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Abstract 

This paper sets out to evaluate the effects of parental and personal factors on college 

students’ choice of major in New York City. We specify parental influence as parents’ annual 

income, professions, and opinions about majors. We specify personal factors as personal 

interest and ability. We used survey questionnaires to collect data from college students on 

two campuses, Columbia University and the City College of New York (CCNY), which is 

part of City University of New York. The analysis of the survey results shows that parental 

income mainly affects middle-class students' major choice; parents' careers slightly affects 

students' choice of college major; parental opinion is a minor factor in college major choice; 

lower income parents’ opinions have an implicit effect on their kids’ college major choice; 

personal interest and personal ability both affect college major choice significantly. This 

study has important social implications for parents of different socioeconomic backgrounds 

to guide their kids’ choice of college major and for high schools to add more introduction and 

counseling about college. 

Keywords: college major, income, careers, parents, interest, ability, personal 
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Background & Significance 

The high school graduation rate in the US is increasing annually, reaching a record 

high of 83% in the 2014-2015 school year (the White House). At the same time, the total 

college enrollment increased by 30% from 2010 to 2015, and is projected to further increase 

by 14% from 2015 to 2026 (National Center for Education Statistics). The increasing number 

of rising college students means that more students face the problem of choosing his or her 

college major. Therefore, our study is of increasing importance to American society. 

Existing research about college major choice focused mainly on gender and racial 

differences. Lisa Dickson’s research found that women are more likely to major in 

humanities and social sciences than men, and are less likely to choose a major in engineering. 

Asian men are more likely to choose a major in Science and Engineering than white males 

(Dickson 2010). Because research about gender and racial factors are already common, we 

choose not to investigate them in our study any further.  

The effect of parental influence on students’ choice of major has not been studied 

extensively. Dr. Ma's research studied the relationship between family socioeconomic status 

(SES) and college major choice. Her research finds that students from lower SES families are 

more likely to major in fields that can generate more job opportunities and higher economic 

returns (Ma 2009). Extending her research further, we chose income as a more specific factor 

and also one indicator of SES as our variable to study its effect on students’ choice of major.  

Parental involvement is also highlighted by studies to be related with students’ choice 

of major. Dr. Ma's research concluded that domain-specific parental involvement, e.g. 

sending children to art classes, teaching children math, could lead to students’ tendency to 

choose majors related to these specific disciplines (Ma 2009). These specific domains in part 
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reflect parents’ expertise and skills in specific areas, which suggest a possible relationship 

between parents’ professions and students’ choice of major. Another study by Lulu Guo 

(2009) concluded that parents’ professions had a strong influence on children’s intelligence, 

language ability as well as cognitive development, which all have implications toward 

students’ choice of major. Hence, we consider parents’ jobs as a crucial factor in our study. 

Dr. Ma's research identified parents as “models” and “definers” who pass their values 

and attitude to their children (Ma 2007). That is to say, parents’ preference could shape 

students’ perception about majors. Therefore we include parents’ opinions in our study as a 

possible factor.  

Chen and Simpson’s research referred to personality as a major factor in determining 

student's’ major. They categorized personality into investigative, artistic, and social types to 

study their relative effects on students’ choices (Chen and Simpson 2015). Based on their 

study, we value personal preference as an important factor, and we further specify personality 

as personal interest and personal ability to build on our study.  

Our study is socially significant in that  

1) It explores the effect of parents on students’ choice of college major, which is a factor 

often neglected by other studies. In China, it is a very common phenomenon that parents are 

the ultimate ones who decide their kids’ major, not the kids themselves. Even if parents do 

not explicitly instruct, they express their preference to their kids in an implicit way, which 

could have an effect on the kids’ decision-making. This study aims to examine the situation 

in the context of America to verify the relationship. 

2) It compares results from two campuses to study the effect of parents’ income in depth.  

3) It compares the effect of personal factors and parental factors, which is a uniquely different 

perspective from other research.  
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Design (Data & Method) 

SURVEY DESIGN 

The independent variables in our study are family income, parents' professions, 

parents' opinions, personal interest, and personal ability. The dependent variable is students' 

choice of college major. 

