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CHAPTER 2 
• • • • • • • • • 

Reflections on the Development of 
Psychology in Singapore 

TAN Ai -Girl LIM Kam-Ming 

INTRODUCTION 

The emergence of psychology as a science and profession in Singapore is 
indebted to the contributions of psychologists who founded the Singapore 

· Psychological Society (SPS) in 1979. The founding council members and 
its president set the initial momentum towards the scientific research and 

practical significance of psychology in the Singaporean society. Cited in 

his preface of the first issue of SPS journal, Singapore Psychologist, the 
founding Vice-President, Yip (1980a) affirmed the roles of the SPS: 

fu the professional organisation for psychologists, SPsS was established 

with the aim of advancing psychology as a science and as a profession in 

Singapore. (Yip, 1980a, p. 2, old abbreviation of SPS was SPsS, note 

from the author) 

He further addressed areas of concern of psychology which are still valid 

today: mental health and social service, manpower development, education, 

counselling and testing, measurement of mental capacities, and applied 
psychological services in industry and commerce (Yip, 1980b). 

In the same issue, the founding president of the SPS, Long (1980) 
proposed five strategies of growth. The first strategy was stimulating the 
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public interest and acceptance of psychological services at various levels 
and in all fields (including education, industrial, clinical and social). The 
second strategy was related to the establishment of a university department 
of psychology to meet the rapidly changing society. The third strategy 
addressed the need for the members of the SPS to strive for higher academic 
and professional qualifications. The fourth strategy concerned the 

establishment of interprofessional relationships with professionals of other 
disciplines (e.g. engineering, law and medicine). The fifth strategy was 

related to how psychologists should attain professional maturity through 
the demonstration of their competencies in their respective subdisciplines. 

Organizing the chapter according to the five strategies, we discuss our 
observations of the current status of psychology in Singapore. Our main 

sources of information are facts from the SPS, our survey on social 
perceptions of psychology and roles of psychologists, abstracts included 
in the PsycLIT database, and our teaching experiences at the National 
Institute of Education (NIE). We summarize our observations by reflecting 

on the identity of psychology in Singapore. Finally, we propose possible 

directions for the development of psychology as a science and profession 

in Singapore. 

Establishment of University Department 

Psychology Programmes at Local Universities 

Nearly half a decade after the establishment of SPS, the Department of 

Social Work and Psychology, Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences of the 

National University of Singapore (NUS) offered its first Degree programme 

in psychology to the undergraduates (1986/87 academic year) . In 1991 
when the National Institute of Education (NIE) gained its status of 
affiliation to the Nanyang Technological University (NTU), a group of 
psychologists were recruited to disseminate the contents of psychology to 

the teachers. The status of psychology as an academic discipline was further 
enhanced in January 1997 when the NIE introduced the first part-time 

Master course in applied psychology (specialized in counselling or 

educational psychology) to people working in the counselling capacity 
and teachers. Since then, the NIE has provided academic and professional 
training in psychology at the postgraduate level. Recent development of 
psychology has shown the increasing need of professional training of 
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psychologists at the postgraduate level. In July 1998, the Faculty of Arts 
and Social Sciences of the NUS offered one Master programme in 
psychology by research and another in applied psychology (industrial and 
organizational, applied psycholinguistics, forensic, applied developmental, 
and counselling and health psychology) by course work. 

Psychology in Education 

Education and psychology have a long history of interdependent relation. 
The same trend is observed at the teacher education institute in Singapore. 

With the increasing number of beginner teachers over the past several 
years and the emphasis on fostering thinking and creativity in new curricula, 
faculty members with higher qualifications in psychology have designed 
several new elective modules on thinking, motivation and creativity. Taking 
the enrolment of]uly 2000 as an example, the number of student teachers 
in the Diploma programme is nearly 900 , Bachelor degree 200, 

Postgraduate Diploma in Education 800. All beginner teachers undertake 

two core educational modules and one or two elective modules with strong 

emphases on the application of psychological theories or models to 
education. The enrolment of part-time Master students in applied 
psychology has been encouraging, between 20-30 (1997-2000). 

