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Our Guide at a Glance:

•	 Politics & International Relations degrees deepen your understanding 
of the world and how power is gained, lost, and applied at all levels. 

•	 From critical thinking and communications to data analysis and policy 
development, studying Politics & International Relations will help 
you develop a wide set of skills so you can be an informed and active 
citizen, and attractive to employers.

•	 Politics and International Relations graduates typically earn above 
average salaries and can be found in every sector from financial and 
legal services, journalism, charity and in government. 

•	 There are over 100 universities in the UK that offer traditional and 
flexible degree courses including in combination with other subjects.

•	 We hope you will be encouraged to take a degree in Politics, 
International Relations, or related subjects as your next step. Feel free 
to contact us at the Political Studies Association at info@psa.ac.uk 
if you want to find out more or become a member of our scholarly 
community.

Wishing you every success in the future!

mailto:info%40psa.ac.uk?subject=
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1. Introduction 

Politics and International Relations (IR) degrees are relevant, enjoyable, and useful. In this guide 
we’ve set out a few pointers on why choosing to do a Politics or International Relations degree 
may be right for you!

Political education has never been more important than it is today. As well as being an excellent 
foundation for the world of work, studying and understanding the world through a political 
lens is vital to our democracy and ensuring the active participation of informed citizens within 
it. Understanding the world around you through studying Politics is key to being able to think 
differently and help change the world for the better through your voice and actions.  

Read on to learn more about what’s involved in the study of Politics, International Relations, and 
related subjects at university as well as the important skills and knowledge that you will gain as a 
result. With some 100 different universities right across the UK offering full-time, part-time, and 
remote-learning degrees courses involving Politics as a single or joint honours subject, we hope 
what we cover here will help you make the right choice.

Doing a degree in this discipline is also endlessly fascinating, expansive, and diverse in scope, 
and so is the Politics & IR student community! But don’t just take our word for it – hear first-
hand from some Politics & IR students, past and present, who have also shared their stories and 
experiences with you throughout this guide. 

Having a politics & IR degree will make you attractive to future employers who will value the 
many skills you have developed during your time at university, including communication, 
constructing coherent arguments, analysis and thinking creatively, and (as you will gather) a wide 
range of job opportunities will be open to you. 

As the Political Studies Association, we hope whether you are a prospective mature student or 
leaving school or college, you will choose a politics-related degree as your next step. 

Michelle Doyle Wildman & the PSA Team 
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2. �What is Politics & IR and why should you consider 
studying it?

Politics & IR is a very popular degree subject. 
As politics is everywhere and everything is 
political, those drawn to understanding and 
dealing with the most pressing and important 
questions of our world are therefore also 
drawn to studying politics and related 
disciplines. From democracy to dictatorship, 
local councils to international organisations, 
the study of politics examines how power is 
obtained, kept, lost, mobilised, divided, used, 
and abused. It asks who gains and who loses 
from these processes, how, and why, and 
examines the relationship between those with 
power and those without. 

 Politics and International Relations 
explore issues of power, governance, 
participation, decision-making, 
conflict, and cooperation across the 
globe. Students graduating in Politics 
and International Relations develop 
knowledge and high-level skills that 
equip them for success in their careers, 
as active citizens, and as people able 
to lead change that promotes political, 
social, and economic well-being.  
QAA Subject Benchmark Statement Politics & IR, 2023

 Whether we realise it or not, we are all affected by politics every 
day. Studying Politics has opened my eyes to the extent of what 
is ‘political’: the decisions made within parliaments impact jobs, 
housing, the environment, our human rights – every area of our lives. 
I think everyone should take an interest in politics, [as] summed up by 
Niven Postma’s book: ‘If You Don’t Do Politics, Politics Will Do You’.  
Rebecca, Social Policy & Politics, Edinburgh

IR or international relations (also known as international studies or international affairs) is a 
branch of political studies concerned with the interaction between countries and organisations 
on a global scale. It examines how these actors collaborate or conflict over matters such as 
trade, diplomacy, war, climate change, and human rights. The discipline looks at the political, 
economic, historical, and cultural aspects of their relationships. Politics & IR are studied in 
theory and in practice using quantitative and qualitative methods.
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Challenge yourself with a dynamic subject 
Politics & IR courses in the UK are constantly changing, and you will learn something new every 
day (see 3. below). You’ll be expected to keep up with current affairs and use the most up to 
date examples in your work. In a time of constitutional change, globalisation, and political 
uncertainty, you’ll be kept on your toes as a Politics & IR student!