The indicators of parental income are parental annual income and whether students 

avoiding choosing certain majors because of financial conditions. The indicators of parents' 

professions are how much students know about their parents' careers and the degree to which 

parents' professions affect students’ choice of major. The indicators of parents' opinions are 

parents' preference for some specific major and whether they have given advice for their 

kids’ major choice. The indicators of personal interest are students’ favorite subjects in high 

school, the degree to which they like their current major, and the major they would choose if 

they could solely follow their own interest. The indicator of personal ability is students’ best 

subjects in high school. 

SURVEY PROCESS 

We chose two different campuses, Columbia University and CCNY, to distribute our 

survey because we wanted to obtain a sample from a diverse economic background and from 

a public school and a private school. We sent out a total of forty-two surveys and retrieved 

thirty-nine completed surveys. The response rate was about 92.3%.  

ANALYTICAL STRATEGY 

We constructed scatter plots, bar graphs, two-way tables and pie charts. Pearson 

product-moment correlation coefficient and p-values were calculated to measure the 

correlation between variables.  



  6 
 

 

Analysis & Results 

Variable 1: Parental Income 

1) Parental income & Whether or not avoiding certain majors because of family financial 

condition 

 

 

 

Table 1(0=No, 1=Yes) 
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     Figure 1 

[Analysis] 

● 76.3% of all the respondents responded "no" to the question "would you avoid certain 

majors because of your family financial status". 
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● 0 students among high income (>$250,000) and low income (<$25,000) class 

responded "yes" to the question "would you avoid choosing certain majors because of 

your family financial status". 

● 8 out of 9 of the students who responded "yes" are in the $25,000-$100,000 annual 

income range (middle class). 

● The number of students who responded "yes" is approximately normally distributed 

through the income range of $25,000-$250,000. 

[Conclusion] 

● Most students would not avoid certain majors because of family financial status. 

● Parental income mainly affects students in the middle class . As a student’s family 1

approaches middle class, the chances of avoiding choosing certain majors increases. 

[Discussion] 

Most respondents in the income range of <$50,000 are from the City College of New 

York, where the majority of students are from lower class families. In an environment 

comprised of students from identical social backgrounds, they tend not to feel very 

financially inferior to others and thus will follow their interest in choosing a college major. 

Most respondents in the income range of $50,000-$250,000 (middle class) and high 

income range ( >$250,000) are from Columbia University, where the student body is more 

socially diverse. Comparison exists between students of different socioeconomic 

backgrounds. The middle-class students tend to feel financially inferior compared to the 

wealthier students. Therefore, they would consider family financial condition more when 

choosing a college major.  

2) Parental income & Parental opinion 

1 According to the US Census Bureau (2015), 51% of the American adults lived in middle-income 
households, which ranges approximately from 25,000 to 99,999 dollars annually.  
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   Figure 2 

[Analysis] 

● In lower income range (<$50,000), 10 out of 13 respondents received advice 

from their parents when choosing a major.  

● In higher income range (>$50,000), 9 out of 24 respondents received advice 

from their parents when choosing a major. 

[Conclusion] 

● In lower income range (<$50,000), the number of students who received 

advice from their parents outweighs the number of those who did not 

● In higher income range (>$50,000), the number of students who did not 

receive advice from their parents outweighs those who did. 

[Discussion] 

One possible reason is that lower class parents expect their kids to achieve 

upward social mobility. They do not have the economic ability to allow their kids to 
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pursue a career that is financially uncertain. Therefore they express their preference 

for lucrative majors more often than higher income parents. 

3) Parental income & Contentment of current major 

 

Correlations  

 

Family 

income 

content 

about major 

 

Family income Pearson 

Correlation 
1 .546** 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 

N 38 38 

content about 

major 

Pearson 

Correlation 
.546** 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000  

N 38 39 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

Table 2 

[Analysis] 

The correlation coefficient between parental income and students’ degree of content 

about their major is 0.546. This correlation is statistically significant to the 0.01 level. 
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[Conclusion] 

There is a positive, relatively strong correlation between parental income level and 

students’ contentment with their majors. The higher income range students are in, the more 

contentment they report about their major. Incorporating this finding with findings from 

Table 1 and Figure 1, we conclude that even though students from both the lowest and 

highest income ranges are unlikely to avoid choosing certain majors due to financial reasons, 

there appears to be a statistically significant difference in their degree of contentment with 

their major.  

