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Abstract: Major selection is an important decision faced by all university freshmen. The topic has been studied 
thoroughly in individualistic cultures, particularly the US and Europe. The topic has not been as intensely investigated in 

the Middle East, an area influenced heavily by Islamic collectivist culture. Because of digital media and globalization, the 
Middle East is shifting toward individualism. Given this, we used a sample of male students at a science and engineering 
university to explore mechanisms that drive major selection in Saudi Arabia. A multinomial logistic analysis shows that 

family and high school teachers are important factors in their decision making process. Ease of study is also a factor 
considered when choosing a major.  
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INTRODUCTION 

After admission college students face the decision 

of major selection, which affects the remainder of their 

college experience, and has long-term, post-graduation 

consequences. At the time of major selection, college 

students are susceptible to pressure, ideas, and values 

that alter the way they think, act, and perceive 

experiences and opportunities. Therefore, in the major 

selection process, many factors may influence their 

decision making, including family influence, peer 

influence, and social influence. These influences are 

deeply explored in American and European 

societies(Kumar and Kumar 2013; Chen, Jones, and 

McIntyre 2005; Lobb, Shah, and Kolassa 2004; Beggs, 

Bantham, and Taylor 2008; Calkins and Welki 2006), 

but rarely in the Middle East. The Middle East differs 

significantly from western societies in terms of culture 

and value systems. The findings from US and Europe 

may not be applicable to Islamic societies which are 

commonly defined as collectivistic in nature (Jiang, 

Garris, and Bendania 2010). Saudi Arabia, the cradle 

of Islam, has been experiencing a decades-long 

economic boom after the discovery of oil in the 1930s. 

Education in Saudi Arabia has developed dramatically 

since then. Twenty-one government universities and 24 

private universities are located across the provinces of 

the Kingdom (Saudi Ministry of Higher Education 

2014). These universities provide all kinds of programs 

which receive different popularities. So far only a very 

small body of studies (Almandil and Alkhathlan 1990;  
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Aldosary and Assaf 1996) have explored factors which 

play an important role in Saudi students’ selection of 

their college major in the 1990s. Saudi society has 

experienced considerable change since that time. 

Globalization, industrialization, and digital mass media, 

such as internet, are reshaping Saudi society. The 

findings from the 1990s may not be applicable to Saudi 

college students in 21
st
 century. Therefore, it is worth 

revisiting the topic after 20 years of change. Another 

reason why the study is important to the field because 

the author used multinomial logistic regression instead 

of linear regression to revisit the topic giving readers a 

detailed comparison among majors. This study helps 

understand what determines Saudi male students' 

selection of their college major in the globalized 21
st
 

century. Female college students are not covered in 

the study because of sex segregation in Saudi Arabia 

and the impossibility of data collection. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Scholars from various fields have shown interest in 

the selection of college majors. Their empirical 

approaches and emphases on specific academic fields 

vary (Beggs, Bantham, and Taylor 2008; Malgwi, 

Howe, and Burnaby 2005; Walstrom et al. 2008). 

Across these approaches, many factors have been 

identified which impact students’ major selection (Noël, 

Michaels, and Levas 2003; Cho, Jones, and Olsen 

2008; Ko et al. 2007; Pritchard, Potter, and Saccucci 

2004; Leppel, Williams, and Waldauer 2001; Kim, 

Markham, and Cangelosi 2002). These factors center 

on job, family, peer, media, and area of study. 

However, impacts of such factors on student’s decision 

are moderated by dominant culture in the society.  
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Societies can be divided into individualist and 

collectivist in terms of cultural dimension (Desai 2006). 

