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Start Transcript.
Brendan Booth
My name is Brendan Booth, I completed a Bachelor of Behavioural Science with Honours in 2003. What I wanted to talk about today is how you can use your degree in Psychology in the real world. I have some experience as a recruiter for about the last ten years and I've seen a lot of the ups and downs of how psychologists or psychology graduates have used their skills and how they talk about them.

First I'll start with a little bit about my story. I've always wanted to be a psychologist from about the age of 12. My family are all in helping professions and I thought that being in Psychology would be the absolute bees knees, so I worked towards - all my high school was geared towards doing Psychology, I did Psyche in Year 12, I was lucky enough to be successful in earning a place in La Trobe's Behavioural Science program at the time, which was then regarded as the best in Australia, arguably. I loved my degree, I absolutely loved the things you learn in Psychology. I loved Social Psychology, I love Organisational Psychology, I loved all of the abnormal Psychology stuff that everyone thinks that Psychology is all of the time. Unfortunately I probably didn't pick that I loved it until after I had finished it.

I did get into 4th Year, I did Honours in Psychology and I did a placement at the Austin Repat Centre working alongside Vietnam Vets looking at their cognition, and that was really where I decided that pursuing a career in Psychology wasn't for me. I loved helping people, loved working with people, but I did find some of the day to day interactions with people with mental illness actually quite confronting and I knew that I was probably going to be one of those guys who just burst into tears every time I heard a hard luck story. I decided that I needed to do something different and my partner at the time was in HR and suggested that that would be a good field for me to pursue, so I handed in my thesis and 15 days later I started a career in recruitment. Now at the time I didn't really know what recruitment was, I knew it was helping people to find jobs but to be honest, I forgot through the entire interview process to really ask what kind of recruitment that I was going to be doing and it turned out that I was going to be finding forklift drivers and factory hands and machine operators. In my first couple of weeks I thought, "What am I doing? Why am I here? I know nothing about this." I had to go and buy steel capped safety boots and I've never been to a factory before in my life, it was one of the strangest experiences to be out there in a suit, steel capped safety boots and a safety vest wandering around looking at all these complex machines and seeing what people were doing, but it was so engaging.

After the first few weeks I knew it was my career for life. One of my favourite memories is still the first person that I placed in a permanent role. His name was Frank and I placed him at a furniture company at Tullamarine, and he had some difficulty reading and writing and felt that he was really limited in his career prospects but we were able to work with the client and Frank was successful after a period of time and he's still there today, actually, I still see him when I visit some of my old clients. So in that way I figured out that a career in recruitment could actually be rewarding and provide some of the helping warm and "fuzzies" that we always thought we were going to get out of psychology but doing it in a completely different way.

I started as a graduate, and within a couple of years of working there I was lucky enough to be invited to purchase shares in the company. The activities that I had done had worked really well and we had grown the business by a significant margin, so I think by the age of 24 or 25 I was a part owner in a $20 million business, and we continued to grow that successfully over a couple of years. Unfortunately the main shareholder of the business passed away, and what resulted then was a business that took a different direction and I decided to get out. I then changed and started working for somebody else again, which was all a very strange experience, and I moved into Executive Search, and that was really where I finally began to see that some of the skills in Psychology, some of the stuff that had been left in the dim dark past of La Trobe Bundoora really started to come to the fore. So some of the learning and development stuff that we learnt, and the Social Psychology especially, which I never really knew was sinking in at the time when I was sitting up the back of the lecture theatre paying as little attention as possible, started to really become the stuff that I would use day to day.

In my own business and in working in Executive Search I began to see a lot of Psychology graduates come through the CVs, and what I found was that they didn't really know how to position the degree in such a way that demonstrated the real world skills that they had picked up, understanding about things as simple as Circadian Rhythms, or understanding pieces of Organisational Psychology, human behaviour, communication, all of these things are things that you can apply in the real world in corporate jobs that no one really articulates very well, and it's often a point of pride for me actually that I can go back and talk to Psyche graduates and help them through how to identify the real wins that they've had in their three or four year degree.

So we're investigators, what we've learnt to do really well is learn to learn, learnt to seek information, learnt to find that information and to distil it in such a way that people can understand. We learn when we do lab reports or when we do our essays that we're actually talking to a particular audience, so our communication skills are really well defined and well advanced, we just have to learn that we can adapt that to suit other audiences. I remember when I first - I had always done reasonably well at school and in my first ever lab report I got a D, and I went into Car Park 8, got into my blue Datsun and I cried. I realised that I was still in that creative, "I'm going to write something really warm and fuzzy and everyone is going to have a laugh" mode, and what I had to do was shift my way of writing and thinking towards becoming a scientist, towards becoming analytical because that was what the audience wanted to hear. That is one of the skills that you are able to define that comes out of a three or four year degree.

I think there are so many careers that we, as Psychology graduates, can go into that we limit ourselves when we think, "Okay, I've done a degree in Psychology therefore I can go and become a Case Manager, which is a fantastic choice, or I can go on to further study and become a Psychologist," but the bits in between they're really hard to define. I do a lot of recruitment in the management consulting sector and see people come out of Commerce degrees, Business degrees, even Engineering degrees, and they go and work for consulting firms. Now I think the skills that we pick up, the people interaction and all of those kinds of things make us really, really ideally suited to become consultants or to do anything that we want to do, and yes, the stats background, even though we all hated doing it, it actually does arm us for some of the more analytical things that pop up in business life.

So I would just like Psychology graduates to see that they have an enormous array of choices ahead of them and don't feel that you're limited. When you go to career seminars don't feel like you have to pass over all of the corporates they'll take you to.
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