[Discussion] 

The conclusion suggests that students from higher-income families have more 

freedom in pursuing their interest because their families have more ability to afford the costs 

of further education or uncertain, riskier jobs. By contrast, students from lower-income 

families bear the family burden of social mobility and tend to choose majors that guarantee 

more stable jobs in the future.  

This finding does not contradict with the findings from table 1 and figure 1 because 

both the lower-income students and higher-income students choose their major based on 

personal interest, but they form their interest in different ways. Lower income students 

generally have less knowledge about the education system, so their opinions about college 

major are easily affected by their parents’ opinions and advice. Their parents’ opinions shape 

what they perceive as “ideal” majors.  This echoes the previous findings from Figure 2. 

However, as they enter college, they realize that the major they choose does not meet their 

expectation. This explains why lower-income students reported lower degree of content about 

their major. In contrast, students from higher-income families have more exposure to 

knowledge about the education system and, in particular, college majors. Their family’s 



  12 
 

socioeconomic status helps them make a more informed decision that matches their interest 

with a prospective major.  

 

Variable 2: Parental careers 

Knowledge of parents' careers & Impact of parents' careers on major choice 

Figure 4 
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Correlations  

 

Knowledge 

about 

Parents’ 

Careers 

The 

Effect of 

Parents’ 

Career 

on Major 

 

Knowledge 

about 

Parents’ 

Careers 

Pearson 

Correlation 
1 .412* 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .010` 

N 38 38 

The Effect of 

Parents’ 

Career on 

Major 

Pearson 

Correlation 
.412* 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .010  

N 38 39 

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

        Table 4 

 

[Analysis] 

● No student responded "1 (very little)" to the question "how much do you know about 

your parents' careers". 
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● All the students who responded "2" to the question "how much do you know about 

your parents' careers" responded "1" or "2" to the question "to what degree has your 

parents' careers affected your choice of major". 

● 14.3% of the students who responded "4" or "5" to the question "how much do you 

know about your parents'' careers responded "4" or "5" to the question "to what 

degree has your parents' careers affected your choice of major". 

● The correlation between knowledge about parents’ careers and the effect of careers on 

choice of major is 0.412. The p-value is statistically significant on the 0.01 level.  

[Conclusion] 

● The correlation between knowledge about parents' careers and the impact of parents' 

careers on major choice is positive but moderate.  

● The effect of parents' careers on students' major choice is slightly skewed to the left.  

○ Students who have less knowledge about their parents' careers tend not to be 

affected by their parents' careers when choosing college majors.  

○ Students who have more knowledge about their parents' careers tend to be 

slightly more affected by their parents' careers. 

[Discussion] 

[Possible reason 1]: The reason that students know little about their parents’ careers 

is that they have very little interest about their parents’ jobs, and they probably will not 

choose a major that they have no interest on.  

[Possible reason 2]: Once a student becomes interested in his/her parent's career 

(which is a potential cause of college major), he/she will dig into the career and do more 

research about it. The more he/she knows about the career, the more he/she is interested and 

wants to choose this field as a college major. 
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[Possible reason 3]: Once a parent wants his/her child to take the same career as 

them, he/she would tell more about the career to the child. Affected by the parent's opinions, 

the child would tend to choose that field as his/her college major. 

 

Variable 3: Parental Opinion 

Parental preference for certain majors & Parental preference's impact on major choice
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Correlations  

 
Parents’ 

Preference 

Effect of 

Parents’ 

Preference 

 

Parents’ 

Preference 

Pearson 

Correlation 
1 .368* 

Sig. 

(2-tailed) 
 .021 

N 39 39 

Effect of 

Parents’ 

Preference 

Pearson 

Correlation 
.368* 1 

Sig. 

(2-tailed) 
.021  

N 39 39 

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

  

[Analysis] 

● In any degree of preference / influence, there's a different situation.  

● The correlation coefficient between parents’ degree of preference for majors and the 

effect of parental preference on students’ final choice of major is 0.368. The p-value 

proves statistically significance in the 0.02 level.   