Individualists like to draw sharp boundaries between 

people seeing each person as a complete unit. It holds 

that individual is sovereign, an end in himself. In 

individualist societies such as Europe and North 

America, affluence, autonomy, independence, 

individual uniqueness, and self-determination are 

emphasized and valued (Skillman 1999). Social status 

is also awarded to personal accomplishments which 

make an individual standing out and distinct. Thus, 

people always feel there is a need to assert and 

express the self. Personal experiences such as 

accomplishments, challenges, career, and relationships 

with other people are of great significance to one’s 

identity (Markus and Kitayama 1991). Such a culture 

tend to result in a strong sense of competition for it 

emphasizes personal achievement regardless of the 

expense of group goals.  

Collectivist cultures, conversely, emphasizes 

embeddedness of individuals in a larger group and 

expect people to identify with and work well in groups 

which protect them in exchange for loyalty and 

compliance. Their identity is mainly based on their roles 

and experiences within the group context. Muslim and 

Asian societies are noted for collectivist culture. They 

value family cohesion, cooperation, solidarity, and 

conformity and focus on what people have in common 

(Skillman 1999). People in collectivistic societies tend 

to make more references to others, emphasize group 

goals, and meet the expectations of the group (Desai 

2006). In extreme situations, one may need to sacrifice 

his values and goals for the group’s “greater good” 

although inevitably there is usually one person who 

actually makes the decision that is presented to the 

"community" as the greater good. Decisions by 

authority figures in collectivist cultures are likely to be 

obeyed with less questioning than in typical 

individualistic cultures.  

Islam is a typical collectivist culture that stresses the 

importance of working for the collective good, taking 

care of others and maintaining unity in the face of 

opposition or threat. It encourages betterment of 

society and harmony in the community and 

discourages social freedom which gives individuals 

carte blanche to achieve their objectives at the 

expense of the larger community. Within the ummah 

(Muslim community), family is the fundamental building 

block and social hub with ties of kinship valued. Social 

hierarchies based on gender, birth order, and/or age 

are followed and respected. For instance, family elders 

often have roles of authority with responsibility, and 

therefore have a final say on various things of younger 

generation such as the school they attend, whom they 

marry, or where they work. Such a traditional culture 

works as a mechanism of moderation between their 

own interests and decision. 

Family has always been considered to be a 

significant factor on social development (Bandura 

1977). University freshmen do not yet seem to be 

independent from their parents psychologically. 

According to identity theory (Marcia 1966; Petitpas 

1978), college students’ commitment is given or 

handed down by their parents because they like to 

identify with their parents at the identity foreclosure 

stage. Therefore, the support and suggestions of one's 

father or mother are crucial in their decision of major 

selection(Chung, Loeb, and Gonzo 1996; Newell, Titus, 

and West 1996). Fitzpatrick and Silverman (1989) 

investigate whether certain background and 

motivational differences noted in the research of the 

70s would remain in the 80s with a sample of three 

groups of high achieving female college students who 

were majoring in engineering, science, humanities, and 

social sciences. Differences were found only in sources 

of parental support and work characteristics (job 

availability and salary). Pearson and Dellman-Jenkins 

(1997) also discover significant group differences in 

major selection because of parental encouragement 

and other family structure variables, such as working 

status of mother and/or stepmother, residential status 

of father and/or stepfather. However, in an Islamic 

environment which stresses family and community, 

parental influence is not found to be a consistently 

strong predictor of students’ major selection. In both 

the studies of Almandil and Alkhathlan (1990) and 

Aldosary and Assaf (1996), parental influence is not 

verified to be an important factor in the process of 

major selection. However, Al-Rfou (2013) finds that 

parents have a significant influence on the selection of 

college major, in addition to the influence of siblings 

and friends. A related study of Malaysian secondary 

school students reveals that parents, mothers in 

particular, are more influential in their career choice 

than peer influence (Hashim and Embong 2015).  

There is a large body of literature that documents 

the importance of peer influence on adolescent 

choices. Peer influence, as a socialization process, 

motivates exchange of information, imitation or role 

modeling, and is reinforced by norms (Hallinan and 

Williams 1990). It has been demonstrated that the peer 

group has a significant effect on students’ beliefs and 
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behaviors in school, as well as on academic 

achievement (Walker 2006; Coleman et al. 1966). 

