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The Coronavirus Pandemic: Policy Implications for Community
Psychologists and Training
Written by Christopher Corbett, Albany, NY

Given the coronavirus pandemic, there could hardly be a more compelling reminder, or stronger
demonstration, of the profound role of public policy. It is increasingly clear: public policy decisions
made at all levels, whether international, national, regional, state, county, city, village or local
neighborhoods, have profound implications for the public health and welfare.

The tragic consequences of the coronavirus have gravely impacted the globe, from least resourced and
developing countries, to richest and most developed. No countries are risk free; all remain at risk for
continued or further outbreaks. Any disregard for sound public health practices even at the local street
level, endangers fragile health systems and communities, and threatens the public welfare. Clearly,
current public policies, or lack thereof, at all levels, expose the public to grave risks given the
connectedness of nations and communities.

The purpose here is to identify certain implications for community psychologists (CPs) and benefits of
new CP competencies with a specific policy focus. It is proposed that expanding CP competencies at
master’s and doctoral levels, with specializations in policy, will increase CPs’ capacity to positively
impact health and well-being of all citizens, a foundational goal of the field (Heller et al. 1984, p. 4). Not
only will public policy specializations increase usefulness and utility of CP graduate training, but policy
specialized competencies will increase the value proposition of CP training, and in turn, expand the
marketability and employability of CPs, especially relevant to government and nonprofit sectors. Both
sectors require public policy expertise. Coupled with advocacy and intervention skills and related core
competencies, CPs can tailor their interests and skill sets most compelling to their sector and employer
of choice. 

This article proposes that new CP degree specializations, namely public policy tracks and certificates,
will increase the value proposition of the field and training in CP. Such offerings stand to expand the
“social action” emphasis of CP theory and training, as called for by Price and Cherniss (1977) and
Corbett (2012). Secondly, this should increase employability of master’s and doctoral degrees by better
serving government and nonprofits who require multi-skilled trained professionals well suited to
successfully navigate complex and varied public policy related roles.

Expanding CP’s Value Proposition Through Public Policy and Related
Competencies

Given the foundations of CP, coupled with training in the core competencies, CPs are well suited to play
critical roles helping communities both during, as well as post, the coronavirus pandemic. The evolution
of training to identify specific core competencies (Dalton & Wolfe, 2012), includes many that prepare
CPs to be multi-skilled professionals critically needed now, and will be needed in the foreseeable future,
even in a post-pandemic world. 

While eighteen core competencies are identified, several are highly relevant to addressing current and
future community needs beyond the fundamental Public Policy Analysis, Development and Advocacy.
Other highly relevant competencies include: Empowerment; Sociocultural and Cross-Cultural
Competence; Ethical Reflective Practice; Prevention and Health Promotion; Resource Development;
Collaboration and Coalition Development; Community Education, Information Dissemination, and



Building Public Awareness, and Program Evaluation (Dalton & Wolfe, 2012; p. 10-13). These skills in
tandem illustrate the potential power of the value proposition of the graduate degreed CP, where Public
Policy is fundamental and justifiable as its own dedicated track or freestanding certificate supplemental
to a master’s or doctoral degree. As noted previously, public policy intervention fits a community
psychology agenda and an increased emphasis on public policy and practical skills will substantially
expand and improve the future trajectory and state of the field (Julian 2009, p. 34). The time is ripe to
bolster CP graduate training with new policy specific credentials in both track and certificate forms.

Tracks, Certificates or Both?

For CP programs considering policy tracks or certificates or both, there are advantages of each. One
advantage of a public policy track for master’s or doctorial programs is the ability for students to identify
interests and core competencies that align with personal, professional and employment goals based on
electives in their foundational coursework. A disadvantage of the track approach: it is limited to existing
and future matriculated CP students.       

This illustrates one certificate advantage; it can be an added competency not only available to current
and future students but as a credential upgrade, open to all graduates in CP, or related bachelor’s,
master’s or doctoral programs, from any institution, from any prior years. 

Another advantage of a supplemental certificate: it is highly suited to online offering, providing
flexibility to reach candidates currently employed, those with day or evening schedule restrictions, or
transportation limitations. Finally, due to efficiencies for institutions, costs may be lower, attracting more
candidates to support a certificate program.

An Illustration

The addition of new policy focused training opportunities, such as through certificates in public policy,
or through policy tracks, could well meet the training needs and expectations of policy-oriented students
and also align with employer needs. One illustration of a policy specialization that would provide a
powerful supplement to basic CP training would be: Public Policy Advocacy and Intervention which
could be, by certificate, or as an additional track in new or existing master’s and doctoral level trainings
in CP.

