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Abstract: The aim of the paper is to examine the decisions of students from the Hungarian-
Romanian Cross-Border Region to pursue higher education and to choose a career, correlated 
with the individual and social motivational context. Larger higher education institutions (HEIs) 
attract more likely students from intellectual families, with high socio-economic status, those 
who have more friends, speak several languages, have material values; continuing education 
and university choice are influenced by the mobility factor and by following a model. The fac-
tors that are relevant in the choice of specialization at smaller HEIs are: the number of spoken 
languages, a disadvantaged background and gender. Students who are females, who come from 
rural areas and who have post-material values tend to choose humanities as their specialization, 
while students with a high mobility factor and high education level of the father will more likely 
choose sciences. The results could be efficiently used in the development of higher education 
in the field of practice, policy and research or in career counselling. Also, they enrich the results 
of empirical research related to the recruitment mechanisms of cross-border higher education 
institutions and young students. 
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Introduction 

Decision on pursuing higher education 
and choosing specialization reflect one of 
youth’s major interests and expectations re-
garding their future on the labor market. 

The goal of this paper was to explore the 
correlations between different factors that 
influence students’ decisions in the choice of 
higher education institutions (HEIs) and spe-
cialization within academic institutions from 
the Hungarian-Romanian Cross-Border Re-
gion (N = 2,120). The research also has a 
practical importance because, through it, 
HEIs may have access to expertise about 
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young candidates, about the ‘profile’ of 
young people entering university; nonethe-
less, young people who face career decisions 
may gain a broader view of educational op-
portunities and of the offer of various univer-
sities and colleges. 

The empirical data used in this article 
was extracted from the data collected in 
2012 for the HERD (‘Higher Education for 
Social Cohesion – Cooperative Research and 
Development in a Cross-border Area’)1 re-
search project. The project focused on the 
higher education institutions from the Roma-
nia-Hungary cross-border area (HERD, 
2012). The common research topic applies to 
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a relatively large geographic area, and it is 
determined by the region’s similar history: 
the region is relatively uniform in terms of 
socio-economic and educational status, but 
in the past decades, not only did it have a pe-
ripheral position, but social inequality, cul-
tural diversity, territorial fragmentation and 
the general level of distrust have developed 
to such an extent that made it difficult to re-
spond to the emerging opportunities and 
challenges. 

Scholarly literature 

Most researches report that career path 
aspirations differentiate according to young 
people’s social situation (Mehboob, Shah 
and Bhutto, 2012; Eccles et al., 2004; Hoss-
ler and Stage, 1992; Martinez and Klopott, 
2005; Sandefur, Meier and Campbell, 2006; 
Boudon, 1981; Bourdieu, 1998; Bourdieu 
and Passeron, 1990; Coleman, 1998; An-
dorka and Simkus, 1983; Ferge, 1972; 
Pusztai, 2004; Róbert, 2000). It is therefore 
important to examine students’ registered 
social status when they enter the higher edu-
cation system. While in the case of students 
coming from lower social strata, the propor-
tion of parents with HE is smaller, and lower 
education is probably associated with a 
lower socio-economic status, enrolment into 
lower prestige programs offers these stu-
dents the opportunity to achieve intergener-
ational mobility. According to the consistent 
results of the scientific literature, youth with 
lower social status have a different career 
habitus than those whose parents have a de-
gree certificate (Csata, Dániel, Kiss, Sólyom 
and Ruszuly, 2009). 

Despite of the expansion of higher edu-
cation, the privileged groups have preserved 
their advantages when entering post-second-
ary education and this falls in line with re-
search results concluding that the expansion 
of higher education has not wiped out the in-
equalities of opportunities. As Hatos (2011) 

shows, inequalities in accessing higher edu-
cation institutions are persistent and increase 
evenly, in relation to social class. The deci-
sion to pursue education at tertiary level is 
inevitably linked to the aspirations of young 
people in terms of career and the direction of 
the social mobility in the future. Becoming 
an intellectual seems to be a possible solu-
tion for upward social mobility, for obtaining 
a social status; graduating from higher edu-
cation is, for many, a kind of guarantee for 
the future. 