Besides academic achievement, peers also influence 

several other educational outcomes, such as 

enrollment in college(Fletcher 2013), choice of college 

major (Lyle 2007), and choosing to join a fraternity 

(Sacerdote 2000).Hashim and Embong (2015) discover 

that Malaysian Muslim students choose commerce 

majors because of friends, and female students are 

more influenced by their peers than male students. 

Among Saudi students, peer influence is not found to 

be a significant predictor of their major selection 

(Aldosary and Assaf 1996). 

Occupations, colleges, majors, and programs are 

discussed, compared, and analyzed in newspapers, 

radio, magazine, and the Internet. Younger generations 

are exposed to mass media more than older 

generations(Ahuja 2013; Miller 2014). It is, therefore, 

understandable that media have tremendous impacts 

on the behavior and minds of youth (McLeod 2000). 

Crampton, Walstrom, and Schambach (2006) find that 

the Internet, newspapers, and TV are rated as the top 

information sources which influence the choice of 

college major. Sometimes media have no direct 

information on college majors, but figures in TV drama 

and movies create an image of particular occupation 

and major which influences college students’ major 

selection later (Cho, Jones, and Olsen 2008). In 

contrast to American or European societies, Al-Rfou 

(2013) finds that media is among the least influential 

factors on the selection of college majors in Jordan, 

even though Jordanian Muslim students are exposed to 

considerable media influences.  

In students' eyes, their teachers are more 

experienced regarding college majors and have more 

insights about occupations. Teacher influence has 

been shown to be widespread among American 

accounting students (Violette and Chene 2012). From 

African American students sampled from a mid-west 

university, John-Charles and Walstrom (2000) discover 

that teacher influence on major selection is stronger 

than other factors. Kumar and Kumar (2013) suggest 

that such influence may not be enormously strong, but 

does have impact on students’ major selection. 

Different from the findings from American data, high 

school teachers in Jordan have limited influence on 

students’ major selection(Al-Rfou 2013). A similar 

result is found for students in Saudi Arabia (Almandil 

and Alkhathlan 1990; Aldosary and Assaf 1996). 

Job characteristics, such as job availability, the 

social image of an occupation, and earning potential, 

are always concerns of students while selecting their 

majors. Following the logic of expectancy theory(Vroom 

1964), many scholars (Brooks and Betz 1990; Kumar 

and Kumar 2013) predict that college students’ 

occupational preferences and occupational choices rely 

on students' evaluation of the desirability of various 

career-related outcomes and the ability of different 

careers to provide those outcomes. The most 

commonly desired outcome, monetary rewards, 

significantly predicts major selection in many studies, 

regardless of whether considering long-term or short-

term earning (Simons, Lowe, and Stout 2003; Mauldin, 

Crain, and Mounce 2000; Lobb, Shah, and Kolassa 

2004). Chen, Jones and Mclntyre (2005) also show that 

accounting and non-accounting majors did not differ 

significantly on the level of importance placed on long-

term earnings. Besides pecuniary rewards, the social 

prestige of an occupation — a factor embedded in 

culture — is valued significantly in students’ major 

selection (Zhan 2013; Lobb, Shah, and Kolassa 2004). 

Students choose majors for the potential for a well-paid 

and respectable job not only in Western societies, but 

also in the Middle East. Both Aldosary and Assaf 

(1996) and Al-Rfou (2013) find that future earning, 

career options, occupational prestige and type of work 

are the most important factors that affect the selection 

of college majors among Arab students. Job stability is 

another factor that influences major selection in various 

societies (Cho, Jones, and Olsen 2008; Crampton, 

Walstrom, and Schambach 2006; Simons, Lowe, and 

Stout 2003; Mauldin, Crain, and Mounce 2000; 

Sugahara, Boland, and Cilloni 2008; Aldosary and 

Assaf 1996). A typical example is the drastic decline in 

enrolled accounting students because of spurring 

concern about the future of the profession in US in 

1990s (Albrecht and Sack 2000). 

