








PSYCHOLOGY

72 | CLUB UK | www.educationuk.org

PSYCHOLOGY

www.educationuk.org | CLUB UK | 73

 ‘ I
’m not a magician; I just treat the brain 
like any other machine that you can 
train to perform better.’ So says Steve 
Peters, who has been dubbed Team 
GB Cycling’s ‘man behind the medals’. 

His modesty belies great success, including 
Chris Hoy’s astonishing medal haul in the 
2008 Olympics. ‘Without Steve I don’t think 
I could have brought home triple gold from 
Beijing,’ says Hoy. 

Peters’ role? He’s one of a growing 
number of sports psychologists operating 
in professional sport. The English Institute 
of Sport currently has 18 
sports psychologists 
working with 
20 different 
partners across 
Olympic, 
Paralympic and 
professional 
sports. 

Take a closer look at your favourite 
sportsmen – whether they’re footballers, 
cricketers or racing drivers – and you’re 
sure to find one of these unsung heroes 
working with them to achieve and maintain 
an optimum mental state.

Peters sums up the overriding approach. 
‘I get athletes to understand how their brain 
works. I teach them mental exercises to 
understand what the mind can and can’t do.’ 

Dream job
One of the tricks of the psychologist’s 
trade is lucid dreaming. Psychologists have 
shown that practising a skill in your sleep 
can help you improve that skill in waking 
life. Daniel Erlacher, at the University of 
Bern in Switzerland, gives the example of 
a professional diver who practised complex 
twists and somersaults in her dreams. By 
slowing down the whole sequence to focus 
on important details of the dive, she was 
able to improve her performance. ‘I think 
lucid dreaming has big potential for athletes 
not only to rehearse skills but also to try 
out new movements or to test dangerous 
tricks,’ says Erlacher. 

If this sounds like an area you’d like to 
be involved in, you could apply for a place 
on a number of specific sports psychology 
degrees available at universities such as 
the University of Central Lancaster and the 
University of Roehampton. If you prefer 
not to specialise straight away, sports 
psychology can also be studied as a module 
on most psychology courses.

And if sport isn’t of any interest at all, how 
about the challenge of mastering the mind 
to treat mental disorders? 

Cognitive psychology, which focuses on 
internal mental processes, is a large part of 
any psychology degree and one of the most 
popular career paths for graduates. The 
jobs it can lead to are many and varied. 

You could find yourself in Nepal testing 
Buddhist monks’ abilities to limit anxiety and 
improve wellbeing through meditation. Or in 
an army base, helping soldiers to improve 
resilience and reduce stress.

‘Cognitive psychology is very hard 
to grasp but easier than other types of 

psychology to run experiments in once you 
understand the background,’ says Hao Liu, a 
second-year psychology student from China 
studying at the University of Sheffield.

Liu would like to provide psychological 
treatment to people back home in 
Jinan, north-east China. She says clinical 
psychology is quite popular in China, but 
not yet well developed, so there are lots 
of opportunities to find a job. ‘Most people 
now understand that mental treatments are 
as important as the physical ones.’ She says 
that a big city like Jinan offers the bonus of 
a high salary for psychologists.

Understanding what can go wrong in 
the brain could also allow you to recognise 
what makes a criminal mastermind. 
Take a module in forensic psychology 
and you could find yourself working with 
police, lawyers and doctors to identify 
the psychological aspects of a crime. 
Sometimes this means looking for clues as 
to where a criminal will strike next. At other 
times you might find yourself working in 
prison identifying which convicts are most 
likely to reoffend. On another occasion, 
you could be helping a jury determine the 
mental state of a defendant.

Keep your options open
‘Everyone has a different idea of what they 
want to do,’ says Jason Chow, a third-year 
student from Malaysia studying psychology 
at University College London. ‘Being in 
psychology draws you away from a lot of 
stereotypes – some people want to work 
in autism, some as teachers, others in 
investment banks. It’s the perfect course for 
a range of careers and people.’

Raluca David, originally from Romania, 
says her Durham University course offers 
a similar scope. ‘I got the option to do 
four different types of psychology in my 
third year,’ says the final-year student. ‘I 
chose neuro, cognitive, emotional and 
evolutionary psychology.’

