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The most-regretted (and lowest-paying)
college majors

Almost half of humanities and arts majors regret their choice — and enrollment in those disciplines is shrinking rapidly
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Graduating students arrive for the commencement ceremony at Columbia University
in New York on May 18, 2016. (Timothy A. Clary/AFP/Getty Images)
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Nearly 2 in 5 American college graduates have major regrets.
That is, they regret their major.

The regretters include a healthy population of liberal arts majors, who may be
responding to pervasive social cues. When he delivered his 2011 State of the
Union address in the shadow of the Great Recession, former president Barack
Obama plugged math and science education and called on Americans to “out-
innovate, out-educate, and out-build the rest of the world.” Since then, the
number of new graduates in the arts and humanities has plunged.



Meanwhile, nearly half of humanities and arts majors have studier’s remorse as
of 2021. Engineering majors have the fewest regrets: Just 24 percent wish they’d
chosen something different, according to a Federal Reserve survey.

As a rule, those who studied STEM subjects — science, technology, engineering
and mathematics — are much more likely to believe they made the right choice,
while those in social sciences or vocational courses second-guess themselves.
The most consequential, and least informed, decision that college students make

There doesn’t seem to be much relationship between loans, gender, race or
school selectivity and your regrets. Though, as you may have guessed, our
analysis of Fed data shows that the higher your income is today, the less you
regret the major you chose back in college.

Many humanities and social science majors have regrets

Those who wish they'd chosen a different field of study, as a share of all who majored in
each subject, 2021
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Regrets have remained relatively steady since 2016, the earliest year for which
we have consistent data. The most notable exception, education, went from
below-average regrets before the pandemic to above-average regrets in 2021.

Life sciences, on the other hand, have seen a steady and substantial decline in
regret.



The annual Fed’s Survey of Household Economics and Decisionmaking also asks
if folks regret the specific school they went to. Those in vocational programs are
most likely to regret their school, while education majors are least likely.

Vocational and humanities grads often regret their choice of school

Those who wish they'd chosen a different school, as a share of all who majored in each
subject, 2021
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Regardless of major, half of those who went to private, for-profit schools regret
their decision, perhaps because students at for-profit schools are much more
likely to struggle to repay their student debt. Similar regrets plague only 21
percent of those who went to public colleges and universities and 30 percent of
those who attended private nonprofits.

A substantial majority of vocational and technical students (60 percent) wish
they’d gone for more schooling, while less than 40 percent of law, life science
and engineering students believe the same.

The burgeoning regret among humanities and arts majors may help explain why
humanities graduates are a dying breed.

“There’s a pretty significant change underway,” historian and digital
humanist Ben Schmidt said. “The numbers have dropped by S0 percent, and
there’s no sign that they’re going to rebound.”




By 2021, disciplines such as history, English and religion graduated less than
half as many students as they did in their early 2000s heyday, relative to the
overall size of the graduating student body, according to

Schmidt’s analysis of data from the National Center for Education Statistics.

Oh, the humanities!
Share of bachelor's degrees, by major
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According to Schmidt, the Great Recession sparked the beginning of a downward
spiral in humanities such as history, art, philosophy, English and foreign
languages.
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“In the period of the Great Recession, you had Barack Obama out there saying
we need more STEM majors and fewer English majors,” Schmidt said. “That was
a story you were hearing from a lot of people in influential positions ... and I
think that made a difference.”

In the decade since our national pivot to STEM, the number of people graduating
with computer science degrees has doubled. Every STEM field notched
significant gains. Nursing, exercise science, medicine, environment, engineering,
and math and statistics are all up by at least 50 percent. Among the humanities,
only two increased: cultural, ethnic and gender studies, and linguistics.



Bonfire of the humanities

Change from 2011 to 2021 in bachelor’s degrees issued
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Schmidt said it’s possible that the nation’s pro-STEM campaign led many
humanities graduates to regret their choice of degree in retrospect, even if a
different major may not actually have improved their employment opportunities
at the height of a global downturn. They were struggling, and their degree was
an obvious scapegoat.

In an analysis published in the Atlantic a few years back, Schmidt noted that
while culture wars and student debt didn’t explain the humanities data well —
even Christian colleges and colleges with generous financial aid have seen
declines — it does line up with a wave of younger millennials who, scarred by
the financial crisis, are increasingly fixated on majors with better job prospects.

