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Singapore’s first-ever inter-varsity career talk was 
organized by representatives from the student 
psychology associations of Singapore’s four 
universities (NTU, NUS, SIM and SMU) in collaboration 
with the Singapore Psychological Society (SPS). 

For two days, from 7 to 8 May, psychology students 
took advantage of this platform to be engaged in 
Singapore’s psychology scene, which allowed them 
to network with not only their peers, but also leading 
psychologists.

PSY2010 boasted an impressive 21 talks and 2 panel 
discussions, with a total of 29 unique speakers 
covering more than 12 fields in psychology. Not 
only were there talks on established fields such as 
counselling and clinical psychology, the event also 
featured niche areas or fields less in the public eye 
such as forensic psychology, sports psychology, 
ergonomics (human factors) and defense psychology. 

Renowned practitioners in various sub-fields of 
psychology graced the event, including Ms. Porsche 
Poh (mental health), Ms. Gitanjali Goyal Khanna 

(clinical psychology), Ms. Jennifer Teoh (forensic 
psychology), Mr. Ben Ho (counselling psychology) 
and Dr. Foo Koong Hean (positive psychology). 
Mr. Fred Long (one of the pioneers of psychology 
in Singapore) also shared his experience with the 
participants.

There were also notable entrepreneurs, such as Dr. 
Elizabeth Nair, Mr. Nicholas Lim, Mrs. Denise Lai and 
Mr. Goh Hong Yi, who shared their experiences on 
“psychopreneurship” in the first panel discussion. 
In the finale panel discussion, a leading group of 
psychologists, including Dr. Bernard Lim, Prof. George 
Bishop, Dr. Majeed Khader, Dr. Mariam Aljunied, 
shared their perspectives on the future of the 
psychology scene in Singapore.

The event was aimed to provide a better picture 
about the diversity of psychology and potential 
opportunities in Singapore. It also sought to inform 
participants about the key historical developments 
of psychology in Singapore and its emerging 
trends, so as to prepare participants for their future 
contributions to the field of psychology.

By Wilson Lim

P.S.Y. 2010: Psych Scene for You
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How do you feel about Psych Scene for You?

We have a promising start. For once, we are able 
to work closely with the student psychology 
associations and pool our resources. It becomes 
a one-stop venue for students to know about the 
practices of psychology and its applications in the 
real world. Therefore, I do hope that we continue 
with this platform on an annual basis, so we can help 
students to get a better understanding of psychology 
after university. We need to do this regularly because 
psychology is growing all the time in Singapore.

You mentioned in your talk that psychologists are 
often stereotyped because of TV shows such as The 
Mentalist. Do you think this could actually hinder the 
development of psychology in Singapore?

Any psychology student will know how people are 
very easily influenced by the images on the silver 
screen. As soon as people know that you study 
psychology, they’ll ask if you can read their minds, 
and expect you to place them on a couch. These 
are classic stereotypes that are influenced by the 
images of psychologists on the silver screen. They 
are therefore quite understandable. The origins 
of psychology did involve a clinical role. But over 
the years, psychology has evolved. Psychology’s 
applications have gone beyond addressing the needs 
of the minority for adjustment in life, to the majority 
who use psychology to enhance performance in life. 
Psychology is only going to continue to grow, and 
new fields are always going to be discovered —  the 
latest being positive psychology. Hence there will 
be a need for us to continually engage students and 
the general public so that their awareness of the 
applications of psychology evolve as new discoveries 
in this field evolve.

By Janice Huang
(Edited by Dr. Bernard Lim)

Dr. Bernard Lim
Opening Speech

© Loriene Perera

Chief Psychologist, Singapore Armed Forces (SAF). 
Head, Defence Psychology Department, Ministry of 
Defence (MINDEF).
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How would you compare positive 
psychology to the other more conventional 
areas of psychology, i.e. clinical psychology?

Positive psychology holds a different 
perspective from the other areas. The other 
areas are specialised in mental illnesses, 
such as clinical, neurological or health issues. 
However, positive psychology looks at 80% 
of the population who are normal, people 
who do not have problems but want a 
better life. Positive psychology looks at that 
and tries to make the general population 
happier, more optimistic, more resilient, and 
able to cope better with life.

It was mentioned in your talk that the 
psychology scene in Singapore is very slow 
moving. What do you think are the factors 
behind it, and how can it be improved?

One of the main factors holding back 
psychology is culture. We still have a lot of 
older generation folks who are not English-

educated. It can also be partly attributed 
to the Chinese language, which is one 
area holding back the development of 
psychology. Another area is the stigma, 
taboos and beliefs in the Asian culture 
be it Chinese, Indian or Malay. Therefore, 
psychology is not open to them. The 
government is trying to do a lot but they 
are held back by the limited manpower. 
You see a lot of changes in IMH staff. A 
lot of government workers are not well 
paid, and there are no good numbers to 
really help the industry. However, people, 
and educated parents especially, are now 
opening up. They see psychology as a way 
of helping their kids improve, and more than 
just mental illnesses, they now associate 
psychology with mental help. 

Lastly, how do you feel about PSY2010?

It is very interesting and very timely. I think 
that it should be held as frequently as 

possible, especially for those students of 
psychology who are not sure where to go. 
The students may love the subject because 
they learnt about it in school, through 
their friends, or saw what happened to 
psychology dealing with clients or patients. 
And when they get into the program, 
especially during the first three to four years, 
it is so dry and theoretical that they are 
not sure if it’s going to help. Because with 
psychology, you have to start with a master’s 
before you can practice, so it’ll take some 
time to catch up, and events like these help 
students to do so.

