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A Review of Zero Degrees of f\l by

E mpathy by Simon Baron-Cohen

With several detailed examples of intense hu-
man cruelty, Simon Baron-Cohen’s illuminating
book does not always make for pleasant read-
ing. He begins by detailing how is father told
him that the Nazis turned people into lamp-
shades; it quickly becomes clear that the desire
to understand what could motivate someone to
enact such horrific behaviour drove Baron-
Cohen’s early research interests. Fortunately,
the examples are never gratuitous and neither
are they used for needless effect. Baron-Cohen
highlights that the Nazis were not uniquely
cruel individuals but instead an instance of hu-
manity’s capability for abhorrent acts. This
leads to the primary argument of the book, in
which Baron-Cohen opts to discard the term
“evil” in favour of “empathy erosion”. The sub-
sequent chapters discuss examples of individu-
als with what Baron-Cohen defines as “zero de-
grees of empathy”, and he proposes that this
can be both positive and negative. Further-
more, the underlying neural structures behind
the “empathy circuit” are examined and the
behaviours of individuals with deficits in this
system are also discussed. Baron-Cohen con-
cludes by explaining the implications of a
deeper understanding of empathy and how this
may inform diagnostic manuals such as the
DSM.

Baron-Cohen is an excellent author; his
writing is concise and offers an appropriate
level of detail. He makes use of notes through-
out the text to excellent effect; most of the
notes offer suggestions for wider reading or
develop arguments further than the primary
text would allow. Baron-Cohen is also wonder-
fully reserved when outlining the role of genet-
ics in empathy. He doesn’t make the mistake of
many authors who tend to imply that a particu-
lar gene exists for behaviour “x”. It is made
quite clear that genes code for the production
of proteins and are incapable of creating a high
level mental construct, such as empathy. He
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stresses the importance of the interplay be-
tween genetic and environmental factors in the
development of empathy, refusing to take a
stance in either the nature or nurture camp.
Baron-Cohen also tackles the somewhat con-
tentious subject of mirror neurons with similar
excellence. Rather than upholding the mirror
neuron system as the holy -grail of neurosci-
ence, he explains that mirror neurons are im-
plicitly associated with feelings of empathy but
work as part of the aforementioned empathy
circuit. He suggests that in isolation, mirror neu-
rons may be involved with automatic mirroring
behaviours.

Zero Degrees of Empathy is not quite as
accessible as many other popular science
books. In places it certainly assumes foreknow!-
edge greater than the layman in topics such as
autism and neuroanatomy. | want to make clear
that this shouldn’t deter anyone. The book pro-
vides a systematic and well-reasoned account of
what factors may cause empathy erosion and
how this leads to individuals partaking in cruel
behaviour. Similarly, Baron-Cohen also shows
how individuals, who lack empathy but display
no intention to harm others, such as those with
Asperger syndrome and autism, have enhanced
systemizing abilities which can benefit society.
Baron-Cohen is an optimistic author with a
strong moral code that permeates into the
book. He argues for
how empathy may be
used to rehabilitate
offenders and even
settle the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict.
This may seem unlikely

A £
to s_ome, but aftgr a5 F SN
reading the book it is -
hard to refute Baron- L
Cohen’s compelling L]

evidence and discount
his point of view.
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| was

indecisive. | went back and forth
between wanting to be a teacher, a
superhero with the powers of flight and

super-strength (I was willing to

compromise beyond that), or a shepherd. It

took me a while to let go of the superhero

plan, and longer to acknowledge | know Is it cheating to say Song of Ice and Fire
very little about sheep. by George R. R. Martin?

This is genre specific. In comedy, Modern
Family is a hilarious show, from the Sci-fi soap-
opera genre: Battlestar Gallactica, which may
be the best show ever, and my

current favorite drama is Newsroom.

It's probably best for everyone that |
avoid singing at karaoke bars, but if |
did it would have to be "Bohemian

. , , Rhapsody" by Queen.
| am silly and achievement-oriented; | love travel-

ling and deeply value personal growth. And, ap-
parently, | am not good at picking just one answer.

| News in brief

{‘ o Dr. Silke Paulmann, Prof. Riccardo Russo (both Psychology), and Dr. Philip Hofmeister (Language & Lin- |

,H guistics) have been awarded £5084 from the Ageing and Assisted Living Network to explore Emotional

| Speech Perception in Healthy Ageing Individuals. ‘

e The new MSc course Brain and Language, a programme taught jointly by members of the Psychology |
and Linguistics Depts., should start in Oct. 2013. Interested students should apply for the MSc in Cogni- |
tive Neuroscience indicating on their application form that they are interested in the Brain and Lan- |
guage MSc.

e The Department's Poster Day will take place on Wednesday 20th March when all current third year stu- |
dents will present their final year projects. Don't miss out on the opportunity to ask them about their

experience!
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Why Psychology?

by Lisa Phillips

The popularity of psychology makes it a regular
feature in Top Ten lists, including lists such as
UCAS’s most popular degree choice and the Top
Five of graduates least likely to be unemployed.
The Higher Education Careers Services Unit
(HECSU) annual survey from 2012 revealed
which degree subjects generate the highest and
lowest number of unemployed graduates.

