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Existing research on multiple majors lacks comparison between double 
and triple majors in relation to their awareness of multiple-major 
opportunities, motivations in pursuing multiple majors, and perceived 
advantages and disadvantages. Our study intended to fill these 
identified gaps by examining the differences in these variables across 
the two groups, double and triple majors. Additionally, we aimed to 
make the same comparisons among subpopulations of students by 
demographic characteristics, including first-generation status, race, 
gender, financial aid status, class standing, and transfer status.
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• Transfer students were more likely to indicate degree practicality as 
a motivator to pursue multiple majors (M = 4.64 ± 0.75) than non-
transfer students (M = 3.70 ± 1.49).

• As a result, universities seeking to motivate students to pursue 
multiple majors should utilize marketing and communication tactics 
targeted specifically towards transfer students.

• Students who receive financial aid were more likely to indicate 
multiple passions as a primary motivation for pursuing multiple 
majors (M = 4.61 ± 0.74) than students not receiving financial aid 
(M = 3.72 ± 1.14).

• This pattern may result from financial aid packages that award 
scholarships for students pursuing specific majors (e.g., theater-
major-specific scholarships).

• Female students (M = 4.29 ± 1.12) tended to express diverse 
experiences and interactions as a primary advantage more than 
male students (M = 3.81 ± 1.26). Furthermore, female students 
(M = 3.71 ± 1.31) more often cited increased balance as 
an advantage of multiple majoring compared to male students 
(M = 3.21 ± 1.41).

• While time commitment is the most frequently 
perceived disadvantage of pursuing multiple majors, our results 
indicate that female students (3.77 ± 1.37) view it as a greater 
disadvantage compared to male students (3.32 ± 1.36).

• Asian students were most likely to cite ability to grow professionally 
as a disadvantage to multiple majoring (M = 2.85 ± 1.50), while 
Black students were least likely (M = 1.67 ± 0.58).

• first-generation students more frequently heard about 
multiple majoring at the institution (M = 1.78 ± 0.43) compared to 
non-–first-generation students (M = 1.50 ± 0.50).

• These findings indicates a systematic knowledge gap that may 
hinder first-generation students from pursuing the same academic 
opportunities as other students.

Perhaps the most influential decision made by college students is the 
choice of academic major. Affecting not only the courses one takes, this 
decision influences the connections a student will make (Israel et al., 
2020), the employment opportunities a student may have after 
graduation (Roksa & Levey, 2010), and the skills a student will acquire 
while in school (Yao, 2019). As a consequence of the weight of this 
decision, a trend at higher-education institutions has emerged over the 
last several decades in which students pursue multiple majors at the 
same time (Knight, 2011). Indeed, it is known that at least one-quarter 
of college students graduate with more than one degree (Zafar, 2012). 
However, there exists a dearth of research concerning multiple-major 
students and their varied experiences. Thus, we explored differences in 
the motivations, advantages, disadvantages, and time of awareness 
across various sub-populations of multiple-major students. Of 
particular interest were first-generation students, international 
students, and low-income students who receive need-based financial 
aid, three populations who typically enter college with reduced access 
to information concerning higher-education institutions and face the 
most challenges in adjusting to college life (Hoxby & Turner, 2015; 
Lashari et al., 2018; Palbusa & Gauvain, 2017). Examining the 
motivations, advantages, and disadvantages experienced by multiple-
major students from these populations can enable researchers to 
improve the accessibility of pursuing multiple majors at institutions of 
higher education.
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This study was part of a larger, explanatory, sequential, mixed-methods 
study (Creswell & Creswell, 2017) exploring the experiences of college 
students pursuing multiple majors. We applied a roster method to 
identify the accessible population (Marsden, 1990). A roster was used 
of 6,598 enrolled undergraduate students at the research site as of the 
census date in spring 2021. A random sample of 2,000 students were 
invited three times via their university email addresses to participate in 
a 5- to 7-min online survey. A total of 529 students completed the 
survey, of which 57% (n = 303) answered the screener question 
indicating their pursuit of more than one major, even if not declared 
with the institution. Table I represents the demographics of the 
research site, accessible population, and sample. To aid in answering 
the four hypotheses, descriptive statistics were utilized by the research 
team to determine whether to accept or reject the null hypothesis. 
Inferential statistical procedures (t-tests and analyses of variance 
[ANOVAs]; Creswell & Creswell, 2017) were used to determine if there 
were any significant differences in multiple-major awareness, 
motivations, and perceived advantages and disadvantages among 
student subpopulations. Independent variables included first-
generation status, race, gender, financial aid status, class standing, 
transfer status, and number of majors. Dependent variables consisted 
of the survey items related to multiple-major awareness, motivations, 
advantages, and disadvantages. T-tests and ANOVA tests which 
exhibited statistical significance are displayed in the results.

