences of
others. These are invaluable for connecting Community Psychology students and researchers from all
over the world. APA’s Division 52: International Psychology promotes global perspectives on mental
health and research.
If you want to see international research in action, we advise visiting the Community Innovators
page on the Community Tool Box and clicking on a pin on the map.
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SUMMING UP

“A30Y5W” by KoiQuestion is licensed under CC BY-SA 2.0

International work is rewarding and challenging. Regardless of whether working “at home” or
internationally, the principles are the same: We cannot ignore injustices just because they occur
far away from home; besides violating community psychologist’s core values, all injustices—asylum
seekers fleeing from war and armed violence, enforced poverty, and sexual slavery—will eventually
affect us at home too. We must consider the global context to address the root causes of local
social problems. For every complex problem, there is no simple, easy, or right solution. According
to Steve Herbret, complex problems invariably require complex and difficult solutions. Community
psychologists who foster such “brave spaces” can awaken liberation knowledge and practices anywhere
they work.
Culture and context is the water in which we International Community Psychology fish swim. This
view is that culture is not a “thing” – it is a process that influences how we see others and how others
see us (Geertz, 1973). International Community Psychology work can reveal strengths in us and in our
international collaborators that may not have been discovered otherwise. Taking a risk by being a fish
in different waters can accomplish this.
We wish you happy swimming!

Critical Thought Questions

78

Leonard A. Jason, Olya Glantsman, Jack F. O'Brien, and Kaitlyn N. Ramian (Editors)

1.

How do you think community psychology practitioners can avoid cultural imperialism when
working as guests in international settings?

2.

Think about a “top-down” approach for social change with political operatives in a community
– an arguably powerful and enviable position in the U.S. Now think about how an International
Community Psychology would appear to community members in a low-trust, politically corrupt
culture using the same top-down approach?

3.

Being “needy” in international settings in terms of language, local guides, cultural navigations,
and contacts present significant barriers. Can you think of ways in which these same barriers are
also opportunities to establish deep collaborations?

4.

Group exercise: In groups of three to five people, and then select one or two of the Community
Psychology Foundational Principles. Then, as a mental exercise, “parachute” into someplace in
the world you know something about – or nothing about it at all. Discuss what would change,
what concepts would need most explanation and/or translation, and/or who could be your
collaborators in discovering what local people think of the Principle. List these and present them
to your class.

Take the Chapter 4 Quiz
View the Chapter 4 Lecture Slides
____________________________________________________________________
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