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 Hayes suggests that graduate 
psychologists have a lot 
more to offer than most of 

them s uspec t .  

D u r i n g  the past 20 years or so, 

psyc h o l o g y  g r a d u a t e s  h a v e  o f t e n  
emerged from their degrees with a com-
p r ehen s i v e  l a c k  o f  awa r enes s  o f  t h e  
potent ia l  careers ahead of  them. Typ i -
ca l l y ,  t hey have  some d im know ledge 
about c l in ica l ,  educat iona l  or  occupa -
tional psychology, but l ittle about other 

open ings .  And  i t  i s  not a t  a l l  unknown 
f o r  many  g r adua te s  t o  spend  qu i t e  a  
per iod  o f  t ime unemp loyed  a f te r  they 
graduate on the grounds that "there ' s  
nothing they can .do". Follow-up studies 

conducted s ix months af ter  graduat ion 
present a far more pessimistic picture of 
graduate dest inat ions than those con-

ducted a couple of years later.  

Tradit ionally, too, degree teaching staff 
have  been very  l i t t le  he lp  in  the  p ro -
cess,  be ing largely unaware  themselves 

of  the opportunit ies  which are open to 
p s y c h o l o g y  g r a d u a t e s .  T h e  f a c t  i s ,  
t h a t  psychology graduates acquire a 
number of  va luab le t ransferab le sk i l ls  on 
their  courses ,  which ac tua l ly equ ip  them 
to  und e r t a k e  a  w id e  r a ng e  o f  g r ad ua t e  
careers. But they tend to limit their am-
bit ions and narrow their choices mainly 
because  both  they themse lves  and  the 
p eop l e  who  t e ach  t hem ha ve  n o t  

r ea l i s ed  - or verbalised clear ly - just 
what those skills are. 

Un iver s i t y  o r  po ly techn ic  careers  s ta f f  
are  not  usua l ly  much he lp  e i ther .  They 
t oo  a r e  o f t en  unaware  o f  the  s k i l l s  a  
psycho logy graduate  possesses,  and so 
f a i l  t o  adv i s e  s t uden t s  a s  t o  t he  f u l l  
range o f  poss ib le opt ions .  Psycho logy 's  
relat ively low profi le over the past 20 
y e a r s  h a s  m ea n t  t h a t  ad v i s e r s  h a ve  
often be en  using a very outdated model 
o f  p s y c h o l o g y ,  w h i c h  i n c l u d e s  
i m ages  of  ra ts  in boxes and 
mechan ist ic  behaviouris t models. It is  
small  wonder that they cannot think of 
many relevant careers!  

Psychological skil ls have a tendency to 
become  ver y  deep ly  i n t e r na l i s ed ,  so  
that they often feel just l ike "common-
sense".  Moreover, the style of th inking 
one acquires on a psychology degree is 
one which feels intuit ively obvious - so 
much so  that  peop le  who have i t  a re 
o f ten  unaware  o f  what  they have  ac -
q u i r e d .  P s y c ho l o g y  g r ad ua t e s  h a ve  
distinctive ways of looking at social and 
in te rpersona l  p rob lems.  wh ich  make  
t hem va luab le  i n  ju s t  about  any  job  
which involves dealing with people. Yet 

they often believe that they do not see 
anything more than other people, and 
when  t he y  ven t u r e  i n t o  t h e  ou t s i d e  
world they are often surpr ised at how 
other people appear to overlook the ob-
vious. 

Many of us, when we first entered psy-
cho logy,  were  t o ld  t ha t  we  need  not  
expect to be learning about people, but 
instead  about  theoret ica l  mode ls  and 
r igorous methodology, which might or 
might not have some re levance.  There 
may have been some case  for  that ,  in 
the  days  when psychology was  domi -
nated  by the  behav iour i s t  parad igm,  
although even then I f irmly believe that 
it was selling itself short; but there cer-
tainly is not a case for it now. Since the 
1960s, the cognit ive revolution and its 
parallel developments in social psycho-
l o g y  h a v e  t r a n s f o r m e d  o u r  

under s tand ing  o f  human  be ing s ,  and  
the growth in applications of psychology 
within the wider society demonstrate its 
re levance a l l  the t ime. Psychology has 
no longer any need to apologise for its 
existence, if  it  ever d id. And a typ ical  
p s y c h o l o g y  d eg r e e  i s  a n  e x c e l l e n t  
general education with which to face the 
world. 

I  have l isted below some of the sk i l ls  
which a typical psychology graduate will 
have  acqu i red  dur ing  h is /her  degree 
cour se .  None  o f  t hem ar e  un ique  t o  
psycho logy,  of  course; but  not  many 
d isc ip l ines  can of fer  so comprehens ive 
a l is t.  How often,  for  instance,  do you 
find graduates who are simultaneously 
literate. numerate; computer-literate and 
good at problem-solving? 

