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Abstract

What do psychology doctorate programs require and prefer in their master’s level applicants? Do the programs value students’
graduate experiences during and postadmission? Doctoral programs’ (n = 221) responses to an online survey showed that most
required letters of recommendation, personal statements, Graduate Records Examination scores, and undergraduate grade point
average. These credentials, interviewing skills, and student—mentor research match are crucial to admission decisions. However,
clinical PhD, counseling PhD, clinical and counseling PsyD, practice subfields (e.g., school psychology), and research subfields (e.g.,
social psychology) evaluated differently 8 of the 26 credentials. Master’s-level applicants benefit more than bachelor’s-level
applicants when beginning their doctoral work (e.g., having their master’s theses waived), but the advantages vary by subfields.
Implications and recommendations for doctoral applicants are discussed.
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In 2013—2014, the number of applicants to psychology doctoral
programs (79,647) far exceeded the number of admission offers
made (10,564; Michalski, Cope, & Fowler, 2015), appearing to
confirm the oft-repeated mantra, “Admission to psychology
doctoral programs is very competitive.” However, acceptance
rates of doctoral programs depend on the subfield to which
students apply (ranging from 7% for social psychology to
25.2% for educational psychology; Michalski et al., 2015). In
addition, within the same subfield, the acceptance rates can
differ considerably, depending on whether the programs
emphasize research and/or practice (Norcross, Ellis, & Sayette,
2010). For example, Norcross, Ellis, and Sayette (2010)
reported that clinical doctor of philosophy (PhD) research-
oriented programs accepted 7% of applicants while freestand-
ing clinical doctor of psychology (PsyD) programs accepted
50%. To optimize their chances of gaining admission to psy-
chology doctorate programs, students (and their academic:advi-
sors) need to know what doctoral programs in the students’
subfield of interests (e.g., clinical PhD, PsyD, counseling PhD,
experimental, social psychology, and developmental) require
and value when making admission decisions.

Many students pursuing graduate study in psychology enroll
in a master’s program. In fact, four and one-half times more
students earn their master’s degrees than doctorate degrees in
psychology (National Center for Education Statistics, 2015).
Several reasons exist for the popularity of the psychology mas-
ter’s programs. First, master’s programs accept more applicants

(51.2%) than do doctoral programs (13.3%; Michalski et al.,
2015). Second, doctoral training typically requires a commit-
ment of 5 years in comparison to the 2 years required by ter-
minal master’s programs (American Psychological Association
[APA}, 2014). Third, some undergraduate students may elect to
enroll in a master’s program because they are uncertain of their
career interests. Master’s programs provide students formal
opportunities to try various professional activities (e.g., con-
ducting research, conducting psychotherapy, and teaching), so
they will be more informed when deciding whether or not to
pursue doctoral training. In addition, master’s programs pro-
vide students with opportunities to acquire more in-depth
psychology-related content knowledge, so students can select
the specific psychology subfield to pursue to accomplish their
career goals (e.g., counseling vs. clinical psychology and social
vs. developmental psychology). Finally, graduates from termi-
nal master’s programs might be more competitive for admis-
sion to doctoral programs because of these formal experiences
and training (Perlman & Dehart, 1985). Indeed, the most com-
mon outcome for graduates from master’s programs is to enroll
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in doctoral/professional programs (28.1%; Graduate Study in
Psychology, 2014).

Our study focused on how students with master’s degrees
can optimize their competitiveness for doctoral program
admission because master’s-level students comprise the major-
ity of graduate students in psychology. Our findings can help
students prioritize their training (e. 8., completing a thesis if not
required or acquiring additional research, teaching, and gaining
clinical experience) to maximize the advantages of their mas-
ter’s-level credentials. However, our results will also benefit
applicants with bachelor’s-level degrees. The findings can
guide undergraduates applying to master’s programs to select
programs that offer opportunities to increase their competitive-
ness for doctoral programs. Furthermore, our study’s findings
can help undergraduate students applying to doctoral programs
directly after receiving their bachelor’s degrees. Thus, the
information can help all applicants be strategic when seeking
opportunities in their undergraduate and master’s-level training
to optimize their chances of admission to doctoral programs. In
addition, knowing their subfield of interest’s preferences
regarding applicants’ behaviors prior to applying and during
admission (e.g., whether students should contact faculty before
applying to the programs and whether campus visits, phone
interviews, and on-site interviews are expected) can help
undergraduate and master’s-level applicants act appropriately
and be more prepared during the application process.