Dr. Foo Koong Hean
Positive Psychology

By Sherlyne Yong

Coordinator, undergraduate psychology programme & lecturer, undergraduate and postgraduate clinical 
psychology programme, James Cook University.
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Founder, Executive Director, Silver Ribbon (Singapore).  
Board Member, World Federation for Mental Health (WFMH).

Stigma in Mental Health 
Ms. Porsche Poh
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What are your thoughts about Psych Scene for You?

I think it’s very exciting. I’m jealous because as an 
undergraduate we didn’t have such opportunities to interact 
with industrial representatives. 

From your talk, I gathered that there are many areas of human 
error that one could focus on. What advice would you give to 
students who wish to enter your field?

At the undergraduate level, understand what your key 
interests are. If you are good at perception of cognitive 
decision-making, pursue that at a postgraduate level. If 
you are good at social psychology and interested in how 
teamwork plays out, do that instead. I believe that in any field 
of psychology, you need a master’s degree to practice, so you 
should push your interests further and see how you can apply 
it to human commerce.

You cited deference to authority as a factor for human errors. 
Singapore is a collectivistic society, in which parents often 
encourage their children to be obedient. How do you feel this 
may affect Singapore’s room for human errors?

Diplomatically speaking, I think that this would be a good 
Ph.D dissertation for someone to pursue. From a personal 
point of view, I feel that this may be an issue because we may 
have the mindset that “the boss is always right”. There may 
be conflicts when bad decision-making is uncovered but not 
addressed. But we will not know what the context is really like 
until we actually do research in Singapore. Right now, there 
isn’t much, but we would encourage people to go for it.

Do you think, to a certain extent, that human error is cultural?

Yes. It has been shown that errors made in western and 
eastern cultures are different.

Is there anything else you would like to add?

UniSIM has the first undergraduate human factors 
programme in Singapore. It’s very important because as a 
graduate student, graduate programmes may not always be 
very comprehensive; there’s often a lot of self-reading you 
have to do. If you think you would like to prepare yourself 
for the human factors domain, you could try picking it up 
at the undergraduate level first, though I have to warn you, 
it is a core disciplinary topic. In addition to psychology, you 
have to understand what engineers think too, so do consider 
engineering and designing courses as well. 

Human Factors: Ordinary People in 
Extraordinary Environments
Mr. Yin Shan Qing

By Janice Huang & Stephanie Stella

Research Assistant, Centre of Human Factors and Ergonomics, 
Nanyang Technological University (NTU).
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What are the challenges that you face as an 
I/O psychologist?

I think one of the biggest challenges is the fact 
that as a psychologist, you need to speak the 
business language too. There are many times 
I needed to withhold myself because I went 
too much into technical terms, and my clients 
are unable to appreciate what I say. The most 
important thing about an I/O psychologist 
is having the rigour of a psychologist, yet 
sharing it from the perspective of the business 
angle when you communicate. I find that the 
most challenging, as it is human nature for 
people to fall back on what they are most 
comfortable with.

What future developments do you hope to 
see in the field of I/O psychology?

I hope that companies in Singapore will 
recognize I/O psychology as a field on 
its own. For instance, when I introduced 
myself as an I/O psychologist in the past, 

nobody understood; whereas when others 
introduced me as a “HR manager”, everyone 
understood immediately. I realise that not 
many understand the word “psychologist”, 
thus the term “I/O psychologist” would make 
it even more challenging. The very least that I 
hope to see is not needing to elaborate more 
when somebody talks about I/O psychology, 
and that people out there can generate 
positive awareness about this field.

How are the theories learnt in school different 
from what you are practising in real life? 

I/O psychology is one of the fields where 
you can practise the closest to what you do 
in school. But I will reiterate my first point. 
You need to be wise and know how to pitch 
yourself to the business world, instead of 
just using theories. Almost anything that you 
learn can be applied. The issue is not what can 
be applied, but how you package it for the 
world that is listening to you.

By Sherlyne Yong

Industrial/Organisational 
Psychology
Mr. Goh Hong Yi

Adjunct lecturer, practicum supervisor, Nanyang Technological 
University (NTU)/National Institute of Education (NIE) and 
Nanyang Polytechnic (NP).
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Spontaneous yet candid, counsellor Ben Ho 
certainly managed to pipe the interest of 
the audience on an early Saturday morning. 
Most vividly, his talk kicked off with a heavily 
emphasized piece of advice: “Don’t mess 
up your undergraduate degree!” Being a 
veteran in the field of counselling, he offers 
the following tips for those who are keen 
in pursuing further studies and a career in 
either counselling or psychology:

 • Previously educated in the U.S., Ben 
highly recommends that one should work 
towards a score a 650 (out of 800) on the 
GRE in order to have more viable options 
for graduate schools.

 • Contacts are essential. Always “make 
yourself known”, especially amongst your 
university professors   — they’d be the ones 
you’ll go to for letters of recommendation!

 • Volunteer work can add value to your 
degree by exhibiting your passion for 
psychology.

 • Delve deeper, and find a specific interest 
you might be interested in developing as 
a specialty. As for Ben, besides specializing 
in marriage and family therapy, his 
personal interest lies in treating trauma.

 • Most importantly, always ask yourself: 
What are you doing, and why? It is crucial 
to remind yourself of your main purpose 
and rationale.

