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Abstract

Studies find that students major in economics for a variety of reasons. None,
however, have examined students’ political orientations as a possible factor in 
their choice of majors. Economics, as compared to other social sciences, tends to
produce conservative policy recommendations.This pilot study explores whether
more conservative students are attracted to economics. Our study found that men
with conservative political leanings are more likely to major in economics and that
male students in economics are more conservative than female students. Political
orientation, however, does not appear to be a significant factor in the choice of a
major for women.

Introduction

It is well documented that students who major in disciplines that continue to be
male-dominated earn a premium on their investment (Arcidiacono, 2004; Black,
Sanders and Taylor, 2003; Daymont and Andrisani, 1984; Weinberger, 1999) and
economics is, of course, one of these disciplines. However, the trend in the
percentage1 of undergraduate degrees earned in economics in the USA has for
some time been negative, sliding from 6.4 per cent in 1970 to 5.4 per cent in 2003.
During those years there were some ups and downs, but a smaller percentage of
undergraduates choose economics as a major now than at the beginning of this
period. Further, while the percentage of women receiving undergraduate degrees
in economics from all institutions in the USA grew from 25 per cent in 1975 to 35
per cent in 1985, it fell to 30 per cent by 1990 and since then has hovered around
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women into other ‘non-traditional fields,’ including even the physical sciences and
mathematics, is worthy of attention.

Determinants of students’ choices of major

From the literature

Studies attempting to determine how students decide whether to major in
economics have frequently focused on male/female differences in innate abilities,
interest in the subject, gender roles, and career opportunities in the field, 6 while
few have examined the relevance of the learning environment. Among those who
have addressed this issue, Feiner (1993) also concluded that women might not find
many topics in basic economics courses of interest to them. A number of others
have suggested that women may be at a disadvantage because they prefer more
active and cooperative teaching techniques to those used in most economics
classrooms (Colbeck, Cabrera and Terenzini, 2001; Hativa and Birenbaum, 2000;
Philbin and Meier, 1995), although some researchers found that women do not
mind lectures any more than men do (Jensen and Owen, 2001). Some found that
role models were not an important factor in whether women choose to major in
economics (Ehrenberg, Goldhaber and Brewer, 1995; Robb and Robb, 1999; Swope
and Schmitt, 2006) while others reached the opposite conclusion (Rask and Bailey,
2002, Rothstein 1995).7 In any case, however, the bottom line is that women do not
perform as well in their economics courses as they do in others (Jensen and Owen,
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30–32 per cent (Siegfried and Scott, 1994; Siegfried, 2008).2 Similarly unbalanced
percentages have been found in other countries. For example, Jonung and
Ståhlberg (2007) reported that among upper-level undergraduates in Sweden only
one third are women.3 The low percentage in the USA is particularly discouraging
in light of the fact that since 1985 the proportion of women earning BAs in all fields
has increased from 55 to 60 per cent.Thus the decline in economics is in stark
contrast to other fields and shows that economics is failing to attract a
proportionate share of female students.

Following Kemmelmeier, Danielson and Basten (2005) who found that students are
more inclined to choose fields that have a political orientation consistent with their
own, we use data from a survey of first and third year students at Denison University,
a small liberal arts university in the mid-western part of the USA, to further
investigate the relationship between political leanings, gender and the decision to
major in economics. Denison University is representative of the top liberal arts
colleges in the country, where a significantly higher proportion of undergraduates
major in economics than in the large public and private institutions.

Sex segregation in majors 

Table 1 shows the percentage of BA degrees earned by women in four selected
majors and three broader fields in the USA between 1970 and 2003.The data
clearly show that economics consistently not only has a smaller proportion of
women than all undergraduate fields combined but also than all social sciences.
In fact, the figures for the social sciences would even be considerably higher than
those shown if economics were excluded, and are much higher in the relatively
closely related disciplines of political science and sociology. Moreover, between
1985 and 2003, the per cent of BAs in the social sciences earned by women
increased from 44.1 to 51.8 per cent while in economics it remained virtually
unchanged at 34 per cent.4