Knowing which criteria are required and which are weighed
most heavily for doctoral programs may be valuable to faculty
and staff who advise undergraduate and master’s-level students
who wish to attend doctoral programs. In addition, these find-
ings may help directors of psychology terminal master’s pro-
grams refine their training models and curricula to help their
graduates be more competitive applicants in their targeted sub-
field doctoral programs if doctoral preparation is a mission of
the program.

Doctoral Programs’ Admission Criteria

Researchers have consistently found the following credentials
to be highly important to essentially all psychology doctoral
program admissions: letters of recommendation, grade point
average (GPA), statement of goals, interview, Graduate
Records Examination (GRE) scores, and research experience
(APA, 2014; Landrum & Clark, 2005; Landrum, Jeglum, &
Cashin, 1994; Norcross, Kohout, & Wicherski, 2005). It should
be noted that these studies included all applicants in their anal-
yses and did not specify whether the applicants had undergrad-
uate or master’s degrees. Given the sources of their data, it is
likely that the researchers combined both groups of applicants
in their studies. In our review of the literature, we specified
studies that included master’s-level students.

Doctoral Programs’ Admission Criteria by Subfields

Researchers have begun to examine whether different types of
programs weigh admission criteria equally. With two
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exceptions (Bonifazi, Crespy, & Reiker, 1997; Pashak, Handa],
& Ubinger, 2012), prior studies that have examined progfamS’
evaluation of admission credentials included only one rather
than multiple subfields in each study. One such study found
that APA-accredited clinical psychology doctoral programs
valued research experience, letters of recommendation, state.
ments of purpose, GRE quantitative score, interview, and GPA
when making admission decisions (Mufioz-Dunbar & Stanton,
1999). Personality and social psychology doctoral programs
valued applicants’ commitment to research, GRE scores, letters
of recommendation, GPA, student-faculty interest matc-h,
research experience, personal statement, psychology GPA, and
quantitative skills when making admission decisions (Uleman
& Weary, 1995). Directors of APA-accredited counseling PhD
programs, when asked to rank order applicant credentials, rated
ethnic minority applicants most highly, followed by applicants’
research publication, research experience, GRE scores, and’
GPA (Alexander, Heineman, Zarin, & Larson, 2002).

Pashak, Handal, and Ubinger (2012) directly compared the
subfields’ admission preferences and reported that both clinica]
PhD and PsyD programs rated GRE scores highly, and under-
graduate GPA and personal statements were rated somewhat
highly. They also found that clinical PhD programs most val-
ued research experience and research match while clinical
PsyD programs most valued interview and clinical experience.
Similarly, counseling PhD and school psychology programs
valued master’s-level applicants’ clinical experience more than
did clinical PhD programs (Bonifazi et al., 1997). In addition,
clinical PsyD, counseling PhD, and school psychology pro:
grams rated master’s-level applicants’ work/life experience
as more important than did clinical PhD programs (Bonifazi
et al., 1997).

Taken together, findings from studies that focused only on
master’s-level applicants and those from all applicants suggest
that most doctoral psychology programs deemed applicants’
GRE scores and undergraduate GPA as crucial to admission
decisions. The relative importance of letters of recommenda-
tion, research experience, personal statements/ goals, interview,
and other applicant credentials depended on the types of pro-
gram and subfield. As mentioned previously, most of these
studies did not directly compare the preferences among the
subfields. Although researchers have identified the educational
experiences and accomplishments that affect master’s-level
applicants’ chances of acceptance, only a few studies examined
whether applicants with master’s degrees are advantaged or
disadvantaged relative to those with undergraduate degrees
during the application process and afier students are admitted.

Evaluations of Master’s-Level Applicants During
and After Admission

Perlman and Dehart (1985) reported that having a master’s
degree when applying to a doctoral program in psychology may
help increase applicants’ competitiveness compared to when
these same applicants only had a bachelor’s degree. Investigat-
ing students who had graduated with their master’s degrees,
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Perlman and Dehart found that 86% of students who obtained
their master’s degree and then applied to a doctoral program
gained admission. Of these students, around 64% had applied
to a doctoral program before receiving their master’s degree,
with 94% of these students being denied admissions to doctoral
programs before they had received their master’s degree.