Whilst Ben is currently in private practice, 
he also suggests other feasible avenues 
of employment in Singapore, such as the 
Ministry of Education (MOE), the Ministry 
of Community Development, Youth and 
Sports (MCYS), Singapore Prisons, Voluntary 
Welfare Organisations (VWOs), Family 
Service Centers (FSCs), and the various local 
hospitals. Besides the pursuit for personal 
success, he reiterated the importance of 
contributing back to society. The eloquent 
and experienced counsellor finally concluded 
by jokingly citing his occasional indulgence 
in fishing trips, illustrating the need for 
many practitioners to always remember to 
administer “self-care” amidst the intensity of 
the job. 

Mr. Ben Ho

Counselling 
Psychology

By Rowena Chin

Principal Consultant, InPsych Consulting.
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What are your thoughts about Psych Scene 
for You?

This event is fantastic. There’s never been one 
like this — having so many psychologists 
here to give students an idea of what’s in 
store for them, and helping them to prepare 
for the future. As I mentioned in my talk, I’ve 
always felt that there was a gap between 
the time you’re studying and when you get 
out to work; there’s just no one there to help 
you. The field of psychology is small, so it is 

a privilege to have someone helping you 
along and sharing their experiences. I wish 
I got to attend an event like that.

The sports scene in Singapore is gaining a lot 
of attention, what with our recent Olympic 
medals, the F1 races and the upcoming 
Youth Olympic Games. What do you see in 
store for sports psychology?

This explosion is good because it shows that 
our government is lending more support 

to sports, which in turn will mean more 
opportunities in sports psychology as well. 
The sports psychology department at SSC 
has always been small, but I would prefer 
a larger team. If we continue heading in 
this direction and delivering during major 
games, funding will definitely increase. 
And with that, we can engage more sports 
psychologists and help the sports scene 
grow bigger.

Ms. Emily Ortega

Behind The Scenes: 
Helping Athletes Achieve 
Their Dreams

By Janice Huang

Sports psychologist, Singapore Sports Council (SSC).

© Loriene Perera
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Ms. Ortega is the founder of a sports psychology 
interest group that meets every three months 
or so. You can find them by entering the phrase 
“Singapore Sport Psychology Interest Group” on 
the Facebook search engine!
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The unique combination of psychology and entrepreneurship, 
“psychopreneurship”, was the theme of the first panel 
discussion. Mr. Goh Hong Yi, Mr. Nicholas Lim, Dr. Elizabeth Nair 
and Mrs. Denise Lai, with Dr. Foo Koong Hean as moderator, 
sprinkled in several gems of advice and participated in a lively 
discussion about their experiences in setting up their own 
business. 

The panellists highlighted the importance of ethics and 
integrity as a “psychopreneur”. Mrs. Lai was emphatic that 
integrity is an integral part of a business’s success. Her 
company, Wee Care, had drawn customers through word 
of mouth recommendations, saving effort and money on 
advertising. When Mr. Lim agreed with Mrs. Lai and quipped 
that he thinks statistics and ethics are the two most important 
modules in school, he drew laughter from the audience 
— mostly students just freed from the rigours of end-of-
term examinations. As for Mr. Goh, he shared that he had 
rejected projects in the past when he felt that his principles 
as a psychologist had been violated. Dr. Nair also stressed that 
profits should not be everything to a business.
The panellists readily gave tips on how they coped with the 
challenge of managing both the business and psychological 

aspects of their company. Like what Mr. Lim said, an 
entrepreneur has the choice of deciding how to use the 
resources of his company. Therefore, he decided to delegate 
some tasks to his colleagues when he realised that he was 
doing too much business-related work. Dr. Nair told the 
audience that setting up her own company had involved a 
steep learning curve. She had to learn how to run it properly 
and keep track of the  bottom line.  

The  audience also got to know the panellists’ impetus for 
starting a company. For Mrs. Lai, it was frustration at the state 
of special needs education for children in the 1990s while Dr. 
Nair’s reason was that the tenure at her previous job had ended 
and she wanted an opportunity to learn, grow and change 
things beyond what she was already doing as a teacher and 
academic. 

Perhaps a learning point that was implicit in the session is 
actually the most important — having the courage to step 
out of our comfort zone, like the panellists, and taking a risk 
to fulfil our dreams.  

Keynote Panel Discussion: 
Psychopreneurship
(In the same order as photo below) 

Dr. Foo Koong Hean
(Moderator) Coordinator, undergraduate psychology 
programme & lecturer, undergraduate and postgraduate 
clinical psychology programme, James Cook University.

Mr. Goh Hong Yi
Principal Consultant, InPsych Consulting.

Mr. Nicholas Gabriel Lim
Principal Psychologist & certified adventure therapist, iGrow.

Dr. Elizabeth Nair
Principal Psychologist & CEO, Work & Health Psychologists 
(WHP).

Mrs. Denise Lai
Founder and Managing Director, Wee Care.

By Pak Hui Ling
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What are your feelings toward Psych Scene for 
You, and its possible future developments?

I believe that there is an increasing demand 
for psychologists in Singapore due to greater 
awareness of the importance of mental 
health issues. So we will see more of those 
in praxis, such as clinical psychologists and 
counselling psychologists. Also, with the 
public’s call for more transparency and 
accountability from healthcare service 
providers, those in research can contribute 
through measurement of services like clinical 
outcomes and patient satisfaction provided. 
This is not restricted to mental illnesses.

 
 I have gathered from your talk that “health 
psychology” is not a defined field of 
psychology, but more of an area of interest. 
With less avenues of exposure, what advice 
would you give to students who wish to 
assess whether they are suitable for health 
psychology, prior to graduation?

When I was at the National University of 
Singapore (NUS), we were trained to do 
research. Students in my cohort have gone to 
different ministries and diverse fields. Armed 
with research methods, analytical tools and 
critical thinking, psychologists have myriad 
opportunities and vast experimental space.