Existing costs and financial support in-
fluence students in their decision-making 
process; nevertheless, students with a lower 
socio-economic background, who belong to 
the under-represented population have more 
pressing problems than that (Stewart and 
Post, 1990). Academic standards – e. g. pro-
grams offered by the higher education insti-
tution – are related to student perceptions of 
success following the completion of studies, 
and it often has the greatest impact on the se-
lection phase (Chapman, 1981; Hossler, 
Braxton and Coopersmith, 1989). Location 
(proximity of residence) has a moderate im-
pact on institution selection (Chapman, 
1981; Kellaris and Kellaris Jr, 1988), and it 
is usually correlated with other institution 
features. 

The influence of parents, teachers and 
friends is decisive, since they constitute an 
important network for the individuals. There 
is no consensus in scientific literature when 
it comes to decide which factor has the most 
significant role in the decision-making pro-
cess. The school’s overall influence seems to 
decrease, at least in the cases of families 
whose social capital does not include the 
school, and therefore it has no significant 
impact on students and their parents. Some 
of the authors explain this influence with so-
cial status and regard the maternal influence 
on further learning decisions as a determin-
ing element, especially in the case of female 
students and within families with a lower 
status (Coleman, 1998; Pusztai, 2004). 



Sociologie Românească, volumul XIV, Nr. 2–3, 2016, pp. 79–92            81 

 

As a consequence of the poor socio-eco-
nomic background of the families and the so-
cialization context, there is a lack of general 
and specific trust of the youth in different 
types of institutions; the first generation of in-
tellectuals have less social capital than other 
groups of young people (Ferenczi, 2003). 

Addi-Raccah and Ayalon (2008) have 
highlighted that the educational experience 
of Israeli students constituted a transition 
point between the socio-demographic fea-
tures and the enrolment into post-secondary 
education, meaning that graduates from so-
cially privileged schools were able to use 
their degree certificates more to their ad-
vantage, thus reducing the impact of the so-
cial background regarding their perfor-
mances in secondary education. On the other 
hand, studies have also pointed out that the 
success culture of those schools with a more 
prestigious social make-up presses the grad-
uates to obtain post-secondary degrees, even 
if they have achieved modest high school re-
sults (Rumberger and Palardy, 2005). Be-
sides the school profile, other important fac-
tors regarding participation in HE are the 
educational track (students from theoretical 
and technical schools are more likely to con-
tinue education than vocational school grad-
uates who rather seek employment), fol-
lowed by the place of residence (town 
residents are more likely to continue their 
studies than students from rural areas), and 
by gender (the gender difference is reflected 
in the intention regarding university enrol-
ment: female students tend to apply to uni-
versity to a greater extent than their male 
peers, because the latter would rather be em-
ployed after graduating from high school). 

Although the proportion of female stu-
dents in higher education exceeds that of the 
male students, it still is a major target for Eu-
ropean countries to increase the number of 
women with higher education (HE). A clear 
indication for this tendency is that in the 
ranking lists of some international HEIs, 
gender proportion aspects are treated as a 
high priority. 

In recent decades, there has been a radi-
cal change regarding the proportion of 
women among students participating in 
higher education. Women today participate 
on a greater extent at all levels of higher ed-
ucation, and the process of feminization of 
higher education is noticeable both in Roma-
nia and in Hungary ever since the 
1980s-1990s. 

Nevertheless, it is important to keep in 
mind that upon examination of the gender ra-
tio one notices significant differences be-
tween the individual educational areas. Alt-
hough segregational tendencies by degree 
courses are continually declining, an analy-
sis of gender ratio by fields of study reveals 
significant differences: while in areas like 
technologies and informatics the proportion 
of women continues to be very low, in edu-
cational areas like the humanities, teacher 
training, medicine and health sciences, and 
social sciences, it is much higher. This ten-
dency can also be seen as a border line be-
tween typically feminine and masculine ca-
reers. 

In what the choice of specialization is 
concerned, individual preferences, the avail-
ability of information and the socio-eco-
nomic background of the family can play an 
important role. The specific factors that in-
fluence the choice of specialization are ap-
proached by a large number of studies 
(Pappu, 2004; DeMarie and Aloise-Young, 
2003; Francisco, Noland and Kelly, 2003; 
Kimweli et al., 1999; LaBarbera and Si-
monoff, 1999). Some authors place the rela-
tionship between specialization choice and 
particular demographical factors in the cen-
ter of their discourse (DelVecchio and Hon-
eycutt, 2002; Galotti, 1999; Lackland and 
De Lisi, 2001; Malgwi, Howe and Burnaby, 
2005). Others emphasize on the most com-
mon sources of information and influence: 
people, events and the media. Thus, parental 
influence seems to affect the choice of pro-
fession, while a genuine interest in the sub-
ject mostly determines the choice of special-
ization, followed by the parents’ job and the 
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recommendations of friends, relatives, coun-
sellors (Adams, Pryor and Adams, 1994). 