‘What’s so special and unique about 
studying psychology is that you get the best 
of both the art and science worlds,’ says 
David. Although you write essays as you 
would on an arts degree, you also learn 
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I was initially following the crowd to the 
UK because that’s just what everyone 
does here – it’s a popular destination. 
But it didn’t take me long to realise it 
was a great decision. I’m originally from 
Kuala Lumpur, so coming to London to 
study wasn’t such a leap. There’s just so 
much culture in this city – there’s always 
something new to do. 

I’m in my third year now and I’ve 
chosen to specialise in social psychology. 
But there are lots of interesting 
modules to choose from. I’m currently 
studying a bit of a mix, including applied 
decision making, genes and behaviour, 
neurobiology and statistics.

My favourite teacher at UCL is Daniel 
Richardson – he’s been an inspiration. 
I think what stands out most is how 
passionate he is about teaching. 

One of the highlights of my degree 
has been learning about free will. 
Benjamin Libet found that the brain 
initiates an action before we are even 
aware of wanting to do it, suggesting 
that free will is actually a response to 
some unconscious signal started by the 
brain’s internal circuitry. 

I’m not yet sure what I want to do 
with my degree, but it might involve 
management consultancy of some 
sort. There are a few companies back 
home that are keen to hire psychology 
graduates to help design tests to 
weed out good applicants from bad or 
figure out how to improve their staff’s 
performance and wellbeing.

I’m also considering going into 
finance, partly, of course, because of 
the fantastic wages. Most of my friends 
on the course are focused on research, 
teaching, or medicine. 

My advice to anyone who comes to 
the UK to study psychology is to enjoy 
every minute you can. I’ve been here 
almost three years now and haven’t felt 
like I’ve packed in enough. Be sure to 
make the most of all the opportunities 
that come your way.

Name Jason Chow
From Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia
Course Psychology, University 
College London

how to use statistics and perform research. 
‘So no matter what career you go into, you 
can put ideas across and you can also deal 
with numbers,’ she says.

So it should come as no surprise that 
psychology students do lots of talking and 
writing. ‘To some extent it can be hard at 
first for international students for whom 
English is not their mother tongue. It can 
be a bit complicated to comprehend some 
of the terms,’ says Liu. However, the good 
thing about immersing yourself in a new 
country is that your language improves 
very quickly. ‘I’ve got loads of Chinese 
friends in engineering, and their language 
skills have not improved nearly as much as 
mine,’ she says.

A question of taste 
Sanaya Pardiwalla, a student from Mumbai 
in India, studied health psychology at the 
University of Bath before travelling a few 
miles down the road to immerse herself 
in chocolate at the University of Bristol. 
‘I’m looking into the different aspects of 
chocolate that make it a unique food to the 
consumer,’ she says. 

‘I’m trying to see if I can apply psychology 
to why certain interventions in eating 
behaviour work or don’t work,’ she adds. 

‘It’s really interesting. There are a lot of 
questions that need to be answered.’

More and more initiatives to improve 
health around the world are based on 
psychological insight. Paul Kelly, from the 
University of Oxford, is collaborating with 
the World Health Organization to work 
out how to make physical activity more 
appealing to young people. ‘We use theories 
from psychology to identify what influences 
factors such as the enjoyment of sport.’ 

There are numerous ways that 
psychologists can work with large 
organisations to improve a country’s 
health. At the UN, for example, 
psychologists are working on improving 
the support fieldworkers give to people 
after a war. You could even find yourself in 
the middle of an earthquake. 

Tiziana Rossetto, at the Earthquake and 
People Interaction Centre at University 
College London says its engineers 
collaborate with psychologists to work out 
how people react when they feel rumbles 
beneath their feet. This allows them to build 
better buildings, suited to what people 
actually do, rather than say they would do, 
in an emergency.

Stay in school
If you’d like to stay in academia, there are 
plenty of opportunities for research in 
the UK. David says most lecturers offer 
internships in university labs during the 
holidays. She acted as a research assistant 
for one of her professors. ‘There’s the 
chance to practise doing proper research 
if you want it’, she says.

And you don’t have to stay indoors. David 
joined a small research project in Romania 
during her holiday. ‘We went off to some 
rural areas and interviewed people in the 
community. We were trying to find out their 
opinions on the protected area they were 
part of,’ she says. 