A recent paper by England and Li (2006) found that while the Duncan index of
segregation (DIS)5 for the distribution of undergraduate majors by gender has
decreased over the past 30 years, most of the change occurred from 1975 to 1985.
The stagnation after that apparently has been the result of women continuing to
move into traditionally male majors, while the proportion of men in these fields
remained stable or even decreased, thus in some instances tipping the balance
toward women, as occurred, for example, in communications and psychology.The
failure of the percentage of women earning bachelors degrees in economics to
increase to any extent over the past 30 years as compared with the movement of

Table 1: Percentage of BA degrees earned by women in selected disciplines in the
United States: 1970–2003

Year Sociology Economics Political Psychology Social Physical Life All
Science Science Sciences Sciences BAs

1970–74 57.9 13.9 21.9 48.3 36.5 15.6 25.0 44.5

1975–79 57.9 25.0 33.3 59.0 40.6 21.3 33.1 50.3

1980–84 61.3 33.0 48.1 67.1 44.3 26.6 42.1 54.9

1985–89 68.7 33.0 53.8 70.1 44.1 29.5 46.4 56.8

1990–94 68.8 30.1 55.3 73.0 45.9 33.0 48.8 59.1

1995–99 68.4 31.5 64.9 74.6 49.5 38.4 52.1 60.7

2000–03 70.4 34.0 70.1 77.6 51.8 41.5 60.7 60.0

Source: Digest of Educational Statistics. 2004. Calculated from Table 247.‘Earned degrees
conferred by degree-granting institutions, by level of degree and sex of student:
1969–70 to 2003–04.’
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to think about choosing their major and the juniors, because they had just recently
declared their major.

Questionnaires were e-mailed twice in November.13 There were 215 usable
responses; the proportion of men and women and their majors were representative
of those of the student population at Denison.The number of responses was
sufficient to obtain meaningful results by running regressions,14 the results of
which are reported below. Since, as mentioned above, the percentage of men and
women majoring in economics at Denison has mirrored the national trend in small
liberal arts colleges and universities, our sample appears to be representative of the
general economics population in such institutions.There may, however, be
differences between students at these schools and those at large Ph.D.-granting
institutions.Therefore our results may not be applicable even to all universities in
the USA.They do, however, provide a useful basis for a large-scale study that might
help us find answers to the troubling question of the under-representation of
women in economics.15

Data and methodology

Political views, gender, and major

In the questionnaire, students were asked to indicate whether their political
orientation could be described as far left (extremely liberal), left (liberal), moderate,
right (conservative), or far right (extremely conservative). Forty-six per cent
reported that they were left or far left, 35 per cent that they were moderate, and 19
per cent that they were right or far right.16 Table 2 shows the breakdown by gender.
Although there is substantial evidence that women tend to be more liberal than
men (Abrams and Settle, 1999; Ferber and Brün, 2006; Lott and Kenny, 1999), among
these students nearly half of both males and females consider themselves to be
liberal or very liberal; however, 39 per cent of women and 30 per cent of men
consider themselves moderates and only 15 per cent of women as compared to 25
per cent of men claim to be conservatives.17

Table 3 shows the relationship between political leanings and major. Although the
sample sizes are too small to reach statistically significant conclusions, there
appears to be a tendency for those of different political inclinations to choose
different majors. For example, in our survey no conservative students are majoring
in either the arts or in interdisciplinary studies while 65 per cent and 70 per cent of
students majoring in these fields, respectively, describe themselves as liberal. In
both the social sciences (excluding economics) and economics the largest
proportions of majors are conservatives, 32 and 34 per cent, respectively.The
largest percentage of moderates is found in the social sciences.
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2001),8 while the opposite is true of men. All else equal, a student is far more likely
to continue in a field where s/he has a comparative advantage (i.e. where s/he is
likely to rank more highly as compared to the other students in that field).