Literacy .  The abi l ity to write both suc -
c i n c t  r e p o r t s  a n d  m o r e  l e n g t h y  
analyses. Psychology graduates are ac-
customed to writing essays, which allow 
them to  exp lo re  i s sues  i n  deta i l ;  but  
they also become familiar with the tech-
n iques  o f  conc i s e  w r i t i ng  -  w i t h in  a  
pre-set  format.  as they wr ite up their 
practical reports. The abil ity to produce 
a concise report is often cited by mana-
ger s  a s  a  s k i l l  t hey  wou ld  l i ke  t he i r  
m a na g e m e n t  t r a i n e e s  t o  h a v e .  •  

Numeracy. The ability to handle and in-
terpret statistical information. Not many 
jobs  requ ire  mathemat ica l  wh izz -k ids; 
but psychology graduates are good at 
drawing* the impl icat ions out of  data 
summaries and probabil ity statements.  

Computer literacy .  The abil ity to use a 
computer package, whether a word-
processing or stat ist ics; and the abil ity 
to learn  to  use  new ones.  The ab i l i ty 
to  programme is rarely required; and 
most organisations accept that their own 
syst ems  ar e  l i ke l y  to  be  new .  But  
most  psychology graduates are fami l iar 
with 



the bas ic  use of  computer packages by 
the t ime they graduate. 

interpersonal awareness. Knowledge 
of  the mechanisms of  soc ia l  communi -
c a t i o n  a nd  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  s o u r c e s  o f  
in terpersona l  conf l ic t .  Th is  i s  not  the 
same as be ing  soc ia l ly  sk i l l ed  onese l f  
(although it contr ibutes), but does make 
a d if ference to understanding and deal -
ing  w i th  in terpersona l  prob lems when 
they ar ise  i n  the  workp lace.  And  most 
psycho logy graduates are  fami l iar  wi th 
th i s  type  o f  know ledge (a l though per -
haps  some  deg rees  cou ld  do  more  in  
fami l iar i s ing  them in  the  app l ica t ion  o f  
it). 

Environmental awareness. Knowing 
how env i ronments ,  o rgan i sa t i ons  e tc .  
can  d irect ly  inf luence  peop le 's  under -
s tand ing  and  behav iour .  Some o f  th i s  
stems from traditional stimulus-response 
pe r spec t i ve s  w i t h in  p syc ho logy ,  and  
some may come from a d irect  study of  
e n v i r o nmen ta l  p sy cho log y .  Ve r y  f ew  
p sycho logy  g r adua te s  a r e  unaware  o f  
the importance of environment, and yet 
many non-psycho log is ts  do not  not ice 
environmental factors.  

Problem-solving skills. The ability to 
i d en t i f y  d i f f e r en t  s t r a t eg i e s  and  
approaches to so lv ing prob lems. This  may 
be on a macro-level, in applying total ly 
d i f ferent perspect ives or  leve ls  of  ana lys is  
to the problem, or at  a more basic  leve l  in  
terms of  choos ing appropr iate methods to 
deal with it . I t is a va luab le skill in the 
organisational world, and one wh ich 
psycho logy g raduates  are  st r ik ing ly good 
at.  But then we tra in them in i t  f rom the ir  
va ry  f i r s t  lab c lass ,  don ' t  we? 

I n f o rma t i on - f i nd ing  ski l ls .  Know ing  
how to go about looking for  informat ion on 
a  pa r t i cu la r  t op i c  o r  genera l  a r ea .  Not  a  
s k i l l  needed  f o r  ever y  j ob ,  but  useful in 
many of them nonetheless. 

Cr it ical evaluation. The abil ity to ap-
p r a i s e  i n f o r m a t i o n  a n d  s i t u a t i o n s  
rea l is t ica l ly,  and to ant ic ipate prob lems or  
d i f f i cu l t ies .  An essent ia l  sk i l l  fo r  a 
manager  or  management t ra inee;  and 
use fu l  in  many o thers .  And  aga in ,  i t  i s  one 
in which psychology graduates are directly 
trained. 

Research skills. Knowing how to go 
about gathering systemat ic information about  
human exper ience or  behav iour .  We train 
students in a number of differe n t  
m e t h o d s  -  a t  t h e  l e a s t ,  
ob se rva t iona l ,  e xper imen ta l  and  ca se  
s t udy  t echn iques .  Such awarenes s  o f  
methodology is useful to any number of 
d i f f e r e n t  p r o f e s s i o n s ,  s om e  ob v i o u s  ones 
being marketing and health education. 