Psychology as Part of the Subject 

Nearly all subjects related to human thinking and behaviour entail some 

psychological components. Computer students, business students, medical 

students and nursing students learn psychological models and theories 

within their own disciplines. The Department of Psychological Medicine 
of the Faculty of Medicine (NUS) conducts studies on the psychology of 
patients and provides services pertaining to their physical and mental 
health. Psychology related to health care is taught in a core module (36 

hours) under the Diploma in Nursing programme, and psychosocial 
perspectives in health care are taught to the Advanced Diploma in nursing 

programme of the Nanyang Polytechnic. At the Ngee Ann Polytechnic, 

Diploma in Early Childhood is another designation for child/ 
developmental psychology. The NIE is looking into the possibility to offer 
several psychology modules to NTU students. 
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High Academic and Professional Qualifications 

What are the academic and professional qualifications of Singapore's 
psychologists? Is there an increase in the academic and professional 
qualification among Singapore's psychologists? We refer to the professional 
qualifications of the SPS members in 1980 and 2000 as an indicator. 

Membership of the SPS: A Comparison 

On January 10, 1979, the SPS was inaugurated. By 1980, the SPS had a 
total number of 56 members, of whom 47 were Full Members and nine 
were Associate Members. Over two decades, the membership of the SPS 
has increased threefold (see Table 2.1). In April 2000, there were 197 
members. Of the total, 116 are Full Members, 57 Affiliated Members, 11 
Life Members, 10 Students Subscribers, and 1 Associate Member. In 

addition, two members were elected as Fellows. Over the years, the number 
of members ofSPS who possess postgraduate degrees increased. Today, 75 
members are bachelor degree graduates, 69 have a master degree and 38 

are PhD holders. The members with the highest qualifications concentrate 
in the following subdisciplines of psychology: counselling (n = 25), clinical 

psychology (n = 24), educational psychology (n = 23), industrial and 
organizational psychology (n = 22), social psychology (n = 5), and others 
(which consists of mostly bachelor degree holders) (n = 87). Of the total, 
only 29 graduated in Singapore with the highest degree at the master 

level. The majority of the PhD holders graduated from overseas English

speaking countries: the United States (n = 21), the United Kingdom (n = 
8), Australia (n=2), New Zealand (n=2), India (n = 1), the Philippines (n 

= 1) and Canada (n = 1). The main workplaces of the members are the 
university (n = 31), in the commercial sector (n = 29), schools (n = 23), 
counselling centres (n = 26), hospitals (n = 16), military and other ministries 
(n = 18), and others (n = 43). It is important to note that although 

membership in the SPS is not mandatory for psychologists working in 
Singapore, many psychologists joined the SPS. 

Establishment of lnterprofessional Relationships 

Have the psychologists in Singapore established interprofessional 
relationships with the professionals of its subdisciplines and other 
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Table 2.1 Membership of SPS (1980, 2000) 

Full 

Affiliate 

Life 

Student 

Fellow 

Associate 

Full c: 

Bachelor 

Master 

PhD 

Postgraduate in 

Diploma 

None (student) 

n 

47 

9 

45 

18 

8 

19803 

(%) 

83.9 

16.1 

95.7 

38.3 

17.0 

2000b 

n 

116 

57 

II 

10 

2 

75 

69 

38 

3 

10 

(%) 

58.9 

28.9 

5.6 

5.1 

1.0 

0.5 

38.5 

35.4 

19.5 

1.5 

5.1 

Notes: Some members have both undergraduate and postgraduate 
degrees. 

Directory of members ( 1980) in Singapore Psychologist, I , I, 33-
39. 
Directory of members (April, 2000) SPS. Include Full , Affiliate, 
Associate, Fellow, Life, and Student Members. 

Included only full membership. 

disciplines (e.g. engineering, law and medicine)? As a young and new 

discipline, psychology in Singapore is at the stage of gaining ample expertise 
for various subdisciplines as well as across disciplines. As such, it is difficult 
to provide a direct answer to the question. 