 
So it boils down to interest: Are you interested 
in measuring health outcomes? Are you 
interested in mental health conditions that 
may arise from medical illnesses such as 
depression in diabetic patients? If so, you are 
probably suitable to serve in the healthcare 
sector. Those in praxis have options too. 
Those considering counselling can choose 
to be a counselling psychologist in a hospital 
setting and support patients. Or they can 
handle a wide range of social issues in the 
community, such as teenage delinquency.

Ms. Ho Anqi
Health Psychology

By Janice Huang

Psychologist, National Mental Health Blueprint, Ministry of Health (MOH).

Armed with four psychology degrees, Dr. Julia 
Lam can certainly be touted as a professional 
in her area of expertise. Hailing from Hong 
Kong, she was initially a geography major 
before she made a switch to psychology. 
What sparked off a heightened interest in 
psychology were, specifically, the movie 
“Awakening”, and a psychology textbook 
marred with errors. She later made her foray 
into forensic psychology, which she found 
to be challenging, yet extremely fascinating. 
Here are some valuable insights about 
forensic psychology mentioned during her 
enriching talk at PSY2010:

 • Forensic psychology is currently not 
offered in Singapore. If interested, one 
should probably start reading up on 
schools in the U.K., Australia, Canada or 
the U.S. However, do note that in the U.S., 

systems may differ from those in the local 
context.

 • Forensic psychology does NOT imply the 
ability to read criminal minds. It actually 
encompasses the intersection between 
psychology and the legal system. 

 • Forensic psychologists typically provide 
services for perpetuators, victims, 
and justice personnel. For example, 
common tasks include writing reports 
for the courtroom such as for lawyers and 
judges, giving expert testimony, as well 
as assessing and treatingclients.

 •  There are dual roles for forensic 
psychologists: the Assessor and the 
Therapist. However, bear in mind that 
one should not handle both roles for 
an individual at any one time due to 
potential role conflicts.

 •  Being a forensic psychologist is a highly 
demanding job, and Dr. Lam advised 
the audience that it is not for the faint-
hearted. In addition, one’s personal 
beliefs and values may be challenged.

 •  Further obstacles in the job scope 
include mandatory clients who may be 
unwilling to cooperate, confidentiality 
issues, difficulty in  rapport building, and 
malingering clients.

However, despite the taxing nature of her 
job, Dr. Lam remains positive due to personal 
motivations such as the joy of being able to 
witness improvements in her clients, playing 
an integral part in “justice”, and having the 
ability to exercise her influence in reducing 
charges or sentences. 

Dr. Julia Lam
Forensic Psychology

By Rowena Chin

Forensic psychologist, Promises Pte Ltd and Raffles Counselling Centre.

© Loriene Perera
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Director of the Clinical Brain Lab in Taiwan 
National University, and currently an  
associate professor at NTU, U.S.-trained  Dr. 
Annabel Chen is indeed a valuable resource 
to the local scene of neuropsychology. 
Her emphasis is on employing a scientist-
practitioner model, which includes clinical 
service, being a scientist/researcher, and 
teaching. 

Clinical neuropsychology is, specifically, 
the science of how injury to the brain 
affects behaviour. This may include motor 
and sensory skills, attention, language, 
visual spatial ability, decision making and 
emotions. One should be aware that it differs 

Dr. Annabel Chen

Clinical Neuropsychology & Cognitive 
Neuroscience: A Career in Brain & Behaviour

By Rowena Chin

What are the differences between a 
counsellor and a counselling psychologist?

The words “psychology” or “psychologist” 
refer to a psychological background. The 
only difference is that a psychologist 
is more equipped with theories and a 
neurobiological perspective. 

What future developments would you like to 
see in this field?

The insurance policies in Europe and the 
United States cover counselling as well. I 
hope that the Asian culture, and not just 
in the Singaporean context, will come to 
embrace counselling as something that is 
necessary. For example, if I want to change 
careers, I would need a counsellor already! 
That is how necessary counselling is.

How different are the theories learnt in 
school as compared to practising in reality?

Well I would say that theories are the first 
step, and reality is step two to ten. I love 
psychology and I love theories too, but 
these theories change over time. And the 
fact that they are theories means that they 
are not law. They can be changed from 
between cultures and from one case to the 
other. For example, there is a theory I call my 
egg example. When I was growing up, eggs 
were dangerous for health. But during the 
nineties, it was said that eggs were good for 
health and you were encouraged to eat four 
to five eggs a day. And now, it’s a different 
story. The theories are there to guide us, but 
we can “fire” them. They don’t own us. So real 
life experiences are what you attract. What 
you attract is what’s for you. 

Do you have any advice for students aspiring 
to get into this field?

My advice is for them to know whether 
they really want to join it, and not simply 
because the market is moving towards 
it. During the nineties I could have easily 
followed Bill Gates’ footsteps, because the 
market was there. If you’re not clear about 
where to advance, follow your passion. I 
know right now, in our society, it’s all about 
money. But money will come where your 
heart is. I welcome people in the counselling 
industry; I welcome everyone, especially in 
Christian counselling. I only hope that you 
don’t mistake counselling as something that 
generates money. Money will come if the 
industry is for you. 

Mr. Kirby Chua

Counselling 
Psychology

By Sherlyne Yong
© Loriene Perera

Clinical neuropsychologist, Associate Professor, Nanyang Technological University (NTU). 