Data shows that the effect of parents’ oc-
cupation and socio-economic status is 
stronger on choosing business majors than in 
other non-business cases. The characteristics 
of the future workplace seem to shape the 
choice of specialization, be it financial (Ad-
ams et al., 1994) or other aspects, such as au-
tonomy, prestige, the quality of life (Collins 
and Giordani, 2003). Berger (1988) points 
out that students are less influenced by initial 
income levels in the field when choosing 
specialization, and more by the expected in-
come associated with due occupations 
(Montmarquette et al., 2002). 

In most industrialized countries, males 
and females take biased decisions, which are 
often reflected in a worse position in the la-
bor market for women. Family background 
may influence specialization choice (Noè 
and Galeazzi, 2012), while the model of De 
Dios Jiménez and Salas-Velasco (de Dios Ji-
ménez and Salas-Velasco, 2000) also takes 
into account learning abilities, social back-
ground, family income and employment out-
look. Beggs, Bantham and Taylor (2008) 
identified the following significant factors 
regarding specialization choice: higher com-
patibility with students’ interests, workplace 
characteristics and specialization character-
istics; meanwhile, they proved that infor-
mation, psycho-social benefits and financial 
considerations were less important. 

The research of Epstein et al. (2013) 
showed that when students entered a pro-
gram primarily due to external motivating 
factors, by the end of the program internal 
motivation (e.g. relationship building, per-
formance and self-achievement, etc.) 
strengthened up. We can assume, therefore, 
that the choice of a specialization is a long-
term life decision, which relies on compre-
hensive decision-making, especially if we 
take into consideration the time and re-
sources dedicated to it. In addition, there are 
students who recognize the fact that them-
selves or other students they know choose 

academic majors on less rational grounds 
(Beggs et al., 2008). 

Starting from Hatos’s model (2012), Ber-
nath (2015) expands it, by introducing new 
factors in the explanatory model: ‘objective 
factors of social context have an indirect in-
fluence and are important in students’ choice 
of specialization at smaller HEIs: the num-
ber of spoken languages and a disadvantaged 
background exceed the influence of the fi-
nancial situation or parents’ level of educa-
tion; however, the effects of gender cannot 
be ignored. The introduction of value sys-
tems and learning attitudes in building the 
model have proven to be successful, given 
that they made it possible to shape different 
patterns of specialization choice.’ (Bernath, 
2015) 

Goal and target group of the 
study 

Our study aims at modelling the patterns 
of choice of specialization in higher educa-
tion institutions that belong to a region with 
common history crossed by the Romanian-
Hungarian border, an area that partially co-
vers the Partium geographical area – Oradea, 
Debrecen and Nyíregyháza. The three neigh-
boring counties, Bihor – Hajdú-Bihar – 
Szabolcs-Szatmár-Bereg, share several sim-
ilarities: all three locations are peripheral in 
their respective countries, and for this rea-
son, until the separating nature of the border 
used to dominate, all three had been consid-
ered disadvantaged regions. Another goal of 
the study was to go further into detail and ex-
plore and highlight the significant factors 
that influence the choice of specialization, 
broken down to types of institutions. 

A sub-sample of 2,120 students which fit 
the conditions and objectives set out in our 
investigation was extracted from the com-
plete HERD database, which included stu-
dents from many other institutions, and as 
well as Master’s degree students. As a result, 
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our paper focuses on Bachelor’s degree stu-
dents, out of which 35.5% are males and 
64.5% females, who study at five institutions 
of higher education. The vast majority of re-
spondents is registered at the University of 
Debrecen (N = 886; 33.1% men, 66.9% 
women), 565 students at the University of 
Oradea (40.1–59.9%), 400 at the Partium 
Christian University (32.9–67.1%), 125 re-
spondents at the Emanuel University from 
Oradea (of whom 43.2% men and 56.8% 
women) and 144 students at the College of 
Nyíregyháza (31.9% men, 68.1% women). 
The breakdown of respondents by educa-
tional track and HEI indicates that the major-
ity of the students from all five HEIs gradu-
ated from high school, while around a 
quarter went to technical secondary school 
and less than 5% went to vocational high 
school. 