Policy orientation

Although many researchers have examined possible causes for the low
representation of women among undergraduate economics majors, that the
imbalance may have its roots in relatively too many men being attracted to the
major, seems to have escaped their notice. Likewise, none have considered the
likely role of the fact that economics is the one discipline where, along with courses
generally only taught in business schools, conservatives have a slight edge in
obtaining higher grades (Kemmelmeier, Danielson and Basten, 2005).The reason
may be that in many such classes, anyone who questions whether rapid growth of
income is really more important than how it is distributed, or who argues that
government has a useful role to play as a referee, an enforcer or a provider of public
goods, is looked upon askance, because the instructors believe that markets left to
themselves provide the best answer to the crucial economic questions of what
should be produced, as well as how and for whom.9 Most economics instructors
today tend to be profoundly conservative, and especially so in the USA.10

To the extent that instructors in the USA, whether in introductory or advanced
economics courses, have been teaching this version of conservative neoclassical, or
‘positive’economics, many students with an interest in economics but more liberal
leanings may feel awkward about speaking out and engaging in discussion with such
an instructor or their classmates, and are likely not to perform as well as they would in
an environment that ‘fits’ them better (Porter and Umbach, 2006). Some may
therefore decide to explore other majors that are also to some extent concerned with
economic issues, such as political science or sociology, while students with more
conservative leanings would be more likely to remain in economics.11

A pilot study

The sample

As previously noted, Denison University, a small liberal arts university12 in the USA,
is the source of the data for this study. As a final class assignment in an honours
course, Women and the US Economy:The Case of the Economics Profession, in the
fall of 2004, students were given selections from the literature on choosing a major
and then asked to use that information to design a questionnaire to be sent to all
first and third year students to test the conclusions in the literature concerning this
decision.The freshmen were selected because they were probably just beginning
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However, the data shown in Table 3, although informative, do not tell the whole
story, for they combine male and female students. As can be seen in Table 4,
political views also differ by gender.

Parts a to c in Table 4 show the relationships between political views and gender
among majors in science, social science (excluding economics) and economics.
Again, the results are suggestive. In Table 4a, we see that male science majors are
overwhelmingly liberal, whereas their female counterparts are more likely to be
moderate in their political views. Among social science majors (Table 4b), nearly
half of women students are moderates and fewer than 30 per cent are
conservatives; among male students, moderates and conservatives each are 37.5

Table 2: Relationship between gender and political views

Gender
Politics Males Females Total

Liberal or Very liberal 41 57 46%
(45%) (46%)

Moderate 28 48 35%
(30%) (39%)

Conservative or Very conservative 23 18 19%
(25%) (15%)

Total 92 123 215

Table 4a: Relationship between gender and political views among science majors

Gender
Politics Males Females Total

Liberal or Very liberal 13 10 48%
(62%) (37%)

Moderate 6 12 37%
(29%) (44%)

Conservative or Very conservative 2 5 15%
(10%) (19%)

Total 21 27 48

Table 4c: Relationship between gender and political views among economics majors

Gender
Politics Males Females Total

Liberal or Very liberal 6 7 30%
(19%) (58%)

Moderate 12 4 36%
(37.5%) (33%)

Conservative or Very conservative 14 1 34%
(44%) (8%)

Total 32 12 44

Table 4b: Relationship between gender and political views among social science majors
(excluding economics)

Gender
Politics Males Females Total

Liberal or Very liberal 2 4 24%
(25%) (24%)

Moderate 3 8 44%
(37.5%) (47%)

Conservative or Very conservative 3 5 32%
(37.5%) (29%)

Total 8 17 25

Table 3: Relationship between major and political views

Major
Politics Science Social Humanities Arts Inter- Undecided Economics Total

Science disciplinary
(except 

Economics)

Liberal or 23 6 25 11 14 6 13 46%
Very liberal (48%) (24%) (52%) (65%) (70%) (46%) (30%)

Moderate 18 11 13 6 6 6 16 35%
(37.5%) (44%) (27%) (35%) (30%) (46%) (36%)

Conservative 7 8 10 0 0 1 15 19%
or Very (15%) (32%) (21%) (0%) (0%) (7%) (34%)
conservative

Total 48 25 48 17 20 13 44 215
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the case of economics, college courses are likely to be particularly important since,
as noted above, not all students study economics in high school.We expect the sign
on this variable to be positive for students who found their economics courses
interesting.The last factor incorporated into our regression equations is ‘Classroom
environment’. As discussed above, economics classes tend to be rather competitive.
Because many students do not find this type of environment congenial, those who
consider this factor important would be expected to be less likely to major in
economics.Thus, we anticipate a negative sign on this variable.

