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Abstract


Longitudinal patterns of employment and career development in alumni from a private university in the Rocky Mountain region were examined. Consistent with national data, alumni were predominately working full-time and were satisfied with job opportunities, particularly related to variability and flexibility in employment settings and positions.  While initial salaries increased little over the past 20 years, loan debt increased significantly. Based on the data, recommendations for the field are described to help address significant concerns from current graduate students in psychology about their future employment opportunities.
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Understandably, current graduate students in psychology have significant concerns about their future employment opportunities, and these worries are fueled by apparently contradictory information.  On the one hand, before they even receive their degrees they are aware of the imbalance between available internship positions and the number of intern candidates, possibly leading them to speculate about their job prospects.  The internship supply and demand issue has been widely discussed since the mid-1990s (e.g., Dixon & Thorn, 2000) and there has been a documented surplus of students seeking internships since the Association of Psychology Postdoctoral and Internship Centers (APPIC) implemented the computerized national match process in 1999 (Keilin, Thorn, Rodolfa, Constantine & Kaslow, 2000).  The latest APPIC statistics indicate that after a dip in applicants following September 11, 2001, there has been a steady increase in students participating in the match (e.g., an 8% increase between 2003 and 2006; 93 more students participating in 2006 than in 2005 [APPIC, 2006]).  As a result, students may be concerned that any shortage of internships could bode poorly for future career opportunities.  At the same time, according to the U.S. Department of Labor Statistics, the employment of psychologists is expected to grow faster than the average for other occupations.  Further, the demand is expected to be highest for doctoral level graduates (U.S. Department of Labor Statistics, 2006).  Students face a confusing set of messages about the ability to achieve a successful career in psychology.

The yearly Doctorate Employment Survey administered by the American Psychological Association (APA) provides a broad look at the employment status of recent graduates.  For example, the 2003 survey (APA, 2005) indicated that 64% of new graduates were employed full time, 8% were employed part time, 22% were working as postdoctorate fellows, 2.5% were seeking employment, and 2.5% were not seeking 
employment. Graduates were likely to find work within three months of completing their degrees, with 65% reporting that they found work within this time period. Almost half (48%) of the respondents felt the job market was “good” or “excellent,” up from 27% who felt the same way in 1993.  Another third of the graduates rated the job market as “fair.” Over 70% of respondents were either satisfied or very satisfied with a variety of dimensions of their job such as salary, benefits, and working conditions.  Overall, the most recent APA survey provides a generally positive picture for beginning psychologists.


Recent professional literature also offers current students ideas about how to maximize their future career success.  In looking at issues of professional development, several sources have pointed to the importance of pursuing training in emerging specialty areas, such as health psychology (Brown & Folen, 2005), organizational consulting (Martin, 2005), and forensic psychology (Greer, 2005).  Rather than relying only on traditional practice areas, psychologists have been encouraged to develop a greater awareness of market demands and changing demographics to practice in different settings and with wider populations (Clay, 2005).  In remaining responsive to a changing marketplace, it also appears psychologists will be most successful if they are well versed in a variety of skills in addition to psychotherapy and assessment (Humphreys, 2000). 


Other sources on professional development illuminate strategies for gaining employment.  The most commonly cited strategy for obtaining a job included informal channels (70%), followed by advertisements in the APA Monitor (33%), electronic resources (29%), faculty advisors (27%), and newspaper ads (26%) (APA, 2005).    Increasingly, psychologists report considering issues such as marketing and business skills in planning their careers, and have been encouraged to be creative and flexible in identifying potential job sources (Frincke & Pate, 2004).

Finally, some current developmental literature indicates that early career psychologists often need to work in more than one role or setting (Greer, 2005).  While it 
has not been unusual for psychologists to work in agencies while simultaneously building a private practice (Courtois, 1992), today’s clinical psychologists may work in diverse areas such as schools, the military, and public policy arenas (Humphreys, 2000; Greer, 2005).  Psychologists may use skills in consultation, supervision, and administration, even early in their careers (Pinkerton and Temple, 2000).  A recent APA survey (APA, 2003) reported that the numbers of psychologists working in academic settings decreased from 55% in 1973 to 33% in 1999. Again, more data is needed to understand the extent to which this pattern has changed throughout the last decade.