It turned out that only 30 per cent of the 
community knew they lived in a protected 
area. ‘Most of them felt good about it when 
they found out, but some were against 
wild animals like wolves and bears being 
protected because they damage their 
houses,’ says David. The team’s aim is to 
use these insights to help the people who 
live in the area feel more positive about the 
protection of their land.

Eventually, David would like to return to 
Romania as a lecturer. ‘The fact that I’ve had 
the possibility to see the education system 
here gives me an opportunity to improve 
the education system back in Romania,’ 
she says.

Pardiwalla agrees: ‘In India there is lots 
of emphasis on learning loads and simply 
repeating it in an exam. Over here, you’re 
more encouraged to think and critique 
work – nobody’s answer is ever the same.’ 
She says this way of learning was all new 
to her. ‘Now that I’ve been exposed to 

new experiences, it would be interesting to 
talk about that to lecturers back in India.’

The shop window
Academic research isn’t for everybody 
though. Perhaps you’re looking for a more 
commercial career. Many companies use 
psychology graduates with an insight into 
the human mind to persuade shoppers to 
buy their products. 

Tim Denison, a retail psychologist at Ipsos 
Retail Performance, says that much of our 
shopping behaviour is subconscious, so 
shops have to use plenty of tricks to bring a 
product to our conscious awareness. ‘When 
you study people who go past mannequin 
displays in shop windows, very few glance 
at them, because what they're seeing in 
their peripheral vision isn’t new to them,’ 
says Denison. 

He says that movement is something that 
cuts through to our consciousness very 
quickly, so shops have started introducing 
dynamic displays – even using real people in 

their windows. ‘When you get movement in 
a window, it’s not what a passer-by expects, 
so they stop.’ 

And it's not just our eyes that can 
influence how we shop. A recent study 
from the University of Leicester analysed 
the impact of having music playing in a 
wine section of a supermarket. ‘When 
they played French music, sales of French 
wines went up. When they played German 
music, the same happened with the German 
wine,’ says Denison. In a difficult economic 
environment, with shoppers reluctant to 
spend, knowledge like this and consultants 
like Denison are in great demand.

One thing is certain – psychology is never 
dull. Last year psychologists published 
the first evidence of precognition. Lab 
experiments have led researchers to believe 
that events that haven’t yet happened can 
influence our behaviour. Is it all a spooky 
coincidence? Or could it be an aspect of 
our brains that we don’t yet understand? 
Maybe you’ll be the one to find out.  ■

Advertising on New 
York’s Seventh Avenue 
Below: the psychiatrist’s 
couch; a crime scene 
layout table
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I’m not a magician; 
I just treat the 
brain like any 
other machine that 
you can train to 
perform better

I got the option to do four different 
types of psychology in my third 
year. What’s so special and unique 
about studying psychology is that 
you get the best of both the art 
and science worlds
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 O
nly a few hundred years ago, the world was a very 
different place: no railways, no mass production – no 
electricity. The Industrial Revolution changed that.
Huge advances were made in the mechanisation of 
agriculture, manufacturing, mining and transportation. 

But this development came at a cost. Behind the machinery was 
steam power – and behind the steam was coal. We burned it in huge 
quantities, with no thought for the consequences. 

Scientists are now confident that the climate change the planet 
has experienced in recent years can, in part, be explained by 
the massive increase in carbon emissions that come from our 
continued use of fossil fuels. 

Alongside the worrying trends of rising sea levels and falling oil 
and gas supplies is another issue: we’re still growing. Fresh waves 
of economic and population growth in China, Africa and India 
mean that vast amounts of extra energy are needed each year 
to meet the spiralling demand. Across the world, regulations and 
laws are now being put in place to make sure that as we grow, the 
energy we use is clean and safe, and works with the environment 
rather than against it.

The UK, for example, has passed a law that its carbon emissions 
must be reduced by 80 per cent by 2050. The Indian Government 
wants 30 per cent of its electricity to come from renewable sources 
by 2032. Pakistan’s energy policy states that 10 per cent of its 
energy supply must come from renewable sources by 2015. And 
China, the world’s leading renewable energy producer, has built the 
hydroelectric Three Gorges Dam, the world’s biggest power plant. 

