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Abstract
Choosing a field of study (study major) is challenging for prospective students. 
However, little research has examined factors measured prior to enrollment to pre-
dict motivation and well-being in a specific study major. Based on literature on 
affective forecasting and person-environment fit, prospective students’ well-being 
forecast could be such a factor. However, affective forecasts are often biased by indi-
viduals’ inaccurate theories about what makes them happy and their misconstrual of 
future situations. Thus, we hypothesize that subjective and objective interest-major 
fit forecasts improve predictions as these factors are based on a well-founded theory 
(person-environment fit theory) and objective interest-major fit forecasts are addi-
tionally based on a more accurate construal of the future situation (expert estimates 
of a study major). We tested these hypotheses in a longitudinal field study. Over 2 
years, more than 4000 prospective students were asked for their well-being forecast 
and subjective interest-major fit forecast before using an online-self-assessment to 
assess their objective interest-major fit forecast. Of these prospective students, 234 
subsequently entered the psychology major and took part in a survey about their 
motivation and well-being in their study major. As hypothesized, higher well-being 
forecasts predicted higher motivation, more positive affect, and higher satisfaction in 
the respective major. Beyond that, higher subjective interest-major fit forecasts pre-
dicted higher motivation, less negative affect, and higher satisfaction, while objec-
tive interest-major fit forecasts incrementally predicted higher motivation, more pos-
itive affect, and higher satisfaction. We discuss theoretical implications for affective 
forecasting and person-environment fit theory and practical implications for study 
orientation and guidance.
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1 Introduction

The choice of a field of study (study major) is the first step for students along the 
path of higher education and represents an important life choice (Schindler & 
Tomasik, 2010). To make a good choice, prospective students need to know not 
only how well they will do in a particular major, but also how motivated and sat-
isfied they will be. The difficulty of this task is shown by about 30% of students 
changing their major (NCES, 2018), and more than 20% of students ending up not 
being satisfied with their studies (Wong & Chapman, 2023). While some higher 
education systems offer orientation phases for students to explore various majors 
and find out how much they like different majors, other education systems (e.g., 
the German system) do not have such a phase (Messerer, Karst & Janke,  2023). 
Instead, they usually expect prospective students to choose a study major before 
entering university and stay with it as dropping out or changing the study major 
comes with costs for the individual and the organization and therefore is often 
seen as an event that should be avoided (Behr et  al., 2020; Soppe et  al., 2019). 
Thus, especially in education systems without an orientation phase it is important 
to predict how successful prospective students will be in a specific study major 
even before they enter university.

There is a broad body of literature focusing on the prediction of objective 
study success outcomes, for example predicting academic performance or drop-
out using high school grade point average (e.g., Geiser & Santelices, 2007), or 
tests in the selection procedure (e.g., trial-studying tests, Niessen et  al., 2016). 
However, several models of study success (e.g., Bean & Metzner, 1985; Heinze, 
2018) not only include objective outcomes such as grades and dropout as indica-
tors of students’ success but also subjective outcomes such as their motivation 
and satisfaction. Regarding the prediction of subjective outcomes there is less 
research, and the existing research focuses mainly on factors predicting the intrin-
sic motivation and subjective well-being of students independent of the respective 
study major (e.g., Respondek et al., 2017; Steel et al., 2008). Little research has 
focused on factors that target a specific study major and thus have the potential to 
predict students’ intrinsic motivation and subjective well-being within a specific 
study major (e.g., Etzel & Nagy, 2016) and to the best of our knowledge there is 
no research that explores major-specific predictors for intrinsic motivation and 
subjective well-being (e.g., positive affect, negative affect and satisfaction) in a 
study major measured even before entering university.