In sorting though this literature, a group of psychology interns wondered about how these issues were manifested in graduates of their own program.  More specifically, the interns were interested in the following areas: Types of professional positions held by psychologists; salaries paid to psychologists; the relationships among position, salary, and career satisfaction; strategies for finding employment; and recommendations from practicing psychologists for recent graduates entering the job market.
Method

Participants


 The participants were 118 alumni from a professional psychology (Psy.D.) program in a private university located in the Rocky Mountain region.  Dates of entry into the program ranged from 1976 to 2001, with 18.42% of the sample beginning the program in the 1970s, 39.47% beginning in the1980s, 30.70% in the 1990s, and the remaining 9.65% of the sample consisting of recent alumni.  No other demographic data were collected as the survey was anonymous. 

Materials and Procedures

 
The anonymous four page internet survey, created by the authors and the interns in a research seminar, was distributed by email to potential alumni participants.  The participants were provided an internet link to SurveyMonkey  (http:///www.surveymonkey.com) in order to complete the survey.  Reminder emails were sent to all potential participants.  Email addresses were not available for all alumni; therefore, a hard copy of the survey was mailed to those potential participants lacking an email address, with a self-addressed stamped return envelope enclosed.  A cover letter/informational form was included in both the online and hard copy versions to inform the participants that they were participating in a research study, and that the study had received approval from the university’s institutional review board.

The survey examined areas such as initial employment and salary, current employment and salary, level of current job satisfaction, methods used to find employment, licensure issues, and matters related to the debt incurred during graduate school.

Results


Surveys were distributed to 389 alumni, with 25 email messages and 14 hard copy surveys returned due to incorrect addresses, leaving 350 usable surveys.  Of these surveys, 118 were completed and returned by participants, for an apparent response rate of 34%.  However, it is impossible to determine whether other electronic mail addresses or hard copy mail addresses were also incorrect, so the actual response rate is likely higher. Nevertheless, the 34% response rate is similar to that obtained by other national employment surveys.  For example, the response rate of recent Psy.D.s was 35.7% in the most recently published APA Employment Survey (APA, 2003).

Given our interest in evaluating potential trends in the field and with our alumni, data were grouped into cohorts by date of graduation, with 30.1% graduating prior to 
1988, 38.1% graduating between 1988 and 1996, and 31.9% graduating from 1997 to 2005.
Results indicated that initial employment settings and job titles were varied, including postdoctoral training, academic positions, community mental health centers, hospitals, correctional facilities, university counseling centers, health maintenance organizations, school districts and profit/not for profit agencies.  Initial job titles also varied, with the majority of alumni describing their position as a “psychologist,” and others describing their initial job title as “clinical supervisors.”  Five percent of the alumni were hired as “directors” of the agencies/hospitals in which they were initially employed.  Sixty-eight percent of respondents indicated initially holding one job, while 31.6% reported holding two or more jobs.  Of the alumni entering private practice upon graduation, 10.5% were full-time and 14% were part-time.  The most common initial employment setting was outpatient service agencies (see Figure 1).
[Insert Figure 1 about here]

Initial salary ranged from $5,000 to $118, 560, with a median salary for initial employment of $35,000.  Table 1 provides the breakdown of salary means by graduation cohort.

[Insert Table 1 about here]
With regard to current employment, 72.8% of alumni described being employed full-time at one job; 25.5 % of alumni were employed part-time at several jobs.  Slightly more than half (57.9%) of alumni are currently in independent practice, either full-time (36.8%) or part-time (21.1%).  Current salary ranged from $10,000 to $325,000, with the 
median salary for current employment being $65,000.  While there was no significant difference between the groups for initial salary, there were significant differences for 
current salary (F (2, 102) = 3.53, p < .05), with the group graduating between 1988 and 1996 having a significantly higher current salary than the most recent graduates.
Overall level of satisfaction within the field of psychology ranged from very unsatisfied to very satisfied, with almost all alumni (93%) expressing some degree of satisfaction (see Table 2).  Interestingly, satisfaction was unrelated to initial or current salary.

