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ABSTRACT

Australia, Canada, Germany, and the United States experienced
a substantial decline in undergraduate degrees in economcs from
1992 through 1996, followed i medi ately by a nodest recovery. This
cycle does not conform to overall degree trends, shifts in the
gender conposition of undergraduate populations, or changing
interests of female students in any of the four countries. There
is no evidence that changes in the “price” of a degree to students,
ti ghtened marki ng standards or degree requirenents, or changes in
pedagogi cal nethods caused the cycle either.

Jobs for econom cs graduates declined in the U S. between 1988
and 1990, and thereafter recovered. Wth a two-year recognition
| ag, the pattern of enploynment prospects fits the U S slunp in
econom cs degrees perfectly. Unfortunately, enploynment patterns in
the other three countries are inconsistent wwth the degree cycle.
The explanation that fits the econom c degree pattern best is
interest in business education.

Under graduat e econom cs degree counts for the U S. updated

t hrough June 2000 are reported in the appendi x.
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The interest of Anerican undergraduates in studying for an
econom cs degree has dropped precipitously three tinmes since Wrld
War Il (Margo and Siegfried 1996). Followng a rapid build up
after the war, the nunber of degrees awarded in economcs fell a
staggering 56 percent from 1950 to 1955. |In the first half of the
1970s, the nunber declined again, but this tine by just 18 percent.

More recently, the nunber of wundergraduate econom cs degrees
awarded in the U S. dropped by 29 percent from 1992 to 1996.
After each drop, the nunber of econom cs degrees began an
i mredi ate recovery, although at a slower pace than the directly
prior decline. As Margo and Siegfried (1996) observed, it appears
that the share of economcs degrees in the U S exhibits “nean
reversion” - the tendency to return to a fixed proportion of
degrees awarded, at about 2.1 to 2.2 percent. Although this nean
reversion suggests that a self-equilibrating nmechanismis present,
it does not reveal how that nmechani sm operates. |f students can
switch majors freely, or if students’ preferences anong disciplines
affect the adm nistrative allocation of places anong disciplines,
equilibration will depend on students’ perceptions of the relative
benefits and costs of majoring in economcs. The nost significant
benefits of a degree in economcs wll be manifested through the
enjoynent of studying the subject and through the |abor market
rewards attained by graduates; the principal costs wll be

reflected in the rigor of degree requirenments and the tine required



to earn the degree.

Academ c econom sts have rai sed consi derabl e concern about the
recent decline in undergraduate econom cs degrees, perhaps fearfu
that decreasing demand by undergraduates to study econom cs
portends downward pressure on the demand for econom sts’ services,
whi ch may di m ni sh enpl oynent and earni ngs prospects for econom cs
facul ty. Some have called for broad efforts to inprove the
content, managenent, and pedagogical style in introductory courses
So as to attract nore majors (Bartlett 1995; Becker 2000). Qhers
quietly have attacked the problem at the mcro |evel, analyzing
their own departnents in an effort to turn around declining
enrol I ments that have put the reauthorization of vacant faculty
positions at risk. In order to attract nore students, they have
proposed strategies that involve changes in advising, revanping the
content and pedagogy of their introductory courses, relaxing their
gradi ng standards and degree requirenents for a nmgjor, and the
adoption of new technol ogy.

Even if contractions in economcs najors are only a tenporary
phenonenon, the disruptions they cause, especially if fluctuations
are mstakenly perceived as pernmanent, can be costly. The
fluctuations may pronpt irrevocable faculty appointnent, retention,
or retirenent decisions that are regretted later. They may induce
expensi ve investnents in technology that are not warranted on the

basis of permanent benefits and costs. And they may erode



standards that are difficult to reestablish.

W try to acconplish two objectives in this article. First,
we have gathered roughly conparable data on the nunber of
undergraduate degrees in economcs awarded in four different
countries over nost of the 1990s. Second, we assenble in one place
a list of various hypotheses that have been of fered as expl anati ons
for fluctuations in the nunber of undergraduate econom cs degrees,
and revi ew the evidence bearing on each. Al so, in the appendi x we
updat e through June 2000 the tabul ati on of undergraduate econom cs
degrees in the U S

I nternational conparisons of trends in degrees provide an
opportunity to identify reasons for fluctuations in interest in
econoni cs. If trends in the nunber of degrees differ anong
countries, it may be possible to relate those differences to
potential causes that also vary anong the countries. |If the trends
are simlar across countries but fluctuate over tine, it may be
possible to relate the fluctuations to potential causes that have

varied over time consistently anong the countries.



