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J
ust a few months after you are settling into your doctoral internship 
year, you may hear chatter about the need to apply to postdoctoral fel-
lowships/postdoctoral residency/postdoc. This may be jarring at first, 
but it is an opportunity to think ahead about what exciting career 

path you wish to pursue.  Depending on the internship site, and in contrast 
to the doctoral internship application process, postdoctoral candidates may 
receive much less guidance about how to navigate this process. In general, 
even though applying for postdoc sites might be daunting at first, the applica-
tion process in and of itself is significantly easier and more flexible than what 
you  experienced when applying for Doctoral Internship! 

The steps of obtaining a postdoctoral fellowship are distinctly different 
from the internship process and require significant independence and pro-
active engagement and planning. In this article, we will discuss some key 
concepts and tips that we have found helpful for applicants to consider prior, 
during, and after the postdoctoral application process. 

Licensing Requirements
California is home to many research institutions, universities, private 

practice groups, hospitals, and community mental health centers. As such, 
there are many potential postdoctoral placements available to applicants. 
Careful consideration of one’s training goals and critical evaluation of what 
each site is offering is of outmost importance. 

In the state of California, in order to be eligible to sit for the CPLEE exam, 
one must complete at least 1,500 hours of supervised professional experience 
(SPE) from a doctoral internship and at least 1,500 hours of SPE after earn-
ing the doctoral degree. A total of 3,000 SPE hours are required to apply for 
licensure with the California Board of Psychology.

There are a few states which do not require postdoctoral hours. It is a 
good idea to research the states you may consider re-locating to, to ensure 
that your training will fulfill the licensing requirements of that state. For 
example, a total of 3,200 hours of supervised clinical experience is required 
to apply for licensure in the state of Massachusetts. 

There are at least three ways to obtain postdoctoral training hours: 1) 
Formal Postdoctoral Internship: APA Accredited Postdoctoral Fellowships or 
Postdoctoral Programs that are APPIC members (but not APA-Accredited); 2) 
Informal Postdoctoral Fellowships: not APA Accredited and not APPIC mem-
bers postdoctoral placements; 3). Obtaining Postdoctoral hours through the 
employment: logging in supervised hours while on the job. It is important to 
note that the third option may provide you with more clients contact hours, 
but you will still need the required number of supervision hours. We strongly 
advise you to evaluate this option to make sure that the site offers enough 
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postdoctoral activities that are distinctly tailored to obtaining 
national postdoctoral competencies in the field of psychology. 

Purpose and Focus of the Postdoctoral 
Fellowship

There is a distinct difference in expected competencies for 
the Postdoctoral Internship and Doctoral Internship. Postdoc-
toral programs must ensure that fellows obtain advanced com-
petencies relevant to the program’s specialty and can function 
independently. All postdoctoral programs must rely on current 
research and evidence-based approaches in the provision of 
training and evaluation of competency. 

Postdoctoral Fellowships are typically one to two years in 
length and provide advanced training in a specific area of psy-
chology, such as neuropsychology, psychological assessment, 
DBT, research, or working with a specific population, like 0-5 
age group. This is a good opportunity to begin to develop a 
specialization or a niche within the field of psychology.

It is important to note, as one is stepping into the search for 
a postdoctoral fellowship, that some postdoctoral programs 
are mostly clinical, some are mostly research-oriented, and 
some include a combination of training in both research and 
practice. Additionally, some clinical fellowships offer psycho-
logical assessment experience and some do not. Make sure 
to research what each site offers at the postdoc level. Lastly, 

many psychologists are asked to provide clinical supervision 
at some point in their career. Since clinical supervision is a 
distinct competency in the field of psychology, it is helpful if 
the postdoc site offers training and opportunities to provide 
supervision, as well as “supervision of supervision” or consul-
tation regarding the provision of supervision. 

Additional Considerations in Selecting a 
Postdoctoral Training Program or Site

1. Think about what brings your joy when you practice psy-
chology! From there, imagine  where you want to be in 3-5
years from now. Which aspect or domain of psychology in-
terests you the most? Here are couple of helpful questions
to ask: In what setting (private practice, community men-
tal health center, hospital, academia do you see yourself in
the future? What population do you see yourself enjoying
working with the most?

2. Take your time to think about your values: work life bal-
ance, family, etc. Take your life values into consideration
when searching for postdoctoral sites.