Hines (1986), however, reported that merely having a clinical
master’s degree had no effect or a minimally positive effect on
students’ chances of admissions to most clinical PhD programs.
Only 10% of clinical PhD programs reported that a master’s
degree positively affected applicants’ chances of admission
(Hines, 1986). Eleven years later, Bonifazi, Crespy, and Reiker
(1997) showed that 25% of clinical PhD programs reported that
having a master’s degree had a somewhat positive or a positive
effect on applicant’s chances of admission. Bonifazi et al. found
that the subfields differed in their preferences for applicants with
master’s degrees. For students applying to nonclinical PhD sub-
fields, possessing a master’s degree can be advantageous, espe-
cially if their undergraduate GPAs and GRE scores were high.
Specifically, clinical PsyD (83%), counseling PhD (69%), and
school psychology (63%) programs considered a master’s
degree as having a somewhat positive or a positive effect on
admission decisions if applicants had good (rather than med-
iocre) undergraduate GPAs and GRE scores. Researchers from
both studies suggested that students who enroll in master’s pro-
grams can enhance their credentials by seeking out research
experiences and opportunities to work closely with faculty who
can then write strong letters of recommendation, two admission
criteria highly valued by clinical PhD programs.

After they are admitted to doctoral programs, master’s-level
applicants’ accomplishments appear to place them at a significant
advantage over their undergraduate counterparts. For example,
Hines (1986) found that 65% of clinical PhD programs would
allow students’ master’s thesis credits to transfer and 47%
reported that master’s students can save up to 1 year in their
doctoral programs. Although this was the only advantage inves-
tigated by Hines, there are likely many more and might differ by
subfields. Master’s applicants who enter clinical PhD, counseling
PhD, and school psychology programs will have more time
reduced than if they enroll in PsyD programs (Bonifazi et al.,
1997). In addition, admitted students who already completed their
master’s theses can have them transferred to most clinical PhD
programs but to fewer school psychology (46%), clinical PsyD
(46%), and counseling PhD (21%) programs (Bonifazi et al.,
1997). Because the aforementioned studies were conducted
between two and four decades ago, it is important to ascertain
whether these findings still apply to today’s clinically related and
applied subfields. In addition, it is important to survey develop-
mental, social, industrial/organizational, cognitive, neuroscience,
and other subfields because there is no known information on
their evaluation of master’s-level applicants.

Study Purpose

The present study had two main goals: (1) to explore whether
psychology subfields differ in how they evaluate applicants

with master’s degrees and (2) to examine the advantages and
disadvantages of having a master’s degree during and after
doctoral programs’ admission processes. To accomplish these
goals, we first ascertained the credentials required for admis-
sion consideration by the subfields. In addition to the tradi-
tional admission criteria studied by prior researchers, we
included credentials that may be important to today’s doctoral
programs such as experiences with diversity. Second, we
assessed whether the subfields differed in how they weighed
applicants’ credentials during the admission process. Third,
within each psychology doctoral program type, we explored
the benefits and disadvantages of having a master’s degree and
accomplishments earned in master’s programs during the
admission process and after students have gained admission.

Method
Procedure

The study was approved by and conducted in compliance with
the institutional review board at the authors’ current institution.
Using the 2014 APA Graduate study in psychology directory, a
list of all doctoral programs in psychology was created.
Because most departments had more than one program/
subfield, we also visited websites of all doctoral programs to
identify representatives for each subfield. We sent recruiting
e-mails to 837 representatives of accredited and nonaccredited
psychology doctoral programs in the United States. We
informed potential participants that the study focused on psy-
chology doctoral program admission criteria and feedback on
doctoral programs’ evaluation of applicants with and without
master’s degrees. A reminder e-mail was sent 2 weeks after
sending the first recruiting e-mail.

Participants completed an anonymous survey that was com-
prised of 14 questions designed to measure which factors doc-
toral psychology programs value when making admission
decisions. Participants were instructed to select answers that
applied to all of their doctoral programs if they offered multiple
programs and to indicate exceptions when appropriate. Two
questions assessed the minimum criteria (select if required) and
relative importance of 26 applicant credentials (1 = low,
2 = medium, and 3 = high). Six questions examined the ben-
efits and disadvantages of having a master’s degree to the
doctoral admission process. Two questions examined issues
related to using formulas in the admission process. Three
questions ascertained the respondent’s position in the depart-
ment, the doctoral degree(s) conferred, and the subfield(s) the
department offered. For a copy of the survey, please contact
the first author.

Participants

A total of 222 (26.5%) program representatives completed the
survey. Their departments offered PhD programs (85.5%),
PsyD programs (clinical and counseling, 15.4%), “other” pro-
grams (PhD and PsyD within their master’s-level programs,
4.1%), an EdD program (0.5%), or some combinations of these
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Table 1. Required Credentials to be Considered for Admission by Subfields.