TRENDS | N ECONOM CS DEGREES | N FOUR COUNTRI ES

As a first step, we assenbled data® on the trends in econonics
degrees over the 1990s from Australia, Canada, Germany, and the
United States. The 1990s is a particularly useful decade during
which to examne international trends in interest in studying
econom cs because in the four countries it is a decade that begins
with stability, and then experiences a significant cycle in the
nunber of bachel or=s degrees awarded in econom cs.

The trends are reported in Table 1. Because the academ c
years in the Northern and Southern Hem spheres differ, we have
| agged the Australian data by a hal f-year.

There is a remarkable simlarity in trends anong the
countries. Following a decade of stable nobdest growth, U S.
econom cs degrees dropped 29 percent from 1992 (i.e., 1991-92) to
1996, and then imredi ately began to recover, rising by 14 percent
from 1996 to 1999. Australian econom cs degrees plumeted by 34
percent from 1992 to 19962 but recovered by 13 percent from 1996
to 1998%. Following a decline of 34 percent from 1991 to 1996,
Canadi an econom cs degrees recovered by 12 percent in the three
years after 1996. The anplitude of the cycle is |less severe in
Germany, and appears to lag the others by about a year, but the
German nunbers were already sonmewhat depressed going into the
decade of the 1990s (Girtner 1998). GCernman econom cs degrees fel

only 14 percent from 1993 to 1997. In the succeeding two years the



annual nunber of German under graduate econom cs degrees stabilized
but did not begin to recover.

Each of the four countries suffered a decline in interest in
studyi ng econom cs from about 1992 through 1996 that was al npbst
i medi ately reversed thereafter. Because students in the U S.
decl are a specialization about two years prior to graduation, and
those in Australia, Canada and Gernmany choose their specialization
about three years prior to earning a degree, there appears to have
been a uniformy sharp global decline in interest in economcs that
began in 1989 or 1990 and lasted until about 1994. It was foll owed
by an i medi ate, although |ess sharp, reversal in the trend. The
data suggest that causes of the fluctuations nay |ie anong factors
that experienced simlar changes anong the countries. What
happened during the first half of the 1990s to danpen the interest
of undergraduates in econom cs throughout the world, and what nmay

have arrested the decline?

POSSI BLE EXPLANATI ONS FOR THE FLUCTUATI ONS
Trends in the Overall Nunber of Degrees.
The nost obvi ous expl anation for fluctuations in the nunber of
under gr aduat e econoni cs degrees is conparable fluctuations in the

nunmber of overall degrees awarded. |If economcs maintains a

constant share of all degrees, trends in economcs degrees wll



depend directly on trends in all university degrees. The latter,
of course, depend on both denographic trends and on the propensity
of potential university students to enroll. The nost significant
incentive to attenpt a post-secondary degree program in turn, is
the relative job prospects enjoyed by and relative wage prem um
earned by university graduates relative to high school graduates.

Thi s expl anati on does not hold much prom se to enlighten us
about the cycle in economcs degrees, however. In both Gernmany and
in the United States, the share of total degrees awarded accounted
for by economcs declined in the first half of the 1990s (Gartner
1998; Margo and Siegfried 1996). 1In the U S., overall university
enroll ments rose persistently during the nost recent downturn in
econom cs degrees. Using U S. data from 1990 through 1996,
Siegfried (1997) found no evidence that economcs enrollnents
follow national enrollnment trends. Girtner’s (1998, 105) analysis
of Germany reached the same concl usion.