3. Based on your projected career and interests, is it impor-
tant or not important to you to have APA Accredited Post-
doctoral training? Most employment sites do not require
completion of an APA-accredited postdoctoral fellowship.
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4.	 Think about the SPE hours timeline: in the state of Califor-
nia, if you are in an exempt setting, you can collect up to 44 
hours a week toward your required SPE; in the non-exempt 
setting (most private practice sites) you can only collect di-
rect clinical hours toward your SPE experience, which will 
be less than 44 hours a week and will delay the collection 
of your SPE hours. 

5.	 Consider location and your long-term plans – it is common 
for postdocs to either obtain a job in the same geographi-
cal area of the postdoc or even to obtain employment at the 
postdoctoral placement agency or site.

6.	 Consider the site’s commitment and experience with train-
ing; Will they provide you with organized and regularly 
scheduled trainings/didactics vs.  prioritizing your position 
for billing purposes. 

7.	 While financial compensation at the level of the postdoc is 
generally higher than at the doctoral internship level, it is 
common for the postdoc to offer additional trainings spe-
cific to the specialty offered by the program, higher level of 
independence, while still under the supervision, additional 
paid professional development days, specific training cer-
tifications, and access to research /scholarly literature.

8.	 Join postdoc listservs to receive updates on newly open po-
sitions, updates to the posted positions, for example, AP-
PIC, APA, APPCN, ABCT, and APA divisional listservs (for 
example, DIV33, SCNNEURONEWS, DIV 40 ANST), AACN 
website, APPIC website, and your university websites might 
have postdoc postings. 

9.	 Contact your professional network, including previous 
postdocs at the sites you are interested to apply, professors 
and supervisors and let them know you are looking for a 
postdoctoral position. The world of psychology is smaller 
than you think; collectively, we know a lot of people and 
professionals are happy to help students and each other. 

10.	Attend local and state professional conferences and train-
ings – this is a great opportunity to be exposed to a wide 
range of professionals and those with overlapping interests. 

11.	Feel free to reach out directly to professionals you have 
not met but your professional interests align. Be specific, 
transparent, and direct in communicating why you are 
reaching out to them. Not all postdoc positions are publicly 
advertised, so it may be worthwhile to reach out and ex-
plore possibilities. 

Once you decide on the postdoc trajectory, have a list of sites 
(on average, applicants select about 10 postdoctoral sites to 
apply to), it might be helpful to keep in mind these additional 
points:

Applications 

1.	 The timing of the application process usually falls on No-
vember- February during the doctoral internship year, so 
budgeting for the application process time and emotional 

well-being is a good approach to have. Some programs 
have a “rolling” timeline and might extent well into the 
Spring.  

2.	 It is advisable to defend or complete the majority of your 
dissertation prior to the doctoral internship year, you will 
have much more emotional and cognitive resources focus-
ing on your postdoctoral application process. If you are fin-
ishing your dissertation during your doctoral internship 
year, make sure that your dissertation will be completed 
by the end of your postdoctoral application process.

3.	 Many postdoctoral programs will need either a verification 
that your dissertation is successfully completed, or a letter 
from your Director of Training certifying that your disser-
tation will be completed by the start of the postdoctoral 
internship. 

4.	 Many programs require a letter from your current Doc-
toral Psychology Internship Training Program indication 
that you are in a good standing. Make sure to discuss your 
standing with the Director of your Internship Program and 
ask for the letter on advance. 

5.	 Begin preparing a site list as early as possible and ask for 
letters of recommendation as early as possible, giving let-
ter writers at least a few weeks to submit a letter for you. 

6.	 Make sure you become familiar with the APPIC procedures 
and rules regarding deadlines, holds, etc. APPIC webpage 
provides with a lot of information on the postdoctoral AP-
PIC regulations.

7.	 Apply widely and strategically, in a way that will meet your 
training needs and long-term career goals.

8.	 Postdocs have different deadlines and different sets of ap-
plication requirements – some applicants found it helpful to 
have an Excel spreadsheet with all the sites’ requirements 
and deadlines. Additionally, some sites ask you to directly 
email them your application and some use an online appli-
cation site.

9.	 In addition to the standard cover letter, C.V., and three letters 
of recommendation, many sites have additional application 
requirements, make sure to complete all the requirements. 
In your letter of interest, be specific about the site’s appeal to 
you and be clear about how your interests and training will 
overlap or contribute to the services they offer. 