Sponsored by the Residence Life & Student Housing Research Team, Division of Student Affairs SMU IRB: #H21-004-GRAD

Motivation Group M SD Test statistic p
Gender

University climate Male 3.94 1.05 –3.89 0.000
Female 4.48 0.71
Financial aid status

Multiple passions Receiving financial aid 4.61 0.74 –1.98 0.049

Not receiving financial aid 4.28 0.98
University climate Receiving financial aid 4.41 0.77 –2.94 0.007

Not receiving financial aid 3.72 1.14

Transfer-student status
Degree practicality Transfer student 4.64 0.75 4.05 0.000

Non–transfer student 3.70 1.49
Number of majors

Multiple passions Double major 4.52 0.82 4.54 0.034
Triple major 4.90 0.30

Multiple intellectual 
interests Double major 4.53 0.76 3.69 0.056

Triple major 4.86 0.36
Personal desire to grow or 
change Double major 4.28 0.91 3.60 0.059

Triple major 4.67 0.58
Well-rounded individual Double major 4.21 1.09 4.16 0.043

Triple major 4.71 0.72

Table I
Primary Motivations for Multiple Majoring

Advantage Group M SD Test statistic p
Diverse interactions and experiences Male 3.81 1.26 –2.39 0.019

Female 4.29 1.12
More balance Male 3.21 1.41 –2.27 0.025

Female 3.71 1.31

Table II
Advantages of Multiple Majoring

Disadvantage Group M SD
Test 

statistic p
Generation status

Limited academic 
opportunities First-generation student 3.22 1.49 2.06 0.041

Non–first-generation student 2.57 1.24
Race

Ability to grow professionally Hispanic (regardless of race) 2.80 1.42 3.23 0.008
Asian 2.85 1.50
Black or African American 1.67 0.58
White 2.05 1.09
Two or more races 2.78 1.30
Race and ethnicity unknown 3.50 2.12
Gender

Time commitment Male 3.32 1.36 –1.97 0.051
Female 3.77 1.37
Financial aid status

Ability to grow professionally Not receiving financial aid 2.88 1.39 2.76 0.006
Receiving financial aid 2.16 1.17

Negative emotional impacts Not receiving financial aid 3.80 1.00 2.12 0.040
Receiving financial aid 3.31 1.40
Class standing

Negative emotional impacts First-year/freshman 3.43 0.79 3.20 0.025
Sophomore 3.85 1.32
Junior 3.40 1.33
Senior 3.00 1.40

Logistical issues First-year/freshman 4.00 0.58 4.66 0.004
Sophomore 4.22 1.01
Junior 3.75 1.22
Senior 3.30 1.38

Lack of understanding from 
professors First-year/freshman 2.86 0.69 2.87 0.038

Sophomore 2.98 1.24
Junior 2.89 1.35
Senior 2.31 1.20
Number of majors

Ability to grow professionally Double major 2.36 1.23 6.91 0.059

Table III
Disadvantages of Multiple Majoring

Group M SD Test statistic p
Generation status
First-generation student 1.78 0.43 2.55 0.018
Non–first-generation student 1.50 0.50
Number of majors
Double major 1.51 0.50 4.96 0.027
Triple major 1.76 0.44

Table IV
Multiple Major Awareness After Arriving at the University
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