Professor Stuart Wilks-Heeg, Professor of Politics at the University of Liverpool shares  
his thoughts on taking a Politics degree:
•	 First, if you’re reading this, you are presumably interested in Politics. To study a 

subject for three years or more, you ideally need to enjoy it, so being interested is a 
great start!

•	 Second, Politics matters. It affects all our lives, every day, in ways great and small. 
I can’t promise that studying Politics will enable you to change the world, but I can 
promise that you’ll end up understanding it a lot better.

•	 Third, and don’t underestimate this one, if you study Politics, your family and friends 
will always ask you to explain things to them. When there’s an election or some big 
political event, almost everyone suddenly gets at least a bit curious about Politics. 
If you can help others, make sense of it all, you’ll be contributing to the greater 
democratic good.

•	 Fourth, studying Politics qualifies you to do a lot of things in later life. Very few 
Politics graduates become politicians - rather more become journalists, civil servants, 
campaigners, regulators or, even, teachers of politics. What you learn on a Politics 
degree will be transferable to all manner of other contexts and professions.

•	 Finally, there are lots of options for studying Politics. There are over 100 universities 
where you can study Politics in the UK, and within each of those degrees you will 
be able to specialise in the aspects of Politics that inspire you most, whether that’s 
Plato’s political thought, proportional representation, or the study of war and peace 
(not the book). Whatever it is that draws you to Politics, you’ll find it somewhere in a 
degree course - and a lot more besides. 

6
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Gain invaluable transferable skills 
The skills gained by studying for a Politics & IR degree are in high 
demand. You’ll develop excellent communication, presentation, 
problem-solving and strategic skills as well as a critical approach 
to policies, research and analysis, and political, economic, and 
cultural awareness (see more in Section 4 below).

Gain an international perspective and perhaps an 
opportunity to study abroad
Politics is arguably the most international subject area. Most UK 
Politics & IR departments offer an integrated or additional year 
abroad as part of your degree. Why not try a different style of 
education whilst also gaining invaluable life experience?

Develop your professional skills & ability to collaborate
Many courses also offer the opportunity to take up short-term or year-long work placements 
to help broaden your horizons and employability (and hopefully contribute to projects with 
real-world impact).

 As an Italian growing up in Zambia and now living in the UK,I 
thought a Politics & IR degree was ideal to be more aware of the 
issues affecting all four corners of the globe. The wide range of 
modules on offer enabled me to cater to my interests – conflict 
analysis, languages and regional politics. I hope to move into a 
career in political journalism or analysis.  
Valeria, Politics & International Relations, Kent

 Without doubt, joining your 
university Politics Society will 
enhance your university experience 
and give you an opportunity to get 
to know your fellow students.  
Theo, Political Science, Birmingham and Global 
Governance & Diplomacy, Leeds

 I hope to use all the 
skills and knowledge I gain 
from my undergraduate 
degree to progress in the 
professional world. I hope 
to work in terrorism threat 
assessment and national 
security.   
Ryan, International Relations,  
The Open University

7
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3. What does a Politics & IR degree cover?

Politics is of vital importance to all of us in our daily lives. With a 24-hour news cycle and 
evolving means of communication, people around the world are facing an information overload! 
As a Politics & IR student it will be your job to critically analyse the information you’re given and 
the actions of government, nation-states, and non-state actors. 

Most full-time undergraduate politics courses are three or four years long (for example, in 
Scotland), with many universities offering optional years abroad or on a work placement that can 
be integrated into or add a year to your course length. 

Your course structure will consist, mostly, of lectures and seminars. A lecture can be between 
1-2 hours long and will usually involve a member of academic teaching staff presenting themes 
and concepts related to the topic of the week. A seminar, on the other hand, is more interactive, 
being led by a member of teaching 
staff, this is a chance to discuss 
and challenge the ideas presented 
during the lecture as well as reflect 
on the further reading you’ve 
done. University staff will also 
typically use creative teaching 
methods and contexts including 
art, film and even LEGO®!

 The study of Politics and International 
Relations is fundamentally about studying 
power, whether that’s institutions, presidents, 
parliaments or individual power relations 
between people. Being able to understand that 
and how it affects us in the everyday and how it 
impacts the distribution of resources; knowing 
about that is really important … Giving students 
that knowledge is powerful in and of itself.  
Quote from a Higher Education colleague, British Academy 
Disciplinary Analysis Report 2025
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Some universities also offer part-time and/or 
online Politics & IR courses, which provide greater 
flexibility for students balancing study with work, 
caring responsibilities, or other commitments. 
Part-time degrees typically take longer to 
complete – often double the time of a full-time 
course – but follow a similar structure and academic rigor. Online learning options allow 
students to engage with course materials, participate in discussions, and submit assignments 
remotely. These formats often include recorded lectures, virtual seminars, and digital 
resources, enabling students to study at their own pace while still receiving academic support 
and feedback.