Two variables in our models pertain to mathematics. Students were asked to rate
their math ability compared to that of their peers at Denison on a 5-point scale,
coded from +2 when they considered themselves higher than 90 per cent of their
peers, to –2 when they considered themselves below 90 per cent of their peers.
Since mathematics has become an integral part of economics, those who consider
themselves above average in this respect may be expected to be more likely to
major in economics than students who have less confidence in their mathematical
skills.20 The second math-related variable indicates the highest level of math the
student believes is required to major in economics on a scale of 1 to 6 with Algebra
II being 1 and ‘More than linear algebra’ being number 6.21 Because it is likely that
those believing that higher levels of math are required will be less likely to major in
economics, we expect a negative sign on this variable.22

There were also questions in the survey that pertain to the student’s mother’s
occupation.We included in our model a dummy variable indicating whether or not
the mother is in a traditionally male occupation.23 Our hypothesis is that female
students whose mothers are engaged in such occupations will be more likely to
major in economics, so that this variable is expected to have a positive sign. Finally,
a gender dummy variable is included in Model 1 to measure the effect gender may
have on the choice of economics as a major, independent of the factors accounted
for by the other variables.24 The coefficient on this variable will be positive and
significant if the other variables do not fully account for the difference between
men and women.

Table 5 shows the means or proportions of the variables used in the regression
equations; those where differences between male and female students are
statistically significant are indicated by a superscript d. Forty-four per cent of the
students in the sample are male; 21 per cent are economics majors. Somewhat
more than half of the students are on the liberal side of the political spectrum,
women slightly more so than men. Of the four factors influencing the choice of
major, college courses are the most important, and high school courses the least
important. Students as a whole rated themselves slightly higher than average in
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per cent.Table 4c shows that among both economics and science majors there are
considerable differences between men and women: only 19 per cent of male but 58
per cent of female economics majors are liberal while 44 per cent of male students
are conservative, compared with only 8 per cent of female students.Whether similar
results would be found in other countries is a matter for conjecture. Monteiro and
Lopes (2007) report considerable differences in electives available to students
majoring in economics in the UK and some other European countries compared to
those offered in the USA, but whether this additional freedom of choice would have
any impact on the distribution of economics majors by gender is difficult to say. In
any case, the results reported above suggest that different factors attract women to
a major than those that attract male students.

Regression analysis

We now turn to regression analysis, specifically, binomial logit models, to gain more
insights about economics majors. In all of the regressions the dependent variable is
whether or not the individual is an economics major. In Model 1 we examine all
students together using a gender dummy variable. In Models 2 and 3 we analyse
men and women students separately since a likelihood ratio test (the counterpart
to a Chow Test used to test for the equality of two regression equations) showed
with a 95 per cent level of significance that separate equations are required.

The independent variable central to the focus of our paper measures political
orientation on a scale of –2 (very liberal) to +2 (very conservative), with a value of
zero indicating moderate views. Our hypothesis is that the coefficient for this
variable will be positive, indicating that conservative students are more likely to
major in economics.18

The variables derived from the questions asked about the importance of various
factors in influencing the choice of college major are measured on a scale of 1 to 6,
where a value of 6 indicates ‘very influential’ and 1 means ‘not at all influential’.The
first of these variables is ‘Career options with that major’.We hypothesise that the
coefficient on this variable will be positive since those who consider career options
as important are likely to view economics as a gateway to many occupational
choices. 19 A second variable used in the regression is ‘High school classes’. Students
who rank this factor as influential and had a positive experience in a high school
economics course would be expected to be more likely to major in economics. On
the other hand, not all high school students have the opportunity to take an
economics class, and some of those who did take one may not have found it a
positive experience. Hence it is not possible to predict the sign on this variable.The
third factor we included is ‘College courses’. It is clear that a student’s choice of
major would be positively influenced by college courses s/he found interesting. In
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compared to 10 per cent of female students. Second, women ranked themselves
significantly lower in mathematical ability than did men (despite the fact that they
reported significantly higher GPAs) and believed that significantly higher levels of
maths were required to major in economics. Finally, and perhaps surprisingly,
women students were less likely than male students to have mothers in
non-traditional occupations. Another difference, not statistically significant, but
nonetheless interesting, is that the classroom environment was rated as being more
influential in the choice of major by female than by male students.