Fluctuations in the total nunber of bachel or’s degrees awarded
in Australia and Canada are inconsistent with trends in econom cs
degrees awarded in those countries, also. In Australia total
degrees rose steadily through 1994 and then leveled out, while
econom cs degrees plunged 34 percent from 1992 to 1996 (Depart nent
of Enpl oynent, Education, Training and Youth Affairs 1997). I n
Canada total bachelor’s degrees were virtually constant from 1994

to 1996, while econom cs degrees fell 24 percent; then, just when



the slide in econom cs degrees was arrested, total degrees started
to drop. From 1996 to 1998 the total nunber of undergraduate
degrees in Canada slipped 4 percent, but econom cs degrees rose by
1 percent (Statistical Canada 1991). There is obviously nore to
the cycle in econom cs degrees than sinply tracing broader trends

in university attendance.

Changi ng Gender M x in University Students.

Estimates of the proportion of economc degrees that are
awarded to wonen are available in Table 2 for three countries -
Australia, Canada, and the U S The proportion is roughly
conparabl e across countries. About a third of those who
concentrate in economcs in Canada and the U S. are female, while
the proportion in Australia is closer to 40 percent. The fraction
has been relatively steady throughout nost of the 1990s in
Australia, while inching upward a few percentage points in North
Aneri ca.

The proportion of econom cs degrees awarded to wonen is |ess
than the proportion of overall university students in each country
that is female. Not only do wonmen account for nore than 50 percent
of each birth cohort, but, 1in addition, there are now
proportionately nore wonen than nen attending post-secondary
i nstitutions.

When the nunber of wonen in the overall undergraduate



popul ation grows faster than the nunber of nen, as has been the
case during the | ast decade, the share of degrees accounted for by
economcs can fall even if the proportions of nmen and wonen who
sel ect econom cs renmai n constant. [Econom cs can | ose share because
t he denographic group nost likely to choose an econom cs degree
(nmen) dimnishes in relative inportance.

This hypothesis, however, does not fit the data. I n
Australia, Canada, and the United States the proportion of
university students who are female grew steadily throughout the
decade, from53 to 59 percent in Australia, from56 to 58 percent
in Canada, and from53 to 56 percent in the U S This denographic
shift inplies a steadily declining share for econom cs over the
entire decade. But the evidence in each country reveals a sharp
decline in econom cs degrees from 1992 through 1996, followed by a
nodest recovery. The initial decline in econom cs degrees is too
sharp to be explained by the changing denographic profile of
university students and the subsequent recovery in econonics
degrees is inconsistent wwth the continued growmh in the share of

wonen anong all post-secondary students.

Changi ng Interests of Male and Femal e Students.
Even if the mix of nale and fenmale students in the overall

student popul ation remains stable, differences in interest between



men and wonen m ght affect total economcs enrollnments. A “chilly”
at nosphere for wonen (Bartlett 1995), for exanple, could affect
enrol | ments.

In order to explain the recent cycle in econom cs degrees,
wonren woul d have had to have experienced abruptly falling classroom
tenperatures about 1990, followed imediately by a heat wave
commenci ng around 1994. Conmpl ai nts about the chilly reception
accorded wonen by the econom cs profession have been steady,
however. They do not fit the cyclical enrollnent pattern. The
proportion of econom cs degrees awarded to wonen does not follow a
pattern conpatible with a major role for classroom atnosphere in
driving the total nunber of degrees. |In Australia, Canada and the
U S. the proportion of economcs majors that is femal e has been
relatively constant over the 1990s, with only a slight increase
experienced late in the decade.

Furthernore, the longer-termpattern of interest in economcs
by wonmen in the U S. does not track overall undergraduate econom cs
degrees. The proportion of undergraduate econom cs degrees awarded
to wonen rose about a percentage point per year from 1975 to 1985,
from 25 to 35 percent. It then imediately reversed, losing a
percentage point annually until stabilizing around 30 percent in
1990. It has been roughly constant since. Total econom cs
degrees, however, rose steadily from 1975 until the early 1990s,

t hroughout the period when interest in economcs by wonmen first



rose rapidly and then abruptly reversed itself. Then, during the
1990s, interest by wonmen seened to track interest by nmen, with both
groups first experiencing a severe decline and then a recovery.