Analysis of Abstracts 

We refer to our analysis of the abstracts which appeared in PsycLIT before 

1980 and between 1991-1999 for an indirect answer. Until 1980, there 
were only 22 entries of abstracts related to the key words "Singapore or 

Singaporean". Though the participants of the study were Singaporeans, 
nearly half of the researchers or psychologists who initiated the studies 
were affiliated to overseas institutions (see Table 2.2). The areas of research 
reflect the interdisciplinary features of psychology. Of particular importance 
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Table 2.2 Abstract (PsycLIT, before 1980) 

n 

Author affiliation 

Local 6 

Overseas 11 

Unknown 5 

Area 

Mental health 5 

Social (e.g. drug, marriage, lang.) 5 

Intelligence/Creativity 4 

Organizational 3 

Transsexualism 2 

Physical Health 2 

Personality 1 

Total 22 

Note: Search key words - Singapore or Singaporean. 
* round to 100%. 

o/o 

27.3 

50.0 

22.7 

22.7 

22.7 

18.2 

13.6 

9.1 

9.1 

4.5 

100.0* 

was the participation of the researchers or professionals in the medical 
services in studying mental health issues (see Bishop, 2001). The same 
trends are seen from the research themes between 1991-1999 (see Table 
2.3). The number of studies initiated by local researchers and professionals 
increased in the last decade by tenfold. Issues relating to health, education 

and organization are among the frequently researched areas. These areas 

of research attracted funds relatively easily from the main research fund 
organizations such as the Ministry of Education, Ministry of Health and 

Ministry of Community Development. The emerging areas are counselling 
and career, language and preschool education. Health and mental health 
are areas that have attracted the involvement of medical officers, 
psychologists and health officers. 

Not included in the PsycLIT database is another emerging area: the 
cognitive neuroscience approach to understanding human cognition and 

language learning. Appearing in the cognitive neuroscience journals are 
recent studies on bilingual brain functions (see Chee, Tan, &Thiel, 1999; 
Chee et al., 1999) and other cognitive functions (e.g. Chee, Sriram, Soon, 
& Lee, 2000). These studies demonstrate the successful integration of 
expertise of two disciplines: neuroscience and psychology. The involvement 
of medical officers and psychologists in examining how psychological 
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Table 2.3 Abstract (PsycLIT, 1991-1999) 

Author affiliation: 

Area: 

Total 

Local 

Overseas 

Healrh/mental health (stress, HIV, suicide) 

Social/cultural (family, parenting) 

Educational (learning, intelligence) 

Organizational (leadership) 

Language 

Personality/attitudes 

Preschoolers 

Counselling/career 

Ochers 

n 

176 

111 

83 

51 

50 

30 

19 
15 

12 

11 

16 

287 

% 

61.7 

32.3 

28.9 

17.8 

17.4 

10.5 

6.6 

5.2 
4.2 

3.8 

5.6 
100.0 

Note: Search key words - Singapore or Singaporean. Abstracts that made 
a cross-reference wirhout studying psychology or behaviour of 
Singaporeans were omitted. 

processes are related to health, language and cognition is an indicator for 
the possible establishment of interprofessional relationships. 

Analysis of the SPS Membership Profile 

The second author analyzes the SPS membership profile based on the 

SPS 1997/1998 Directory. The number of Full Members and Fellows was 
119. Of the total, nearly rwo-thirds of the PhD holders belonged to at 
least one other organization (19 from a total of 30), compared to only 
half of the Master graduates (30 from a total of 63) and one-third of the 
undergraduates (seven from a total of 19). Many of them were also members 

of the British Psychological Society (n = 26), American Psychological 
Association (n = 11) and Australian Psychological Society (n = 8). The 

figures serve only as a reference. It is premature to consider the existence 

of a possible relation berween the numbers of other organizations and the 
potentiality for the establishment of interprofessional relationships. 
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Foreign Distance-Learning and Offshore Psychology Programmes 

The increasing demand for psychology programmes is reflected by the 
growing number of foreign (i.e. Australian, American and British) 
universities that are offering psychology undergraduate and postgraduate 

degrees in Singapore through distance-learning and offshore programmes. 
The number of Australian universities offering such distance-learning and 

offshore programmes in Singapore prompted the Australian Psychological 
Society (APS) to start a system of accrediting these programmes. The 

Australian Psychological Society (APS) contacted the SPS in May 1999 to 
seek its assistance in monitoring these Australian distance-learning and 
offshore psychology programmes conducted in Singapore. As of August 
2000, the APS has only formally accredited one Australian university's 

offshore psychology undergraduate programme conducted at a large private 
educational institution in Singapore. This Australian university also 
contacted the SPS to ask for its formal recognition of a Master's Degree 

(counselling) offshore programme to be conducted in Singapore. The SPS 

is still reviewing the request for such a recognition. The requests by the 

APS and the Australian university are positive indicators of the importance 
and status of the SPS as a representative body for psychology in Singapore. 
At the moment, the Ministry of Education (MOE) in Singapore does not 
accredit or evaluate distance-learning and offshore programmes conducted 
by foreign universities in Singapore (Lim, 1999; MOE Webster http:!! 

wwwl.moe.edu.sglhed.htm#OI). 