One additional econometric issue that might be raised, related to the discussion
earlier in the paper, is that of endogeneity, i.e.‘does the causality run in both
directions?’ Since there were two classes of students in the sample, freshmen and
juniors, we tested for significant differences in the means of the political orientation
variable and the ‘career options’ variable between the two groups. If there were
endogeneity, we would expect that the juniors (presumably having had more
economics classes) would be more conservative and would rank career options as
more influential.We did not, however, find any significant differences between the
two groups.26

Regression results

Table 6 shows the results of the three regression equations using the responses of
196 students for whom all the variables are available. Although, as discussed above,
separate equations by gender are appropriate, it is interesting to first examine
Column 1 that shows the results of the model using the entire sample with a
gender dummy variable. As expected, ceteris paribus, male students are found to be
significantly more likely to major in economics than are female students.Turning
next to the results at the heart of our paper, we see that political orientation does
appear to play an important role in the decision to major in economics: being
conservative or highly conservative significantly increases the likelihood that a
student will major in economics. However, running the same regression with an
interaction term between being male and political orientation indicates that it is
significant only because of the male students in the sample. For women, the
variable has a negative sign but is not significant.

As for the other explanatory variables, only two of the four factors that students
could rate as influencing their choice of major are significant in our model: those
who ranked career opportunities as an important factor were considerably more
likely to choose economics as a major; and those who rated having had a high
school course as highly influential were substantially less likely to do so.27
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mathematical ability25 and believed that at least one calculus course was required
to major in economics. Over 40 per cent reported that their mothers were engaged
in occupations that have not traditionally been held by women.

This table shows several significant differences between male and female students.
First, the percentage of male students majoring in economics is 34 per cent

Table 5: Means of variables used in the regression equations

Group
Variables All Males Females

Male 0.444 – –

Conservative political orientation –0.357 –0.310 –0.394
(0.984) (1.038) (0.943)

Mother in non-traditional occupation 0.423 0.483 0.376
(Dummy variable)

Self-rated math abilitya 0.097 0.299 –0.064d

(0.920) (0.978) (0.842)

Importance of factors influencing choice of majorb

Career opportunities 4.566 4.552 4.578
(1.425) (1.461) (1.403)

High school course(s) 3.617 3.563 3.661
(1.582) (1.553) (1.611)

College course(s) 4.888 4.793 4.963
(1.136) (1.013) (1.224)

Classroom environment 4.046 3.989 4.092
(1.270) (1.298) (1.251)

Perceived level of math required to 3.464 3.161 3.706d

major in economicsc (1.262) (1.219) (1.249)

Economics major 0.209 0.345 0.101d

N 196 87 109

Notes: Standard deviations are shown in parentheses where applicable.
a Positive (negative) values indicate above (below) average of peers.
b The importance of these factors was ranked on a scale of 1 to 6 with higher values

indicating greater importance.
c Values range from 1 to 6 where 1 = Algebra II and 6 = ‘more than Linear Algebra’.
d Mean or proportion is significantly different from that of male students at a 5% level

of significance.
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likely to choose this major. Finally, we also see that those whose mothers are
employed in non-traditional occupations are more likely to major in economics.