Discovering new ground
The specific study of clean, inexhaustible sources of energy – 
renewables – is a comparably new area. But governments and 
societies around the globe have now woken up to the effects of 
more than a century of increased carbon emissions and energy 
usage. This has led to an awareness of the huge amount of work 
required to combat climate change, as well as an understanding 
that people need to be trained to tackle the problem. 

Research centres, degrees, and courses have sprung up to 
meet the challenge of creating sustainable energy, and the UK is 
no exception. Dr Peter Connor heads up the University of Exeter’s 
renewable energy department, where the first renewables course 
in Europe began about a decade ago. Partly due to its location, the 
university has been heavily involved in the UK’s Marine Energy Park, 
a government initiative that explores marine power technology 
off the south‑west coast of the UK. 

The Industrial Revolution changed the way people live, 
but it also changed the behaviour of the Earth and the 
atmosphere that surrounds it. Olivia Gagan discovers 
some of the UK universities and courses fuelling growth 
in new technologies without harming the planet
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Bottom left: 
A polar bear on 
Spitsbergen Island
Bottom right: 
Chinese workers 
work on the Three 
Gorges Dam

 the clean
 revolutionRiders use an 

electric cycle
Below: a worker 
cleans solar panels
Right: workers 
at Siemens’ wind 
turbine plant
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‘We want our students to understand the finances and the 
government policies behind the sector.’

Students who study renewables now will be ‘ahead of the curve’, 
he adds. ‘We’re already seeing demand [for graduates] grow. The 
current estimate is that there will be 2.7 million jobs in the UK alone 
in renewables by 2030. So as we try to move towards decarbonising 
our energy supply, there will be a lot of opportunities.’

Work to mitigate climate change is taking place everywhere, 
from inner cities to the Arctic tundra. And this provides renewables 
graduates with opportunities to work in parts of the world that 
would otherwise be inaccessible. Careers in renewables can range 
from work on massive, internationally backed projects – the 50 MW 
tidal-power project currently under construction off the coast of 
Gujarat in India, for instance – to installing small-scale technologies 
designed to be fitted on to the roof of a single house. 

It’s this kind of diversity that makes renewables so fascinating. 
From new methods of making the most of wave power – Japan, 
for instance, is about to construct a floating offshore wind farm to 
replace the failed Fukushima nuclear plant – to experimenting with 
the best way to harness solar energy in the Californian desert, the 
renewables sector is an exciting one to work in. 

Connor says that while several of his students have opted to 
stay on and develop their degrees into PhDs, most have gone 
straight into industry, quickly finding employment in the dynamic 
clean-energy job market. The majority of renewables degrees will 
put you on the path to becoming a chartered engineer, which is 
an international passport to a huge variety of work. 

Dr Sasa Djokic runs the University of Edinburgh’s sustainable 
energy courses. Explaining the student profile of the university, 
he says, ‘One of the things we’re very proud of is our strong 
attendance from international students. In our last class, 
50 per cent were from the UK and the EU, and the other 

According to Connor, it’s an exciting time to study sustainable 
energy. ‘There’s a lot of history here in the UK with renewables,’ he 
says. ‘We’re strong in terms of government policy and in the goals 
we have for the future. The sector is likely to experience rapid 
expansion in the next few years.’ 

The latest statistics from the European Commission support this. 
Released in February, the figures show that in Europe, more than 
1.14 million people were working in the renewables sector in 2010, 
an increase of 25 per cent on 2009. What’s more, revenue from 
renewables increased by 15 per cent year-on-year, to €127 billion. 
The industry appears to be growing at an unprecedented rate. 

Plenty of job opportunities
Paul Flynn from energy recruitment company Earthstaff agrees 
that the renewables industry will only get bigger. ‘There is a huge 
fight for talent within the industry at the moment. In particular, wind 
energy is seen as the new frontier, and the careers that can be 
found there appear secure for the long term.’