© Loriene PereraContinued on the next page
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“Ensure that your career doesn’t happen 
by chance, but purely by choice,” was 
Ms. Gitanjali Goyal’s advice to the largely 
student-dominated audience. Ms. Goyal’s 
personal path certainly reflects this very 
piece of advice. Her journey as a clinical 
psychologist started with a degree in 
psychology and loads of passion. Today, 
thirteen years later, she has not only retained 
her passion, but with increasing experience 
after practising what she learnt, she has also 
gained insights about what it takes to be a 
clinical psychologist. 

Ms. Goyal shared what she does in a 
typical day at work: conducting diagnostic 
interviews, psychotherapy for outpatient 

Ms. Gitanjali Goyal Khanna
Clinical Psychology

By Pak Hui Ling

Clinical psychologist, Department of Psychological Medicine, National University Hospital (NUH).

from other seemingly similar branches 
such as neuropsychology, cognitive 
neuropsychology/neuroscience. 

So what does a clinical neuropsychologist 
do? These are some of the activities typical 
of a clinical neuropsychologist’s job scope:

 • Measuring and profiling an individual’s 
cognitive abilities, especially after brain 
injury.

 • Aiding the differentiation of symptoms  
between psychological and neurological 
origins.

 • Applying the principles of 
neuropsychology to patients who have 

brain diseases for diagnosis, intervention 
and prognosis.

 • Handling diagnoses, recommendations, 
administrative work, referrals to other 
services and triage with other mental and 
medical professions.

 • Working in a team with occupational, 
physical and speech therapists, other 
psychologists, and social workers.

Available options for those who express 
interest in this field would either be pursuing 
further education abroad or applying for 
master’s-level training in the National 
University of Singapore’s (NUS) clinical 

psychology program, preferably opting for 
the emphasis in training to be on clinical 
neuropsychology.

Dr. Chen had acknowledged several 
challenges facing the advancement of this 
field within Singapore, such as the lack of 
normative data and the lack of cultural and 
language-appropriate tests. Furthermore, 
this specialty is not yet well understood 
within the medical community and requires 
more time to be established. As medical 
technology and community awareness 
continue to advance and heighten with time, 
it may be that demand for such specialties in 
psychology will grow.

© Loriene Perera

and inpatient departments, psychological 
assessments and lastly, handling recordings 
and reports. Her experience in the hospital 
has also taught her how to work in a 
multi-disciplinary team that may comprise  
individuals from diverse fields, such as 
psychiatrists, other psychologists, speech 
and occupational therapists, nurses and 
social workers. She emphasised that they 
have to pool their expertise to work for the 
benefit of the patient.  

During the talk, Ms. Goyal answered two 
pertinent questions — how she copes 

with the emotional stress of facilitating 
psychotherapy and how she keeps herself 
free of biases and thoughts that may 
affect the therapeutic alliance between 
therapist and client. She copes with stress 
using “cleansing mechanisms”, which are 
simply activities such as practising yoga 
and listening to music that help her to 
relax after a hard day’s work. As for keeping 
herself detached and unbiased, Ms. Goyal 
thinks that supervision by superiors helps 
psychologists to be aware of their thoughts 
and speech. Superiors can also see the 

limitations that psychologists themselves 
may miss. 

Lastly, Ms. Goyal recommended some books 
about psychology that she found inspiring. 
If her enthusiasm has rubbed off on you, 
you might want to try reading On Becoming 
a Psychotherapist by Windy Dryden and 
Laurence Spurling. Perhaps you will be 
inspired to choose a career as a clinical 
psychologist after reading it! 

Continued from p.10
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What are your thoughts about Psych Scene 
for You?

It is a good event because it gives psychology 
students exposure to what psychological 
work is like in an applied setting. Students 
may have questions such as whether we do 
criminal profiling, or whether we actually 
conduct negotiation in actual incidents. 
Answers provided will help students form 
realistic expectations when they actually 
apply for jobs in this field. I must add that 
the questions asked at my Q&A session 
earlier on were indeed very comprehensive.

Civil and public service internships can be 
very competitive, and exposure to forensic 
psychology is not easily-available in the 
private sector. What else can undergraduates 
do if they want to prepare themselves to 
work in your field? 

For a start, my personal opinion is that 
students should have interest in law 
enforcement work. They should also read up 
on available literature and keep up-to-date 
with the latest developments in the field. 
There are general textbooks on forensic 
psychology that detail what forensic 

psychologists do, which can give students 
a preview of how work is like in an applied 
setting. I would definitely encourage 
students to source for these books first.

The general public is seldom exposed to such 
literature, and are often more influenced by 
media portrayals of forensic psychologists 
in TV shows such as The Mentalist. These 
portrayals are often unrealistic, and differ 
greatly from what you really do. How does 
this affect people’s expectations of your 
work?

For law enforcement officers, we manage 
these expectations by talking about research 
findings, for example, through literature 
reviews and empirical research, during  the 
informal discussions we have and through 
the training sessions we conduct. Officers 
themselves may also read up on relevant 
materials on their own and they have a fair 
idea of what works and what doesn’t, given 
their experience in this area. For the general 
public, I believe forums such as PSY2010 
where participants ask questions about 
the work of a forensic psychologist helps 
to manage expectations of the work that 
forensic psychologists do.

Mr. Jeffery Chin

Introduction to the 
Behavioural Sciences Unit, 
Ministry of Home Affairs

By Janice Huang
(Edited by Mr. Jeffery Chin)

Staff Psychologist, Behavioural Sciences Unit, Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA).

Mr. Fred Long

Clinical Psychology: Profession, 
Practice and Policy

By Janice Huang

© Loriene Perera

What do you think of Psych Scene for You? 
In a sense, it can be considered a benchmark 
in the history of inter-varsity collaboration in 
psychology.