It is sometinmes argued that the interest of undergraduate
wonen in a discipline is driven by the availability of role nodels,
al t hough Rosen and Canes (1995) found no enpirical evidence of such
a link. 1In any case, the proportion of U S. economcs faculty at
graduate departnents that is femal e does not match the proportion
of under graduate econom cs degrees awarded to wonen over the past
25 years®. Al though the issue of interest in econonics by woren is
inportant, it appears to be a better candidate to explain levels

rat her than cycles in econoni cs degrees.

Changi ng Interest in Business Education.

The rel ati onshi p between under graduat e busi ness educati on and
econom cs is conplex. The choice of institution dom nates the
choice of major for sonme students; they choose a major from anong
the offerings at their preferred institution. For other students,
however, the institution is of secondary inportance; students
select their college or university fromanong only those offering a
course of study in their preferred discipline. For this reason it
IS necessary to examne a |large sanple of diversified institutions
to accurately assess trends in student interest anong disciplines.

For students whose choice of institution dom nates the choice

10



of mgjor, and who attend an institution that does not offer a
busi ness or commerce degree, econon cs nay serve as a substitute
for business (Conrad 1996). |If so, declining interest in business
woul d be acconpanied by concurrently declining enrollnent in
econom cs by those students who were using econom cs as a surrogate
for business.

For students whose choice of major dom nates their choice of
institution, the effect of declining interest in business on
econom cs enrollments is | ess obvious. There should be no effect
on such students attending institutions that do not offer a
busi ness (or accounting or comrerce) degree because those students
enrolled in econom cs have already revealed their |lack of interest
in business by selecting an institution wthout such offerings. A
general decline in interest in business education should have no

ef fect on econom cs nmgjors in such circunstances.

Students who attend institutions offering both business and
econom cs degrees are not constrained by their preference anong the
two disciplines at the time they elect the institution to attend.
Thus, those who prefer economics wll be unaffected by reduced
interest in business education; they had al ready abandoned busi ness
and were not using economcs as a surrogate. Indeed, a di mnished
overall interest in business may | ead sone students who ot herw se

woul d have elected a business or comrerce degree to mgrate to
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econom cs, thereby boosting econom cs enroll nents.

The situation is different, however, if the novenent by
students anpbng mmjors (degrees) is constrained. In many U. S.
institutions, students matriculate into a (usually) two-year
general studies program and enter specialized business studies for
their final two years of undergraduate study. In nmany Australian
universities the supply of places for new students in each
discipline is set admnistratively. Because the demand for
particul ar disciplines often changes nore rapidly than faculties
can adjust their staff and the supply of places, a shortage of
opportunities in business nmay devel op. Such shortages have
frequently been resolved by using entrance requirenents to ration
the scarce places in the US. and Australia (Salem and Eubanks
1996; Lewis and Norris 1997).

Wen there is a shortage of places, mninum entrance
credentials are el evated and sone academ cal ly weaker students who
are denied entry to the business program seek a place el sewhere.
During the rapidly escalating demand for business degrees in the
US from 1965 to 1985 (WIlis and Pieper 1996), many such
“busi ness wannabe” students who could not gain admssion to a
busi ness programenrolled in econom cs as a second choice. 1In such
ci rcunst ances strong demand for business education can increase the
nunber of econom cs nmjors.

Follow ng a long period of steady growh up to 1991-92, the

12



nunber of undergraduate business degrees has waned in the U S.
declining from 257 thousand in 1991-92 to 227 thousand by 1995-96
(U.S. Departnent of Education 1998). It then leveled out. Wen
interest in business prograns declines, those prograns can repl ace
sone of their lost enrollnment by relaxing academc entrance
requi renents. Fornmer business wannabes are admtted to the
busi ness program and, accordi ngly, the nunber of econom cs mjors
declines. The academ c quality of the remaining econom cs majors
could rise or fall, depending upon the academ c rank of those who
secure adm ssion to the business program This explanation fits
well with the 12 percent decline in business degrees in the U.S.
from 1991-92 through 1995-96 (U. S. Departnent of Education 1998).
Lowering adm ssion standards in order to nmintain enroll nment
| evel s, business schools opened their doors to sone students who
ot herwi se woul d have majored in econom cs.