Perspective: The humanities are facing a credibility crisis

Over their lifetime, a typical history or journalism major can expect to earn
about $3.4 million, according to an analysis of Census Bureau data from 2014
to 2018 by economist Douglas Webber, who is now with the Federal Reserve. A
typical economics, biological sciences or chemistry major can expect to make
$4.6 million over that same time, adjusted for inflation.

But those typical earnings hide that who you are matters just as much as what
you study. Many of the highest-earning humanities majors earn more than the
lowest-earning STEM majors, Webber’s research shows. For example, the top
quarter of history majors earn $4.2 million over their career. That puts them
above the bottom quarter of earners from even the highest-paying majors, such
chemical and aerospace engineering.



STEM majors win the earnings game

Expected lifetime earnings by college major, 2014-2018, adjusted for inflation
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25TH 75TH
FIELD MEDIAN (50TH PERCENTILE) PERCENTILE PERCENTILE
Chemical engineering | saarM] $4.20M $6.01M
Aerospace engineering $4.01M $5.54M
Chemistry $3.81M $5.58M
Economics $3.70M $5.74M
Biological sciences $3.77M $5.64M
Computer engineering $3.89M $5.44M
Electrical engineering $3.85M $5.39M
Finance $3.65M $5.48M
2‘?:":2“’; $374M  $5.23M
Industrial engineering $3.64M $5.15M
Computer science $3.61M $5.09M
Physics $3.54M $5.15M
Political science $3.45M $5.27M
o i $345M  $5.04M
Civil engineering $3.53M $4.84M
Engineering (other) $3.51M $4.86M
Nursing $3.53M $4.89M
Accounting $3.22M $4.90M
Information science $3.35M $4.67M

Note: adjusted for inflation, in constant 2016 dollars

Source: Douglas Webber

STEM majors win the earnings game

Expected lifetime earnings by college major, 2014-2018, adjusted for inflation
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25TH

75TH

FIELD MEDIAN (50TH PERCENTILE) PERCENTILE PERCENTILE
Psychology $2.57M $4.06M
Communications $2.68M $3.84M
Foreign languages $2.65M $4.14M
Interdisciplinary studies $2.60M $4.05M
Computer programming $2.63M $3.99M
:Zar;gglf:ge/literature R2EM S0
:;mn:'g’::::tmmis"am" $2.65M $3.86M
el i M s2eM  S38TM
Environmental science $2.61M $3.81M
Art history $2.54M $4.00M
Animal science $2.64M $3.70M
Sociology $2.51M $3.81M
Anthropology/archeology $2.51M $3.87M
i s245M  $3.76M
Criminology $2.50M $3.53M
Social sciences (other) $2.44M $3.67TM
Geography $2.42M $3.60M
Hospitality $2.40M $3.55M

$2.42M $3.38M

Criminal justice

Note: adjusted for inflation, in constant 2016 dollars

Source: Douglas Webber
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STEM majors win the earnings game
Expected lifetime earnings by college major, 2014-2018, adjusted for inflation
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25TH 75TH
FIELD MEDIAN (S0TH PERCENTILE) PERCENTILE PERCENTILE
International business $3.09M $4.57TM
Public administration $3.06M $4.57M
Construction $3.17M $4.27TM
Transportation science $3.10M $4.41M
(:fn':;f”“’es $295M  $4.44M
Marketing | s3eaMm] $2.96M $4.50M
Area/ethnic studies $2.84M $4.45M
—e e T $30aM  $4.45M
General business $2.94M $4.38M
Medical technologies $3.02m $4.20M
ﬁ‘;;:‘;::':stems $294M  $4.15M
Human resources $2.89M $4.19M
Treatment therapy (all) | s3sou] $2.90M $4.17TM
Management $2.82M $4.20M
Agricultural economics $2.86M $4.20M
Architecture $2.79M $4.06M
f;ﬂ:z:g’:egs $290M  $3.95M
History $2.76M $4.22M
s $277M  sa.0M
Journalism $2.70M $4.05M