● Among all the respondents, parental preference is evenly distributed over the scale of 

1-5. 

● 69.24% of the respondents chose 1 or 2 for the influence of parental preference, and 

half of the 4 or 5 degree of parental preference is among 1 or 2 degree of effect. This 
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means most of the respondents are hardly affected by parental preference regardless 

of the degree of parental preference. 

● Only 12.86% of the respondents chose "4" or "5" for the degree of effect of parental 

preference, and among these students, the degree of parental preference is basically 

equally distributed over 1-5, so the high effect of parental influence is not necessarily 

related to the high degree of parental preference.  

[Conclusion] 

Statistical analysis shows a significant, positive but moderate relationship between 

parental preference and impact of parental preference. But with the analysis above, we find 

that parental preference is a minor factor. 

 

Variable 4: Personal Interest 

1) Difference: Favorite subject in high school & College major  

0: Favorite subject in high school is strongly related to college major (e.g. 

Math---Applied Math) 

1: Favorite subject in high school is partly related to college major / favorite subject in 

high school is the fundamental skill for college major (History---Anthropology) 

2: Favorite subject in high school is unrelated to college major 

(English---Neuroscience) 

 

        Table 7 
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[Analysis] 

The biggest portion of relativeness is “partly related”. The smallest portion of 

relativeness is “unrelated”. 

[Conclusion] 

More students prefer to choose college majors that are somewhat related to 

their favorite subject in high school. It is uncommon for students to prefer to choose 

college majors that are unrelated to their favorite subject in high school. In fact, most 

students chose their college major basically based on their high school interests. 

2) Difference: College major & Major based solely on interest 

0: Would not change major 

1: Would change major 
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   Table 8 

 

[Analysis] 

65.79％ of the resondents would not change their major if they had a chance 

to solely follow their interest.  

[Conclusion] 

The majority of the students' choice of college major is affected more by 

personal interest than parental or other potential external influence. 

Variable 5:  Personal Ability 

1) Difference: Best subject in high school & College major 

0: Best subject in high school is strongly related to college major 
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1: Best subject in high school is partly related to college major 

2: Best sucject in high school is unrelated to college major 

 

  

 

 

 

[Analysis] 

46.15% of the students chose a college major that is partly related to the subject they 

did best at in high school. 30.77% of the students chose a major that is strongly related to the 

subject they did best at in high school. A total of 76.92% of the students chose their major 

that has a positive relationship with their best subject in high school.  
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[Conclusion] 

The majority of students chose their major based on academic ability in specific 

subjects. Personal ability is an important factor in students’ choice of major.  

6: Comparison By Campus 

1) Parental annual income 

■ Columbia University 

 

■ The City College of New York 
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[Analysis] 

● 0 respondents in Columbia University reported < $25,000 parental annual income, 

while the biggest portion of respondents in CCNY reported < $25,000. 

● 0 respondents in CCNY reported > $250,000 parental annual income, while the 

biggest portion of respondents in Columbia University reported > $250,000. 

● 47.624% of all the respondents in Columbia University are middle-class (most of the 

rest of the students are better off than middle class), while 64.7% of all the 

respondents in CCNY are middle-class (the rest of the students are worse off than 

middle class).  

[Conclusion] 

On the whole, students in Columbia University are wealthier than students in CCNY. 

2) Whether or not change major if solely follow personal interest 

● Columbia University 
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● The City College of New York 
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[Conclusion] 

The percentage of students who would change their major if they had to solely follow 

their interest is much higher in CCNY than in Columbia University. This implies that more 

students in CCNY do not choose their major based on their interest. 

[Discussion] 

Columbia students are much wealthier than CUNY students. Better financial 

condition allows Columbia students to choose their major based on their interest.  

 

Conclusion and Implications 

In conclusion, parents mainly influence lower-class and middle-class students. 