All Programs  Practice Subfields Research Subfields Clinical PhD Counseling PhD PsyD
e ———

Admission Criteria (N=221,%)  (n=20,%) n=49. %) (n=41,% (h=22,% (h=232 %)
Letters of recommendation 98.2 100.0 100.0 97.6 100.0 100.0
Personal statement 96.8 95.0 100.0 92.7 100.0 96.9
GRE 96.4 100.0 100.0 95.1 100.0 87.5
Undergraduate GPA 914 100.0 89.8 90.2 81.8 93.8
Interview 67.9 70.0 347 780 86.4 9.9
Curriculum vitae 60.6 70.0 42.9 659 95.5 844
Student—mentor research match 57.0 55.0 735 75.6 45.5 0.0
Research assistance experience 27.1 25.0 286 43.9 273 3.
Graduate GPA 24.9 25.0 20.4 12.2 59.1 375
MA/MS degree 8.6 15.0 10.2 0.0 18.2 18.8
Other 8.1 10.0 10.2 12.2 9.1 3.1
Worl/life experience 7.2 10.0 20 24 227 188
Diversity experience 54 5.0 0.0 4.9 18.2 94
GRE subject test 54 0.0 8.2 7.3 4.5 9.4
Clinical/counseling experience 5.0 0.0 0.0 24 273 12,5
Research publications 3.6 0.0 20 9.8 0.0 0.0
Independent research project 2.7 0.0 2.0 7.3 0.0 0.0
Conference presentations 23 0.0 0.0 9.8 0.0 0.0
Contacted faculty before applying 2.3 0.0 4.1 2.4 0.0 0.0
Master’s thesis 1.8 0.0 20 0.0 45 0.0
Campus visit before applying 1.4 0.0 0.0 0.0 45 0.0
Applied research internship experience 0.9 0.0 0.0 24 0.0 3.1
Teaching assistance experience 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
Teaching experience (sole or coinstructor) 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

Note. “All programs” is comprised of all respondents including those from departments that offer muitiple psychology subdisciplines (e.g., clinical PhD and other
PhD subfields) who were not included in one of the five mutually exclusive subfield categories. “Research subfields” included social/personality, industrial/
organizational, developmental, cognitive, experimental, forensic, human development and family studies, qualitative, organizational leadership, mathematical and
computational cognitive science, general psychological science, perception, engineering psychology, and social, and/or health. “Practice subfields” included school
psychelogy, community psychology, and applied behavior analysis. GPA = grade point average; GRE = Graduate Records Examination.

degrees (e.g., PsyD and PhD programs; PhD, EDS, MA, and
MED). We excluded from data analyses responses from the one
EdD program because of the small sample size. Thus, our final
sample size was 221. Most respondents were the directors of
graduate or clinical training (65.1%). The remaining respon-
dents were department heads/chairs (22.6%), admission coor-
dinators (12.7%), director of admissions (9%), and others
(2.7%). With the option of selecting more than one subfield,
respondents reported that their departments offered the follow-
ing subfields: clinical (51.6%), cognitive (27.1%), develop-
mental (25.8%), social/personality (24.9%), neuroscience/
biological (23.5%), experimental (14.9%), school/education
(14.0%), counseling (13.6%), industrial/organizational
(10.9%), community (1.8%), and other subfields (22.2%).

Results

We created six mutually exclusive categories: five majér sub-
field categories and one miscellaneous category. The five sub-
field categories included only participants who indicated that
their responses applied to one type of program: clinical PhD (n
= 41), PsyD (n = 32: 30 clinical PsyD, 2 counseling PsyD),
counseling PhD (n = 22), research subfields (» = 49), and
practice subfields (n = 20). The sixth category (miscellaneous)

included respondents (n = 57) from departments that offered
multiple psychology subdisciplines (e.g., combination of clin-
ical PhD and research and/or practice subfields or combination
of counseling PhD and research and/or practice subfields). We
grouped participants from nonclinical and noncounseling sub-
fields into “research subfields” and “practice subfields” using
Norcross and Sayette’s (2014) classification (see note in Table
1 for specific programs in each subfield category). We used
these categories due solely to small sample sizes and were not
suggesting that clinical and counseling PhD programs view
research or practice as unimportant. We then created one aggre-
gate category (“all programs”) to include all 221 respondents.
Because the miscellaneous category included combinations of
subfields, we excluded this category from analyses exploring
subfield differences. Responses from the miscellaneous cate-
gory were included only when we presented information about
all respondents in the study (“all programs™).

