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Comparing Life Courses and Careers by Choice of Major:

Humanities, Social Sciences, STEM, and Medical

Akiko ODA

Jin-ai University

The purpose of this study is to compare the life courses and careers among four groups of
majors: humanities, social sciences, STEM (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics), and
medicine. In higher education in Japan, significant sex segregation in student selection of majors
exists, and there are very few female STEM students. Sex segregation is often divided into two
categories, which are vertical segregation and horizontal segregation. Sex segregation by field of
study is an example of horizontal segregation.

Moreover, many discourses exist on the ways STEM graduates differ from other people; for
example, supposedly, male STEM graduates have poor communication skills and no romantic
partners, while female STEM graduates work hard regardless of family or parenting duties. Although
the Japanese government strongly encourages female students to pursue STEM majors, it is not clear
whether female STEM graduates can truly find good jobs or continue to work after childbirth. This
paper draws from the 2015 Social Stratification and Social Mobility national survey data to examine
these discourses.

The results reveal that, first, there was no evidence for low marriage rates among male STEM
graduates. Second, female STEM graduates had a higher tendency to become unemployed after
childbirth than female graduates from humanities and social sciences disciplines. Third, the results
from multiple regression analysis estimating the effect of STEM on Job Complexity Score (three
types of skills with data, people, and things) reveal that male STEM graduates had high skills with
things and low skills with people, while female STEM graduates’ skills with things were not higher
than those of female humanities graduates. A gender difference emerged with regard to the

relationship between an individual’s choice of major and professional skill.

Key words: gender, STEM, career, sex segregation