Such a specialization would likely appeal to government sector organizations as public policy is integral
to government operations at all levels. It would also likely appeal to nonprofit organizations where it is
well recognized that the sector, at least in the United States, has neglected its advocacy role essential for
its health and survival (Corbett 2011a). Different combinations of core competencies could be tailored to
meet either, or both, sectors’ needs.

Potential Policy Roles

There are many Policy roles needed by government and nonprofit sector employers. One example is
policy research and formulation. This would include the ability to research various local, state or
national legislation to identify current model legislation and how it may be adapted or improved. These
skills and abilities serve both government and nonprofit employers. Another example is the ability to
perform advocacy roles, especially the ability to lobby in compliance with state and federal requirements
that are often complex. This is often neglected by nonprofits (Corbett 2011a) and would satisfy a keen
and growing need for increased advocacy at the federal level, as has become increasingly apparent from
failures by nonprofits to access the recent multi-trillion dollar stimulus funds, approved by the federal



government in the aftermath of the coronavirus. Programs could be tailored to meet students’ specific
training and professional employment goals to obtain the necessary experience and competence in the
strategies and roles they seek. Such strategies are many and include: research, media advocacy, direct
lobbying, grassroots lobbying; public events, judicial advocacy; public education; coalition building,
administrative lobbying, voter registration and education and expert testimony (Gao & Saxton 2010).
Training in these strategies has high potential value in either, or both, government and nonprofit
organizations, though this will, however, vary by nonprofit depending upon by-law requirements and
congruence with mission (Corbett 2011a, p. 10).

These strategies enable and empower CPs to act in a wide variety of roles such as including policy and
legislative research, lobbying, policy development and policy implementation of federal or state
legislation. Another powerful CP policy role: all nonprofits should have at least one CP on the board,
with others in management and/or staff (Fromm Reed 2012, p. 10).

Policy implementation also creates book publication opportunities due to the broad impact on the public
interest. One example of policy implementation of federal legislation is described by Cleveland &
Wineburg (2011). Their book details a case example of a successful university-community partnership,
implementing the American Recovery and Investment Act of 2009. The book also demonstrates the
successful application of many related core competencies including: Public Policy and Advocacy;
Empowerment; Community Inclusion & Partnership; Consultation and Organizational Development
skills; Community Education; Small and Large Group process skills; and Resource Development
(Dalton & Wolfe, 2012; Corbett 2011b).

Another example: the implementation of the Sarbanes-Oxley Act of 2002, which legislatively imposed
certain ethical and governance requirements on all nonprofit organizations in the U.S. (Jackson &
Fogarty, 2005). As detailed by Corbett (2011c), the implementation of this federal legislation at the
nonprofit level illustrates the application of various core competencies such as including: Public Policy;
Empowerment; Prevention; Resource Development; Consultation and Organizational Development; and
Community Education.

Another factor supporting book publication: the policy implementation of legislation, due to its
complexity and with serious implications of force of law and enforcement, creates grave risks of non-
compliance. This is of great interest to government officials and regulators, who are responsible to
enforce legislation, as well as nonprofit leaders and board members legally culpable and exposed to the
consequences of violation, or malfeasance, as executives of Enron, United Way and American Red Cross
found (Jackson & Fogarty, 2005, p. 2).  This also opens the door to prevention oriented CPs with policy
related solutions by applying CP principles, and “behavior setting” theory, to prevent organizational
failures (Fromm Reed 2012; Corbett 2011c). 

Potential Track and Certificate Content

While further potential course content is beyond the scope here, there is much policy related scholarship
already created by many SCRA scholars and fellows, waiting to be tapped. Policy tracks and certificates
could readily be constructed from many published texts, journal and TCP articles, workbooks, SCRA
session and workshop materials, including various texts that address employability of CPs in government
and nonprofit sectors.  While not all inclusive, various CP authors of much policy and employment
relevant scholarship include: Balcazar, F., Campbell, R., Cherniss, C., Dalton, J., Ferrari, J., Glantsman,
O., Howe, S., Jason, L., Langhout, R., Maton, K., McMahon, S., O’Donnell, C., Shinn, M., Toro, P.,
Viola, J. and Wolfe, S. to name a few.



Conclusion    

Institutions willing to consider adding policy specific tracks and/or certificates, either on campus or
online, could use these authors and scholars as a starting point to develop new policy related credentials,
thereby increasing the value proposition of CP training and the employability of CPs, especially to meet
the urgent needs of both the government and nonprofit sectors.
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