Note: adjusted for inflation, in constant 2016 dollars

Source: Douglas Webber

STEM majors win the earnings game

Expected lifetime earnings by college major, 2014-2018, adjusted for inflation
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25TH 75TH
FIELD MEDIAN (50TH PERCENTILE) PERCENTILE PERCENTILE
Humanities $2.31M $3.66M
Liberal arts $2.34M $3.55M
Mass media $2.29M $3.48M
::‘:;:'ef‘j;‘t"“s $236M  $337M
Agriculture $2.33M $3.31M
Forestry $2.36M $3.29M
Social work $2.31M $3.30M
Graphic design $2.23M $3.33M
ol $226M  $3.36M
?:;;?:ilion and [ s260M] $2.20M $3.36M
Consumer science $2.19M $3.24M
Education (all) $2.24M $3.25M
Plant science $2.20M $3.23M
tc;':::::gﬁm $2.16M $3.24M
Film/video/photography $2.00M $3.21M
::r::;g Sommumy $2.13M $3.11M
Fine arts $2.02M $3.08M
Music $1.98M $3.06M
Drama $1.97M $3.06M
Studio arts $1.86M $2.93M

Note: adjusted for inflation, in constant 2016 dollars

Source: Douglas Webber
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STEM majors win the earnings game
Expected lifetime earnings by college major, 2014-2018, adjusted for inflation
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25TH 75TH
FIELD MEDIAN (50TH PERCENTILE) PERCENTILE PERCENTILE

Cosmetology $1.94M $2.77M
S llege but

ome college but no $1.71M $2.48M
degree
Theology $1.63M $2.35M
High school $1.34M $1.96M

Note: adjusted for inflation, in constant 2016 dollars
Source: Douglas Webber DEPARTMENT OF DATA / THE WASHINGTON POST

Humanities specialists argue that these majors open up higher-earning
opportunities later in life because they don’t lock students into a narrow
programming language, certification or career path. The critical thinking taught
in humanities courses allows students to adapt to jobs that may not have
existed when they enrolled in college.

“Having training to ask hard questions is pretty significant, and that applies
across all kinds of different career situations,” said Quinn Dombrowski, an
academic technology specialist at Stanford University.

Dombrowski’s degree in Slavic linguistics has taken her to a career in academic
information technology, high-performance computing and helping researchers
use computers to analyze languages. In her spare time, she founded the Data-
Sitters Club and co-founded an effort to archive Ukrainian websites before
they’re destroyed by Russian hackers and mortars.

“When we work with undergraduates on digital humanities projects,”
Dombrowski said, “it’s often easier to take a humanities undergrad and teach
them just enough coding to do what they need to do rather than taking some of
the CS majors who can do the coding in their sleep but don’t really think about
the questions in the nuanced ways that we need them to.”

Schmidt said that while he now spends much of his time coding and analyzing
data, he’s still glad he studied humanities as an undergraduate.

“l don’t regret my undergrad major in part because I was able to pick up all the
programing languages I needed on my own,” Schmidt said. “I didn’t need a
computer science course to do that,” he added.

But Dombrowski said she understands undergraduates’ desire to walk into a
highly paid tech career immediately out of college rather than roll the dice on a
humanities degree and trust that opportunities will arise.



“It’s fine to tell people that this sets them up for brighter prospects in the longer
term for their career,” Dombrowski said. “But students — especially

[those] who've taken on substantial student debt — have immediate needs for
paying rent and then paying those loans back.”

https:/ /www.washingtonpost.com /business/2022/09/02 /college-major-regrets /

How to make sense of all this to help graduating kids?

It’s all well and good to extoll STEM, but what if you’re not suited for it? Along
the same lines, I know a ‘practically-minded” teacher who majored in Science
Education because “that’s where the jobs will be”, but is not a good-enough
Science teacher for what kids need heading onto university, competition for
entry into professional colleges, and even polytechnics. Teaching in a second- or
third-tier Asian boarding school, I saw all the Chinese, Korean, and Japanese
students who didn’t make it into the better schools, but were still expected to
become STEM types, though not suited for such at all. Every racial/ethnic
group has a diversity that predisposes youth to every type of aptitude.

I know a guy who went through Education solely to be with his girlfriend so
that he could keep an eye on her and undercut the risk of losing her. He
finished one class short, never completing an internship, and had no intention
of teaching (it would be “beneath” him). But the girl married him, and she
supported him and their kids through a series of business failures. Would he
say he “regrets” going into Education? He wouldn'’t take the risk of studying
something like Commerce which might have made him a better businessman.

This problem is not new:

English lit—how about you?”

The New Yorker 75% Anniversary Cartoon Collection (1999). TJB




