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An Evaluation of Factors Influencing Intentions 
to Major In Information Systems 
ABSTRACT: The field of information systems (IS) is facing a dilemma-a decline in the num
ber of students majoring in IS at a time when demand for IS graduates is increasing. There is 
therefore a need to determine ways to encourage freshmen and sophomores to consider IS 
as a potential major. The current research project utilized the Theory of Reasoned Action 
(TRA) to determine what factors influence undergraduate business students to consider a 
major in IS. The results from a sample of 169 undergraduates on a number of variables are 
reported. TRA was found to be valid in this context, and several useful recommendations are 
made in terms of what can be done to encourage students to select a major in IS at the 
undergraduate level. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The field of information systems is facing a 

dilemma- the demand for programmers and 
analysts is increasing [7, 10, 131, while the 
number of students interested in majoring 
in information systems while in college is 
decreasing [5]. This downward trend in 
interest in information systems has been 
occurring since 1982, when a high of 8.8% 
of college freshmen indicated an interest in 
programmer/analyst occupations, to a much 
lower percentage of 2.6% in 1989 [2,3]. 

As the gap between supply and demand 
for 15 graduates widens, the impact will be 
felt in several ways within organizations. For 
example, maintenance of existing systems is 
an increasing burden in most organizations 
[12]. Without a steady supply of 15 
graduates, maintenance of these systems 
could be delayed. Furthermore, as organi
zations identify new systems critical to their 
mission, the shortage of qualified 15 per
sonnel will cause a delay in the implemen
tation of those systems, thereby costing the 
organization the potential benefits of the 
new systems [ 14] . 

Given the likely impact of this shortage on 
organizations, many efforts have been 
undertaken to reverse the trend away from 
the computer field among college students. 
For example, Mawhinney and Miller [81 

studied the impact that an educational video 
concerning the 15 profession would have on 
perceptions about the field among high 
school seniors. The purpose of this research 
project was to explore the factors that lead 
some undergraduate business students to 
choose a major in IS, thus giving guidance 
for possible changes to those responsible for 
the development and promotion of such 
programs. 

RESEARCH QUESTION 
Given the increasing need for IS graduates 

and the declining interest on the part of 
undergraduates to major in this field, we 
were interested in exploring the following 
question: What are some of the factors that 
lead an undergraduate business student to 
choose to major in IS? Furthermore, we 
were interested in some of the perceptions 
students have of a career in IS, and whether 
those perceptions differ for those who major 
in IS versus those who do not. The ultimate 
goal of the research is to determine if there 
is some way to encourage more students to 
consider a major in 15 to help meet pro
jected future demand for IS employees. 

Several different approaches could have 
been taken to address the research questions 
presented above. For example, we could 
have sampled graduating senior students 
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both in IS and in other functional areas to 
assess their perceptions. However, given our 
focus on why students major in IS, We chose 
to focus on students who were in the 
process of choosing a major (primarily 
sophomores) to determine the perceptions 
they have as they go through the process of 
selecting a major. 

Since our subjects were in the process of 
deciding their major, we could not measure 
their actual behavior in terms of academic 
major1

. At this point in their academic 
career, all we could measure is their intent 
to major in IS. However, Fishbein and 
Azjen's Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) 
provides a useful theoretical framework for 
relating these intentions to actual behaviors 
[l, 6]. Furthermore, it looks at the 
antecedents to those intentions so that we 
can examine several factors that may 
influence those intentions. 

THEORY OF REASONED 
ACTION (TRA) 

According to TRA [ 1, 6], the single best 
predictor of actual behavior is a person's 
intention to perform that behavior (Figure 

'Of course, we could have conducted a longitudinal study where 
,iitentions were measured in year 1 <1nd actuaJ behavoor in year 3. 
However, th,s study was more focused on ways lo get students to 
consider IS as a potential major .ind less on t~e actual behavior ulti
mately e.<hifotied by the subject in our study 
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