Explanatory model of 
specialization choice 

The explanation of the correlations of 
specialization choice was performed by cre-
ating a logistic regression model on the en-
tire sample. Due to the fact that only three 
out of the five institutions from our study of-
fer specializations in all or most fields, the 
disciplines originally grouped into three cat-
egories were re-coded into two during the 
first regression analysis for simplification, 
i.e. humanities and sciences. 

The explanatory variables used in the re-
gression model are: gender (female), trust, 
ethical, father’s education level, residence 
(rural), the mobility factor, post-material 
values, awards in classes 1–8, friends, paren-
tal support, spoken foreign languages and 
cases of disadvantage. The used reference 
category is science, so we analyzed how 
these variables make science to be more 
likely chosen by students of the five higher 
education institutions. 

Table 1: Explanatory factors of specialization choice – logistical regression 

Humanities B S.E. Wald Df Sig. Exp(B) 
female 0.47 0.12 14.39 1 0.00 1.60 
trust 0.01 0.02 0.42 1 0.52 1.01 
ethical 0.00 0.01 0.01 1 0.92 1.00 
father’s education level −0.11 0.02 18.65 1 0.00 0.90 
rural 0.38 0.13 8.64 1 0.00 1.46 
the mobility factor  −0.15 0.06 6.80 1 0.01 0.86 
post-material values 0.16 0.06 7.03 1 0.01 1.17 
awards in classes 1–8 0.05 0.05 1.05 1 0.31 1.05 
number of friends −0.01 0.02 0.36 1 0.55 0.99 
parental support 0.00 0.02 0.00 1 0.95 1.00 
spoken foreign languages −0.20 0.08 6.17 1 0.01 0.82 
cases of disadvantage −0.05 0.06 0.79 1 0.38 0.95 
Constant 0.99 0.43 5.22 1 0.02 2.70 
Category of reference: science 
LR = 64.18(df = 12) 𝑝 < 0.001 
Nagelkerke 𝑅2 = 0.063 
Method: enter, step 1 
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We have found several significant corre-
lations, as resulting from the table above. 
While in the case of those respondents who 
are women, live in rural areas and/or identify 
themselves with post-material values there is 
a higher likelihood to continue studies in the 
field of humanities, the unit increase of the 
mobility factor and of the father’s education 
level brings about a higher probability to opt 
for science. 

In the following, we analyze these corre-
lations by types of institutions, as well. 

Choice of specialization  
in larger universities (the case 
of the University of Debrecen 
and the University of Oradea) 

Following the more general correlation 
from above, we aimed to get a more detailed 

picture regarding the choice of specializa-
tion. Consequently, we included the data 
available to us in the analysis and we exam-
ined the extent to which the explanatory var-
iables applied in the models above determine 
specialization choice on both sub-samples 
(first on the larger, then, on the smaller 
higher education institutions). 

Given the fact that the educational offer 
of the two larger HEIs is fairly similar, we 
examined whether there are identifiable dif-
ferentiating features of the choice of special-
ization in their case. The table below pre-
sents the educational offer of these two 
higher education institutions. 

Table 2: Ratio of respondents from the University of Debrecen and the University of Oradea in the 
HERD sample by specialization (N) 

Specializations 
University of  
Debrecen 

University of  
Oradea Total 

Humanities and arts (history, philosophy, theology, arts) 53 95 148 
Health sciences (medical, pharmaceutical) 208 67 275 
Social sciences (sociology, political science, social work,  
psychology…) 

33 25 58 

Economics and business administration 151 49 200 
Law and public administration 114 41 155 
Natural sciences (biology, chemistry, mathematics,  
IT, physics, geography) 

120 41 161 

Architecture and building industry 76 43 119 
Education and physical education 62 27 89 
Agricultural and environmental studies 17 102 119 
Engineering 52 75 127 
Total 886 565 1451 