Lower-class students received the most advice from their parents and reported the least 

degree of content about their major. Middle class students reported that they would avoid 

choosing certain majors due to family financial conditions; parents' careers slightly affects 
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students' choice of college major; parental opinion is a minor factor in college major choice; 

personal interest and personal ability both affect college major choice significantly. Based on 

these findings, we suggest that lower-class parents interfere less with their kids’ choice of 

major by expressing less about their preference. High schools should have more introduction 

and counseling classes about college major so that students, especially low-income students 

could have more knowledge about college and later make more informed decisions about 

college majors.  

 

Discussion 

Problems and limitations do exist in our research. 

First, due to the limit of time (one week), it was difficult to obtain samples from a 

large number of colleges. We distributed our survey in only two campuses. This could 

weaken the representativeness of our sample. For future study, we can expand the period of 

project to obtain a larger sample size. We can also include all colleges in NYC to compare 

the results. In addition, we only sent out 42 survey questionnaires and 39 people responded. 

The limited number of respondents might lead to a biased sample and the overall trend could 

not be seen clearly, which makes it hard to generalize our results to a larger population. 

Future researchers could attempt to replicate our finding in other parts of the world.  

Second, we only included thirteen questions in our survey. The limited number of 

questions made us unable to understand individuals’ life experiences completely. Questions 

like “To what degree has your parents' careers affected your choice of major?” also could not 

provide specific information for us because they only asked about the degree of influence, but 

did not investigate in detail about the influence. For future study, we could add more 
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follow-up questions or open questions to study the specific influence and to deduct the cause 

of the phenomenon.  

Thirdly, the framing of our survey questions could lead to biased answers. For 

example, the question “to what degree has your parents’ preference/advice affected your final 

choice of major?” could lead to respondents consider about parental influence as a crucial 

factor and magnify its effect, which could deviate from reality.  

Fourthly, we were unable to capture the process of respondents’ major selection. We 

were only able to capture the end results and use self-reported data to analyze the result. For 

example, the question “if you have already chosen a major, to what degree do you like your 

current major?” could result in respondents scoring 1 (very little) to the question not because 

they unwillingly chose a major that did not match their interest in the first place, but because 

they found their major far from what they expected after choosing the major and taking 

classes. In these cases, the result did not reflect the aim of our study--the effect of personal 

interest. These questions partly invalidate our data. For future study, we could rephrase our 

questions in a way that more precisely measure our variables.  
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*Appendix : Survey questionnaire 

 

Educational Survey, Social Sciences Summer Program 

1. What grade are you in in college?  

▢ Freshman ▢ Sophomore ▢ Junior ▢ Senior  

2. What was your favorite subject in high school? 

▢ Math ▢ History ▢ English ▢ Science 

▢ Foreign Language ▢ Art ▢ Music ▢ Other ________ 

3. What was your best subject in high school? 

▢ Math ▢ History ▢ English ▢ Science 

▢ Foreign Language ▢ Art ▢ Music ▢ Other ________ 

4. What's your major / intended major? 

 ___________________ 

5. What's your family’s annual income range?  

 ▢ Under $25,000  ▢ $25,000-$50,000   ▢ $50,000-$75,000  

▢ $75,000-$100,000  ▢ $100,000-$250,000   ▢ Over $250,000 

6. Would you avoid choosing certain majors because of your family’s financial 

conditions?  

▢ Yes      ▢ No  
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7. On a scale of 1 to 5 (1= very little, and 5= very much) how much do you know 

about your parents' careers? 

▢ 1    ▢ 2    ▢ 3    ▢ 4    ▢ 5 

8. To what degree has your parents' careers affected your choice of major? 

▢ 1    ▢ 2    ▢ 3    ▢ 4    ▢ 5 

9. To what degree have your parents shown preference for any specific major for you?  

▢ 1     ▢ 2    ▢ 3    ▢ 4    ▢ 5 

10. Have your parents advised/recommended/directed your major choice?  

 ▢ Yes ▢ No 

11. To what degree has your parents' preference/advice affected your final choice of 

major?  

▢ 1    ▢ 2    ▢ 3    ▢ 4    ▢ 5 

12. If you have already chosen a major, to what degree do you like your current 

major?  

▢ 1    ▢ 2    ▢ 3    ▢ 4    ▢ 5 

13. If you had to pick a major based solely on interest, what major would you have 

picked / what major would you pick?  

_____________ 

 

Thanks for participating!  
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