Public Interest and Acceptance 

How do the public perceive psychologists' services and psychology? From 
the number of students who undertake psychology courses and the number 
of studies in psychology, we can draw a positive implication for the 
increasing public interest and acceptance of psychology as an academic 
discipline at higher education institutions. Do the public have a clear 

perception of psychology and the roles of psychologists? To answer this 

question, we refer to our findings on social perceptions of psychology and 
psychologists. 
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Social Perception of Psychology 

In January 1999, we conducted a survey on Singapore's graduates' (range 
age: 20-30 years) perception of psychology. Three hundred and fifteen 
graduates (80.3% female) participated in the survey. They comprised half 
of the graduate cohort of the postgraduate Diploma in Education Qanuary 

1999 intake). Fifty-four participants ( 17.1%) obtained a bachelor degree 
in science and engineering and 259 (82%) in social sciences. About one 

fourth (87, 27.5%) attended psychology courses. Half of them (159, 
50.3%) claimed that they have read books on psychology. A total of 307 
participants answered an open-ended question, "What is psychology?" 

Thirty-eight of them did not give an answer (e.g. blank or wrote, "I do 
not know"). The others provided one or rwo short phrases. We analyzed 

the 348 statements (after eliminating the 38 cases) and counted the 
frequency of each category. Table 2.4 displayed the graduates' responses 

according to the categories. In general, the participants of the study 
possessed limited knowledge of psychology. The majority of the responses 

(84%) befit the common definition of psychology in most introductory 
textbook: Psychology is a study of human behaviour and thinking. There 
is some awareness of the participants in relation to other themes of 

psychology such as the study of the brain and nervous system, emotion, 
environment, development, personality, the self and attitudes. Two of the 
participants employed the word "counselling". 

Social Perception of Primary Roles of a Psychologist 

The same group of participants attempted to answer another open-ended 

question: What are the primary roles of a psychologist? Fifty-one of them 
did not give an answer (e.g. blank or wrote, "I do not know"). The others 

provided one or rwo short phrases. We analyzed the 325 statements (after 
eliminating the 51 cases) and counted the frequency of each category. 

Table 2.5 displayed the graduates' responses according to the categories. 
We grouped the categories into three main themes, namely professional, 

scientific and academic. Most of the categories under the theme scientist 

can belong to academic. From the findings we realize how the participants 
perceive psychologists' roles in the professional, scientific and academic 
domains. If we combine the categories marked "a", the responses suggest 
that the participants acknowledged psychologists' roles in counselling and 
helping services (50.8%). We postulate that the participants may assume 
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Table 2.4 Graduates' responses to the question "What is 
psychology?" 

Category n o/o 

Behaviour 174 50.0 
Study people's behaviour 

Cognition 1I7 33.6 
Study people's mind 69 19.8 
Study how people think 45 12.9 
Study cognition 3 .9 
Physiology 14 4.I 
Study brain 11 3.2 
Study nervous system 3 .9 
Emotion II 3.2 
Study feelings 

Environment 6 1.7 
Study effects of environment on people 

Development 3 .9 
Study human development 

Personality 2 .6 
Study personalities 

The Self 2 .6 
Study inner self 

Services 18 5.2 
Study and improve mental health 16 4.6 
Counselling 2 .6 
Attitude .3 
Study attitude 

analyzing behaviour (20%) as an indispensable responsibility of psychology. 
Our earlier findings of graduates' (who enrolled in the teacher education 

institute, n = 117, mean age: 20-30 years) perceptions of the roles of 

psychologists using a paper-and-pencil survey method support this 
observation (Tan, Lim, & Goh, 1999). 

Professional Maturity 

Establishing unity and identity has been an issue of concern among 

psychologists (e.g. Flower, 1990; Long, 1980; Tyler, 1970). This issue of 

establishing professional identity through unifying psychologists is an issue 
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Table 2.5 Graduates' responses to the question ''What 
are the primary roles of a psychologist?" 