From the class of 2011, 8.6% of all graduates
were unemployed six months after graduation.
The highest unemployment rates are for gradu-
ates in computer science (13.9%), media studies
(12.3%), electrical engineering (12.1%), art &
design (11.6%) and accounting (11.5%). How-
ever, the future looks brighter for psychology
graduates - along with graduates in geography
(6.4%), sports science (6.8%), law (7.5%) and
chemistry (8.2%), psychology students are
amongst the least likely to be unemployed, even
faring better than the national average with
7.8% unemployed six months after graduation.
Law graduates have a long-standing employment
success; the success of geography and chemistry
could well be equated with more recent gov-
ernment initiatives to attract teachers with these
backgrounds; and sports science’s newly-found
employability is likely owed to the London 2012
Olympics; but where do psychology graduates
secure employment? The areas that employ the
most graduates, regardless of degree subject,
are retail and hospitality, both of which are
popular industries with existing students and so
could suggest that students simply continue with
prior employment after graduation. For psychol-
ogy graduates however, most find employment
in the public sector with the majority being em-
ployed in hospitals, working in care, in education
and within the emergency services.

So why is psychology so frequently a feature of
Top Ten lists? Psychology continues to be the
fourth most popular A Level subject, and as a
popular degree choice there is no shortage of
psychology graduate jobseekers, so why are so
many successful? Professor Derek Mowbray, vis-
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iting professor in psychology at Northumbria
University told The Guardian that it’s because
psychology graduates, to have chosen to study
psychology, must already have an interest in
people and what makes people ‘tick’; they will
have been engaged in interacting with people.
By studying psychology, they are exploring and
satisfying this curiosity. Skills such as inquisitive-
ness, curiosity, and an interest in people are all
attributes that employers seek. Employees who
understand why people behave the way they do
and how to get the best responses from them
are seen as valuable. Also the graduates are in-
terested in how they present themselves to
other people: the way they dress, talk, smile and
interact. So, it is an interest in themselves and
other people which makes psychology graduates
attractive.

According to this view then, psychology students
are more understanding of people and it is this
that is integral to their career success. The PNG
asked psychology students if they would agree
that they share an interest in people and
whether this was in fact the reason they chose
to study psychology. Whilst students generally
agreed that they do find people’s behaviour in-
teresting and are enjoying learning about the
motivation behind those behaviours, most stu-
dents thought this interest was not the sole rea-
son for enrolling in psychology. In fact, those
reasons were as a vast as the employment op-
portunities the degree offers: from an interest in
mental health stemming from first-hand experi-
ence, to a desire to help people through counsel-
ling, from wanting a degree that doesn’t ‘close
any doors’ to simply fulfilling an urge for an ‘ol-
ogy as it looks good on the CV! Whatever the
driving force, choosing a psychology degree is
certainly a good choice for the undecided or
those who want to keep their future options
open; the subject area is not as restrictive as
some degrees which may leave graduates look-
ing for work in one specialised field or having to
re-train in the future. Student, Emma Nicholls,
told the PNG “with my degree in psychology | am
considering a career in education or academia
but if one day | decided | wanted to work in re-
search, or a specialised area such as Speech and
Language Therapy, these are still options for

”

me-.
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So could psychology graduates’ employability be
related to their flexibility in the job market? Dee
Hardcastle, Careers Adviser in the Employability
& Careers Centre at Essex thinks so. “Although
psychology is linked to a profession, it’s a very
flexible qualification, offering a range of choices
and directions. With employers recognising this,
students can be creative and flexible in their ca-
reer planning, following many interesting career
paths in a broad range of areas”.

The latest figures from the HECSU also suggest
this. For example, 47.3% of the computer science
graduates who were lucky enough to secure em-
ployment did so in the IT profession; 36.2% of
employed electrical engineers were employed in
engineering but many psychology graduates do
not find or seek employment as a psychologist.
One of the positives of a psychology degree is
not limiting oneself to a specific field or even a
specific job.

Dr Will Matthews, lecturer in psychology at Es-
sex, agrees that psychology graduates benefit
from an all-round education. He told the PNG
that these graduates are valued by employers
because firstly, they have the analytical thinking
and quantitative skills that accompany a scientific
training, combined with first-hand experience of
collecting, analysing, and interpreting data. Sec-
ondly, psychology graduates know how to com-
municate complex ideas clearly and accurately in
speech and writing; extensive essay and lab-
report writing mean that psychology equips
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graduates for jobs which require good written
English. Finally, psychology graduates have a
unique insight into human behaviour; their aca-
demic knowledge has direct relevance to the
overwhelming majority of professional situa-
tions, and gives them a fresh perspective on the
issues faced by every organisation.