We aim to fill this gap by implementing an ecologically valid field design 
accompanying prospective students in their transition to university. Drawing from 
theories of affective forecasting (e.g., Wilson & Gilbert, 2003) our first goal is to 
examine to which extent prospective students’ forecast of their subjective well-
being within a specific study major (well-being forecast) can predict their later 
intrinsic motivation and subjective well-being in the respective study major. Com-
bining theories of biases in affective forecasting (e.g., Wilson & Gilbert, 2003) 
with the person-environment fit theory (e.g., Le et al., 2014), our second goal is 
to test whether prospective students’ forecast of their interest-major fit (subjective 
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interest-major fit forecast) improves the prediction of their later intrinsic motiva-
tion and subjective well-being in the respective study major. Building on this, 
our third goal is to examine whether prospective students’ forecast of their inter-
est in specific contents which represent a valid construal of the respective study 
major (objective interest-major fit forecast) can further improve the prediction. 
Our research will shed light on whether prospective students need more support 
in predicting their major-specific intrinsic motivation and subjective well-being 
before entering university and how this support could look like to ensure success-
ful decisions to pursue a particular study major.

1.1  Interest‑major fit—explaining students’ major‑specific subjective well‑being

A large number of studies has already identified many factors predicting the intrin-
sic motivation and subjective well-being of students within their studies, including 
personality traits (e.g., Clark & Schroth, 2010; Sood et al., 2012) or study circum-
stances such as perceived demands like time pressure (e.g., Lesener et  al., 2020), 
perceived resources like social support (e.g., Mokgele & Rothmann, 2014) and per-
ceived academic control (e.g., Respondek et al., 2017). However, when it comes to 
choosing one study major among many, it is most relevant to know which factors 
that target a specific study major determine intrinsic motivation and subjective well-
being in a specific study major. Based on person-environment fit theory a fit between 
a person’s characteristics and the characteristics of the environment leads to more 
success (e.g., Bretz & Judge, 1994; Cable & DeRue, 2002; Edwards & Shipp, 2007; 
Le et al., 2014). In the university context the fit between students’ interests (person) 
and study contents (environment) is referred to as interest-major fit (person-environ-
ment fit) and has proven to be a predictor for study satisfaction and dropout intention 
(Etzel & Nagy, 2016). However, these research findings on interest-major fit stem 
from students who had already chosen their major and were in the middle of their 
studies. Thus, it remains unclear whether variables already measured before entering 
a study major can predict later intrinsic motivation and subjective well-being within 
this specific major and thus could be useful to guide prospective students’ decision-
making process.

1.2  Well‑being forecast—influenced by biases

When making decisions people are guided by their affective forecasting, their antici-
pation about how they will feel in a future situation (Conner et al., 2015; Wilson & 
Gilbert, 2003). The affective forecasting literature shows, in a wide variety of con-
texts, that this approach is reasonable as people can to some extent forecast their 
own subjective well-being before they have experienced the respective situation 
(e.g., Gilbert et al., 1998). We assume that these findings also hold in the context 
of choosing a study major because prospective students had a lifetime of collecting 
information about themselves in different learning environments. Because of these 
previous experiences prospective students should be able to forecast their intrinsic 
motivation and subjective well-being in a study major to some extent before they 
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enter university. However, more importantly, the affective forecasting literature 
also shows that these forecasts are far from perfectly accurate and identifies several 
biases that could explain forecasts’ deviations from reality, including inaccurate the-
ories and misconstrual (for an overview, see Gilbert et al., 1998; Wilson & Gilbert, 
2003). Those biases can help to better understand why prospective students’ well-
being forecast could deviate from later reality. This better understanding in turn can 
help to identify important factors that could improve the prediction of later intrinsic 
motivation and subjective well-being in a study major.