Student's immediate goal is to complete their 

studies, graduate and earn a degree. As a result, 

understanding their own academic ability plays a role in 

their choice of major. Students are more likely to 

choose a major that they think can be successfully 

completed. Salawu and Bagudo (2008) report a strong 

positive relationship between students' self-concept 

and their major selection/career choice in a sample of 

Nigerian students. Bergeron and Romano (1994) also 

demonstrated that students’ perceptions about their 

abilities and their feelings of self-efficacy seem to play 

a role in major selection. 

Prior studies show that various types of influential 

factors are associated with a student’s selection of 

college major. However, the findings of these studies 
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have not provided sufficient evidence to address the 

topic in Saudi Arabia, where Islamic culture prevails, 

but is changing due to globalization and 

industrialization. Moreover, prior studies in the Middle 

East used only descriptive statistics or simple linear 

regression to test the strength of these predictive 

factors. The findings reported in the literature are not 

consistent, suggesting that additional work is needed. 

Our study seeks to understand Saudi male university 

students’ selection of college major in the 21
st
 century 

with variables identified in literature. 

METHODS 

The data for the study was collected via a self-

constructed questionnaire completed by students 

taking general education courses (required for all 

students) at a top-national technological male 

university in Saudi Arabia. Reputation of the University 

associated to job opportunity attracts talented youth 

from all regions of Saudi Arabia, which guarantees 

representativeness of samples to some extent. Of the 

250 students sampled, 233 complete questionnaires 

were obtained. All respondents are Muslim with 47.1% 

in the college of engineering, 41.3% in the college of 

computer science, and 7.6 % in the college of industrial 

management (Table 1).  

Table 1: Percentage of Respondents by College 

 Frequency Valid Percent 

College of science 2 0.9 

College of engineering 110 47.1 

College of computer science 96 41.3 

College of industrial 
management 

18 7.6 

College of environmental design 7 3.1 

Total 233 100 

 

The questionnaire is based on prior studies 

including independent variables parental influence, 

peer influence, media influence, teacher influence, job 

characteristics, and how easy the major course of 

study is perceived. Independent variables are 

measured with Likert type scales with “1” representing 

“strongly disagree” and “7” representing “strong agree”. 

Internal validity for each of these measurements was 

appropriate with all Cronbach's alphas larger than 0.7 

(Table 2). The mean for variable family influence is 

3.62 (Std. Dev. =1.675) referring an above medium 

level of interference from family (Table 2). The mean 

for variable peer influence and teacher influence is 3.04 

(Std. Dev. =1.767) and 2.56 (Std. Dev. =1.737) 

respectively, which indicates only a slightly moderate 

influence (Table 2). A relatively high mean for variable 

media influence suggests that respondents receive a 

lot of information about college majors from media 

(mean=4.42, Std. Dev. =1.606, Table 2). Similarly, the 

mean for variable job characteristics indicates that 

students’ majors have attractive characteristics for 

them (mean=4.89, Std Dev=1.021, Table 2); the mean 

for variable ease of study suggests that their major is 

not perceived as so difficult for them (mean=3.90, Std. 

Dev. =1.251, Table 2).  

A multinomial logit analysis was conducted to 

examine the association of major selection with the 

impact of parents, peers, media, teachers, job 

characteristics, and ease of study. This analysis was to 

identify the extent to which these variables predict 

students’ major selection, as well as how these 

relationships differ across major. Hypothesis is as 

follow: Saudi male university students’ decision-making 

on major selection is a complicated process in which 

various factors including parents’ opinion, peer 

influence, media impacts, high school teacher’s 

opinion, job characteristics and ease of study are 

involved and have different impacts on it given the 

strong Islamic collectivist culture.  