Undergraduate degrees earned in business and commerce in
Germany exhibit a pattern simlar to the United States. Follow ng
ten years of annual growth exceeding 10 percent, the nunber of
under gr aduat e busi ness degrees earned in Germany virtually |evel ed
out from 1992 through 1998, the sane period when econoni cs degrees
were falling in Germany®.

There is al so sone cross-section evidence relating interest in
busi ness education to economcs enrollnments. Usi ng regression

analysis to explain the proportion of a student popul ation that
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majors in economcs, Siegfried and WIkinson (1982) found that the
presence of a conpeting undergraduate business major at the sane
university is likely to reduce the nunber of econom cs students by
nore than the entire average-size econonics program ceteris
paribus. This inplies that the introduction of a business degree
would virtually w pe out an econom cs departnment if everything el se
were held constant. Fortunately for econom cs departnents, other
things (e.g., curriculum seldom remain the sane. In a simlar
anal ysis, WIllis and Pieper (1996) found that institutions offering
an undergraduate degree in business had only one-fourth as nany
economcs majors as institutions that did not offer a business
maj or .

In a careful case study of the University of North Carolina at
Chapel Hill (UNC), Salem and Eubanks (1996) discovered that, on
aver age, “di scouraged business najors” accounted for one third of
UNC s econom cs majors between 1983 and 1994. Using a conservative
definition of discouraged business majors, they concluded that such
students accounted disproportionately for the econom cs degree
cycle that occurred at UNC over the period of their analysis.

Brasfield et al. (1996) gathered data about the change in
econom cs degrees from 1989-90 to 1993-94 froma survey of 200 U. S
econom cs departnents. They asked whether the econom cs program
conpeted directly with an undergraduate business program Their

period of analysis included the first two years of sharp declines
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in the aggregate nunber of economcs degrees in the U S. Their
sanpl e included 137 institutions whose econom cs degrees declined
by at least 5 percent and 51 whose econonics degrees increased by
at least 5 percent over the period.

They found that institutions wthout an in-house business
degree were at greater risk of losing majors over the period.
Because this was a period of declining interest in business
degrees, their evidence |ends support to the idea that econom cs
may be a close substitute for business at such institutions. They
al so observed a net loss in econonm cs degrees anong institutions
that offered both business and economcs, but it was smaller. This
is consistent with a set of institutions that offer both degrees
being divided into sone that ration access to the business najor --
they would |ose economcs mgjors -- and sone that do not --

econoni cs woul d be unaffected.

In short, there appears to be sonme support for all of the
hypot heses that have been advanced to relate interest in business
education with interest in economcs. Unfortunately, isolating the
nunber of business nmajors for Australia and Canada is difficult,
and so the enpirical evidence is limted to tinme-series fromthe

U.S. and Gernmany and cross-section studies fromthe U S
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Changes in O her Conpeting Degree Prograns.

Anecdot al evidence suggests that business is not the only
program that may conpete with econom cs. The |ast several decades
have witnessed a proliferation of prograns that are related to
econom cs, but often do not require as nuch econom c theory or
quantitative work as is required to major in economcs. The snaller
cohorts of high school graduates that predictably hit Anerican
hi gher education in the md 1980s induced nunerous institutions to
construct new interdisciplinary prograns to cater to student
demands.

Public policy prograns, hybrid business econonm cs degrees,
international studies, and area studies prograns, anong others,
al l ow students to get to applied econom cs courses faster than the
typical highly structured economcs major permts. They attract
students who see economcs as an instrunment to | earn about policy
or global markets or to help themget a job, rather than as a way
of | earning nethodol ogi cal approaches to problens that may have
|l ong run benefits. Such prograns frequently are marketed as
i ncluding “econom cs”, but often do not require internediate mcro
and internedi ate macro, two courses that undergraduates frequently
find difficult and boring. As such, these prograns are soneti nes
referred to as “econom cs wthout tears.”