10.	Make sure your reference letters showcase not only your 
clinical/research achievements, but also your potential 
and aspirations; make sure your letter-writes know you 
not only as a professional but also as a person; a lot of post-
doctoral placements are not only looking for your compe-
tencies but also for your match with a site from a personal 
perspective. The question to ask yourself: What are your 
personal qualities that make you a desirable postdoctoral 
candidate? We encourage you to ask yourself similar ques-
tions about the staff and supervisors at postdoctoral sites: 
What are the qualities of the professionals that would stim-
ulate and motivate you to learn as much as possible?  What 
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types of personality styles are most compatible with yours 
in a learning environment?

Interviews

1.	 While your credentials and application might get you an 
interview, your presentation during the interview, your in-
terpersonal skills and likability might solidify the offer.

2.	 Do research the site you are interviewing with. If the site 
can provide you with the names of the faculty that will be 
interviewing you, it will help you to prepare better for the 
interview.

3.	 Interviews will differ; some do group interviews, some con-
duct a single individual interview, some sites have day-long 
interviews that include lunch and a meeting with current 
postdoctoral fellows. Be ready psychologically for these dif-
ferent configurations.

4.	 No matter who you talk to/interact at the site, remember 
that everyone you have contact with, might be asked to pro-
vide an opinion on you, including administrative staff. Be 
courteous to everyone!

5.	 Come prepared to not only answer questions but also ask 
unique but relevant questions. Try to create your own ques-
tions! As Training Directors, hearing the same standard 
questions over and over again does not help an applicant to 
stand out! 

6.	 Be ready to respond to a clinical or psychological assess-
ment vignette. You do not need to know everything, but it 
certainly helps you to showcase your metacognitive and re-
flective engagement with the material.  For example, share 
your hypotheses and how you might gather additional 
clinical information. Be brave by indicating areas you are 
unsure about, while at the same time narrating how you 
will go about obtaining those pieces missing information/ 
knowledge/skills (via research, consultation, supervision, 
etc.)

After the Interview

1.	 Do follow up with a note of appreciation for the program’s 
time and a thank you to all who participated in your inter-
views (unless a program specifically indicated to not email 
them a “thank you” note). This is an additional opportunity 
for you to thoughtfully and intentionally reflect on your ex-
perience with the program and reiterate your excitement 
and enthusiasm to contribute to the organization. Be genuine. 

2.	 After the completion of the interview process, in prepara-
tion to receive offers, it is helpful for you to create your 
“ranking”. Reflecting on the interviews and “ranking” 
programs for yourself will provide you with much needed 
clarity about your preferences. Specifically, do look at what 
each training program offers, the desirable aspects of the 
program and aspects that you might need to either negoti-
ate or obtain additional information on.

3.	 Once you receive an offer, your time frame for accepting the 
offer might be negotiable.  Since some postdoc sites have 
different notification dates, be ready to negotiate addition-
al time you might need in order to hear from other sites. 

4.	 Be reasonable and courteous however remember that AP-
PIC regulations do not allow you to “hold” more than 1 offer 
at  a time. If you receive multiple offers at the same time, 
work to resolve it as soon as you can so that you are in line 
with the APPIC regulations. APPIC’s policies are designed 
to ensure a fair and transparent selection process for all 
applicants and holding multiple offers would violate those 
principles. 

5.	 If you have received an offer but are waiting to hear from oth-
er sites, you can ask for additional time to consider the offer.

6.	 You can also inform your preferred site of the offer you re-
ceived from another site. Some sites will move their notifi-
cation date and will extend you their offer if you are their 
top choice. 

7.	 Once the offer is received, know that some sites are willing 
to provide a day/two for your decision making and some 
can allow up to a week for you to respond.

8.	 Make sure that you have all the required information about 
the site before you sign the contract. If something is un-
clear, the time to ask questions and negotiate is before you 
sign the contract! Sites anticipate that you might have ad-
ditional questions and are ready to answer them. 

9.	 Make sure you do sign a written contract. This may seem 
self-apparent but may not be automatic if you are negotiat-
ing with a site less experienced with training.

10.	Once you accepted the offer, you are expected to withdraw 
from all other offers and provide updates to the programs 
you were considering. 

11.	Lastly, it is standard practice for Postdoc programs to require 
proof of graduation before starting the postdoctoral year.

In conclusion, obtaining a desired postdoctoral position can 
create mixed emotions; the process is time-consuming and 
stressful on one hand and exciting and full of possibilities on 
the other hand. Just like any other transition in our lives, this 
decision is an important one and will contribute to your per-
sonal and professional growth. Just remember that moving 
into the postdoc “world” is yet another professional “stepping-
stone” towards professional competence and independence. 
Take your time to reflect upon and evaluate where you have 
been thus far, where you are now, and where you want to land 
professionally!  You’ve got this!   n
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