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Career Opportunities in the United Nations 

 
This document provides basic information for US law students who are interested in 

pursuing careers in the United Nations. Specifically, it provides information about two different 
gateways into the UN system – the Young Professionals Program, and the UN Volunteers 
Program. 

 
There are dozens of different UN agencies, including the UN High Commissioner for 

Refugees, the International Labor Organization, the International Criminal Court, the World 
Intellectual Property Organization, the World Trade Organization, and many more. Each 
individual organization provides information about job opportunities on its web site. If you are 
interested in a specific UN organization, please check the web site for that organization to learn 
more about career opportunities with that particular organization. 

 
Jobs for lawyers in the UN tend to be fairly competitive. If you want to work as a lawyer 

in the UN – and especially if you are interested in human rights – it is very helpful to gain some 
experience doing field work. The UN Volunteers program, in particular, will give you an 
opportunity to gain field work experience, which will enhance your credentials when you apply 
for a “real” law job later in your career. Fluency in some language other than English is also a 
big plus. 

 
1. The Young Professionals Program (YPP) 

 
a. Overview  

  
 This is the primary program for entry-level young professionals who want to pursue a 

career as an international civil servant in the UN system. Successful applicants can expect 
to receive two different assignments in different parts of the UN system during the first 
five years of service.  

 Entrance into the YPP Program is fairly competitive. Prior international work experience 
is a significant plus factor. Those who lack prior international work experience may want 
to apply to the UN Volunteers Program to gain relevant experience. 

 
b. Qualifications 

 
 Applicants must be 32 years or younger at the end of the exam year, hold a university 

degree, speak either English or French fluently, and be a national of a participating 
country. (The list of participating countries is published annually and varies from year to 
year.) 
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c. Application Process 

 
 The application process includes an on-line application form, a written examination, and 

an oral examination. 
 Information about the on-line application form is available at 

https://careers.un.org/lbw/home.aspx?viewtype=NCEA  
 The written exam is administered once each year at a limited number of locations. It is a 

fairly rigorous 4 ½ hour exam that includes a general portion and a specialized portion. 
All applicants must complete the general portion. The specialized portion tests 
knowledge relevant to the particular “job family” for which you are applying. 

 Applicants who pass the written exam are then invited to take the oral exam. 
 Those who successfully pass both the written and oral exams are admitted into the YPP 

Program. 
 

d. Compensation 
 

 Candidates admitted into the YPP program typically start at the P-2 level (although those 
with little or no prior international work experience may start at the P-1 level). 

 For information about salary and benefits provided to international civil servants, see 
https://careers.un.org/lbw/home.aspx?viewtype=SAL  
 

e. Duration of Assignments 
 

 Once admitted into the Young Professionals Program, you are effectively in a permanent 
position as a member of the international civil service. Members of the international civil 
service typically rotate into new job placements every 2-4 years. 
 

f. Subject Matter 
 

 Candidates apply for a particular “job family.” In 2012, the available job families include 
economic affairs, political affairs, and social affairs (among others). 

 Once a person is assigned to a particular job family, he or she should expect to receive 
specific job placements related to that general job family. 
 

g. Additional Information 
 

 For additional information, see https://careers.un.org/lbw/home.aspx?viewtype=NCE  
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2. The UN Volunteers Program 

 
a. Overview 

 
 The UN Volunteers program places volunteers in short-term assignments (typically six to 

12 months) in countries throughout the world. 
 Volunteers do not receive a “salary,” but they do receive significant compensation and 

benefits. (See below.)  
 

b. Qualifications 
 

 A university degree or higher technical diploma 
 At least two years of relevant work experience  

o NOTE: This may be a significant hurdle for some recent SCU law graduates. You 
may need to be creative in explaining why your prior work experience is relevant. 

 At least age 25 when taking up an assignment (there is no upper age limit) 
 Good working knowledge in at least one of the three UNV working languages: English, 

French and Spanish 
 

c. Application Process 
 

 There is no entrance exam for this program. To apply, use the on-line registration form 
available at http://www.unv.org/how-to-volunteer/register-to-be-a-un-volunteer.html  
 

d. Compensation 
 

 Settling-in-Grant calculated on the duration of assignment, which is paid at the beginning 
of the assignment; 

 Volunteer Living Allowance (VLA) (not a salary) intended to cover basic living 
expenses, which is paid each month; 

 Travel on appointment and at the end of assignment as applicable; 
 Life, health and permanent disability insurance; 
 Annual leave; 
 Resettlement allowance calculated based on the duration of assignment, which is paid 

upon satisfactory completion of the assignment. 
 

e. Duration of Assignments 
 

 The vast majority of UNV assignments are based on six to twelve month renewable 
contracts, with the expectation that the UN Volunteer will serve one year or more. 
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f. Subject Matter 

 
 Assignments through the UN Volunteers program fall into one of two broad subject 

areas: development assistance, or humanitarian and peacekeeping operations. For more 
information see http://www.unv.org/how-to-volunteer/register-to-be-a-un-
volunteer/development-assistance.html and http://www.unv.org/how-to-
volunteer/register-to-be-a-un-volunteer/humanitarian-and-peacekeeping-operations.html  

 
g. Additional Information 

 
 For additional information, visit the UNV web site at http://www.unv.org/  
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