I was pleasantly surprised because this 
is the first time that students from the 

four universities have come together and 
organised something that benefits all. In 
the past, each of the universities developed 
programmes mostly for their own interests. 
Competition is good, but there is still the 
need for joint developments. PSY2010 is 

a great opportunity for networking, as 
it is important that students can get to 
know students from other universities and 
understand their concerns and emphasis. 
We can learn more from one another than 
what we can learn in the classroom, so 

Adjunct Associate Professor, Nanyang Technological University (NTU).  
Founder President, Honorary Fellow, Singapore Psychological Society (SPS).  
Head of Department, Chief Psychologist, Government Psychological Service (1984-2000). 

Continued on the next page
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What does the iceberg have to do with 
the nature of a psychologist’s work? 
Dr. Mariam Aljunied can answer this 
question; she used the iceberg as a 
metaphor to explain that much of what 
the psychologist does goes unnoticed. 
Like the vast proportion of an iceberg 
that is out of sight below the water’s 
surface, the great amount of scientific 
evidence and rigour that a psychologist 
has to go through before he or she can 
advise anyone is hidden from most 
people. 

Dr. Aljunied also shared with us how 
she had to back up her assertions with  
research in the two main areas of her 
work — providing psychological services 
to schools, and reviewing systems 
and formulating policies. The former 
aspect is about working with individual 
cases; helping children with learning 
difficulties such as dyslexia and autism 
to adapt well to their environment, 
and advising teachers and principals in 
schools on how to make the learning 
and social environment for these 
children more inclusive. The other aspect 

of Dr. Aljunied’s job is on a larger scale 
and takes on a more general view. Some 
of the examples that she listed were 
teacher training, the creation of tests 
and programmes in schools to identify 
children with learning difficulties as early 
as possible, and the support of students 
in transition from primary to secondary 
school. 

To Dr. Aljunied, the role of the educational 
psychologist is to tease out the primary 
and secondary problem from what is 
presented by a child’s behaviour with 
her professional knowledge, so that 
people such as teachers and parents can 
make sense of the situation and help the 
child in the most suitable way. 

Indeed, as Dr. Aljunied pointed out 
in her talk, in this age of easy access 
to information, the educational 
psychologist has to remain relevant 
by providing professional advice to 
differentiate himself or herself from 
people who claim to know about 
psychology but are not able to back up 
what they say with evidence.

Dr. Mariam Aljunied
Educational Psychology

By Pak Hui Ling

Educational psychologist, Lead Specialist, Psychological Services Branch, Ministry of Education (MOE).

PSY2010 is definitely a very good move. The 
number of attendees for this event was very 
heartening; PSY2010 is now going to serve 
as a benchmark for students from other 
faculties.

Many of the other speakers have credited 
you as a pioneer in the field of psychology, 
and for helping to set up organisations such 
as the SPS and the Behavioural Sciences 
Unit. Do you have any pending projects at 
the moment, or perhaps any visions?

“Old men dream dreams, but only the 
young have visions.” I retired in 2002; it is 
now the turn of the current generation of 
psychologists to forge their own visions and 
rise to the occasion. It is not for me to turn 
back and say, “This is the way you should 
go!” We can only challenge those of the new 
generation by walking them through the 
past, so that they may come up with a vision 
for the future. 

As society changes, so does the needs of the 
stakeholders. Take hospitals for instance —
they are now all privatised. Cost-efficiency 
is good, but there may be times when we 
lose sight of the patient because we are 
constrained by budget or computer systems. 
Our ideas of loyalty have also changed — 
back then in government hospitals, our 
mindsets as public servants were simply to 
serve the public and help people. I myself 
stayed for thirty-four years at the same place. 
Now, the norm is for psychologists to move 
around after every few years, so it is quite 
evident that as   psychologists, our focus has 
changed. So it is important for the young 
generation to have a vision and pursue it, 
and not be constrained by people like me.

© Loriene Perera
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What kind of future developments would 
you like to see in the clinical forensic 
psychology field in Singapore?

I think the most important thing to do is to 
increase the capabilities of psychologists 
who specialize in this area so that they can 
have the relevant competencies to serve 
the forensic clients. Internationally, there 
are quite a number of graduate schools and 
universities that have such programs but not 
locally. I think it is important that we develop 
our own local postgraduate programs in 
clinical forensic psychology in the near 
future.  

As a forensic psychologist, what kind of 
challenges do you face in your job?

It is being able to see beyond the clients, 
who can present with highly antisocial 
or deviant behaviour. We have to clearly 
distinguish the client’s behavior from the 
person, and not to label the client negatively 
or lose hope in them. We also have to 
be very optimistic, and be consciously 
aware of our emotions with regard to their 
behavior, and to seek supervision if needed. 
A lot of times, the challenge is to truly have 
empathy for the client. Patience is important 
as we have to work towards the goal even 
if we do not see the immediate results or 
outcome. It may take years for the offenders 
to be rehabilitated, and we cannot give 
up just because we don’t see immediate 
improvement. 

Because forensic psychology is closely 
related to the law, is it required for aspiring 
students to undertake additional law 
courses?

Yes, all the forensic postgraduate courses 
include law components. I had to take 
criminal, civil and family law as modules, 
and I had to pass all of them in order to 
graduate.  I studied Australian law and hence 
when I first came back to Singapore it was 
important for me to study the local legal 
system so as to familiarize myself with the 
different legislations that guide our ministry 
area of work. Psychologists who are trained 
in forensic psychology can provide inputs in 
areas that have the interface between law 
and psychology.