Alumni were asked about methods used in their initial employment search and level of perceived difficulty finding employment.  Responses ranged from not very difficult to very difficult, with 49.5% describing the process as not very difficult, and an additional 36% noting that it was somewhat difficult. 
Participants were asked to rate each of the methods provided on a scale of not at all successful to highly successful.  The most highly successful method described by alumni (56%) was the use of informal channels, including colleagues, professors and friends.  Participants also considered former employment contacts to be a highly successful method of seeking employment.   Least successful methods described by the participants were professional convention contacts, professional/scientific organizations, and professional journals.  While newspapers and internet resources were considered somewhat successful, they were not listed as the preferred choice for these participants. 

Of note, 98.6% of the students felt that their specialty area (achieved through specialized course work and practicum experiences) assisted them in seeking employment.

While there were no quantitative questions related to the status of the job market, it was useful to note the percentage of alumni who felt they were competing with master’s level practitioners (see Table 2).
[Insert Table 2 about here]

Student loan debt upon graduation varied, ranging from none to $180,000.00.  Average student loan debt for the participants was $45,593.00.  Sixty-three percent of alumni reported owing no current debt. Almost 85% of participants did not believe that their student loan debt influenced their choice of employment.

Approximately 81% of participants (n = 96) responded to three open-ended questions related to what helped them find employment, their perceptions of current issues in the job market, and suggestions for promoting career development in graduate school.  Qualitative responses were again considered over three time periods:  1979 – 1987 (early graduates), 1988 – 1996 (middle graduates), and 1997-2005 (recent graduates).


For each time period, networking/professional contacts were given as the main aids to finding employment, ranging in response rate from 39% to 44% among the groups.  Specialization was the second leading employment tool except for the 1979 - 1987 group that listed previous experience for that category.  Graduate training and advanced training were the third highest responses for the 1988 - 1996 and 1997 - 2005 groups. Personality characteristics (e.g., hard work, integrity, confidence, sincerity) were listed by 9% of the participants in the 1997-2005 group.


In response to the question about current issues affecting the employment market, the 1979 - 1987 group gave very few responses (n = 5), with the main issue being market saturation by psychologists and other mental health professionals.   In the 1988 – 1996 
group, the leading responses were managed care (56%), insurance problems (44%), the need for licensure prior to or immediately after completion of internship (22%) and the desire for prescription privileges (22%).  Difficulty paying back education debt (100%) 
and competition with masters level therapists (75%) were the two leading answers in the 1997-2005 group.


Each of the three groups from the different time periods recommended teaching business skills (job and salary negotiation, aspects of independent practice, etc.) as the most frequent suggestion for graduate programs related to promoting career development.  The 1988 – 1996 group also suggested specialty training (29%), generalist training (19%) and exposure to alternate careers (19%).  The 1997-2005 group further recommended 
setting up networking opportunities for alums such as a web page that would include job listings (18%).  

Discussion


Overall, the vast majority of psychologists in this study were satisfied with the field of psychology, and this trend is consistent across the three cohort groupings.  Nearly all of the respondents were employed at least part-time and seemed to be able to create a niche in the field.  There was no correlation between satisfaction and salary, but because there was little variability in satisfaction, the actual influence is difficult to ascertain in this sample.  Similarly, very few respondents labeled the job market difficult or extremely difficult, and these categories have increased only slightly over time.  Perhaps contributing to the high level of satisfaction in our sample, respondents described both variety and adaptability in their employment settings and positions.  In both initial and current positions, many psychologists in our sample have been able to combine independent practice with work in another setting.  Most of our graduates are creative, 
independent-thinking individuals, often with the desire to combine career with family, who thrive best in flexible situations; thus, their high level of satisfaction may be linked to flexibility as much or more than to financial remuneration.  In terms of career issues, an interesting picture emerged regarding the description of specialty training.  While the 
majority of respondents described themselves as generalists, they subsequently listed areas of specialty.  Among these specialty areas, the following five areas were most 
frequently indicated:  Child/Adolescent, Assessment/Neuropsychology, Family/Couples Treatment, Anxiety/Mood Disorders, Forensic.  This generalist/specialist combination may also contribute to both career satisfaction and success.