FINDINGS 

The model shows that there is a statistically 

significant relationship between the major selection and 

Table 2: Cronbach's Alpha and Composite Mean of Scales 

Scale Cronbach's alpah Composite mean Std. Deviation 

Parent influence  0.718 3.62  1.675  

Peer influence 0.766 3.04  1.767  

Teacher influence 0.944 2.56  1.737  

Media influence 0.719 4.42  1.606  

Job characteristics 0.759 4.89  1.021  

Ease of study 0.724 3.90  1.251  
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the combination of the predictor variables; the 

probability of chi-square for the model is significant at 

the level of 0.01 (Table 3). 

The result of likelihood ratio test shows that only 

parent’s influence, teacher influence, and ease of study 

have significant predictions on students’ major 

selection ( =15.45, p 0.01; =9.84, p 0.05; =10.41, 

p 0.05; Table 4). Peer influence, media influence, and 

job characteristics had no significant relationship with 

students’ major selection.  

Computer science major is quite popular among 

Saudi college students, therefore used as a reference 

group to check which independent variable 

differentiates computer science students and those 

from the college of engineering, and the college of 

industrial management. 

In the comparison of engineering students to 

computer science students, teacher influence is 

statistically significant in differentiating students’ major 

selection (Wald=7.979, p 0.01). Each unit increase in 

teacher influence, the odds of selecting engineering as 

a major increases by 32.9% ((Exp (B) =1.329, Table 5). 

Respondents who reported higher levels of teacher 

influence were more likely to choose engineering 

majors than computer science majors. Ease of study is 

also found to be statistically significant in distinguishing 

engineering students and computer science students in 

their major selection (Wald=8.244, p 0.01, Table 5). 

Each unit increase in the ease of study, the odds of 

selecting engineering as a major decreases by 32.5% 

(Exp (B) =0.675, Table 5). Students who reported to be 

more influenced by the difficulty of the course of study 

were less likely to choose engineering majors than 

computer science majors. 

In the comparison of industrial management 

students to computer science students, parent 

influence is statistically significant in differentiating 

students’ major selection (Wald =9.409, p 0.01, Table 

5). Students who receive more parental influence are 

more likely to choose the industrial management major 

rather than the computer science major. Each unit 

increase in parent’s influence, the odds of selecting 

industrial management as a major increases by 

101.4% (Exp (B) =2.014, Table 5).  

In the comparison of environmental design students 

to computer science students, parent influence is 

statistically significant in differentiating students’ major 

selection (Wald =4.809, p 0.05, Table 5). Students 

who receive more parental influence are more likely to 

choose an environmental design major rather than 

computer science major. Each unit increase in parent’s 

influence, the odds of selecting environmental design 

as a major increases by 108.8% (Exp (B) =2.088, 

Table 5).  

CONCLUSION 

The selection of a college major is, to a great 

extent, about a career; therefore, it is a crucial decision 

Table 3: Multinomial Logistic Regression Model Fitting Information 

Model Fitting Criteria Likelihood Ratio Tests 
Model 

-2 Log Likelihood Chi-Square df Sig. 

Intercept Only 479.188    

Final 428.585 50.603 24 0.001 

Table 4: Result of Multinomial Logistic Regression Likelihood Ratio Tests 

Model Fitting Criteria Likelihood Ratio Tests 
Effect 

-2 Log Likelihood of Reduced Model Chi-Square df Sig. 

Intercept 441.802 13.217 4 0.010 

Parent influence 444.037 15.451 4 0.004 

Peer influence 433.306 4.721 4 0.317 

Media influence 435.067 6.482 4 0.166 

Teacher influence 438.424 9.839 4 0.043 

Job characteristics 431.957 3.372 4 0.498 

Easy of study 438.999 10.414 4 0.034 
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Table 5: Multinomial logit Regression Parameter Estimates 

Major by college 
a
 B Std. Error Wald df Sig. Exp(B) 

