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Gerald Caplan, then and now: 
public mental health 
applications to the current 
psychological challenges of 
the pandemic

Mental health providers are struggling to 
meet the “surge on surge” pandemic 
demands for services, especially for the 
pediatric population. Mental health reac-
tions to the pandemic range from adjust-
ment reactions to its impact on the indi-
vidual, or his or her social network, to 
exacerbation of pre-existing psycho-
logic al problems. An overall strategy for 
managing and preventing mental health 
problems from developing is lacking.

Five decades ago, psychiatrist Gerald 
Caplan proposed a public health preven-
tive model for mental disorders, applied 
at the population level. Although shunned 
by mainstream psychiatry, his ideas were 
embraced by schools, organizations and 
communities. In addition to addressing 
the issue of access, Caplan showed how 
community approaches challenge the tra-
ditional paradigm of individual clinic and 
office delivery of psychological services.

Over the next 2 decades, Caplan laid 
the foundation for school, community 
and organizational psychology, including 
shifting focus from the individual to the 
systems level, applying primary, second-
ary and tertiary prevention methods to  
sustain mental health, shifting the role of 
the consultant to that of a facilitator for 

individual consultees or organizations to 
solve their work problem, outlining the 
need to understand mental disorders in 
the context of the whole institution, org-
anization or culture, introducing brief 
methods of intervention and formulating 
social support theory as a means of deal-
ing with crises.1

Subsequent evidence has supported 
his approach. Early intervention services 
have the greatest and most long- 
standing impact than any other form of 
service delivery by increasing the educa-
tional readiness of students at risk of 
mental distress, developing the interper-
sonal and social problem-solving com-
petence of children with social skill defi-
cits, training parents to respond to their 
children’s physical,  emotional and 
developmental needs, decreasing child 
abuse and responding to individual and 
community-wide crises. Even so, policy-
makers have ignored these outcomes in 
favour of preserving managerial or pri-
vate practice systems that do little to 
enhance population-level standards for 
mental health.2

Ironically, the pandemic has resulted in 
the increased use of teleconferencing and 
virtual platforms that actually extend the 
reach of mental health consultants across 
time and physical space, and enhanced 
their collaborative opportunities with par-
ents and educators, important aspects of 
Caplan’s approach. As the public demands 
more access to mental health services, 

and politicians and policy-makers debate 
the most efficient ways to accomplish this, 
Caplan’s views are relevant now more 
than ever. They would help us respond to 
pandemic-specific mental health concerns 
and, in the process, reshape how we, as a 
society, think about prevention and men-
tal health for everyone.
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