So what can you expect if you decide to study this exciting 
subject? Renewables courses in the UK typically last for three 
or four years, and you can often choose to make a three-year 
BEng (bachelor’s) in the subject into a four-year MEng (master’s) 
qualification. Courses are varied and spread out across Britain and 
Northern Ireland. The degrees on offer range from tailor-made BEngs 
in renewables, to programmes in other subjects such as business 
studies, which incorporate specialist modules in renewables. 

Connor describes studying renewable energy at degree level 
as ‘a living laboratory’. Students typically combine time spent 
in lectures learning theory with laboratory work and field trips. 
He stresses that future students of renewables must also be as 
knowledgeable about business as they are about the specifics of 
clean energy. ‘We’re not just producing engineers,’ says Connor. 
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There is a huge fight for talent within the industry at the moment.  
Wind energy is seen as the new frontier and careers in it appear 
to be secure for the long term
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Take to the skies

A man rides on a 
solar‑powered boat
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Open any newspaper 
and you’ll see news 
relating to climate 
change and fuel 
prices. The question 
of our energy future 
is one that needs to 
be answered now

Scotland is a major player in renewable 
energy, and offers access to different 
types of technology within a small 
land mass. The university’s history of 
wave‑power development created a 
great educational opportunity that 
fitted what I was looking for when I 
was researching a subject to study.  

I don’t think any out-of-the-ordinary 
skills are needed to succeed in 
renewables. But I do think the most 
important thing you can bring to your 
studies is focus. If you’re working 
towards a specific goal, it can really 
motivate you and enhance your 
enjoyment of the university experience. 

When I graduate, I’m interested 
in pursuing marine energy here in 
Scotland. Marine energy had a rough 
start in the 1980s. But today, with 
the pressures of energy security and 
decarbonisation, it is now part of the mix 
of clean-energy developments receiving 
government support and stimulus. The 
race for marine energy is still in its 
infancy and is poised to grow over the 
next 10 to 20 years. Getting into the 
industry early and helping it grow is 
rewarding on a lot of different levels. 

The best part of my studies is learning 
all this new information, and seeing the 
potential for change behind it. I love 
being able to spend time with all my 
classmates as well. The programme is 
very international, with people coming 
from all over the world. It’s great to 
get to know everyone and bond over a 
passion for the same issues. 

If you’re thinking of studying 
renewables in the UK, my advice would 
be to just come here and enjoy it. There 
are so many different options within 
the subject of renewables – it’s not just 
about energy generation. It should be 
easy to find your niche, whether it’s 
in management, the transformation of 
electricity networks, or the economic 
and political implications of the 
sustainability challenge.

Name Catherine Wicks
From United States
Course MSc in Sustainable Energy 
Systems, University of Edinburgh

50 per cent were international students. 
One of the great things about this subject 
is that you get to meet such a wide variety 
of people.’ 

Djokic says admissions staff look for 
strong academic grades and an English 
language certificate when assessing 
applications, but that the subjects previously 
studied are not as important as what 
a student can bring to the table. ‘If you can 
show you’re interested in and committed 
to the idea of sustainability, you’re well on 
your way to becoming a successful student 
of renewable energy,’ he says. 

A pressing issue
Djokic argues that the urgent need for 
more renewables can be seen all around 
us. ‘Open any newspaper or turn on the 
television and you’ll see news relating 
to climate change and fuel prices. The 
question of our energy future is one that 
needs to be answered now.’ 

And it’s this sense of urgency that 
meant that last year some of Djokic’s 
students were getting job offers when 
they were only halfway through their 
studies. Today, alumni from the University 

of Edinburgh are working in international 
firms including electricity giant E.ON, 
Danish wind turbine manufacturer Vestas, 
Spanish energy developer Iberdrola and 
British Telecom. 

For those with ambitions to work in 
business, global law firms including 
Norton Rose, banks like RBS and 
international insurers Marsh have all 
recently hired renewables experts to 
head up their rapidly growing green 
technology departments. Governmental 
departments around the world are also 
keen to hire bright, enthusiastic graduates 
with knowledge of the sector to help 
lead the way in the raft of legislation and 
research that will be required over the 
coming decades. 