Credentials Required for Consideration

Descriptive statistics revealed that most programs required let-
ters of recommendation, personal statements, GRE scores, and
undergraduate GPAs (see Table 1). More than half of the
respondents indicated that their programs required interviews,
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Table 2. Differences in Ratings of Importance of Admission Criteria by Subfields.
All Practice Research Counseling
Programs  Subfields Subfields  Clinical PhD PhD PsyD
(N=221) (n=20) (n =49) (n=41) (n = 22) (n=32)
Admission Criteria M (SE) M (SE) M (SE) M (SE) M (SE) M (SE) Fvalue #*
Primary importance
Personal statement 2.8 (.03) 2.9 (.07) 2.8 (.06) 2.8 (.06) 3.0 (.00) 2.8 (.07) .52 .04
Letters of recommendation 2.8 (.03) 2.8 (.08) 2.9 (.06) 2.8 (.07) 3.0 (.04) 2.7 (.08) 1.57 .04
Interview 2.8 (.03) 28 (10) 26°(l1I) 2.8 (.06) 3.0°(00) 29°(04) 472 .12
Undergraduate GPA 2.8 (.03) 2.7 (.13) 2.7 (.07) 2.8 (.07) 2.7 (.10} 28(0% 031 .0l
Student—mentor research match 27(04)  27°(17) 2.9°' (04) 2.9% (05) 25°7 (U5  1.5*(I5) 3027 48
GRE 2.7 (.03) 2.7 (.10) 2.6 (.07) 2.7 (.08) 2.5 (.13) 27 (09 061 .02
Secondary importance
Research assistance experience 2.2 (.05) 21716y 2.3 (1) 2.6% (.08) 21 (15)  1.4°(13) 11.04x 24
Tertiary importance
Diversity experience 1.9(06) 1.7°2(17) 15°%(13)  1.9%(12)  25'(U3) 24°(15)  9.56¢ .23
Conference presentations 1.9 (.04) 19 (10) L7°(09)  2.3*(.10) 1.8°(08) 1.8°(10) 648* .6
Worlkdlife experience [.7(05)  2.0*(l6) 14°(10)  15%(l0) 23" (17) 21 (1) 11.e6* 27
Clinical/counseling internship experience 1.7 (.06) 1.7 (22)  1.0°(.00) 1.7° (.12) 20°(.18)  2.1*(.14) 584* .19
Contacted faculty before applying 1.4 (.05) 1.5% (.16) 1.8 (.12) 1.2° (.08) 1.1° (.08) 1.1°(07) 7.39% .20
Note. Mean scores indicate relative importance of applicant credentials (I = low, 2 = medium, and 3 = high). Means with different letter superscripts differ

significantly from each other; means with different number superscripts differ significantly from each other (Games-Howell post hoc test, p <.002). “All programs”
include those that offer multiple psychology subdisciplines in the same department {not used in F test comparisons) and those from the five subfield categories.

GPA = grade point average; GRE = Graduate Records Examination.
*p <.002, using Bonferroni correction.

curriculum vitae (CV), and a good student-mentor research
match. About a quarter of programs required applicants to have
had research assistance experience and graduate GPAs. Fewer
than 9% of all programs required that their applicants have a
master’s degree, work/life experience, diversity experience,
GRE subject scores, prior clinical/counseling experience,
research publications, independent research projects, confer-
ence presentations, a master’s thesis, a campus visit before
applying, contacting faculty before applying, or applied
research internship experience. None of the programs required
applicants to have previous teaching experience. It should be
noted that these percentages varied widely, depending on the
criterion and the subfields (e.g., whereas 27.1% of the sample
required research assistantship experience, 3.1% of clinical PsyD,
and 43.9% of clinical PhD programs required this credential).

Credentials Important to Admission Decisions

To determine whether the five subfield categories differed in
how they weighed applicants’ credentials, we conducted a
series of Welch analyses of variance, followed by Games-
Howell post hoc tests on the mean importance scores on 26
admission criteria. We used these tests because our data had
unequal sample sizes and violated homogeneity of variance
assumptions. Because we conducted multiple comparisons,
we used Bonferroni correction and set our a at p < .002 to
detect statistically significant group differences. Results
showed that the subfields weighed differently on 8 of the 26
applicant criteria when making admission decisions: interview,

student-mentor research match, research assistance experi-
ence, diversity experience, conference presentations, work/life
experience, clinical/counseling practicum/internship experi-
ence, MA/MS degree, and contacted faculty before applying
(see Table 2). ;

Examining responses from all 221 doctoral programs, we
found six credentials to be of primary importance to admission
decisions (mean scores > 2.7, ranging from 1 to 3): personal
statements, letters of recommendations, interview, undergrad-
uate GPA, student—mentor research match, and GRE scores.
However, the subfields differed significantly in how important
they rated interviews and student-mentor research match. Clin-
ical and counseling PhD and PsyD programs rated the inter-
view as more important than did the research subfields. All
subfields valued student-mentor research match more than did
PsyD programs (see Table 2).

