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ABSTRACT 

Toe continuing losses in Information Systems (IS) enrollments over the last few years have generated a widespread concern in 
the IS community. Despite many speculations about what led to the downturn and what should be done to reverse it, there bas 
been surprisingly little research that systematically investigates this issue. This paper reports a study that applied the theory of 
reasoned action (TRA) to understanding undergraduate students' intentions to choose an IS major. Factors that could influence 
students' choices are identified from previous research and categorized according to the TRA theoretical framework. In 
addition, the study explored how gender affected students' intentions. Survey data were collected to test the research model. 
Toe results identified genuine interests in the IS field, job availability, the difficulty of the IS curriculum, and opinions from 
family and professors as important factors that affect students' intentions to choose an IS major. They also suggested that 
female students were discouraged socially from majoring in IS. On the basis of the findings, this paper offers several 
recommendations on how to improve recruiting efforts to increase IS enrollments. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Throughout their short history, majors related to the 
Information Systems (IS) field have seen some dramatic 
swings in undergraduate enrollments. According to a 1997 
Department of Commerce report, the number of bachelor's 
degrees awarded to computer science students in 1986 more 
than quadrupled that in 1980. The mun.her then dropped 40% 
by 1990 (Department of Commerce, 1997). Since the mid-
1990s, coincident with the emergence of the Internet, e­
commerce and the subsequent dot-com heat wave, IS became 
the most coveted major among undergraduate students, and 
enrollments exploded. Some business schools had to take 
extraordinary measmes to curb enrollments so that they 
could be maintained at a manageable level (Goff, 2000). 
When the dot-com bubble burst in the early 2000s, however, 
enrollments once again plummeted. While accmate numbers 
on the overall enrollment reductions are not available, a 
recent inquiry conducted through the ISWorld mailing list­
the most popular mailing list among IS professors -
suggested a rather dismal situation (Panko, 2005): Among 
the 17 U.S. schools responding, only 1 experienced growth, 
but more than half (9) reported decreased enrollments. The 
decreases were substantial in about one third of the schools, 
with 2 schools reporting 50% and 3 schools reporting 20 to 
30% enrollment declines. These responses corroborated the 
"horror" stories regarding the significant drop in 
undergraduate IS enrollments in American business schools 
over the last few years. 

Much is at stake should this trend continue. Policy 
makers are concerned that the United States might eventually 
lose its leading position in the Information Technology (IT) 
industry because other countries are graduating more 
students in IS-related majors. Industry leaders have begun to 
complain about the immediate difficulties in hiring qualified 
talents and are worried about future recruitments to replace 
retiring baby-boom workers (Murphy, 2005). The 
downswings in IS enrollments also have reduced the 
institutional needs for IS departments and IS professors, 
evidenced by the difficult academic job market faced by new 
doctoral graduates in recent years. 

Given the significant impacts of declining IS 
enrollments, it is imperative that efforts be made to address 
this issue. A natural first step would be to understand the 
underlying factors and processes that influence 
undergraduate students' decisions to choose an IS major. 
Many studies have examined the factors affecting students' 
choice of the business major in general or certain business 
majors, such as accounting (e.g. Adams et al., 1994; 
Barnowe et al., 1979; Cohen and Hanno, 1993; Coleman et 
al., 2004; Lowe and Simons, 1997). Yet surprisingly little 
research bas investigated what leads students to major in IS 
(for an exception, see Lee and Lee, 2006). In addition, many 
of these studies were limited to analyzing factors identified 
in an ad hoc manner. Few involved a theoretical framework, 
which made it difficult to compare and contrast results from 
different studies, to synthesize findings across different 
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