More concerning, our data indicated that initial salaries have increased very little over the past twenty years, while loan debt has increased significantly.  Initial salaries in this study were lower than the national average, possibly due to the geographic location 
of our program, and our loan debt was also lower.  However, our middle cohort grouping reported the highest current salary, higher than the national average.  It is likely that mid-career psychologists may be at the top of their earning power.


Similar to results seen in national surveys (e.g., APA 2003), our graduates reported that the most frequent and successful strategies for finding employment were networking and using professional contacts.  Within the last two cohort groupings, specialization was seen as useful, again consistent with the literature.  More conventional methods of searching for jobs, such as advertisements in journals, were seen as the least helpful strategies.  This finding, while consistent with national samples, may also reflect the fact that our graduates did not typically seek traditional academic jobs, which is consistent with our practitioner-scholar model.


The biggest differences among cohorts surfaced in questions about current issues in the job market.  The original group had few comments, the middle group seemed most concerned with reimbursement and insurance, and the most recent group was concerned with loan repayment.  All of the groups recommended more direct training on business issues, while the middle group reiterated the importance of specialty and generalist training, and the most recent group asked for more programmatic support in networking 
opportunities.  It seems likely that these differences reflect a developmental trajectory, indicating that it would be helpful to look at longitudinal patterns in career development.

As this study was conducted with graduates from only one doctoral program, results should not be seen as representative of the field as a whole, and should be reviewed with caution.  Nevertheless, students from this program are currently employed throughout the United States, and by comparing these results with national surveys and with the current literature, it is possible to obtain a picture of career issues among graduates over the last 20 years.  In the present study, the numbers of graduates unable to 
find employment within the field was extremely low.  As may be true with national surveys, however, it is difficult to determine whether less satisfied graduates are willing to complete surveys related to their careers. 


In sum, the present study answered a number of questions posed by psychology interns.  It appears that they can look forward to satisfying careers with opportunities for variety and flexibility.  These careers will not be without challenges, as salary increases have not kept pace with loan debt.  In order to maximize career opportunities, students should consider developing both generalist and specialty training, and building professional relationships that will aid in their career paths.  Academic programs need to provide applicants with informed consent, not only regarding internship opportunities, but also pertaining to career issues.  Finally, the field would be well served with a comprehensive work force analysis that could further inform academic programs, students, and applicants about career opportunities within clinical psychology.
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Table 1

Salary and debt information
Mean initial and current salary by graduation cohort (N = 103)

	
	1979 to 1987
	1988 to 1996
	1997 to 2005

	Initial salary
	$33,709
	$34,685
	$38,272

	Current salary
	$78,068
	$89,910
	$61,378


Mean student debt upon graduation and currently by graduation cohort (N = 118)

	
	1979 to 1987
	1988 to 1996
	1997 to 2005

	Debt upon graduation
	$13, 823
	$38,116
	$65,722

	Current student debt
	$58.82
	$11,488
	$55,542


Table 2

Current satisfaction, difficulty finding employment, and perceived competition with master’s level practitioners
Current level of satisfaction within the field of psychology by graduation cohort (N = 113)

	
	1979 to 1987
	1988 to 1996
	1997 to 2005

	Very satisfied
	58.8%
	46.5%
	55.6%

	Somewhat satisfied
	35.3%
	46.5%
	36.1%

	Somewhat unsatisfied
	5.9%
	4.7%
	5.6%

	Very unsatisfied
	0%
	2.3%
	2.8%


Difficulty rating of finding employment by graduation cohort (N = 107)

	
	1979 to 1987
	1988 to 1996
	1997 to 2005

	Not very difficult
	56.3%
	46.2%
	45.7%

	Somewhat difficult
	30.8%
	41%
	37.1%

	Difficult
	12.5%
	10.3%
	14.3%

	Very difficult
	0%
	2.6%
	2.9%


Perceived competition with master’s level practitioners for employment (N = 107)

	
	1979 to 1987
	1988 to 1996
	1997 to 2005

	Yes
	50%
	48.8%
	47.1%

	No
	50%
	51.2%
	52.9%


Figure 1
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