1.3  Subjective interest‑major fit forecast—reducing inaccurate theories

Formed by culture or personal experiences, individuals may have very different the-
ories about the emotional consequences of specific events or actions and some of 
these are partly wrong, for example the assumption that money is the key to hap-
piness (Aknin et  al., 2009; Wilson & Gilbert, 2003). Affective forecasts based on 
those theories are also likely to be wrong to some extent (Wilson & Gilbert, 2003), 
for example, choosing a study major for materialistic reasons is not related to more 
study satisfaction (Janke et al., 2021). If one reason for prospective students’ biased 
well-being forecasts is their use of inaccurate theories, then using a scientifically 
proven theory should help them make better forecasts. In the context of predicting 
study satisfaction such a theory would be the person-environment fit theory (Cable 
& DeRue, 2002; Edwards & Shipp, 2007), based on which it can be assumed that 
higher interest-major fit predicts higher study satisfaction (Etzel & Nagy, 2016). 
Following this rationale, subjective interest-major fit forecast (assessed by simply 
asking prospective students to forecast their interest-major fit) should improve the 
prediction of later subjective well-being because it directs prospective students’ 
forecast to an empirically proven cause of later subjective well-being.

1.4  Objective interest‑major fit forecast—reducing inaccurate theories 
and misconstrual

To forecast their fit to a specific study major, prospective students not only need a lot 
of insight about themselves but also a lot of information about the respective study 
major in question. In some education systems students have an orientation phase to 
get to know different study majors (Messerer, Karst &  Janke, 2023) or take part in a 
curriculum-sampling test during the selection procedure which contains fidelity sim-
ulations of (parts of) the major in question (Niessen et al., 2018). However, in other 
education systems, prospective students must decide on a major without having any 
study experience in that major. In these cases, they likely have misconceptions about 
the contents of the study major (Heublein, 2014). For example, they might expect 
content in the undergraduate psychology major that is not part of the curriculum. 
Misconstruing an event (in our example having wrong expectations regarding the 
content of the undergraduate psychology major) in turn can lead to biased forecasts 
(Wilson & Gilbert, 2003). Following this rationale, assessing prospective students’ 
interest-major fit forecast based on a valid theory (person-environment fit theory) 



241

1 3

Will I be happy in this major? Predicting intrinsic motivation…

and based on a valid construal of the future situation (in our example a valid con-
strual of the undergraduate psychology major based on expert estimates of the psy-
chology major) should improve the prediction of intrinsic motivation and subjec-
tive well-being. Thus, we propose assessing prospective students’ interest (person) 
in specific contents which represent a valid construal of the respective study major 
(environment). Important criteria for ensuring that specific contents represent a 
valid construal of a study major are the following (Merkle et al., 2021): The specific 
contents should cover all central subfields of the respective study major (exhaus-
tiveness), should be unambiguously assignable to the corresponding subfields of the 
respective study major (structure) and these subfields should be evenly covered so 
that no subfield is over- or underrepresented (prototypicality).

Following this procedure for the construction of the assessment of interest-major 
fit should lead to a more objective forecast of interest-major fit which is why we 
refer to it as objective interest-major fit forecast. Objective interest-major fit forecast 
should reduce the bias in prospective students’ forecast which is due to prospec-
tive students’ misconceptions about the contents of the study major. Thus, objective 
interest-major fit forecast should improve the prediction of intrinsic motivation and 
subjective well-being.

1.5  Research question and hypotheses

Thus, to the best of our knowledge, we are the first to examine factors that fulfill two 
necessary conditions to support students in their decision-making process for a study 
major: First, the factors target a specific study major and thus have the potential to 
predict students’ intrinsic motivation and subjective well-being in a specific study 
major (versus targeting studying in general and predicting subjective well-being dur-
ing studying independent of a specific major). Second, these factors are assessed 
even before students start studying. As predictors we will specifically examine pro-
spective students’ direct forecast of their subjective well-being (well-being forecast), 
students’ subjective forecast of their interest-major fit (subjective interest-major 
fit forecast) as well as interest-major fit measured objectively with a scientifically 
developed and validated interest test in an online-self-assessment (objective inter-
est-major fit forecast). The theoretical arguments presented above can be transposed 
into a theoretical framework (Fig. 1) that includes the following hypotheses.