The total number of respondents from the 
two institutions in our sample is 1451, 886 
learning at the University of Debrecen and 
565 at the University of Oradea. In both cases, 
most students study health sciences (includ-
ing medical and pharmaceutical training), 

economics and business administration, law 
and public administration, natural sciences 
(specializations: biology, chemistry, mathe-
matics, informatics, physics, geography), as 
well as humanities and arts (history, philoso-
phy, theology and arts). Among the students 
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of the University of Oradea, there is a partic-
ularly high number of students enrolled in en-
vironmental studies and in engineering. We 
examined the explanatory factors of speciali-
zation choice with multinomial logistic re-
gression analysis. We choose the likelihood 

to apply for humanities as a reference cate-
gory. In the following table (Table 3), we pre-
sent the likelihood quotients of enrolment in 
a particular specialization, separately for the 
ten specializations included in the analysis.2 

Table 3: The explanatory variables of choice of specialization in larger higher education institutions 

Specializations Explanatory variables Sig. Exp(B) 
Health sciences (medical, pharmaceutical) high-school awards 0.002 0.719 

household endowment  0.000 1.235 
parental support 0.010 1.140 

Social sciences (sociology, political science,  
social work, psychology…) 

female 0.034 2.748 
father’s education  0.000 0.741 
high-school awards 0.015 0.630 
household endowment  0.023 1.222 

Economics and business administration father’s education 0.002 0.850 
household endowment  0.001 1.220 

Law and public administration rural 0.013 2.167 
household endowment  0.000 1.286 
parental support 0.023 1.140 
lack of ethics 0.061 0.950 
trust 0.013 0.903 

Natural sciences (biology, chemistry,  
mathematics, IT, physics, geography) 

rural 0.000 3.241 
father’s education 0.007 0.857 
household endowment  0.000 1.266 
number of spoken foreign languages 0.000 0.449 
lack of ethics 0.001 0.902 
trust 0.031 0.914 

Architecture and building industry female 0.021 0.515 
household endowment  0.001 1.236 
lack of ethics 0.017 0.934 
trust 0.046 1.088 

Education and physical education female 0.004 3.228 
father’s education 0.000 0.753 
high-school awards 0.001 0.573 
household endowment  0.003 1.248 
number of spoken foreign languages 0.047 0.646 
lack of ethics 0.004 0.895 

Agricultural and environmental studies rural 0.000 5.235 
number of spoken foreign languages 0.004 0.526 
lack of ethics 0.058 1.052 
trust 0.001 0.851 

Engineering female 0.000 0.165 
father’s education 0.019 0.874 
trust 0.033 0.913 

Category of reference: humanities 
LR = 447,46 (df = 90) 𝑝 < 0.001, Nagelkerke 𝑅2 = 0.328, Method: enter, step 1 
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In the explanatory model of specializa-
tion choice, the household endowment is 
positively linked to the preference of any 
field of study other than humanities (includ-
ing the fields of history, philosophy, theol-
ogy and art). That is, the group of students 
with better socio-economic indicators are 
less likely to choose humanities. 

The likelihood of choosing health sci-
ences increases 1.23 times with the unit in-
crease of household endowment, and 1.14 
times with the unit increase of parental sup-
port – the reference category is humanities. 
The choice of social sciences is 2.74 times 
higher in the case of women and 1.22 times 
higher with the unit increase of the house-
hold endowment. The choice of economics 
and business administration specializations 
is 1.22 times higher with the unit increase of 
household endowment. The likelihood to ap-
ply for law and public administration spe-
cialization is increased by a rural back-
ground 2.16 times, the increase of household 
endowment 1.28 times, while parental sup-
port, 1.14 times. Choosing natural sciences 
is made 3.24 times more likely by the rural 
background, while by the unit increase of 

household endowment, only 1.26 times. The 
likelihood to choose architecture and build-
ing industry is made more probable 1.23 
times by the unit increase of household en-
dowment, and 1.08 times by trust. Women 
are 3.22 more likely to apply to education 
and physical education specializations, 
while the unit increase of household endow-
ment makes the choice of education and 
physical education 1.24 more probable. The 
likelihood of choice of agricultural and envi-
ronmental studies is increased 5.23 times by 
the rural background, while the lack of ethics 
by 1.05 times. In every case we chose the 
likelihood to apply for humanities as refer-
ence category. 