Particularly interesting are the results in Table 6 that reveal differences between
men and women students. A comparison of columns 2 and 3 shows that among
male students, conservatives are significantly and substantially more likely to major
in economics. Although the coefficient on this variable also has a positive sign for
women, it is small and not significant, suggesting that other factors are more
important in inducing women students to major in economics.The dummy variable
representing ‘Career opportunities’ is a significant factor for both men and women,
but, perhaps surprisingly, the impact of this variable is almost twice as large for
female students. Also surprisingly,‘High school courses’ and ‘Classroom
environment’ have a negative and significant effect for men but not women. On the
other hand, for women the variable with the largest and most significant coefficient
is self-rated mathematical ability, while this variable is not at all significant for men.
Not unexpectedly, while in both equations the perception that a high level of
maths is required to be an economics major decreases the likelihood of choosing
this field, the effect is considerably stronger for women than for men. Finally,
although it might be expected that mother’s employment does not have a
significant effect for male students, we find that this is true for female students as
well. However, since this variable was significant in Model 1 that used the whole
sample, this lack of significance may be the result of the small sample sizes.

Conclusion

In this paper we first looked at recent trends in the enrolment of women and men
undergraduates in economics. Official data show that the movement of women into
economics has been slower than in most other fields. Among the reasons for this
may be a mismatch between the policy implications of economics and the political
leanings of some students, both male and female.This pilot study was intended to
investigate whether this mismatch exists for undergraduates at a small liberal arts
college in the mid-western part of the USA. Given the relatively conservative
orientation of economics, our hypothesis was that economics may lose some very
talented liberal women and men students who are more likely to find their way to
fields better suited to their political orientation.We found that political orientation is
a significant determinant of male students’ decision to major in economics. However,
although the data displayed in several tables seems to support the hypothesis that
liberal women are less likely to major in economics, regression analyses do not
provide statistical confirmation, perhaps because of the small sizes of the sample.We
did find that women’s decisions appear to be motivated by different factors than are
those of men and, interestingly, our results suggest that very capable male students
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The variables related to mathematics are both significant and have the expected
signs.Those who rated themselves as being above average compared to their peers
at Denison are significantly more likely to major in economics, while those who
think that the level of maths required to be an economics major is high are less

Table 6: Results of binomial logit regression equations

Group
Variables All Males Females

Male 1.521*** – –
(0.488)

Conservative political orientation 0.546** 0.865*** 0.079
(0.252) (0.315) (0.541)

Mother in non-traditional occupation 0.748* 0.428 1.354
(0.451) (0.554) (0.871)

Self-rated math abilitya 0.806*** 0.419 1.484***
(0.268) (0.322) (0.549)

Factors influencing choice of majorb

Career opportunities 0.620*** 0.456** 0.841*
(0.198) (0.230) (0.495)

High school course(s) –0.364** –0.463** ≠–0.268
(0.149) (0.202) (0.286)

College course(s) 0.337 0.403 0.033
(0.247) (0.324) (0.409)

Classroom environment –0.284 –0.455* –0.174
(0.196) (0.264) (0.327)

Perceived level of math required to –0.593*** –0.488* –0.739*
major in economicsc (0.209) (0.252) (0.413)

Intercept –2.963* 0.044 –3.685
(1.648) (1.967) (3.283)

N 196 87 109

–2 x log Likelihood Ratio 131.741*** 82.356*** 41.917***

Notes: Standard errors are shown in parentheses. *(**, ***) indicates significance at a 10%
(5%, 1%) level.
a Positive (negative) values indicate above (below) average of peers.
b The importance of these factors was ranked on a scale of 1 to 6 with higher values

indicating greater importance.
c Values range from 1 to 6 where 1 = Algebra II and 6 = ‘more than Linear Algebra’.
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Variable Wording of Choices for Answers Coding
the Question

High School see ‘Career Options’ (above)
Classes

College Classes see ‘Career Options’ (above)

Classroom see ‘Career Options’ (above)
Environment

Perceived level Please select the Algebra 1
of math required highest level of math Geometry 1
to major in that you believe is Algebra II 1
economics required to be an Pre-calculus 2

economics major: Calculus 3
Calculus II 4
Linear Algebra 5
More than Linear Algebra 6

Notes
1 As calculated from National Science Foundation data: www.nsf.gov
2 The percentage for liberal arts colleges and universities is much higher than that for

undergraduate programs at Ph.D.-granting institutions but has also been falling over
the past five years.