Prospective students already have many years of personal experience in differ-
ent learning environments before entering university. Therefore, we hypothesize that 
a higher prospective student well-being forecast predicts higher later intrinsic moti-
vation and subjective well-being (positive affect, negative affect, satisfaction) within 
their major (hypothesis 1). Directing prospective students’ forecast away from possible 
inaccurate theories to an empirically proven cause of later subjective well-being, such 
as interest-major fit, should improve this prediction of subjective well-being. Thus, we 
hypothesize that a higher prospective student subjective interest-major fit forecast pre-
dicts higher later intrinsic motivation and subjective well-being within their major (pos-
itive affect, negative affect, satisfaction) beyond prospective students’ well-being fore-
cast (hypothesis 2). Additionally, assuring a valid construal of the respective major in 
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the process of assessing interest-major fit forecasts (objective interest-major fit forecast) 
should reduce the bias in prospective students’ forecast which is due to prospective stu-
dents’ misconceptions about the contents of the study major. Therefore, we hypothesize 
that a higher prospective student objective interest-major fit forecast predicts higher 
later intrinsic motivation and subjective well-being within their major (more positive 

Fig. 1  Hypothesized theoretical framework for the prediction of intrinsic motivation and subjective 
well-being within a study major by well-being forecast, subjective interest-major fit forecast (subjective 
IMFF) and objective interest-major fit forecast (objective IMFF). Black lines represent hypotheses while 
grey lines represent controls
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affect, less negative affect, higher satisfaction), beyond prospective students’ well-being 
forecast and subjective interest-major fit forecast (hypothesis 3).

2  Method

2.1  Sample and procedure

In a first step  (t1), we collected data of 4,262 prospective students who completed an 
online-self-assessment for psychology (OSA-Psych) prior to their enrollment in the 
period between February 2020 and September 2021 to self-reflect on whether psychol-
ogy is the major which they want to decide on. Before they completed the online-self-
assessment they agreed that their data can be used for scientific purposes and voluntar-
ily took part in an accompanying survey. In the survey they answered questions about 
their demographics, their trait subjective well-being, their well-being forecast within 
the psychology major and their subjective interest-major fit forecast. In the online-self-
assessment, prospective students’ objective interest-major fit was assessed and reported 
back in a feedback.

Of these 4,262 prospective students, 234 started studying psychology in the 2020 
or 2021 cohort, took part in a second survey within their first two months of study 
at one of five surveyed universities  (t2) and thus form the sample for our analyses 
(Mage = 20.07, SD = 2.67, range = 17–42 years, 87.2% women). In the second survey 
they were asked about their intrinsic motivation, satisfaction as well as positive and 
negative affect within their study major and received either credit points or an online-
shopping voucher in exchange for their participation. All instructions and measures 
were provided in German.

2.2  Measures

2.2.1  Well‑being forecast

To obtain a reliable measure and valid score of well-being forecast, we combined 
different approaches to measure affective forecasting. First, we used a single item 
which is often used in the affective forecasting literature to measure affective fore-
casts, asking how happy one would be in a specific situation (Gilbert et al., 1998). 
We adapted this item to the study context, asking “I would be happy in the under-
graduate psychology major”. However, to be able to estimate the reliability and 
validity of this measure, we added four more items. Two items were based on the 
study satisfaction scale from Westermann et  al. (1996) and adapted to the future 
tense “I would really enjoy studying in an undergraduate psychology major” and 
“Overall, I would be satisfied with an undergraduate psychology major”. One more 
item was adapted from Diener et al.’s (1985) life satisfaction scale and adapted to 
the future tense and the study context “In most areas, studying in an undergraduate 
psychology major would meet my ideal expectations” and one more item was self-
constructed to reflect the affective component of subjective well-being “It would 
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feel really good to study in an undergraduate psychology major”. Participants used a 
seven-point scale, ranging from 1 (does not apply at all) to 7 (applies completely) to 
indicate how they envision the future undergraduate psychology major. As the scale 
was self-constructed, we conducted a pretest which showed first empirical evidence 
for its reliability, as well as its factorial and construct validity.1 The internal consist-
ency in the present study was good with Cronbach’s α = .86.