Category n o/o 

Professional 173 53.5 

Counsel people 117 36.0 

Help people 48 14.8 

Make abnormal behaviour normal 3 .9 

(according to societal norm) 

Improve quality of life 2 .6 

Teach 2 .6 

Provide social support .3 
Educate society (social policy) .3 
Scientist 151 46.5 

Analyze behaviour (a) 65 20.0 

Research 48 14.8 

Understand mind (a) 13 4 

Study how people think (a) 5 1.5 

Assess/test people (a) 5 1.5 
Formulate theories 4 2.7 

Study personalities (a) 3 .9 
Study/solve social problems (a) 3 .9 
Study effects of mind 3 .9 
Study brain (a) 2 .6 

Note: (a) The item can belong to professional and/or scientist category. 

of concern among Singapore's psychologists. The professional maturity of 

a discipline ties closely with the status and identity of the discipline. 
The diffused identity of psychology is related to the nature of 

psychology's early development and expansion as a scientific discipline 
and its roles in human societies. Psychology emerged from philosophy as 
a self-designated science, adopted methods from the physical sciences 
(Flower, 1990), and created innovation on them for the study of human 

cognition, emotion and behaviour. Along the traditional models of the 

predecessors (e.g. Wundt and James), research-academic psychologists 
dominated the first half of the century of psychology's history of 
development. Employing various research techniques systematically, 

psychologists have observed human behaviour, uncovered human cognition 
and disclosed human emotion. The development of statistical methods, 
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the advancement of computer technology and the rapid integration of 
new research approaches into the understanding of human beings have 
contributed to the growth of the discipline. The flexibility of psychology 
to integrate and create various methods of research and approaches to 

understanding human beings has brought forth its interdisciplinary 
features. Nonetheless, the lack of unity of psychological approaches and 

studies has induced the crisis of identity in psychology. This is the reason 
why Koch (1993) regards psychology as being perceived as a collection of 

studies of varied casts, but not as a single discipline. 
In the 1950s and 1960s, psychological research was highly individual 

oriented in the sense that it focussed primarily on what was in the 
individual's mind (see e.g. Simon & Newell's works on problem solving). 

It was only until the middle and even late 1980s that the role of 
sociocultural influence in human behaviour was ascribed more importance, 
for instance, the emergence of situated cognition. The establishment of 

cross-cultural psychology (e.g. Berry, Poortinga, & Pandey, 1997; Triandis 
et al., 1980), discussion on indigenous psychologies (e.g. Kim & Berry, 

1994), and concerns about multiculturalism (e.g. Sue, 1999; Sue, Bingham, 
Porche-Burke, & Vasquez, 1999) are some evidence of psychologists' efforts 
to relate psychological studies within the individual and sociocultural 

contexts. Parallel to this wave of awareness is the call for the thorough 
understanding of the roles of psychologists in our societies. The scientist
professional role in psychology (Tyler & Spiesman, 1967) relates research

academic psychology with professional psychology. Within the scientist

professional framework, psychology is a science that adopts the principles 

proposed by Kuhn (1962); namely a paradigm is not static and is open for 
breakthrough. Accordingly, psychology as a science has two indispensable 
roles; the role centred on using collected data to develop theory and to 
understand human behaviour and cognition, and the role as a system of 
expert skills to be used in the service of the society (Tyler, 1970). 

As a young discipline, psychology in Singapore does not yet have a 
distinct identity. Long (1980), the founding president of the SPS proposed 
a salient reason for the diffused identity of Singapore's psychologists, that 

is, the unclear acceptance of psychologists by employing authorities, fellow 
professionals and the general public. The role confusion originated from 
the diversified working settings of psychologists in Singapore such as in 
the administration/management, hospital/clinic, armed forces, welfare or 
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social services, education, university, and industrial/organization. The fact 
that psychologists ramifY in different sectors of society is universal, not 
confined only to the Singaporean context. The role confusion can mainly 
be attributed to the fact that laymen do not get adequate and accurate 
information about psychology. Accordingly, the issue of concern of 
Singapore's psychology is beyond the fundamental issues such as what 

psychology is, or how should psychology integrate the status of a science 
and a profession. The major issues of concern of Singapore's psychology 
are how well psychology as a profession and a science is being received in 

Singapore, and how can psychology as a profession and a science contribute 
to the advancement and the well-being of the Singaporean society. 

If we compare the development of psychology in Singapore with that 
in India, Hong Kong, and the Philippines for example, Singapore's 
psychologists have yet to explicitly define their identities and their roles 
among their contemporaries in the world. In the Philippines, Virgilio G. 

