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Physics will help you  
appreciate so many things 
which affect our lives 
with answers to fascinating 
questions such as
How can we save premature babies from dying?

Can we get cheap energy from sea waves?

How can radioactive substances be used in medicine?

What makes a nano-material SMART?

Why does food feel hot but plates stay cold in a microwave oven?

How can we measure the smoothness of skin?

How do contact lenses work?

Can Radar be used to track plumes of volcanic ash?

How does a nano-engineered swim suit work?

Why are the skies blue and sunsets red?

How does CERN’s research with proton beams provide new  
treatments for cancer?

What makes glass transparent?

How can we improve the hearing of a nearly deaf person?

How does a laser allow you to download an itune?

Where can we find water in dry countries?

What is the best way of spraying crops and protecting harvests?

How do bats use echolocation for navigation?

How can we analyse the age of paint on a Renaissance painting?

Why do different materials have such different strengths?

What are the best designs for football boots?

Which technology will predict earthquakes and tsunamis best?

How can a laser correct shortsightedness?

What nanotechnology application will make a sunscreen  
more effective?

How would an understanding of ballistics help a forensic scientist?

and many, many more.

What is  
physics?
Physics is a key part of science and technology; it deals with how 
and why things behave as they do. Physics is used to solve  
problems: environmental, social, health, technological and many 
more. It’s about practical things but also involves ideas such as 
the origin of the universe and the tiniest building blocks of all 
materials.

•	Physics lies at the heart of science, engineering, technology, our 
planet and the universe itself

•	Physics involves living and non-living things

•	Physics is intriguing and challenging

•	Physics is fundamental

A knowledge and 
understanding of physics 
is necessary to….
predict the weather

understand climate change

prospect for minerals

insulate our homes

test and improve our hearing and eyesight

investigate how animals communicate

build quiet, efficient and safe vehicles

launch a rocket

create new materials

analyse pollution of air, land and water

take scans of the human body

harness energy of all kinds

solve crimes

date archaeological remains

In the words of some 
physics graduates
‘It s a very satisfying feeling to see the 
rocket on a launch pad, knowing your kit is 
about to be blasted into space ’’ 
Patrick Brown, Rocket Scientist

‘There is a lot of local wildlife in Botswana 
that enjoys chewing on the wires nosing 
around the instruments!’ 
Jessica Spratt, Geophysicist

‘ but instead of warding off evil trolls, I get 
to create the game.’ … 
John White, Computational Physicist

‘..and if any severe weather is expected,  
I will issue warnings.‘ 
Sarah O’Reilly, Meteorologist

‘My work is in gamma-ray bursts, 
tremendous explosions, which we can detect 
even to the edge of the universe.’
Lorraine Hanlon, Astronomer

‘If correct, this could be a Nobel prize 
winning discovery!‘ 
Ronan McNulty, on his work at CERN. Particle Physicist

‘Case settles for fraction of its value. 
Physics wins!’
Pat Culleton, Forensic Physicist

think physics!

Is physics 
for you?

What is 
physics?

in Ireland

‘



If you want to use your imagination, your practical ability and 
your creative flair, then physics could be for you.

If you are fascinated by the world about you and would like to 
understand more about it, or if you are thinking about a career 
in engineering, medicine, computing, the environment, space 
or technology, then physics is for you.

If you want to use that interest in the world around you to 
solve many of the Earth’s greatest problems then physics is 
definitely for you. From the search for renewable fuels to the 
use of solar power in water purification schemes in developing 
countries, physicists are working with engineers, biologists, 
chemists, governments, charities and industry to make our 
planet a safer and more sustainable place.

With a physics qualification you could choose to work in the 
open air, in a hospital, in a laboratory team, in some kind of 
engineering, in education or in many other environments.

While many physicists work in research labs particularly in 
universities, two thirds of Irish physics graduates work in 
other areas such as medical technology, computing, energy 
production or food sciences.  There is exciting work, too, 
in meteorology, photonics, w, nanotechnology, scientific 
journalism, aerospace, chemical, mechanical and civil 
engineering.

If after studying physics you move away completely from 
physics-based work, the intriguing uses of physics all around 
you will always remain of interest.  The ideas, techniques and 
ways of thinking, which you have learnt, will always help you 
understand the scientific and technological information in the 
media, which shapes our world, while, the logic and problem 
solving techniques are of use in any career.

In a 2010 IOP survey of first year physics undergraduates 72% said 
they chose their degree because of their interest in the subject, 
especially the ‘big’ areas such as astronomy and particle physics 
fields – which are leading to some of the most impressive technology 
spin-offs with rapid advances in computing, imaging, medicine and 
the environment.

In a 2010 IOP survey of the last five years of physics graduates 13% 
are earning between b40k and b50k. 

If you decide to become 
a physicist then in your 
training you will learn:
•   To design experiments
•	 To use mathematics and computers in real-life situations
•	 To observe events and ask sensible questions about them
•	 To work successfully in teams
•	 To explain your ideas to people around you
•	 To have new ideas and think up new theories

So, if you have an enquiring mind, are adaptable, enjoy challenges, 
have some mathematical ability and good powers of observation and 
if you can communicate your ideas clearly to other – then physics 
certainly is for you!

Finding out more 
Institute of Physics in Ireland, c/o School of Physics
University College Dublin, Dublin 4 +353 1 7162216

iopireland.org
physics.org
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When trying to decide what to 
study at third level, probably 
the most important question to 
ask is ‘do you like the subject?’