The effects of the motivational factors 
have been analyzed in the case of the above 
mentioned specializations separately from 
the effects of the socio-economic back-
ground. The model did not indicate one of 
the motivational factors of further education 
as significant, that of the role of intellectual 
motives. The other factors explain a varying 
degree of probability from the point of view 
of further education at the different speciali-
zations. 

Table 4: The likelihood of choice of different specializations in correlation with the factors of further 
education at the University of Oradea and the University of Debrecen – multinomial logistic regression  

Specializations 

The factors of further education (significant ExpB) 

The 
mobility 

factor  

The factor of 
pursuing 
patterns 

The factor of 
intellectual 

motives 

The factor of 
contextual 

motives 

The factor of 
relationship 

building 

The factor 
of youth 

transition 

Health sciences 
(medical, pharma-
ceutical) 

  1.249   0.655 

Economics and 
business admin-
istration 

1.821 1.268    0.734 

Law and public 
administration 

1.858     0.730 

Natural sciences  0.940 1.230 1.342 0.760  

Architecture and 
building industry 

1.428     0.614 

Education and 
physical educa-
tion 

   0.712   
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Specializations 

The factors of further education (significant ExpB) 

The 
mobility 

factor  

The factor of 
pursuing 
patterns 

The factor of 
intellectual 

motives 

The factor of 
contextual 

motives 

The factor of 
relationship 

building 

The factor 
of youth 

transition 

Agricultural and 
environmental 
studies 

1.429   0.695  0.726 

Engineering 1.977   1.522 0.766  

Category of reference: humanities 
LR = 226.61 (df = 54) 𝑝 < 0.001 
Nagelkerke 𝑅2 = 0.170 
Method: enter, step 1 

The likelihood of choice of different spe-
cializations of the students learning at the 
University of Oradea and the University of 
Debrecen was examined using multinomial 
logistic regression analysis, taking into con-
sideration the factors of continuing educa-
tion. For more clarity, we included only the 
significant explanatory factors in the table 
(Table 4). On this basis, we can see that with 
humanities as reference category, the factor 
of intellectual motives explains 1.24 times 
more likely the application to a health sci-
ence faculty. Choosing economics is ex-
plained by the factor of mobility and pursu-
ing patterns (i.e. the influence of significant 
others): the students prefer this specializa-
tion 1.82 and 1.26 times, respectively, over 
humanities. In applying to law and public 
administration, architecture, agricultural and 
environmental studies, as well as engineer-
ing, the factor of mobility is one of the most 
significant explanatory factors. The choice 
of an engineering specialization includes the 
factor of contextual motives as a significant 
explanatory factor, the students are 1.52 
times more likely to prefer this program over 
humanities. Applying to natural sciences is 
made probable by the intellectual and con-
textual motives: the students are 1.23, and 
1.34, respectively more likely to choose this 
specialization over humanities. 

Thus, in the case of the University of Ora-
dea and the University of Debrecen, the most 
significant explanatory factors among the in-
dicators of socio-economic background is the 

endowment of the parents’ household, paren-
tal support, gender, the level of education of 
the father, the type of settlement, as well as 
the number of awards received in high-
school. The factors of mobility, pursuing pat-
terns and that of intellectual motives make 
the choice of health sciences, economics, 
law, natural sciences and engineering more 
probable. The factor of contextual motives is 
significant in applying to engineering and 
natural sciences specializations. Choosing 
humanities is made more likely by contextual 
motives, relationship building and the factor 
of age change. In our analysis, these factors 
have outlined several tendencies regarding 
specialization choice, the reasons of which 
should be more thoroughly investigated. 

Choice of specialization  
in smaller higher education 
institutions 

In our sample, there is a total of 669 re-
spondents learning in one of the three 
smaller higher education institutions. The 
educational offer of the Partium Christian 
University and that of the Emanuel Univer-
sity covers three main disciplines: humani-
ties, social sciences and economics. In addi-
tion to the above, the College of Nyíregyháza 
offers training in natural sciences and educa-
tion, as well as engineering specializations, 
these having been chosen by 82 respondents 
from this institution. In order to be able to 
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compare the patterns of specialization 
choice, our analysis contains only those spe-
cializations that are present in the educa-
tional offer of all of these three institutions. 

The motives of specialization choice are ex-
amined for humanities, social sciences as 
well as economics specializations in the 
three smaller higher education institutions, 
analyzing the behavior of 586 respondents. 