Enriquez emerged as one of the earliest Southeast Asian psychologists who 
devoted his writings to indigenization of psychology (see e.g. Enriquez, 

1992). In Hong Kong, eminent psychologists such as David Ho (see e.g. 
Ho, 1988), Leung Kwok (see e.g. Leung, Kim, Yamaguchi, & Kashima, 

1997) and Michael Bond (see e.g. Bond, 1996) are among the many who 
have helped shape the identity of the East Asian psychology. Indian 
psychologists define Indian psychology (Pandey, 1988; Raghunath Safaya, 

1976) and set the frameworks of indigenous psychology (Sinha, 1986). 

They provide some guidelines for the development of psychology in the 
Third World and developing countries. In Singapore, individual researchers 

working in their subdisciplines have demonstrated their potential and 
competencies. Collectively, they have not reached the consensus for a 
distinct and unifYing scientific and professional identity. It is therefore 
the right time for Singaporean psychologists to reflect on their future 
directions and significant contributions to the Singaporean society and to 
the discipline of psychology. 

FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

We discuss the future directions of psychology in Singapore along several 
themes: research, publications and conference presentation, psychology 
and education, public image and areas of specialization. 
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Research 

From Table 2.2 and Table 2.3, we observe that most of the studies are in 
the areas of applied psychology such as health psychology, social psychology, 

educational psychology, organizational psychology, psychology oflanguage, 
personality, counselling and vocational psychology. Though at their infancy, 

the progress of these subdisciplines is promising, as health, education, 
business, language, human resource management and career guidance have 

been identified as some of the key areas of national development. From 

an international analysis on the place and role of psychology in cognitive 
science (Denis, 1998), it was reported that researchers in Singapore are 
inclined to adopt an applied approach in order to obtain research grants. 
Theoretical studies with little potential or pragmatic application are usually 
given lower priority where grant approval is concerned. If the claim is 
true, researchers and psychologists in Singapore should be encouraged to 
conduct basic research related to human cognition, emotion and behaviour 

parallel to the emphasis on applied research. Singapore is a multicultural 

and multilingual society, specialists in the areas of language, cognitive 
psychology and neuroscience should develop theoretical models and 

conduct basic research related to language learning and understanding 
cognition and behaviour across ethnic groups. The rise of concern about 
the education of preschoolers has aroused the educators' interest in 
developing suitable curricula that can enhance creativity at an early age 

(see Niam-Tan & Quah, 2000). As such developmental psychology and 
psychology of creativity are two subdisciplines that can attract researchers' 
attention. 

Publications and Conference Presentation 

The science of psychology is promoted through frequent professional 
seminars and conferences, and a strong culture of publication. The journal 
of the SPS has undergone a series of upheavals. Appearing as Singapore 
Psychologist (1980-1988) soon after the establishment of the SPS, the 

journal changed its name twice: The Asia journal of Psychology (1995) and 

Asian Psychologist ( 1998-). Neither the Nan yang Technological University 
(NTU) nor the National University of Singapore (NUS) library has a 
complete collection of these journals. At the date of writing this chapter, 
we were gladly informed of the publication of the second issue of Asian 
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Psychologist. Annual conferences are essential to report on current research 
findings, to exchange professional views and encounters, and to promote 
collaboration among psychologists and other researchers in Singapore and 
the Asia Pacific region. Although the SPS organized the "First Asian 

Conference in Psychology" in 1992, psychologists in Singapore have yet 
to organize regular conferences for Singapore's psychologists and/or 

psychologists of the Asia Pacific region. As such, it is significant to note 
that in July 2002, the SPS and the Department of Social Work and 

Psychology will host the 25th International Congress of Applied Psychology 
(ICAP) in Singapore. This conference should be used as a stimulus to 
establish a culture of publication and to organize regular conferences, 
workshops, interdisciplinary meetings and interprofessional discussions. 
In conjunction with the hosting of the 25th I CAP, Singapore psychology 

has also emerged as a major player in the international psychology arena 
when a Singaporean psychologist was elected to the Executive Committee 
of the International Union of Psychological Science in July 2000. The 

International Union of Psychological Science is the largest international 

psychological society, with the longest history. 

