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Where can a politics degree take you?
Nick Gallop
This resource looks at the career options available if you study politics at university.
In 2013, nearly 6,000 students graduated with a degree in politics from a UK university. Six months after graduating, just under half (44%) were in full-time work in the UK, with a further 11% working part-time. Nearly a fifth (19%) of those recent graduates were in further study, training or research. 
Employability skills

Much of the post-graduation employment advice for those looking to pursue a degree in politics would be just as relevant to the many other degree subjects in arts and humanities fields. In many respects, employment success depends far more on personal abilities, on communication and leadership skills and on the ability to work effectively with different kinds of people than it does on the precise subject studied at degree level.
Nevertheless, if the undergraduate years are spent balancing work towards a good honours degree with the development of both employability skills and valuable experience in relevant fields, politics graduates will be well placed to find success within a broad range of careers. While many politics graduates deviate in their employment from the political content of their degree courses, finding work in business, finance, marketing or sales, those wishing to retain a political ‘edge’ to their chosen careers may consider a number of options.

A career in ‘politics’?

In actual fact, 6 months after graduation only a small handful of former politics students actually work in a practical sense within fields closely aligned to the subject matter of their degree courses. The fortunate few might be working as parliamentary researchers for the government or for opposition parties, working alongside local or national party campaign managers or working as constituency campaigners for charities or unions.

Serving a political apprenticeship

For those aiming to build experience or develop expertise within key areas, unpaid or part-time internships are the most likely routes. Some graduates find opportunities within think tanks such as the Centre for Policy Studies, Civitas and the Institute for Public Policy Research or with charitable research units like the Institute for Government. Similar opportunities may exist within polling companies such as Populus and Ipsos MORI or market research companies like ComRes.
Postgraduate study or research

For almost a thousand politics graduates each year, postgraduate study is the favoured route after completing their degree courses. While there are no guarantees, a master’s level qualification is often seen by employers as an effective supplement to a good degree. For those who move into postgraduate study, the most popular courses are in international politics (such as MPhil degrees at Oxford University or Leicester University), in human rights (like the MSc in Human Rights at the London School of Economics) or in aspects of political history.
The civil service

Combining undergraduate success with a master’s degree and some political experience at local or national levels may well provide the best opportunity for employment within the UK civil service. With over 170 government departments and agencies employing around half a million people all over the UK, the civil service is a major source of graduate employment. 
Graduates may enter through the recruitment schemes of the individual departments, which range from the Department of Health to the Home Office, or may apply through the Fast Stream entry route, aimed at those who have excellent qualifications and skills and are likely to progress rapidly. The Civil Service Fast Stream styles itself as a ‘talent management programme’ for the next generation of civil service leaders. For details of the Fast Stream options available and qualifications required, see this pdf.

Local government

Politics graduates are also well placed to find careers in local government, within one of the many hundreds of organisations and institutions that support and sustain communities throughout the UK. Local government authorities are responsible for the provision of a vast array of services that range widely from education to libraries, from tourism promotion to waste recycling. The first port of call for graduates looking for careers in local government is the National Graduate Development Programme run by the Local Government Association.

If you can, teach

Politics is not one of the small number of ‘core curriculum’ subjects (like maths, the sciences or history), since it is only taught at sixth-form level. Consequently it is not quite as straightforward to move directly into teaching with a politics degree, unless you find a job in a sixth-form college. Some would-be politics teachers diversify into history (at master’s level) before moving into secondary school teaching — either through the government’s Teach First programme or via a conventional postgraduate certificate of education. Others find work in the independent sector, perhaps taking advantage of the new graduate teacher employment and training service offered by the Headmasters’ and Headmistresses’ Conference (HMC Teacher Training), discussed in a recent Daily Telegraph article.
Develop expertise

If you are currently considering which university course to take, anxious about balancing a meaningful and enjoyable experience with obtaining a marketable qualification, opting for a degree in politics might prove to be an effective route.
It would be fair to say that while some vocational or professional degree courses come with a natural sense of progression from university to ‘career’, the opportunities for politics graduates may appear significantly less coherent. Herein lies the opportunity. Developing relevant experience or specific expertise in an area of personal interest through internships or, for example, travel — to developing countries that are the particular focus of charities, non-governmental organisations or expanding multinational companies — may well provide precisely the sort of combination of academic credentials alongside industry experience and marketable skills that many employers are looking for.

Nick Gallop is assistant head (head of sixth form) at the Portsmouth Grammar School, where he teaches politics.
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