Table 5: The distribution of the respondents from the Emanuel University, the Partium Christian Uni-
versity and the College of Nyíregyháza in the HERD sample by specialization (N) 

Specializations 

Higher education institutions  
Partium Christian  
University 

Emanuel  
University 

College of  
Nyíregyháza Total 

Humanities 164 61 29 254 
Social sciences 67 35 4 106 
Economics  168 29 29 226 
Total 399 125 62 586 

Most of the respondents studying at one 
of the three smaller higher education insti-
tution have chosen humanities (254) and 
economics (226), while 106, social sci-
ences. We examined the explanatory factors 
of specialization choice with multinomial 

logistic regression analysis in this case as 
well. Similar to the above, we determined 
the likelihood of choosing humanities as a 
reference category, shown in the table below 
(Table 6), along the quotients of probability 
to apply for other specializations. 

Table 6: The explanatory variables of choice of specialization in smaller higher education institutions 

Specialization choice  
in smaller higher  
education institutions  B Std. Error Wald df Sig. Exp(B) 
Social sciences  
(sociology, political  
science, social work,  
psychology…) 

Intercept −1.428 1.328 1.156 1 0.282  
Rural −0.199 0.341 0.341 1 0.559 0.819 
Female 2.098 0.467 20.142 1 0.000 8.147 
lack of ethics 0.047 0.045 1.116 1 0.291 1.048 
Trust 0.094 0.052 3.298 1 0.069 1.099 
father’s education  −0.016 0.071 0.052 1 0.819 0.984 
high-school awards −0.051 0.155 0.108 1 0.743 0.950 
number of friends −0.103 0.065 2.513 1 0.113 0.902 
parental support −0.128 0.070 3.407 1 0.065 0.880 
number of spoken  
foreign languages 

−1.3 0.288 20.401 1 0.000 0.273 

cases of disadvantage 0.429 0.177 5.885 1 0.015 1.535 
Economics  Intercept −0.447 0.939 0.227 1 0.634  

Rural −0.262 0.260 1.014 1 0.314 0.769 
Female 0.004 0.258 0 1 0.988 1.004 
lack of ethics 0.11 0.028 15.251 1 0.000 1.116 
Trust −0.02 0.035 0.335 1 0.563 0.980 
education of the father −0.061 0.055 1.222 1 0.269 0.941 
high-school awards −0.037 0.113 0.108 1 0.743 0.964 
number of friends 0.077 0.048 2.594 1 0.107 1.080 
parental support −0.011 0.05³ 0.04 1 0.841 0.989‡ 
number of spoken  
foreign languages 

−0.563 0.191 8.71 1 0.003 0.570 

cases of disadvantage −0.088 0.139 0.401 1 0.527 0.916 
Category of refesence: humanities 
LR = 100,.66 (df = 20) 𝑝 < 0.001; Nagelkerke 𝑅2 = 0.254; Method: enter, s|ep 1 
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In the model above we had investigated 
the explanatory factors of specialization 
choice in the case of smaller higher educa-
tion institutions, with humanities as refer-
ence category. As a significant result of the 
analysis we found that the likelihood to 
choose social sciences is 1.53 times higher 
with the unit increase of the number of dis-
advantageous situations, and 1.09 times 
higher with the unit increase of the level of 
trust. The number of spoken foreign lan-
guages, parental support and being a woman 
increases the probability to choose humani-

ties. The likelihood to choose economics in-
creases 1.11 times due to the lack of ethics, 
while the unit increase in number of spoken 
languages makes the choice of humanities 
more probable. 

The decisional motives of specialization 
choice have been examined in the case of 
smaller higher education institutions includ-
ing the factors of values and attitude towards 
learning. The table below (Table 7) summa-
rizes these results (our reference category is 
the likelihood to opt for humanities in this 
case as well). 