2.2.2  Subjective interest‑major fit forecast

We adapted three items from Etzel and Nagy’s (2016) need-supply fit in the aca-
demic context scale to measure subjective interest-major fit forecast in the academic 
context by replacing the word expectations with the word interests (e.g., “The offer-
ings of the undergraduate psychology major fit my expectations of the major” was 
adapted to “The offerings of the undergraduate psychology major fit my interests”). 
Participants used a 7-point Likert scale to indicate the extent to which each state-
ment applied to them ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (completely). The internal con-
sistency for the scale was good, Cronbach’s α = .81.

2.2.3  Objective interest‑major fit forecast

Objective interest-major fit forecast was assessed using the interest subscale of the 
expectation-interest test (Merkle et al., 2021) which consists of 61 items: 55 items 
addressing all central contents of the undergraduate psychology major (environ-
ment); six items addressing content that is often mistaken for content of the under-
graduate psychology major. Prospective students (person) could rate on a 7-point 
Likert scale how interested they were in the specific contents (e.g., “which causes 
underlie mental disorders”) on a scale ranging from − 3 (not interested at all) to 3 
(very much interested). The objective interest-major fit forecast (person-environment 
fit) was calculated by building the mean of the 55 interest items regarding central 
contents, the higher the value the higher the interest-major fit forecast. The internal 
consistency for the interest subscale was excellent, Cronbach’s α = .91.

1 In the pretest the reliability of the scale was excellent (α = .92) and did not improve if any item 
was omitted, thus all items were kept. The fit statistics retrieved through a confirmatory factor analy-
sis for a one-dimensional model indicated a good model fit, χ2(10) = 379.66, p < .001; CFI = .995; 
RMSEA = .039; SRMR = .023 (based on the guidelines by Schermelleh-Engel et al., 2003). As expected, 
based on previous research (Wilson & Gilbert, 2003), the scale showed medium to strong correlations to 
current subjective well-being in their major: more positive affect (r = .70, p < .001), less negative affect 
(r = .57, p < .001), more study satisfaction (r = .81, p < .001). Additionally, students did forecast more 
subjective well-being in their major when they reported more intrinsic value (r = .75, p < .001), higher 
attainment value (r = .61, p < .001), higher utility value (r = .48, p < .001) and higher subjective interest-
major fit  (r = .65, p < .001).
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2.2.4  Intrinsic motivation

Intrinsic study motivation was assessed using an adapted German translation 
(Messerer, Karst & Janke,  2023) of the interest subscale of the Intrinsic Motivation 
Inventory (Deci & Ryan, 2013). It consisted of 6 items; sample item: “I find it excit-
ing to study”. The scale was anchored at 1 (not true at all) and 7 (completely true). 
The internal consistency for this scale was excellent, Cronbach’s α = .92.

2.2.5  Subjective well‑being

To measure subjective well-being within a specific major we assessed study satis-
faction with a subscale of Westermann et al.’s (1996) study satisfaction scale which 
explicitly addresses satisfaction with the content of the studies. The subscale con-
sists of three items (e.g., “Overall, I am satisfied with the undergraduate psychology 
major.”). Participants had to rate to what degree each statement applied to them on a 
7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (completely). The scale showed a 
good internal consistency, Cronbach’s α = .86.

Additionally, we assessed positive and negative affect with a slightly modified 
version of the German Version (Rahm et al., 2017) of the Scale of Positive and Neg-
ative Experience (SPANE, Diener et al., 2010). Participants were instructed to indi-
cate on six items how frequently they felt this way in the first weeks of their semes-
ter “positive”, “good”, “happy”, “pleasant”, “content” “joyful” and on six items how 
frequently they felt “negative”, “bad”, “sad” “unpleasant, “afraid”, “angry”). The 
scale was anchored at 1 (very rarely or never) and 7 (very often or always). Follow-
ing Rahm et al.’s (2017) conceptualization of this measure and in congruence with 
confirmatory factor analyses results, positive and negative affect scores were com-
puted separately,instead of together as a common difference score.2 Internal consist-
ency for the positive affect subscale was excellent, Cronbach’s αPos = .89, internal 
consistency for the negative affect subscale was good, αNeg = .80.