Ms. Jennifer Teoh
Clinical and Forensic Psychology
Assistant Director, Clinical and Forensic Psychology Branch, Ministry of Community  Development, Youth and Sports (MCYS)

By Sherlyne Yong
© Loriene Perera
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Graduate Studies in Psychology
Dr. Annett Schirmer

Assistant Professor, Department of Psychology, 
National University of Singapore (NUS).
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Firstly, the speakers shared the processes 
they went through before settling into their 
current positions. All cited their passion 
towards what they feel they can contribute 
to their jobs as the deciding factor for their 
careers. It was highlighted that the initial 
period at work was difficult, as reading 
theories in the textbooks and practicing 
them in real life are a stark contrast. The 
speakers also noted that what was being 
taught back in school was merely scratching 
the surface of knowledge  — once they were 

on to their jobs, so much more was required 
of them that they were overwhelmed. 
However, after a period of adjustment, all 
three speakers gradually eased into their 
jobs and are now gaining much satisfaction 
from their tasks at work. 

Some interesting trivia was also shared. For 
instance, Ms. Chua had the opportunity 
to don a bomb suit during her visit to 
the Singapore Armed Force’s Chemical, 
Biological, Radiological and Explosive unit, 

and she expressed great difficulty in moving 
around in the suit.

Gradspeak! was really useful as it provided 
information on the various fields of 
occupations related to psychology and gave 
the audience a better understanding of the 
tasks involved. It also provided a clear picture 
of the difficulties that will be encountered 
during the transition from school to work. 

Ms. Chua Jia Rong
Defence Psychology Department, Ministry of Defence (MINDEF).

Ms. Khairiyah Kassim
Psychological and Counselling Services Branch, Singapore Prisons.

Ms. Merrilyn Tan
Acute General Psychiatry, Institute of Mental Health (IMH).

Gradspeak!

By Loh Eng Hao

What made you choose to enter this 
particular field after attaining your master’s 
in psychology? Was there something that 
happened in particular that led you to this 
profession? 

Yes, there was indeed something that 
inspired me and got me interested in this 
field of work. Before I did my master’s, I was 
actually doing my undergrad science degree 
(yes I was actually in the science stream, not 
psychology). At that point in time, I had the 
opportunity to interact with children with 
special needs as I was attached to a school 
for spastic children. There was this boy who 
had to take the Board exams (a major exam 
in India, akin to our GCE ‘O’ levels). This 
particular boy is very intelligent but he was 
spastic and relied on a wheelchair. You would 
really need to listen closely to his speech to 
figure out what he needs. He is unable to 
do simple gestures and have control over 
his movements. For instance, he holds his 
pencil in a way different from ordinary 
people. However, he had the ability to write 
poems. That was something very striking 
and I was supposed to work with that child 
and coach him for the Board exams. That 
got me thinking, because initially I was very 
frustrated as I felt very helpless and did not 
know how to communicate with him. When 
he gets excited, he would raise his hand 
a little and make jerky movements. After 

working with him for three months, he went 
for his Board exams. He was actually very 
happy that he had someone to work with. 
After the attachment, he called me up to tell 
me he passed the Board exams with flying 
colours. Apparently, he used a device called 
the “Scribe”, and he actually had to speak 
into it, hence letting the machine generate 
the answers in the written form. The whole 
experience was really touching. I lost touch 
with him for a while but later on I came to 
find out that he went on to become an IT 
officer in a multinational company. He also 
went on to do his bachelors’.  

Yes, that was indeed uplifting. Most of us 
do have this stigma/ stereotype that spastic 
children tend to be mentally disabled 
just because of the way they behave and 
communicate, but your personal recount 
just proved me wrong… 

Well, after that, I came into contact with 
many other spastic children, but that boy 
was very much different from the rest. There 
was also a boy who had a job of helping a 
jury. Their level of functioning is actually 
quite high though they may not appear so. 
I guess, this particular incident and many 
subsequent interactions with children with 
special needs made me desire to help them 
realize their full potential. 
       

Ms. Susan George
Special Education

Senior Psychologist, Rainbow Centre Margaret Drive School.

By Debbie Leong
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What made you choose to enter this particular 
field? Why, of all aspects, humanitarian? Was 
there anything specific that made you choose 
to venture into this?  

After my clinical studies, I started teaching and 
was an academician all the while, but I wanted 
more hands-on clinical activities, apart from 
the theory of it all. I had always been interested 
but just never got the chance to participate in 
humanitarian work. So, one day, I decided to 
just take the plunge and go for it. I was thinking, 
“Since I’ve completed my clinical studies and 
have been working for a few years already, I feel 
mentally ready for it.” I guess that was the right 
time. And I have never regretted it since. 

What advice would you give to students who 
are interested in taking up humanitarian 
psychology and hence follow your footsteps? 

I personally would not encourage people to 
dive into this and take this as a full-time career 
as there are many challenges that one may face. 
If he or she is interested, he or she ought to 
get a taste of it first, like starting with mission 
trips or ad-hoc volunteer trips to countries that 
require aid. As for the academic aspect, clinical 
studies would be most apt.  

You mentioned a number of challenges that a 
humanitarian might face — so what is it that 
keeps you going all this while, despite the 
obstacles? 

The heartwarming sight of seeing those people 
in the less developed countries being so 
generous and grateful towards visitors is very 
touching and it just sort of causes you to adopt 
a very humble attitude and appreciate life.  
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Dr. Marlene Lee
Humanitarian Psychology

Assistant Professor, National University of Singapore.  Field volunteer, Medecins Sans Frontieres (MSF).