We found five credentials to be of secondary importance to
admission decisions across all programs (mean scores 2.0—
2.49): graduate GPA, CV, research assistance experience, inde-
pendent research project, and research publications. The sub-
fields differed significantly on one of these credentials: All
subfields rated research assistance experience as more impor-
tant than did PsyD programs.

We found 15 credentials to be of tertiary importance to
admission decisions across all programs (mean ratings 1.0-
1.99). The subfields differed significantly on five of these cre-
dentials: diversity experience, conference presentation, work/
life experience, clinical/counseling internship experience, and
contacting faculty before applying.
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Table 3. Percentages of Programs and Their Reported Effect of Having a Master's Degree on Admission Offer,

PsyD

All Programs Practice Subfields Research Subfields Clinical PhD Counseling PhD
Effect on Offer (N =221) (n = 20) (n=49) (n=41) (n=22) (n=132)
Very positive 8.1 10.0 6.1 2.4 27.3 15.6
Positive 448 45.0 49.0 43.9 40.9 40.6
No effect 439 40.0 40.8 51.2 27.3 40.6
Negative 1.8 5.0 20 24 0.0 31
Very negative 0.5 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
No response 0.9 0.0 2.1 0.1 4.5 0.1

Note. Results from the Kruskal-Wallis H test indicated no significant differences among the subfields. “All programs” include the five subfield categories and those
that offer multiple psychology subdisciplines in the same department. Totals may not add to 100% due to rounding.

Table 4. Percentages of Programs and Their Likelihood of Offering Admission to Applicants With Master’s Degrees Compared to Those With

Bachelor's Degrees.

All Programs Practice Subfields Research Subfields Clinical PhD Counseling PhD PsyD
Likelihood of Offer (N =1221) (n = 20) (n = 49) (n=41) (n = 22) (n=32)
Much more likely 7.2 5.0 4.1 24 27.3 15.6
Somewhat more likely 213 15.0 204 14.6 364 18.7
Equally fikely 629 70.0 714 63.5 31.8 56.3
Somewhat less likely 6.3 10.0 20 19.5 0.0 6.3
Much less likely 1.4 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 3.1
No response 0.9 0.0 2.1 0.0 4.5 0.0

Note. Kruskal-Wallis H test and Dunn-Bonferroni post hoc test results indicated that counseling PhD programs were statistically more likely to offer admission to
applicants with master’s degrees than did practice subfields, research subfields, and clinical PhD programs. “All programs” include the five subfield categories and

those that offer multiple psychology subdisciplines in the same department.

Effect of Master’s Degree on Admission Decisions

Of all the programs surveyed (see Table 3), 52.9% viewed
having a master’s degree as positive or very positive on the
admission decision. Kruskal-Wallis # tests indicated that the
subfields did not report statistically different views on the
effect of having a master’s degree on admission decision.

However, Kruskal-Wallis A test and Dunn-Bonferroni post
hoc test results indicated that compared to practice subfields,
research subfields, and clinical PhD programs, counseling PhD
programs were statistically more likely to report that they
would offer admission to applicants with master’s degrees than
to applicants with bachelor’s degrees (see Table 4).

Master’s-Level Accomplishments and Postadmission
Process

Descriptive statistics showed that, whereas 13.1% of respon-
dents reported that master’s-level applicants’ theses would
transfer and 41.6% might transfer contingent on review, the
subfields appear to differ in their thesis transferring practices
(see Table 5). The majority of research subfields, practice sub-
fields, and clinical PhD programs would consider transferring
students’ master’s theses, whereas only a few PsyD programs
and counseling PhD programs would do the same.

In addition, the majority (75.6%) of all the programs sur-
veyed reported that time in their doctoral programs can be
reduced, dependent upon the number of credit hours accepted,
if students completed a master’s degree before admission (see
Table 6). It appears that more than half of the practice sub-
fields, research subfields, clinical PhD, and counseling PhD
programs would reduce master’s-level applicants’ time in
their doctoral programs, and 50% of PsyD programs would
do the same.

Discussion

Our study explored whether psychology subfields differed in
how they evaluated credentials of master’s level students
applying to their doctoral programs and whether master’s-
level applicants have an advantage over bachelor’s-level appli-
cants during and postadmission. The results showed five main
findings that have direct implications for undergraduate and
master’s-level students and their advisors and directors of ter-
minal master’s programs. In discussing the findings, we outline
recommendations that might help undergraduate and master’s-
level students increase their competitiveness for doctoral
program admission and to maximize the benefits of accom-
plishments earned by students in terminal master’s programs.
It is important to note that the suggestions may or may not
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Table 5. Transferability of Completed Thesis.