Siegfried (1997) attenpted to relate the decline in econom cs

degrees in the U S. from 1990 through 1996 to the introduction of
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conpeting majors, including business as well as other prograns such
as international relations. He found that econonm cs degrees
declined 30 percent at 20 institutions whose econom cs departnents
reported that a new conpeting major had recently been introduced,
but declined only 26 percent at 131 institutions that reported no
change in their local conpetition. Although no statistical tests
were perforned, it is doubtful that the difference is nmeaningful.
WIllis and Pieper (1996) found that those econom cs mjors

|l ost froma sanple of departnments at 21 U S. |iberal arts colleges
from 1983 to 1992 mgrated primarily to other social science
disciplines. Anbng the faster growi ng social sciences over that
period were crimnol ogy, anthropology, and international relations.
However, as WIlis and Pieper note, these prograns existed at the
begi nning of the period in the institutions they studied and thus
can explain where the |ost economcs majors went, but do not by

t hensel ves explain why the majors | eft econom cs.

Fluctuations in the Academ c Price of an Econom cs Degree.
Anecdotes usually have economsts vying wth natura
scientists for the harshest grading standards at nost universities.
At least that is the econom sts’ version of the story. There is
systematic enpirical evidence that both absolute and relative
gradi ng standards affect the nunber of students who nmjor in

econom cs (Sabot and Wakeman-Linn 1991). For grading standards to
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expl ain the econom cs degree cycle, however, they would have had to
have been tightened up significantly about 1990, and then rel axed
roughly four years later in all of the countries for which we have
econom cs degrees data. Although we do not have direct evidence on
the average grades earned by econom cs students and by all other
students each year in any country, it is plausible that grading
standards woul d have remained tight in economcs relative to other
di sci plines up through 1990 because nmany econom cs departnents were
overrun by students in the late 1980s and thus had no reason to
follow the general trend toward easier grading. Departnents also
may have started to relax grading standards by 1994 as they
realized how rapidly their nunber of nmajors was falling (Becker
1997, 1357).

Some students might also view curriculum requirenents as a
“price” they nust pay to earn a particular degree. W have
encount ered numerous econom cs departnents that were considering a
strategy of relaxing degree requirenents to attract additional
students, and several others that instituted a required
econonetrics course only when enrol |l nents were overwhel mng their
teachi ng capacity. Wen Siegfried and WI ki nson (1982) | ooked at
this question systematically in a cross-section regression
anal ysi s, however, they uncovered little evidence that curriculum
requi renents affected student choices anong mgjors in 1980.

Recently, Siegfried (1997) found virtually no difference in

18



enrol | ment trends anong col |l eges and universities in the U S. that
had increased, decreased, or not changed their econom cs nmjor

requi renents.

Changi ng Teachi ng Met hods.

In the early 1990s econom sts appeared to be out of step with
educati onal psychol ogi sts and instruction specialists regarding the
value of active learning techniques (Becker 1997, 1359). The
Commi ssion on Gaduate Education in Economcs, for exanple,
concluded that “the appropriate style of professional comuni cation
is sonething (graduate) students can figure out for thenselves by
wat ching their teachers” (Krueger 1991, 1049). The teachers those
future instructors were observing spent about 83 percent of their
class tine lecturing (Becker 1997, 1352). Because econom cs
departnents were generally overburdened by students around 1990,
there was little reason for faculty to invest the tine required to
adopt teachi ng nethods that enphasi zed active | earning.

One m ght have expected the sharp decline in econom cs ngjors
that began about 1990 to have inproved the payoff to faculty
investnments in learning how to use nore effective and nore popul ar
(wth students) pedagogi cal techniques than traditional “chalk and
talk.” Consistent with this expectation, Becker and Watts (2001)
found in surveys of about 600 economcs faculty that the nedian

proportion of time full-time professors devoted to teaching
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increased from 50 percent in 1995 to 60 percent by 2000.
Respondents also reported that for both pronotions and annual
rai ses, they perceived about a 5 percentage point increase in the
medi an wei ght given to teaching from 1995 to 2000.

The increased faculty effort devoted to teaching does not
appear to have influenced teaching nethods, however. The nedi an
proportion of class tine devoted to traditional |ecturing remained
virtually constant from 1995 to 2000 (although the nmean proportion
declined by a few percentage points). Becker and Watts’ (2001)
results “suggest that the reward structure has noved slightly
toward nore enphasis on teaching, and that academ c econom sts are
now spending nore tinme on teaching or preparing to teach, [bJut the
nmet hod of choice for teaching economcs...is still chalk and talk.”