By Debbie Leong
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Industrial/Organisational 
Psychology
Dr. Elizabeth Nair
Principal Psychologist & CEO, Work & Health 
Psychologists (WHP).
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Mr. De Roza covered the history, 
organisational structure and work scope of 
the Defence Psychology Department. It was 
highlighted that 2010 will be a year  marking 
huge changes within the Department in 
terms of its operational duties and structure. 
The name of the Department was even 
recently changed from “Applied Behavioural 
Sciences Department” to “Defence 
Psychology Department”.

A detailed explanation of the current 
organisational structure in the Defence 
Psychology Department was given. 
Presently, it has been transformed into a 
matrix organisation — a breakthrough 
for the department as it can now cater 
to the needs of the different units more 
effectively. The various sections within the 
department were also introduced, including 
the Psychological Assessment Group, which 

is further divided into assessment, selection 
and developments. Another section 
introduced was the Organisational Diagnosis 
Group, which is also further split into 
population, organisation and interventions. 
In addition to the above sections, there are 
also teams on the ground supporting the 
various units.

The talk was concluded with Mr. De Roza 
giving his views on the future of defence 
psychology. He felt that the department’s 
approach is moving towards applied 
psychology in defence, in which more work 
is conducted in tandem with people out in 
the field. He also placed great emphasis on 
the importance of psychologists working 
in cross-disciplinary settings in order to 
make greater contributions to the whole 
organisation.

Mr. Christopher De Roza
Defence Psychology

By Loh Eng Hao

Defence psychologist, Island Defence Task Force, Singapore Armed Forces (SAF).
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This discussion was the much-awaited 
finale of the two-day program. Members 
on the panel of discussion are revered 
figures in the local psychology scene  — 
each of them is a leading expert in his or 
her respective field. Each speaker began 
with an introduction of how his or her 
respective field has progressed over the 
years and what lies ahead. 

 • Dr. Aljunied raised the issue of 
“many parents getting their ‘Ph.D’ in 
psychology matters through Google”. 
She stressed that this issue is of 
importance in educational psychology 
and that correct information and 
knowledge have to be conveyed to the 
parents. 

 • Dr. Lim identified that developments in 
the Defence Psychology Department 
followed two key trends that are linked 

to the work of military psychologists 
and their increasing involvement 
in operations. Dr. Bernard also 
mentioned LEAP, which is an acronym 
for four behaviours he wishes to see 
in psychologists from the Department,  
L for Lead, E for Engage, A for Authority 
and P for Partner, when participating in 
future cross-disciplinary fields. 

 • Dr. Khader described the operations of 
his department in the Police Force in 
terms of 3 “O’s” — Officers, Operations 
and Organisation. He also expressed 
his amazement with the development 
of psychology today, where even 
polytechnics provide modules on 
psychology, something previously 
unheard of. However, he warned of  
the danger that rapid development 
might bring, as the “increase in number 

brings about the question of value-
added[ness]” to the field of psychology. 

 • Prof. Bishop believes that psychology in 
Singapore will progress towards being 
a “hub science”, in which cooperation 
with other cross-disciplinary fields 
will become a necessity. He gave 
examples of how he had worked with 
representatives from other sciences, 
such as engineers, musicians and 
medical doctors. An interesting project 
that Prof. Bishop participated in was 
about using psychology to make better 
robots.   

The keynote panel discussion concluded 
with two very thought provoking 
questions posted by Mr. Fred Long to the 
audience, “Are you ready for change, and 
are you ready to change?”

By Loh Eng Hao

Keynote Panel Discussion:  
The Future of Psychology in 
Singapore
(In the same order as photo above)

Mr. Fred Long
(Moderator) Adjunct Associate Professor, Nanyang Technological 
University (NTU). Founder President, Honorary Fellow, Singapore 
Psychological Society (SPS). Head of Department, Chief 
Psychologist, Government Psychological Service (1984-2000). 

Dr. Mariam Aljunied
Educational psychologist, Lead Specialist, Psychological Services 
Branch, Ministry of Education (MOE).

Dr. Bernard Lim
Chief Psychologist, Singapore Armed Forces (SAF). Head, Defence 
Psychology Department, Ministry of Defence (MINDEF).

Dr. Majeed Khader
Chief Psychologist, Singapore Police Force.

Prof. George Bishop
Head, Department of Psychology, National University of 
Singapore (NUS). 
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Dr. Bernard Lim
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You mentioned the significance of the progress towards a “hub 
science” that would incorporate different disciplines. What is the 
relevance of cross-cultural psychology in the local context, since 
Singapore is, as you know, a multi-cultural society? Will it be as 
feasible? 

The theories were generated by psychologists in the West so it is 
possible that they might leave out some cultural-specific details 
but there’s no doubt that their theories can still be considered as 
a guideline and definitely valid. So yes, regarding your question 
— the future of psychology as a “hub science” is still relevant and 
can be applied to this society. 

Questions & Answers with…
Prof. George Bishop
By Debbie Leong

I am aware that military psychologists barely get to interact 
with people on the ground because the former tend to interact 
more with the superiors so I am concerned that with minimised 
interaction with the people on the ground, the psychologists 
might not fully understand the situation as they would only be 
getting one-sided viewpoints. 

This is an issue of manpower and the ratio of military 
psychologists to the countless men in the army. Thus, there is a 
limit to the number of psychologists they have, so it is difficult 
to have a one-on-one setting like in a clinical setting. Hence, 
for optimisation, they interact closely and get feedback and 
information from the superiors for them to pass it on to their 
men in their department, which is also known as the spreading 
effect. Therefore, although it is idealistic to have a ratio of 1:1, 
it is not realistically achievable, but we have tried out best to 
minimise the differences.
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