Table 7: The explanatory variables of choice of different specializations by system of values and 
attitude towards learning, in smaller higher education institutions 

Specialization choice in smaller  
higher education institutions B Std. Error Wald df Sig. Exp(B) 
Social  
sciences  

Intercept −0.975 0.178 30.118 1 0.000  

values of the private sector −0.379 0.174 4.742 1 0.029 0.684 

post-material values 0.382 0.158 5.835 1 0.016 1.465 

material values 0.044 0.172 0.066 1 0.798 1.045 

norm-breaking learning attitude 0.053 0.19 0.077 1 0.782 1.054 

goal-oriented learning attitude 0.379 0.153 6.139 1 0.013 1.461 

norm-following learning attitude −0.119 0.138 0.742 1 0.389 0.888 

Economics  Intercept 0.12 0.121 0.982 1 0.322  

values of the private sector −0.267 0.14 3.645 1 0.056 0.766 

post-material values 0.198 0.118 2.822 1 0.093 1.219 

material values 0.532 0.141 14.309 1 0.000 1.703 

norm-breaking learning attitude 0.346 0.141 5.988 1 0.014 1.414 

goal-oriented learning attitude −0.446 0.117 14.495 1 0.000 0.640 

norm-following learning attitude −0.161 0.118 1.866 1 0.172 0.852 

Category of reference: humanities 
LR = 96.03 (df =12) 𝑝 < 0.001 
Nagelkerke 𝑅2 = 0.229 
Method: enter, step 1 

The choice of social sciences is ex-
plained to a significant extent by the factor 
of post-material values and of goal-oriented 
learning attitude: in both cases the likeli-
hood of the students who identify with these 

values to prefer social sciences to humani-
ties is 1.46 times higher. The likelihood to 
choose economics is 1.7 times increased by 
material values, while 1.41 times by norm-
breaking learning attitude, thus the likelihood 
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for an individual to choose economics over 
humanities is significant in the case of these 
two value variables. Goal-oriented learning 
attitude and the values of the private sector 
have proven to be significant explanatory 
factors regarding applying for humanities. 

Based on our data it seems that in the 
smaller higher education institutions, spe-
cialization choice is more directly affected 
by the objective factors of social back-
ground: increase of the financial status or 
level of education of the parents – the spoken 
foreign languages and the number of disad-
vantaged situations and more determining, 
but the effects of gender are also present. In-
cluding ‘values’ and the ‘attitude towards 
learning’ in the explanatory model has 
proven to be successful, because the outline 
of differentiated specialization choice pat-
terns has become possible. 

Conclusions 

This paper was intended to examine the 
decision for pursuing higher education and 
career choice, correlated with the individual 
and social motivational context. 

Larger HEIs (the Universities of Oradea 
and Debrecen) rather atract students from 
families of intellectuals (father with higher 
education level), with high socio-economic 
status (better equipped households), students 
who have more friends, speak several lan-
guages, possess more material values, 
whereas continuing education and university 
choice are correlated with the mobility factor 
and following the example of significant 
others. Objective factors of social context 

have an indirect influence and are important 
in the choice of specialization at smaller 
HEIs: the number of spoken languages and 
the origin from disadvantaged backgrounds 
of the student exceed the influence of the fi-
nancial situation or parents’ level of educa-
tion, but the effects of gender cannot be ig-
nored. 

The results of the data regarding choos-
ing majors unveil the following situation: 
while the probability of choosing a field of 
study related to humanities is high for re-
spondents who are females, who come from 
rural areas and who have post-material val-
ues, the consistent growth of the mobility 
factor and of the father’s education level de-
termines the increase of the probability of 
choosing majors related to sciences. In the 
model of major choice, household endow-
ment was related to increasing options for al-
most all areas, except humanities (history, 
philosophy, theology and arts). 

Understanding students’ choices has po-
tential implications for practice, policy and 
research in the field of higher education. As 
there is an increasing competition for stu-
dents among HEIs, a thorough understand-
ing of the processes they use to make insti-
tutional selections is actually quite necessary 
(Bergerson, 2009). 

The results presented above can be a pil-
lar for career counseling and institutional de-
velopment, through the provided infor-
mation on factors that influence the choice to 
pursue higher education in a certain field of 
study, and also serves to enrich the results of 
empirical research on recruitment mecha-
nisms of cross-border higher education insti-
tutions and on young students. 

Notes 

1 The HERD research project was completed 
and financed within the framework of the Hun-
gary–Romania Cross Border Cooperation Pro-
gramme (HURO/0901/253/2.2.2.). The overall 
aim of the project was to analyze the role of higher 
education in strengthening social cohesion. The 

total size of the sample is 2,728. Further details 
about the project can be found on the project web-
site – http://unideb.mskszmsz.hu/. 

2 Due to lack of space and for clarity we in-
cluded only the significant explanatory variables 
in the table. 
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