Thus, there appears to be no basis to attribute the increase in
econom cs degrees during the latter half of the 1990s to changes in
pedagogi cal nethods that were provoked by the imediately prior

drop in nunbers.

Changi ng Rel ati ve Labor Market Returns to an Econom cs Degree.
Since the late 1970s, undergraduates have been intensely
interested in their job prospects upon earning a degree, view ng
col |l ege and university education primarily as an instrunent to gain
an advantage in the | abor market. Accordingly, changes over tine

in the enpl oyment prospects and earnings of students with various
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degrees could alter the relative attractiveness of different nmajors
t o under graduat e students.

Siegfried and Raynond (1984) found that the finance,
i nsurance, and real estate (FIRE) sector enployed 38 percent of
young econom cs graduates in 1980. WIllis and Pieper (1996)
reported that the share of civilian enpl oynent accounted for by the
FIRE sector in the U S peaked at 11.3 percent in 1988, just two
years before student interest in economcs apparently began to
evaporate. The share fell to 10.6 percent by 1992 and then began a
nodest recovery from 1992 to 1997 (OECD 1998, 94-95). This
enpl oynent pattern closely fits the pattern of U S economcs
degrees if there is a two-year recognition lag from changes in
enpl oynent outcomes to changes in student choi ces anong nmgj ors and
anot her two-year | ag between student choices and degree outcones.
Unfortunately, in Australia, Canada, and Gernmany, FIRE enpl oynent
has increased steadily from 1986 through 1997 (OECD 1998, 54-55,
150- 151, 274-275), exhibiting no hint of a | agged relationship with
t he nunber of bachel or’s degrees awarded in economcs in any of the
three countries. FIRE nmay not be the dom nant enployer of

econom cs graduates in Australia, Canada, and CGernmany, however.
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CONCLUSI ON

Anmong t he hypot heses that have been suggested to explain the
decline and partial recovery in the nunber of economcs ngjors in
the 1990s, the effect of interest in business education and the
i nfl uence of gradi ng standards appear to show the nost prom se for
addi tional investigation. O course, pinning the blanme on
declining interest in business then raises the question of why
interest in business has waned. Further exam nation of the role of
| abor market returns also may be worthwhil e.

In sum there appears to be no convincing explanation for the

1992-96 decline in interest in econonm cs anong undergraduates.
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TABLE 1. Undergraduate Degrees in Econom cs

Canada/Germany/U.S. 88-89  89-90 90-91 91-92 92-93 93-94 94-95 95-96 96-97 97-98 98-99

Australia 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999
Australia® N 1,157 1,186 1329 1,428 1340 1266 1,079 938 1,049 1,062 -

(n=14) %A 425 4121 +74 62  -55 +148 -13.1 +11.8 +1.2 -

Canada® N . - 1,740 1,537 1,559 1,517 1,364 1,154 1,138 1,170 1,291
(n=10) %A - - - 17 #1427 -101 -154 <14 28 +103
Germany" N 19,841 21,252 21,211 23,765 25,379 25,258 23,831 22,080 21,832 22,178 21,889
(n=population) %A . +7.1 02 +120 +68 05  -56 73 11 +16  -13
Usd N 11,298 11,250 10,187 9,116 8,152 8,007 8,176 8,596 9,095
(n=170) %A . . . 04 94  -105 -10.6 -1.8 +2.1 451 458

2 The 14 Australian universities in the sanple are: Janes Cook,
Queensl and, Mirdoch, Western Australia, Flinders, Tasmania, Australian
Nati onal University, Macquarie, New Engl and, Newcastl e, New South Wl es,
Wl | ongong, LaTrobe, and Royal Mel bourne Institute of Technol ogy.

b The 10 Canadian universities in the sanple are: Dal housie, Laval,
MG IIl, MMster, Menorial University of Newfoundl and, Montreal, Queen=s,
Si non Fraser, Western Ontario and York.

© The Gernman data are a census.

d Sample U.S. institutions are: Chio State, California-Berkeley, Wchita
State, North Carolina-Geensboro, Carnegie-Mllon, Stanford, Davidson,
and Ponpna.

Sour ces: Described in text.
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TABLE 2. Percentage of First Degrees in Economics Earned by Women.