When you’re applying to a university make sure you check out the variety of modules on offer 
and the different teaching methods. Some Politics & IR departments in the UK ask, for example, 
for students to undertake work-placements, write policy briefs, or participate in group debates 
and presentations. 

So what will you study on a Politics & IR course? 
The sheer breadth of what’s on offer in the Higher Education Politics & IR curriculum makes the 
subject stand out compared to other degrees. The modules available will differ university to 
university – do take a look at each prospectus to see how they compare and whether what you 
are interested in will be on offer.

 I chose to study Politics because I’m interested in 
what governments chose to do and not to do. This, I 
would later discover, is known as public policy.  
Dan, Politics, Exeter.

 There is so much expertise 
within the staff [at my university]. 
All lecturers/tutors are extremely 
friendly, knowledgeable, and 
passionate about their area of study. 
They’re happy to talk to students 
further outside of class.  
Rebecca, Social Policy & Politics, Edinburgh
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Typically, most courses will give you a chance to study different types of government and 
compare and contract how different political systems work. You will get a chance to explore 
political ideas including different competing ideologies and the way in which they have evolved 
over time. It is likely you will also explore global political issues - such as tackling climate change, 
poverty, and humanitarian crises and the ways in which states and governmental organisations 
interact on a global scale as well as how politics plays out for individuals. The QAA 2023 subject 
benchmark statement describes the typical course content as follows:

•	 Area studies focusing on politics and government in geographic regions and countries 
(including the UK)

•	 Colonial, postcolonial and decolonial politics

•	 Comparative politics

•	 Conflict, post-conflict, violence, international 
security, and war studies

•	 Feminism, gender studies, queer studies, and 
intersectional approaches

•	 Government, governance, public policy, and 
political institutions 

•	 International aid and development

•	 International relations theory and practice

•	 Parties, elections, and public opinion 

•	 Political concepts and ideologies 

•	 Political economy and international political economy 

•	 Political identities 

•	 Political theory and ethics 

•	 Public policy and administration 

•	 Research methods, methodologies, and approaches to political analysis 

•	 Social movement, protest, and resistance 

•	 Sustainability and environmental politics. 

 The biggest surprise (and in 
contrast to A Level) is the number 
of different political disciplines you 
can study. You have the opportunity 
at university to tailor your degree to 
what interests you most.  
Theo, Political Science, Birmingham and Global 
Governance & Diplomacy, Leeds
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4. �What transferable skills & knowledge do you gain from 
doing a Politics & IR degree?

It’s potentially a long list, and each person’s experience is unique, but you will certainly gain:

  �Communications skills: You will be able to communicate effectively through a variety  
of formats and to different audiences

  �Critical thinking skills: You will be able to evaluate the reliability of sources and use  
that knowledge to discuss and apply evidence

  �Analytical, AI, coding and data skills: You will be able to collect, interpret, apply and 
present numerical, textual and other forms of data

  �The ability to work independently and as part of a team to research and complete  
tasks and projects

  �An understanding of political ideas, power dynamics and government in different 
societies at a global and local level

  �The resources and knowledge to be an active citizen

These are all skills and knowledge vital to today’s job market and wider society.

 Few degrees offer as broad a set of vital workplace skills than Politics. My 
Politics degree provided me with the skills to research with scientific methods, 
draw clear insights and communicate effectively; the vital abilities needed 
to compete in a job market shaped by the age of data and AI. The practical 
experience of writing policy briefs also proved invaluable for job interview 
tasks across both the public and private sectors. Whatever career you pursue, 
a Politics degree equips you with the core analytical and communication skills 
that employers value most.  
Jamie, Economics & Politics, Durham and civil servant in Westminster
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5. Where can a Politics & IR degree take you?

Politics & IR graduates are in high demand. 
From careers in the civil service, governmental, think-tank and charitable organisations through 
to law, business, education, finance and not forgetting academia. The world is literally your 
oyster…

The 2025 analysis by the British Academy 
- found that Politics & IR graduates have 
a strong set of skills which make them 
popular with a range of employers and that 
they enjoy above average salaries compared 
to non-graduates and other graduates.