Measurement skills. Knowing how to go 
about des igning quest ionnaires and 
deve lop ing  o the r  measur emen t  t oo l s .  
P s y c h o l o g y  g r a d u a t e s  a c q u i r e  t h e s e  

 

sk i l l s ,  aga in  norma l ly  as  par t  o f  the i r  
me thodo logy  cou rse .  But  they  a re  not  
e a s y  s k i l l s  t o  a cqu i r e ;  a nd  n o t  ma ny  
g r adua te s  unde r s t and  t he  unde r l y i ng  
p r i n c i p l e s  o f  t h em  a s  t h o r o ug h l y  a s  
does a typical psychology graduate.  

Perspectives. The ability to look at is-
sues  f r om severa l  d i f fe rent  po in ts  o f  
v iew.  A l though th is  i s  a  sk i l l  in  wh ich 
p s y c h o l o g y  g r a d u a t e s  a r e  d i r e c t l y  
t ra ined ,  they of ten  do not  rea l i se  that  
they have acquired i t .  But i t  is  a va lu -
ab le one for an employer .  

Higher-order  analysis. The ab i l i ty to 
extract  genera l  pr inc ip les from immedi -
ate or  concrete s i tuat ions.  Psychology 
g raduates tend  to be  bar ter  than mos t 

Jobs for which  psychology 

graduates have suitable 

skills: 

Public Sector: 

community work 

vocational guidance 

press liaison 

police work 

social acre 

health service management 

advice work 

nurse training 

teaching 

counselling 

career service 

civil service 

charity organisation 

health education 

Private Sector: 

advertising 

television research 

public relations 

insurance 

marketing 

marketing research 

personnel 

administration 

general management 

industrial training 

ergonomics/human factors R & D 

retail management 

radio journalism 

science writing 
 

people at spott ing recurrent patterns or 
similar it ies between s ituat ions, and at  
l o o k i n g  a t  i s s u e s  i n  t e r m s  o f  t h e i r  
underlying pr inciples rather than becom-
ing bogged down with the detai ls of the 
immediate situation. 

Pragmatism. The abil ity to make the 
best  of  a non- ideal  s i tuat ion ,  and to get 
o n  w i t h  w o r k i n g  w i t h i n  p r e - s a t  c o n -
stra ints .  I t  does not take much exposure 
to  psycho log ica l  methodo logy fo r  psy -
c ho l o g y  s t u d en t s  t o  r e a l i s e  t h a t  t h e  
per fec t  exper imen t  i s  go ing  to  be  e lu -
sive; and they wil l s imply have to get on 
w i t h  do ing  i t  a s  we l l  a s  pos s i b l e  any -
way!  A s  g radua te s ,  t h i s  tends  t o  g ive  
them a  strong ly  prac t i ca l  e lement  wh ich 
i s  va luab le  in  many fo rms o f  work .  
Many o f  our  graduates  fa i l  to  do jus t i ce 
t o  t h em s e l v e s  i n  i n t e r v i ew s  b e c a u s e  
they f ree ze  up  when they come to  the  
d r e a d e d  q u e s t i o n :  A n d  w h a t  d o  y o u  
h a ve  t o  o f f e r  u s ?  T he y  t e nd  t o  h a ve  
great diff iculty verbalis ing the ski l ls that 
they have acquired, and also fail to rec-
ogn i s e  t ha t  o t he r  g r adua te s  ma y  no t  
h a ve  t hem .  P s y cho l og y  doe s  n o t  j u s t  
e q u i p  s t u d en t s  f o r  t h e  p sy c ho l o g i c a l  
profess ions: i t  is  a  good background for 
any  number  o f  "gener a l - sub je c t  g rad -
u a t e '  c a r e e r s .  M o r e  t h a n  on c e  n ow  I  
have heard personnel and training man-
agers from large muft i-nationals say that 
t hey  l i ke  t o  emp loy  p sycho logy  g r ad -
u a t e s ;  b u t  w h y  d o  s o  f e w  o f  t h e m  
app ly?  I  be l ieve  tha t  the  reason i s  that  
we do not  le t  t hem know what  t hey 

have to offer. 

I f  graduate employment records are to 
become a s igni f icant per formance ind i -
c a t o r ,  t h e n  w e  m u s t  e n c o u r a g e  o u r  
g r a d u a t e s  t o  t h i n k  b r o a d l y  i n  t h e i r  
cho ices  o f  ca reer ,  and  to  be  c lear  and 
art iculate about what they have to offer 
their potential employers. There are any 
numb e r  o f  j ob  o p t i o ns  op en  t o  t h em,  
both  in  the  pub l ic  and  pr ivate sector :  I  
have l isted 28 of them in the Table, but 
there  are  many more  wh ich could  have 
gone on the list.  

I s  i t  no t  t ime we s t a r t ed  i n fu s ing  our  

graduates with a b i t more conf idence? 
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