Intercept -22.528 13.438 2.811 1 0.094   

Familyinfluence -0.005 0.636 0.000 1 0.993 0.995 

Peerinfluence 0.207 0.593 0.122 1 0.727 1.230 

Mediainfluence 2.553 1.949 1.716 1 0.190 12.849 

Teacherinfluence 0.417 0.545 0.586 1 0.444 1.517 

Jobcharacteristics 0.642 0.962 0.445 1 0.505 1.900 

College of science 

Easy of study -0.602 1.020 0.348 1 0.555 0.548 

Intercept 1.051 0.805 1.706 1 0.192   

Familyinfluence 0.162 0.106 2.347 1 0.125 1.176 

Peerinfluence -0.115 0.097 1.401 1 0.237 0.892 

Mediainfluence -0.115 0.114 1.023 1 0.312 0.891 

Teacherinfluence 0.285 0.101 7.979 1 0.005 1.329 

Jobcharacteristics 0.040 0.173 0.053 1 0.818 1.041 

College of 
engineering 

Easy of study -0.393 0.137 8.244 1 0.004 0.675 

Intercept 0.050 1.397 0.001 1 0.971   

Familyinfluence 0.700 0.228 9.409 1 0.002 2.014 

Peerinfluence -0.265 0.191 1.937 1 0.164 0.767 

Mediainfluence -0.040 0.218 0.034 1 0.853 0.960 

Teacherinfluence 0.196 0.177 1.227 1 0.268 1.217 

Jobcharacteristics -0.462 0.314 2.162 1 0.141 0.630 

College of 

industrial 
management 

Easy of study -0.467 0.255 3.341 1 0.068 0.627 

Intercept -1.302 2.295 0.322 1 0.571  

Familyinfluence 0.736 0.336 4.809 1 0.028 2.088 

Peerinfluence -0.471 0.327 2.080 1 0.149 0.624 

Mediainfluence -0.44 0.288 2.339 1 0.126 0.644 

Teacherinfluence -0.137 0.328 0.175 1 0.676 0.872 

Jobcharacteristics -0.206 0.529 0.151 1 0.698 0.814 

College of 

environmental 
design 

Easy of study 0.022 0.361 0.004 1 0.952 1.022 

a. The reference category is: College of computer science. 

for all university students. In this study Saudi male 

university students were chosen as a sample to explore 

which factors influence the major selection in an 

Islamic environment. The multinomial logit analysis 

shows that the students’ major selection is significantly 

influenced by social factors. Contrary to our 

expectations, in the globalized 21
st
 century, traditional 

culture and collectivism still prevail in Saudi Arabia and 

play an important role in a college student’s life. 

Parental influence is a key factor in Saudi university 

students’ major selection; teacher’s suggestions are 

also a significant consideration in their selection of a 

college major. In addition, the students seem to take a 

conservative approach in their major selection, as 

indicated by the influence of perceived possibility of 

graduation and their academic performance in school. 

An attractive but tough major may not be their final 

choice. On the contrary, peer influence, media 

influence and job characteristics did not meaningfully 

impact their major selection decision. Saudi Arabia is in 

an era of high speed development, which calls for all 

kinds of professionals. An educational policy 

implication of our study is that for those unpopular 

majors, Saudi government needs to promote via 

traditional cultural elements such as older generation 

and teacher in order to train sufficient professionals for 

economic boom. 
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One limitation of our study is that we were only able 

to sample male university students due to sex 

segregation in Saudi Arabia and the difficulty of 

collecting data from female college students, or even 

getting in touch with female teachers from girl’s college. 

Therefore, our conclusion may not be applicable to 

female Saudi university students. More studies are 

needed to explore gender differences in major 

selection among Saudi students. Another limitation is 

that the sample was recruited from a technological 

university, which lacks medicine, law, humanities and 

social science majors. Further studies can help 

compare these majors to science and engineering in 

terms of students’ selection of a college major. Overall, 

this research serves as an update to existing Saudi 

data on major selection, and contributes to a better 

understanding of the unique situation of major selection 

that exists in Saudi Arabian tertiary education.  
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