In a highly competitive jobs market, recruiters
are more commanding than ever before and de-
mand is obviously higher for those who graduate
from a leading university. Psychology graduates
from Essex can gain some reassurance from the
fact that degrees with higher employment rates,
like psychology as well as geography and law, are
mostly studied at established universities. It is
less common for teaching of these subjects to
take place at newer universities such as former
polytechnics. Here, graduates in media studies
or art & design, who have higher unemployment
rates, are more prevalent. Although location
alone won't suffice, especially if, in-and-around,
that location employed an impressive 33.5% of
the class of 2011, as was the case last year with
the most graduates being employed in nearby
London and the South-East. So what else do psy-
chology graduates do to boost their employment
prospects?

Those students who are considering applying
their psychology theory in the workplace under-
stand that to do so they will have to gain relevant
work experience and post-graduate study. Many
will have proactively gained work experience dur-
ing their course and continue to expand on this.
These experiences increase their future employ-
ability. And for those psychology students who
do wish to continue with their education, their
future also looks bright. From the class of 2011,
10.4% of psychology graduates are studying in
the UK for a higher degree — an impressive sta-
tistic compared to the national average of 7.4%.
Those psychology students chose to progress
their education by studying PhD psychology or
education, MSc Speech and Language Therapy or
DNA Profiling, MA Clinical Counselling, Brain Im-
aging, Organisational Psychology, Publishing or
Chinese Language and Culture
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SUMMER WORK
EXPERIENCE

by Chelsea Harmsworth
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1. Katherine Hepburn (actress) has a B.S.
in psychology from Bryn Mawr Col-
lege.

The PNG team wondered
which celebrities were also
psychology graduates,

and found some surprising!

2. Jessica Ennis (athlete) is a psychology
Do you know of a famous psy- graduate from Sheffield University.

chology graduate? Please let
us know! —
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Study Abroad

by Lisa Phillips

I’'m studying at Macquarie University in Syd-
ney, Australia.

The people; everyone that I've met has been really
friendly. I've really enjoyed the social life here. I've had
some really fun experiences travelling around Australia
with others. The weather's also been great too!

| really wanted to go
to Australia and to
experience another
culture. | was also
keen to meet new
people and experi-
ence a different edu-
cation system to the
one that | had grown accustomed to in England.

Macquarie University is a hub of innovation and excellence,
the best of Australia's universities under 50.

The late classes.

. . . I miss my family and friends immensely.
Macquarie offered some interesting courses v y ¥

such as the philosophy of psychoanalysis and
the psychology of human relationships which

| feel that the confidence and independence that |
have gained here will be invaluable in helping me deal
with challenges that | may encounter in the future.

At Macquarie more independent work is ex-
pected from you. Also classes run later than
those at Essex; | have classes from 6-8pm.

I'd like to be allowed to stay longer!

If you are interested in finding out more about studying
abroad, more details and the application can be found

The main similarity is the helpfulness of the

lecturers. The lecturers clearly have a pas- online: www.essex.ac.uk/studyabroad/
sion and wish to help you understand.
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Last month, the Department
launched its new series Under
the Spotlight. The talk-show
like event aims to foster com-
munication between students
and staff in an informal setting.
The first session was titled “Fi-
nal Destination Psychology?!”
and explored how staff mem-
bers got to where they are today.
The evening was moderated by Faculty’s Career
and Employability Co-ordinator Karen Gooch
and Psychology lecturer Silke Paulmann, but
plenty of questions were coming directly from
the audience. Several well kept secrets were
unlocked that night (though not all of them will

be shared
here). For in-
stance, at-

tendees found
out that one of
the first re-
search experi-
ences of Dr.
Rick O’Gorman
included re-
cording the
roosting behav-
iour of hens in
a semi-feral
state in Gam-
bia. While in
West Africa,
Rick recorded
hens with young chicks at intervals during the
day and particularly close to roosting time to
help our understanding about which cues birds
use to decide when to roost. Similarly exciting,
it was unveiled that Prof. Debi Roberson used to
write radio scripts for Radio Television Hong
Kong. She also wrote and presented a children's
TV programme called Swizzle Street when she
lived in Hong Kong. However, if there was an
award for the most varied CV, it should proba-
bly go to Dr. Roger Grace, currently Computer
Officer in the Department: Roger spent 10
years touring with Rock&Roll bands as a roadie,
took on different theatre jobs in London, includ-

ing working as a professional clown, before go-
ing back to University and studying Archae-
ology. Who else can say that they used to work
as a clown before they got a PhD?

Attendees were also fascinated by the
pathways of other staff members who shared
that they spent some time in different parts of
the world, including
South East Asia,
America, and Europe
before they started
working in Colchester.
It also quickly be-
came clear that all
staff had gained work
or research experi-
ence throughout
their degree. Next to
getting practical
knowledge about a
specific field, every-
one agreed that vol-
unteer work and in-
ternships also created
networking opportu-
nities. That is, these experiences helped staff
decide whether a field was right for them, but
they also got them connected with profession-
als who served as referees or mentors for many
years afterwards. Being open-minded, flexible,
and adventurous (e.g. spending time abroad)
was also a common denominator for the (ca-
reer) success of panel members. At the end of
the night, all attendees agreed that the event
was a huge success and the Department looks
forward to hosting more of these events in the
future. If there is a specific topic that you would
like to get covered, please get in touch with
Marketing Director Silke Paulmann.
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