3 Since one semester of economics is required for business administration students,
and since business administration is a popular field for women in Sweden, women
comprise a larger proportion in lower-level courses there.

4 It should be noted that by 2005–06 the percentage of BAs in the social sciences
earned by women had increased slightly further to 52.2 while it had declined to 30.5
in economics (U.S. Department of Education).

5 The Duncan Segregation Index = 1/2 Σi |Mi – Fi|.This index, developed by Duncan and
Duncan (1955), shows the percentage of one group that would have to change in
order for the distribution of the two groups to be the same.

6 For instance, some have argued that women do not have the mathematical ability
necessary to succeed in economics (e.g. Dynan and Rouse, 1997; Greene, 1997;
Martino and Winner, 1995; Summers, 2005).Yet as noted above, women comprise a
larger percentage of undergraduates in mathematics than in economics. Others have
suggested that students who expect to have substantial family responsibilities are
more likely to select majors that prepare them for careers with greater flexibility
(Blakemore and Low, 1984; Daymont and Andrisani, 1984).

7 It is also interesting to note that Berg and Ferber (1983) found that graduate students
were more likely to earn a Ph.D. when they got to know faculty of their own sex well.

8 This is particularly true of those who have a high grade-point average.
9 Viz the best selling textbooks in the USA. It is, however, possible that fewer

economists will adhere to these doctrinaire views after the economic crisis of the fall
of 2008.
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may be discouraged from majoring in economics because of their political leanings.
While these results may not be generalizable to large Ph.D.-granting institutions or
to other countries, they are likely to be applicable to other small liberal arts
institutions in the USA, where the greatest percentages of undergraduates major in
economics. Moreover, since our data are for one year only, our explanation for the
observed trends can be only tentative. Similar research in other countries would be
instructive, as would additional research in the USA using larger and longitudinal
samples, and samples from a broader range of institutions. Further investigation
might provide stronger support for our original hypothesis that political orientation
matters in students’ (and especially women’s) choice of majors.

Appendix: Definitions of variables used in the regression equations

Variable Wording of Choices for Answers Coding
the Question

Political How would you Far left –2
Orientation describe your Left –1

political views? Moderate 0
Right +1
Far Right +2

Gender Gender Male 1
Female 0

Mother in Mother’s occupation Actual occupation 0 = teaching,
non-traditional was entered nursing or 
occupation secretarial

occupations
1 = any other
occupation

Self-rated math Please rank yourself Higher than 90% of peers +2
ability against your Above Average +1

Denison peers Average 0
Below Average –1
Below 90% of peers –2

Career Options On a scale of 1–6, 1 = Very Influential These values 
with that Major please indicate how 6 = Not at All Influential were 

influential each of the recoded so 
following is in as to make 
choosing a major: the highest

number (6)
correspond
to ‘Very
Influential’
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21 See the Appendix for more details about these variables.
22 Clearly what students perceive may not be accurate. However, since their decisions

will be based on their perceptions, these perceptions are more important than the
actual requirements.

23 A value of zero indicated either that a student’s mother was not in the labour force or
that her occupation was considered traditionally female. (See the Appendix for
additional information about the variables.)

24 Model 1 is based on the assumption that the coefficients on all the variables are
equal for men and women and that only the intercept term varies.The test described
above determined that this is not a valid assumption. Nevertheless, we ran this
regression model as an intellectual exercise.

25 Self-reported data may be biased, but clearly students’ perceptions are more
important for their decision than actual ability. Due to student confidentiality we
were unable to verify the accuracy of students’ reports. Students were also asked
about their GPA (where the issue of accurate reporting again arises) but they were
not asked to differentiate between grades received for maths courses and for those
in other courses.

26 An examination of only economics majors showed that juniors were slightly less
liberal than were freshmen and that career options were ranked somewhat less
important for juniors than for freshmen. However, neither difference was significant.

27 This suggests that the efforts that the Committee on Economic Education of the
American Economic Association has made to improve high school economics
courses have borne little fruit to date.
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