DOREEN KUM

Doreen Kum has recently submitted her doctoral dissertation in the department of Marketing at the NUS Business School. Doreen is a graduate of NUS. She obtained her BBA (Honours) in 1994, and worked for Singapore Telecommunications (Singtel) for about four years. She returned to NUS for her doctoral studies in 1998. She has been appointed as a teaching assistant in 2001. Prior to that, she has worked extensively in the faculty as a tutor. Doreen has authored or co-authored articles in several international journals. Her research interests include brand personality, brand extensions, categorization, and brand loyalty. In the following interview conducted by Pradeep Kumar and Rao Kowtha, she shares her experiences with us. 
Pradeep: Hi Doreen! Thank you for giving us your time. 

Doreen:  No problem. Take a seat!

Pradeep: All right! Let us begin with you as is customary. Tell us a bit about yourself.

Doreen:  Well, you know me! I am Doreen Kum. I did my BBA Honours in marketing here, and then I went on to work for Singtel. And then I came back to do my PhD.

Pradeep:  Singtel is one of the better-known organizations. Why did you choose to leave that for a PhD?

Doreen:  I was working for 4 years before I came here. Inasmuch as I enjoyed that kind of work, I love research and teaching.

Pradeep: Could you tell us more about your work experience before you came here?

Doreen:  My first job was in Singtel. I started as a management trainee after my honors. Then I joined their sales division I was in charge of international telephone services which was the biggest revenue grosser for them. I was in charge of the sales team when I left.

Pradeep: You have taken an Honours degree that requires a thesis. So, is your doctoral work related to that research?

Doreen:  No, my doctoral dissertation investigates brand-related issues, and it has no relation to my Honours thesis. 

Pradeep: Do you feel that a doctoral program will give you more time to spend with your family and other things?

Doreen:  No, No! It is a misconception to say PhD will give you more time. But it definitely allows me the flexibility of doing some of my work at home. I work mostly from home, at least before I took on the new contract as a Teaching Assistant.

Pradeep:  Where are you now in the program?

Doreen:  I am in my 4th year. I have finished my course work.

Pradeep: How was the transition from work to the doctoral program?

Doreen:  The only difference is that I had to spend time outside when I was working, whereas in PhD I can work from home. With lot of things online work could be done from home.

Pradeep: How hectic or pressurized is the doctoral program? 

Doreen:  Let us see! I will tell you in the sequence of years. First year- especially the first term- is pretty difficult as you do a lot of course work.  You will be rushing from projects to exams…lots of seminars…because of the small size everyone needs to be prepared and participate in the discussions for you to take away from the class. You will be busy working on papers with your supervisors also at times. After the 2nd year the course work is less but I had to take courses from other faculties like psychology.

Pradeep: What is needed to succeed in this program? Is work experience a must for a doctoral student?

Doreen:  No, it is not. Mainly, your interest in research is the key factor. I personally think that you should have good language skills and some economics background.

Rao: Doreen, how would you describe the research process from your experience? What does it take to be a good researcher, in your view?

Doreen:  To be a good researcher, in addition to good training, one should be analytical, possess good writing skills, be self-motivated and very disciplined, …and have good intuition. She must be willing to read widely. I also think a sound understanding of methodological and theoretical issues is essential.

When I joined this program in 1998, there was no structured coursework.  I had to do a lot of the technical learning through hands-on experience by writing papers or providing research assistance to professors in the department. It is a good experience but the biggest hurdle is you don't know "what you don't know". But these days, students go through more rigorous curriculum that should get them in good shape for independent work.

Pradeep: What’s your thesis about?

Doreen:  It's on brand personalities-the personality of the product. I do three studies for my thesis. In study 1, I investigate the effects of product utilitarianism and symbolism on the way consumers draw inferences about a product’s brand personality. In study 2, I examine the different images conveyed by the dimensions of brand personality. Study 3 is an experiment that tests the extendibility of the dimensions of brand personality.

Rao: How important are the supervisor and the committee to you? What role do they play in your case?

Doreen:  In my experience, supervisors are very important. My supervisor and committee members were my sources of information and guidance. It is extremely important to find a supervisor who is well versed with your research topic, and is herself a strong researcher. Committee members are also important because they will give you alternative views, and perhaps raise questions/perspectives that you and your supervisor may not have thought of.

Rao: I am asking out of curiosity. Do you think that we (NUS faculty members) in general friendly and helpful? Do you feel at home as a student? 

Doreen:  Faculty members here are generally friendly and helpful. Personally, I never had problems mingling with them. We sometimes have lunch together. Even when I had to look for thesis committee members, or sometimes get help from faculty members outside of my committee, they were always helpful.
Pradeep: What do you take way from this program?

Doreen:  It taught me lot of research skills. I wrote a number of papers to submit to journals. You learn a lot along the way.

Pradeep: Do you intend to be an academic after your PhD?

Doreen:  Yes, my idea is to remain in academia, and continue to do research and teach

Pradeep: Do you think a PhD from NUS is valuable? How easy is it land in a job after the PhD?

Doreen:  It's highly regarded in Asia. If you have work experience, it's perhaps easier to get in to consulting or private firms. In Singapore there are very few Universities. So, one should not be fixated on a teaching job in Singapore.

Pradeep: Thank you for your time. Before we conclude, would you like to say a few words of advice to the prospective student?

Doreen:  Do a PhD only if you are committed to or interested in a research-related profession. I think the students should be clear (as to) why they want to do this (PhD). It is a significant investment of your time. 

The good thing is you do what you like - you research the topic you like. It is good for people who are self-disciplined and self-starters. The resources are very good at NUS -like the library here is very good and well stocked...lot of databases for doing research. So it actually depends on the individual to take the maximum from the program.
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