Psychology and Education 

The teaching and training of psychology helps establish the role of 
psychology as a profession and a science. In schools and at universities, 

except at the Department of Social Work and Psychology and at the NIE, 

psychology is neither a core nor an elective module (subject) . Teachers' 

exposure to the knowledge of psychology is limited to two core modules 
(30 hours) and one or two elective modules of the preservice programme. 

Business students might have some knowledge of psychology through 
organizational behaviour and human resource management courses. 
Likewise, medical students are exposed to theories of psychology related 

to their profession. Engineering students and natural science students 
possibly learn computational models and artificial intelligence without 

knowing the relations between the contributions of cognitive scientists 

and cognitive psychologists. The discussion of psychology education is a 
discussion of educators, professionals, scientists, researchers and societal 
leaders. Until psychology is included as a core or elective subject in the 
school and higher education institutional curricula, psychology education 
continues to hold a vague status in the Singaporean society. 
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Psychology and Public Image 

In the past several years, there has been an increase in the number of 
students of the higher education institutions who attended psychology 
courses at the diploma, degree and postgraduate levels (see section on 
University Department). Nonetheless, our studies show that graduates 

have limited view of what psychology is and of the primary roles of 
psychologists (see Tables 2.4 and 2 .5) . The social perception of 

psychologists is that they are professionals who provide counselling and 
helping services. Psychologists' roles in the area of scientific research and 

in the academic field are perceived as less significant than their roles in 
providing advice and counselling. There are at least two reasons to explain 
this situation. The first reason is related to the image of the discipline. 
Psychology is taught in the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences. It may be 
perceived as a discipline that provides social service like social work. As a 
result, providing service is regarded as the major role of psychologists. 

The second reason is related to the common concept of psychology as a 

field that analyzes human behaviour. Analyzing human behaviour may 
not require laboratory and experimental setting. Hence, most people may 

not relate scientific methods using sophisticated technology and statistics 
to psychological research. Public education that promotes scientific and 
professional images of psychology should be conducted regularly. 

Areas of Specialization 

Compared to other major psychological associations or societies (see Table 

2.6), the Singapore Psychological Society (SPS) has yet to develop more 
areas of specialization. At present, the SPS recognizes four subdisciplines, 
namely clinical, industrial/organizational, educational and counselling. 
Special interest groups should be organized to gather researchers, graduates 
and professionals who are interested to engage in other subdisciplines such 
as cognitive psychology, cultural psychology, health psychology, police 

psychology and military psychology. 

SUMMARY ........... . 

Based on the five strategies proposed by Long (1980) we have presented 

in this chapter some general patterns of development of psychology in 
Singapore. Table 2. 7 shows the pattern of development of psychology in 
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Table 2.6 Specialization in psychology for some major Table 2.6 (co1 
psychological associations/ societies 

Area/Organiza 

Area/Organization APA APS CPA AusPS SPS NZPS BPS 
34 Psychology of 

1 General * * 35 Child, youth I 

2 Teaching (Academic) * * 36 Health 

3 Experimental * * 37 Psychoanalysis 

4 Evaluation, measurement 38 Clinical neuro 
(quantitative, statistics) * * s 39 Law (criminal 

5 Neuroscience, comparative * * s (forensic) 

6 Developmental * * * s 40 Independent F 

7 Personality & social * * * s 41 Family 

8 Social issues * 42 Sexuality 

9 Psychology & the arts * 43 Ethnic I Race 

10 Clinical * * * * * * 44 Media 

11 Consulting * 45 Sports 

12 Industrial/organizational 46 Peace 
(occupation) * * * * * * *S 47 Group 

13 Educational * * * * * * *S 48 Addictions 
14 School * * 49 Psychology of 

15 Counselling * * * * * 50 International! 
16 Public service (intercultural 

17 Military * 51 Cognitive (lea1 

18 Adult development & ageing (perception) 

19 Applied experimental & 

engineering * Notes: 