‘Invaluable’ experience
Dilipan Vasudevan from Tamil Nadu in India 
graduated from the University of Dundee 
in 2010 with a degree in Renewable Energy 
and Environmental Modelling. He now works 
back home in India as a consultant, advising 
power producers who want to invest in 
renewable energy. ‘The course in Dundee 
provided a deep insight into the technical 
and the business aspects of the industry, 
which proved to be invaluable to me,’ he 
says. ‘UK qualifications are recognised 
and respected around the world. During 
my course, I was able to gain in-depth 
understanding and first-hand experience. 
I know I wouldn’t have had this experience 
anywhere else.’ 

So if you are looking for a subject that 
has the potential to change the world – 
or at least, the way we power it – then 
studying renewables might be for you. 
Here in the UK some of the most innovative, 
exciting developments to take place since 
the Industrial Revolution are coming to 
fruition. Would you like to be part of the 
new energy revolution?  ■

Abu Dhabi World Future Energy Summit
Right: An E.ON advertisement
Below: Community college students
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student profile

The LLB Commercial Law student says his time at the University of Hertfordshire is giving 
him the skills and experience he needs to realise his dream of a political career in Pakistan

Why did you decide to come to study law in the UK?
I’m from Pakistan, which is a Commonwealth country, so the law 
being taught over here is compatible with the law at home. The 
statutes and the cases are a bit different but the principle is the 
same. I also wanted to go the bar. If you do that and become a 
barrister in the UK, when you go back to Pakistan you get a licence 
to practise in the high court. 

My brothers are also studying here. My father went to Harvard 
and he knows the quality of education and the kind of exposure you 
get studying abroad with people from different communities. We 
have good universities back in Pakistan, but not many. Over here, 
the level of education, and the professors and faculties, are amazing. 

What’s your course like?
I’m very satisfied with the way I’ve been taught and the help I’ve 
been getting from the university. The course involves projects and 
you have to write lots of essays. There was also a session where 
we had to stand up in front of the class and present a whole case. 
We had to find precedents and existing legal authorities. My case 
was one where a driver accidentally knocked a person down. 
It was about deciding whether the accident was caused solely 
by negligence on the part of the driver or whether the person 
contributed towards the accident. That was interesting. 

As I come from a developing country, I think it’s really important 
to understand international commercial law – economics is what 
takes a country forward. I have a political background and I intend 
to go into Pakistani politics, so I wanted to equip myself with the 
knowledge to make my own contribution.

What have you been doing outside your studies?
I’ve been involved in the Debating Society. In my first year my team 
came third in a university competition. The society hosts debates 
on interesting topics – some of them are very controversial. When 
you study law it’s important to have the confidence to make your 
arguments and be persuasive. Debating also helps you work on your 
English. You have to work on the way you talk so that people can 
understand what you’re trying to say.

How did you become International Students Officer?
I had to stand in elections. I had lots of friends to help me out. 
It was a tough campaign. My main manifesto pledge was to 
increase accommodation. I think international students should 
stay in university accommodation [throughout their degrees] so 
that they can interact with local people, home students and other 
students. I also saw a lot of students struggling to settle in because 
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they didn’t have people to get accommodation with. I raised this in 
a student council meeting and the dean assured me that he would 
increase the university accommodation by 2,000 extra bedrooms. 
That was something I achieved in that role. It’s good to be able 
to put on my CV that I was International Students Officer in a 
university of more than 27,000 students.

What was it like going to the NUS International 
Student Conference?
It was an amazing experience involving international students from 
all over the UK discussing the issues they face. We don’t have this 
in our country. It fascinated me because the international students 
were getting together, debating issues and passing motions that 
would become part of the agenda of the NUS.

How did you get your law internship in the Ministry 
of Finance in Pakistan?
I think studying law in the UK made me a worthy candidate. It made 
me stand out from people studying in Pakistan. It was a very 
interesting experience. I got a taste of what the law is and how it’s 
being implemented.

What are your plans for the future?
I am going on to do an LLM at Durham University. After I finish that 
I may have the option of going to New York. Eventually, I want to go 
back to my country. I think that’s very important. I think there’s a lot of 
potential in my country, but it needs someone to help mend things.

What have you learned?
The skills I’ve gained are to do with listening to other people. I’ve 
got friends from all over the world and I can learn from them and 
understand what’s going on in their countries. That’s very important 
for a future politician. The best part of this experience has been 
studying in a university with a lot of international students.  ■