All Programs  Practice Subfields ~ Research Subfields ~ Clinical PhD  Counseling PhD PsyD
Thesis Transferability (N=221) (n = 20) (n=49) (n=41) (n=122) (n=32)
Can be transferred 13.1 5.0 20.4 9.8 13.6 3.1
Contingent on review 41.6 40.0 449 46.3 4.5 6.3
No comparable requirement 14.0 20.0 6.1 4.9 227 40.6
No transfer 30.8 10.0 224 3.7 45.5 46.9
No response 0.5 25 6.1 7.3 13.6 3.1

Note. The values are percentages of programs responding in each category. “All programs” include the five subfield categories and those that offer multiple

psychology subdisciplines in the same department.

Table 6. Amount of Time Reduced If Entering With Master’s Degree.

All Programs Practice Subfields Research Subfields Clinical PhD Counseling PhD PsyD
Time Reduced (N = 221) (h = 20) (n=49) (n=4I) (n =22) (n=132)
Up to 2 years 154 15.0 28.6 4.9 227 0.0
Up to | year 357 65.0 46.9 36.6 364 21.9
Less than | year 20.4 10.0 10.2 22.0 182 28.1
Contingent on review 4.1 0.0 4.1 24 0.0 3.1
No time reduced 23.5 10.0 82 341 18.2 46.9
No response 0.9 0.0 2.0 0.0 4.5 0.0

Note. The values are percentages of programs responding in each category. “All programs” include the five subfield categories and those that offer multiple

psychology subdisciplines in the same department.

apply to the specific programs to which students might apply.
To maximize their chances of admission to specific schools and
programs, we recommend that students check those program’s
websites and the most recent edition of APA’s Graduate Study
in Psychology regarding their selected programs’ requirements
and preferences a year or two before they apply. This will allow
students time to obtain the specific credentials that would make
them most competitive for those particular programs.

Practical Implications

First, we found that most programs required letters of recom-
mendation, personal statements, GRE scores, and undergradu-
ate GPAs from their applicants. Thus, regardless of the
psychology subfields to which students plan to apply, they
must be prepared to submit these credentials. We noted that
about a quarter of all programs required research assistantship
experience. Therefore, we strongly encourage students who
wish to apply to PhD programs to seek opportunities to assist
faculty with research, as this would allow students to be eligi-
ble for admission consideration.

On other credentials, students should be cognizant of the
common requirements of their psychology subfields as early
as possible, so they can acquire the necessary credentials. For
example, we found that only 2.4% of clinical PhD programs
required applicants to have previous clinical/counseling intern~
ship experience, whereas 27.3% of counseling PhD programs
did. In contrast, 75.6% of clinical PhD programs required stu-
dent—-mentor research match and 43.9% required research

experience compared to 45.5% (student-mentor match) and
27.3% (research experience) of counseling PhD programs.
These findings suggest that students would be considered by
more clinical PhD programs if they conducted research com-
pared to if they completed a clinical/counseling internship. In
contrast, students would be considered by more PsyD programs
if they gained work/life, clinical/counseling, and diversity
experiences. Finally, having teaching experience does not
appear to directly benefit students in the application process
because none of the doctoral programs required students to
have previous teaching experience.

Second, regardiess of their subfields of interests, students
should submit strong personal statements, undergraduate GPA,
letters of recommendation, and GRE scores, as all doctoral
programs rated these credentials as crucial to admission deci-
sions. In addition, students should strive to have strong gradu-
ate GPAs (master’s-level applicants) and CVs, have
independent research experience, and have published their
research because most doctoral programs rated these as mod-
erately important to admission decisions.

Third, the subfields differed in their ratings of eight creden-
tials (interview, student-mentor research match, research assis-
tance experience, diversity experience, conference
presentations, work/life experience, clinical/counseling intern-
ship experience, and contacted faculty before applying), three
of which were of primary or secondary importance to admis-
sion decisions. We suggest that students keep these findings in
mind as they acquire their credentials and go through the appli-
cation process. For example, students interested in applying to
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PsyD and counseling PhD programs might consider honing
their interviewing skills, whereas those applying to research
subfields might focus on conveying on their written applica-
tions how their research interests match with those of faculty in
the programs. In contrast, students interested in applying to
clinical PhD programs might need to focus on both interview-
ing skills and student—mentor research match because the
majority of these programs require both and weigh them heav-
ily when making admission decisions. Unless they plan to
apply to PsyD programs, students should also strive to gain
research experience. ’

Fourth, slightly more than half of the doctoral programs
surveyed viewed applicants having a master’s degree positively
or very positively compared to their counterparts who have an
undergraduate degree. However, the likelihood of being
offered admission with a master’s degree, compared to with a
bachelor’s degree, depended on the subfields. Thus, applicants
with a master’s degree should be aware that their degrees will
more likely increase their chance of being admitted if they
applied to counseling PhD programs than if they applied to
other PhD programs.