Canada/US  88-89 89-90 90-91 91-92 92-93 93-94 94-95 95-96 96-97 97-98 98-99

Australia 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999

Australia®  37.2 383 37.7 39.1 399 393 40.5 384 404 39.1 -

(n=13)
Canada® - - 284 324 308 299 31.1 332 313 334 33.7
(n=6)
USs.© - - 298 29.1 297 278 294 295 304 314 33.1
(n=170)

% The Sample includes the 14 Australian universities in Table 1 less the
Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology.

Y The 6 Canadian universities in the sample are: Memorial University of
Newfoundland, McMaster, Montreal, Queenss, Simon Fraser, and Western
Ontario.

¢ The sample of U.S. institutions is the same as for Table 1.

Sources: Described in text.
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ENDNOTES

Qur data are derived fromvarious sources. The North Anerican
nunbers are taken from a supplenental questionnaire that
acconpani ed the Universal Academ ¢ Questionnaire adm nistered
annually to U S. and Canadian universities by the American
Econom ¢ Associ ati on. W rely on sanple rather than
government data for both Canada and the United States, because
government data appear only with a substantial lag. For the
years when both are available, the sanple data closely track
t he governnent census (Siegfried 2000, 299). The Australian
data are from the Australian Departnment of Enploynent,
Training, and Youth Affairs, supplenmented by survey data
acquired directly by the authors. The Gernman data were
obt ai ned by direct correspondence with the Federal O fice for
Statistics of Germany for us by Mnfred Girtner of the

University of St. Gallen. The Gernan data conprise a census.

The Australian data include only two universities in Victoria.

Because Lewis and Norris (1997) found econom cs enrol | nent
trends in Victoria have deviated fromthe rest of Australia,
we sought nore data fromVictorian universities. Ross WIlians
and John Freebairn provided information for the University of
Mel bourne. Econom cs students are difficult to distinguish at

the University of Ml bourne because over half of them take

27



conbi ned degrees. This, plus a flexible course structure and
the fact that those who conbine an econonmics major with a
second major in another discipline do not undertake all of
their level three (senior year) subjects in the third year
means that Mel bourne econom cs majors are not well defined.
One possibility is to count students who take the | evel three
required mcro and nacroeconom ¢ theory courses in any one
year. Those nunbers rose steadily, alnost tripling from 1988
until 1992, then fell precipitously, alnost in half, over the
next two years. Subsequently, they l|eveled out from 1994
t hrough 2000. Based on this indicator, the decline in
econom cs undergraduates is nore severe at the University of
Mel bourne than at the other Australian universities in 1993
and 1994, but while other universities continued to |ose
econonm cs majors in 1995 and 1996 the numbers at Ml bourne
stabilized. The average decline in the level three mcro and
macro courses at Mel bourne was 36 percent from 1992 to 1996;
the conparable decline in econonm cs degrees at the thirteen
other Australian Universities reported in table 1 is 45

percent .

Econom cs degrees data are available for six additional
Australian universities (Adelaide, Curtin, Mnash, Sydney,

Victoria, and Western Sydney) from 1993 through 1998. The
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pattern of degree trends is the sane for these six as for the
13 reported in table 1; but the anplitude of the fluctuations
is greater. The decline reported in table 1 for 1993 to 1996
is 30 percent; for the six additional universities it is 47
percent. The recovery reported in table 1 for 1996 to 1998 is
13 percent; for the six additional universities it is 26

percent .

From 1975 to 1985, while the proportion of wundergraduate
econoni cs degrees awarded to wonmen in the U S. rose rapidly
from 25 percent to 35 percent, the proportion of faculty in
graduat e departnments of econom cs who were wonen rose slowy
but steadily. From 1985 through 1990, while the proportion of
under graduat e degrees awarded to wonen fell from 35 to 30
percent, the proportion of faculty in graduate departnents of
econoni cs who were wonen continued to increase (Blank 1994).
Since 1990 both trends have been nodestly upward (Bartlett

2000) .

These data were provided in private correspondence from
Statistisches Bundesant, Referat Hochschul statistik, G uppe

VIl C, Wesbaden, Gernany, 65180.
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