20 Rehabilitation (disabilities) * APA American I 

21 Consumer * APS American I 

22 Philosophical * s belongs.hn 

23 Experimental analysis * 
CPA Canadian I 

24 History * * s A usPS Australian 
structure.h 

25 Community * * * 
SPS Singapore I 

26 Psychopharmacology * * 
NZPS New ZealaJ 

27 Psychotherapy * s 
!;)S;tchinnzf, 

28 Psychological hypnosis * 
List is not' 

29 State/government affairs * " research p. 
30 Humanistic BPS British Psy• 
31 Mental retardation & (*Division 

developmental disabilities * 

32 Environmental * * 

33 Psychology of women * * s 
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Table 2.6 (continued) 

Area/Organization APA APS CPA AusPS SPS NZPS BPS 

34 Psychology of religion 

35 Child, youth & family 

36 Health 

37 Psychoanalysis 

38 Clinical neuropsychology 

39 Law (criminal justice) 
(forensic) 

40 Independent practice 

41 Family 

42 Sexualiry 

43 Ethnic I Race 

44 Media 

45 Sports 

46 Peace 

47 Group 

48 Addictions 

49 Psychology of men 

50 International psychology 
(intercultural research) 

51 Cognitive (learning) 
(perception) 

Notes: 

* 

* 

* * * 

* 

* * * * 

* * * * 

* 

* * 

* 

* * 

* 

* 

* 

* * 

APA 

APS 

American Psychological Association http:/ /www.apa.org/about/division.html 

American Psychological Sociery http:/ /www.psychologicalscience.org/about 
belongs.htm 

CPA 

AusPS 

Canadian Psychological Association http:/ /www.cpa.ca/seclist.html 

Australian Psychological Sociery http:/ /www.psychsocir.y.com.au/about/ 
structure.htm 

SPS Singapore Psychological Sociery (1997) . 1997/1998 Directory. pp. 64-65. 

* 

* 

s 

s 

NZPS New Zealand Psychological Sociery http:/ /www.psychology.org.nz/ ~ psychsoc/ 
psychinnz/careers.html 

List is not comprehensive- Other specializations may be included under 
"research psychologists". 

BPS British Psychological Sociery http://www.bps.org.uk/sub-sysr/geninf2.htm 

(* Divisions, S = Sections) 
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Table 2.7 Pattern of development of psychology in Singapore 

1965 
1979 
1980 
1986 

1991 

1992 
1995 
1997 

1998 

1999 

2000 

2001 
2002 

Singapore gained independence. 

Establishment of the Singapore Psychological Society (SPS). 

Publication of the first issue of the SPS journal - Singapore Psychologist. 

Degree programme in psychology started at the National University of 
Singapore. 

The National Institute of Education was established as an institute of Nanyang 
Technological University. The Division of Psychological Studies recruited 
psychologists to teach psychology to trainee teachers. 

The SPS hosted the First Asian Conference in Psychology in Singapore. 

Publication of the first issue of the Asia journal of Psychology (a SPS Journal). 

The National Institute of Education started a Master degree programme in 
applied psychology (counselling or educational psychology) . 

The National University of Singapore started a Master degree programme in 
applied psychology (industrial and organizational, applied psycholinguistics, 
forensic, development, counselling and health psychology). Publication of the 
first issue of Asian Psychologist (a SPS Journal). 

The Singapore Psychological Society's official website was created as a source to 

facilitate information distribution to members and the general public. http:/ I 
www.angelfire.com/sc2/sps/ 

The Singapore Psychological Society's representative is elected to the executive 
council of the International Union of Psychological Science. 

Publication of the second issue of Asian Psychologist (aSPS Journal). 

The SPS and the Department of Social Work and Psychology, National 
University of Singapore, will co-host the 25'h International Congress of Applied 
Psychology. 

Singapore. As a young discipline that addresses the well-being of 

individuals, psychology in Singapore has the responsibility to demonstrate 

to the public its own professional and academic competence and 

contributions. As such, psychology has to maintain a balanced progress 

between its academic advancement and professional services. Ultimately, 

psychology should serve its fundamental aims: to improve and safeguard 

the well-being of individuals and their communities, and to induce 

continuous generation of creativity, innovations and inventions 

constructive and useful for the advancement of humanity. To maintain its 

dynamic capacity and to achieve its meaningful status, psychologists should 

be able to continuously generate knowledge and skills that can ensure the 

dynamic and innovative advancement of human beings. Accordingly, 

psychology in Singapore should develop the mechanisms to conduct 

appropriate syster 
innovative know}, 

discipline), as wel 

psychological m 
(profession). 
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appropriate systematic investigations and observations (science), to inspire 

innovative knowledge and skills transmission and construction (academic 

discipline), as well as to establish meaningful and effective applications of 
psychological models and theories to everyday and practical life 

(profession). 
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