 I hope to work for a civil society 
organisation within the third sector where 
I can work towards influencing policy 
– whether this is a charity, an NGO, a 
thinktank, or something similar. I want to 
work towards the UK becoming a safer 
place for women, with a greater degree of 
gender equality.  
Rebecca, Social Policy & Politics, Edinburgh

Professional, scientific and technical activities

Public administration and defence – 
compulsory social security

Wholesale and rental trade –  
repair of motor vehicles and motorcycles

Administrative and support service activities

Education

Financial and insurance activities

Information and communication

Human health and social work activities

Accommodation and food service activities

0% 2% 4% 6% 8% 10% 12% 14% 16%

Years after graduation:  1 ◼     10 ◼

British Academy 2025: Industry of employment for first degree Politics & IR 
students 1 & 10 years after graduation, 2020/21



13

It will improve your career prospects if you take the opportunity while at university and in Politics 
& IR departments to develop your networks and skills, deepen your interests and specialisms, 
and to be able to demonstrate to prospective employers what you can offer.

 There are a broad range of pathways available to those with Politics related 
degrees; but it’s important to ensure you set yourself on these pathways 
as early as possible. While you are at university, begin to choose a general 
issue area, and then look for ways to pursue it – voluntary work, internships, 
traineeships, and even roles on university societies are a few good examples. If 
in doubt, ask for assistance; most universities have careers services and people 
to point you in the right direction!  
Will, Politics and International Relations, East Anglia

£45k

£40k

£35k

£30k

£25k

£20k

£15k

£10k

£5k

£0k

Years after graduation

◼ Politics &IR     ◼ All subjects

1 Year 3 Year 5 Year 10 Year

£22k £22k

£27k
£26k

£31k
£29k

£38k

£33k

British Academy 2025: Median earnings of first-degree graduates for i) 
Politics and International Relations and ii) for all subjects 1, 3, 5 and 10 years 
after graduation, 2020/21
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6. �What to consider when applying  
for Politics & IR degree courses 

Over 100 universities offer Politics & IR courses. As well as taking you through the options, 
the UCAS website also offers a useful precis of what studying a Politics degree entails, the 
skills you gain and possible careers you 
could pursue as a graduate to put what 
you have learnt into practice.

You don’t need to have studied politics 
at A level (or equivalent qualifications) to 
study Politics at university as a standalone 
degree or in combination with other 
subjects such as International Relations, 
History, or Law.

To study Politics at university you do not need any prior knowledge, but it helps to have a keen 
interest in and enthusiasm for talking about the ideas you are passionate about and open to 
exploring the key problems you think are most pressing to resolve.

Clearly, grades matter when applying to university; so why not make full use of your five choices 
and apply to courses with a range of grade requirements. This means, in a worst-case scenario, 

you have a back-up if things 
don’t quite go to plan with 
your exams. 

Your personal statement 
is your chance to tell an 
admissions tutor exactly why 
you want to study Politics 
and why you’d be a great 
addition to their department. 

 The three things I factored into my 
choice for university was research strength 
of the department, the quality of teaching 
and also its location. Thankfully, all of my 
expectations have been exceeded, and I’ve 
really enjoyed studying Politics here.  
Heather, Politics, Manchester

 There is not a second where I have regretted 
choosing to study Politics. I would encourage anyone 
interested in better understanding the world around 
them to choose this degree – especially those who are 
passionate about creating some sort of change in the 
world. The study of Politics at … university provides 
you with both the knowledge and the connections to 
pursue this.  
Rebecca, Social Policy & Politics, Edinburgh
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Talk to your referee! 
Your reference matters. Make sure your referee, whether it’s your Head of Year or subject teacher, 
knows why you want to study Politics and ask for their support on your personal statement. 

Plan, structure, and prioritise! 
Keep your statement relevant, to the point and well structured. Only include information that 
demonstrates how you’ll be a fantastic Politics & IR student. And start drafting early! 

Wishing you the very best on your onward journey.

About the Political Studies Association: 
The Political Studies Association (PSA) is the UK’s learned society for political science and the home of 
political studies more broadly. We are a charity that promotes research, teaching and study of politics and 
related disciplines. We focus particularly on supporting and developing academics within UK universities. 
We also work to advance education in government and politics as provided by schools and colleges. We are 
a membership body open to all who support our mission. 
www.psa.ac.uk

Don’t forget to join the Political Studies Association today as a PSA Student Member to 
supercharge your academic experience! Our student members receive a wide range of benefits 
which help them make the most of their studies at A Level, undergraduate, and master’s levels!

These include:
•	 Free registration for the PSA’s Annual International Conference
•	 Digital subscriptions to our journals and publications
•	 Full and free access to SAGE Knowledge, a back catalogue of hundreds of publications
•	 An exciting programme of events
•	 Access to around 50 Specialist Groups
•	 And so much more!

If you have any questions, feel free to get in touch with the Political Studies Association via 
info@psa.ac.uk

http://www.psa.ac.uk 
mailto:info%40psa.ac.uk?subject=
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