Fifth, if admitted to doctoral programs, applicants with a
master’s degree have a head start over those with a bachelor’s
degree when beginning their doctoral work, especially if they
enroll in subfields besides PsyD. Most research subfields, prac-
tice subfields, clinical PhD, and counseling PhD programs will
reduce the amount of time master’s-level students spend on
their doctoral education. In addition, master’s-level students
are more likely to have their master’s theses transfer and will
not have to complete another thesis if they enroll in research
subfields, practice subfields, or clinical PhD programs. On the
one hand, having their theses waived by doctoral programs can
benefit master’s-level applicants because they would be able to
take more time to plan, conduct, and disseminate the results
(conference presentations and publications) from their disserta-
tion and other research projects. In addition, if they do not
receive sufficient funding while enrolled in doctoral programs,
having the theses waived and time in the program reduced can
have important financial benefits. On the other hand, master’s-
level applicants should be mindful of the benefits associated
with not reducing their time in the program, including having
sufficient time and opportunities to learn from their mentors, to
establish a programmatic linie of research, and to acquire skills
to be competent representatives of their profession. We encour-
age students to weigh these costs and benefits, as they make
their decisions about their doctoral education.

Limitations

Before discussing additional implications of our findings, we
acknowledge the limitations of our study. Although our
response rate is comparable to the 28.1% reported by Pashak
et al. (2012), the most recent study on this topic, our study’s
findings may not generalize to all the programs because our
analyses included only a small sample of more than 800 pro-
grams in the United States. In addition, because of the sample

sizes, we had to aggregate multiple subdisciplines into
research or practice subfield categories using Norcross and
Sayette’s (2014) classification. However, these categories
may not accurately reflect some important differences
between how these types of programs (e.g., cognitive, social,
and developmental) weigh research and/or practical experi-
ences when making admission decisions. In addition, we
relied on self-reports from doctoral programs’ representatives
who may or may not serve on admission committees in the
future and/or who may not know equally well all the subfields
represented in their programs.

Research Implications

In general, our results on credentials that doctoral programs
deemed as primary and secondary importance appear consis-
tent with those reported by prior research (e.g., APA, 2014;
Landrum & Clark, 2005; Landrum et al., 1994; Norcross
et al., 2005). Similar to Bonifazi et al. (1997), we found that
PsyD and counseling PhD programs viewed applicants with
master’s degrees favorably during the admission process.

However, some of our findings diverged from prior
research. We found that clinical PhD programs viewed appli-
cants with master’s degrees more positively now than they did
a few decades ago (see Bonifazi et al., 1997). This shift may be
due to more available data on doctoral programs’ admission
offers (Alexander et al., 2002; Mufioz-Dunbar & Stanton,
1999; Pashak et al,, 2012; Uleman & Weary, 1995), helping
doctoral preparation master’s programs improve the quality of
training for their master’s students.

Contrary to Morgan and Cohen (2008)’s conclusion that
clinical and counseling PhD programs are essentially merging
into similar programs, we found that counseling PhD and PsyD
programs were more similar to each other than to clinical PhD
programs. PsyD and counseling PhD programs rated more
favorably applicants with master’s degrees and work/life expe-
rience but less favorably applicants with-conference presenta-
tions compared to clinical PhD programs. However, PsyD
programs also differed from counseling PhD programs on the
importance of research credential. Clinical PhD programs, in
contrast, appeared to align more with the research subfields on
their required and preferred credentials than counseling PhD or
PsyD programs.

Conclusion

In summary, the findings from this study provide an updated
and expanded review of doctoral programs’ views of criteria
required and preferred in applicants with bachelor’s degrees
only and those with master’s degrees. Students interested in
applying to doctoral programs can strengthen their competi-
tiveness in the following ways: first, decide on the type of
doctoral program they are interested in pursuing. Second, gain
the experiences required and preferred by these subfields.
Finally, highlight and elaborate on the accomplishments and
credentials preferred by their subfields of interest in the
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applicants’ CVs, personal statements, application materials,
and interviews. Findings from this study can also help ter-
minal master’s psychology programs refine their training
models and curricula to create opportunities that help their
graduates be more competitive applicants for their targeted
doctoral programs.
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