
Should I be an IR major? 
Some things to consider 
 
1. Will I enjoy IR classes? 
 

This obviously varies from person to person, but the best way to find out is to take the 
introductory core: 

 Poli 170 and 150 
 Econ 110 
 Geog 120 

If you enjoy taking those political science and economics courses, you are likely to enjoy 
much of the rest of your coursework. 

 
2. What skills will I develop in IR? 
 

IR is skills-heavy major. It requires you to acquire a diverse skill set that will be valuable 
in a wide range of careers and in your life. Key skills include: 

 Critical reading (especially in political science courses). 
 Analytical thinking (in both economics and political science). 
 Advanced statistical analysis (both majors). 
 Excellent writing (especially in political science). 
 Foreign language competency and cultural awareness. 

These skills will give you many opportunities in your future and will set you apart from 
most other university graduates. 
 
Of course, gaining all those skills takes time and dedicated effort. If you want to pursue a 
narrower course of study, other valuable international majors at BYU include Political 
Science (International Strategy and Diplomacy), Economics, Geography, History, foreign 
languages, Asian Studies, Latin American Studies, European Studies, and Middle East 
Studies-Arabic. 

 
3. Can I get a good job with an IR major? 
 

There are very few majors that lead directly to a specific type of job—e.g.. most 
Accounting majors become accountants and Nursing majors become nurses. Most other 
majors, though, are not like this—e.g., most Biology majors do not become biologists. 
 
The good news about IR is it leads to a lot of different job possibilities. The bad news is 
that it leads to a lot of different job possibilities—and that can be overwhelming. But 
because of the skills it provides, IR will make you attractive to a wide variety of different 
employers. The combination of quantitative and qualitative skills, along with foreign 
language and cultural competency, will set you apart from other students at the university 
and at other universities. The 21st century job market is about skills, and IR will prepare 
you with a broad package of important skills that you can use to market yourself to 
employers. 



At most other universities, international relations is a version of a political science major. 
At BYU, however, the IR major requires you to complete the core classes in both 
political science and economics, with nearly a minor in a foreign language. Recruiters 
who have hired IR majors in the past know this, and they think very highly of the 
training. If you are talking to someone who isn’t familiar with the IR major at BYU, you 
simply need to explain to them that IR at BYU is essentially a combination of economics 
and political science with a minor in a language. When they look at your transcript, they 
will immediately understand what you are saying. 

 
So what careers do IR majors typically end up in? 

 About a quarter go into some type of government work (State Department, 
Commerce Department, intelligence agencies, national security agencies, FBI, 
Congressional staff, etc).  

 About a quarter go to law school.  
 About a quarter go into business, finance, or consulting, working for a wide 

variety of internationally oriented firms. 
 The final quarter go to work for international organizations, non-governmental 

organizations, development agencies, nonprofits, think tanks, lobbying groups, 
and of course many other jobs with less international focus that still value the 
skills of an IR major (e.g., education, healthcare, etc.).  

 
4. How much time will the major take and how difficult will the classes be? 
 

International Relations is one of the hardest and most time-consuming majors on campus 
because it requires students to complete the core of a political science major and the core 
of an economics major and roughly three years of a foreign language. The major 
requirement of 61 to 87 credit hours is significantly longer than, for example, Political 
Science or Economics degrees that require closer to 40 hours. BYU’s IR is also 
significantly more challenging than programs with similar names at other universities. 
 
How long it takes depends on how you fulfill the language requirement. All IR majors are 
required to demonstrate substantial language competency by completing five or six 
semesters of a modern foreign language. If you come to BYU with no language 
background, you will need approximately 26 credit hours of language study. However, 
most IR majors fulfill this requirement by taking a single 300-level language course in 
their missionary language, thus reducing the hours to graduate from 87 down closer to 61. 
You can learn more about the language requirement here: 
https://kennedy.byu.edu/international-relations/language-requirement 
 
You will also find that IR classes are demanding. Political science classes will require a 
lot of reading, while also teaching you the ability to comprehend difficult readings and 
distill their essence. Economics classes require a calculus background and will use a lot 
of math to teach you how to incisively understand the world economy. The required 
method sequence—Poli 200 and then Poli 300 or Econ 378/388—involves classes with 
extremely heavy workload, but they teach valuable skills that you will be able to use for 



the rest of your life; graduating seniors routinely praise those difficult classes as among 
the best they took at BYU. 

 
5. Will I enjoy the major? 

 
It comes back to how interested and dedicated you are. IR is for over-achievers. Being 
passionate about international relations is a start, but you also have to be willing to put in 
the time and effort to master a very diverse skill set. Those skills are very valuable and 
will serve you well in future careers, but only you can decide if that is the right way for 
you to study the world. 

 
Remember also that a major is not just about classes. There are lots of other rewarding 
ways to get involved that will increase your understanding of the world. Some of the 
interesting things our majors do to enhance their studies: 

 Study abroad with a BYU program or at a foreign university. 
 Internships in Washington or overseas. 
 Participate in one of the many student clubs at the Kennedy Center. 
 Write for or help edit a student journal. 
 Work with a professor as a research assistant. 
 Attend Kennedy Center lectures by visiting diplomats, scholars, and professionals 

from all over the world. 
You can find out more about these activities here: https://kennedy.byu.edu/international-
relations/students 
 
If you have additional questions, you can get help from the Advisement Center, the career 
director, or the IR faculty coordinator: https://kennedy.byu.edu/international-
relations/students 
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