2.2.6  Control variables

To control for trait subjective well-being, we used two single items. We asked par-
ticipants to report satisfaction (item taken from Beierlein et al., 2014) and happiness 
(item taken from Breyer & Voss, 2016) with their own life on scales from 1 to 7. 
Given the correlation of r = .81, we use the mean score of these two items.

2 Confirmatory factor analyses were computed separately for a one-factor-solution, a bi-factor-solution, 
and a tri-factor solution (positive vs. negative affect vs. study satisfaction) using R (Version 4.1.2; R 
Core Team, 2021). The models were compared regarding their information criteria (AIC, BIC), which 
revealed that the three-factor-solution, AIC = 24,012.74, BIC = 24,059.57 should be preferred to the 
two-factor-solution, AIC = 24,410.74; BIC = 24,454.73, should be preferred to the one-factor solution, 
AIC = 24,744.47; BIC = 24,882.30.
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2.3  Data analysis

We tested our hypotheses using hierarchical multivariate multiple regression analy-
ses conducted in R (Version 4.1.2, R Core Team, 2021). In step one, we included 
trait subjective well-being as a control variable, in step two we added prospective 
students’ well-being forecast as a predictor, in step three prospective students’ sub-
jective interest-major fit forecast and in step four we included objective interest-
major fit forecast as a predictor. As outcomes we included intrinsic motivation, 
positive affect, negative affect, and satisfaction in the study major. A multivariate 
analysis was conducted to show for each predictor whether it uniquely and signifi-
cantly contributes to explaining intrinsic motivation, positive affect, negative affect, 
and satisfaction in the study major (all outcomes considered together). Univariate 
analyses were conducted to provide more insights about each predictor’s contribu-
tion to predicting each specific outcome (all outcomes considered separately). Effect 
sizes were measured by Cohen’s f2. The recommended interpretation of Cohen’s f2 
is 0.01 = small effect, 0.06 = medium effect, 0.14 = large effect (cf. Khalilzadeh & 
Tasci, 2017).

3  Results

The descriptives and zero-order correlations between all continuous variables in the 
following analyses are depicted in Table 1. All associations between the predictors 
and outcomes were significant and pointed in the expected direction.

Our goal was to predict first semester students’ intrinsic motivation and subjec-
tive well-being (positive affect, negative affect, satisfaction) in a specific major with 
prospective students’ well-being forecast (hypothesis 1), subjective interest-major fit 
forecast (hypothesis 2) and objective interest-major fit forecast (hypothesis 3).

The multivariate analysis showed that trait subjective well-being (Pillai’s 
trace = .12, p < .001), well-being forecast (Pillai’s trace = .06, p = .003) and 
interest-major fit forecast (Pillai’s trace = .07, p < .001) proved to be overall sig-
nificant predictors, while subjective interest-major fit forecast was not signifi-
cant overall (Pillai’s trace = .03, p = .155). The results of the hierarchical univar-
iate analyses are depicted in Fig. 2 (for further details, see Table 2). To be able 
to describe all results belonging to a particular hypothesis in a common section, 
the results of the univariate analyses (which were calculated with all predictors 
for each outcome separately) are summarized below across all outcomes and 
reported per predictor.

3.1  Trait subjective well‑being predicts motivation and well‑being in a major

Higher trait subjective well-being was a significant predictor of higher intrinsic 
motivation, more positive affect, less negative affect, and higher study satisfac-
tion. The effect sizes indicated small to medium effects (for further details, see 
Table 2, step 1 of each model).
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3.2  Well‑being forecast predicts motivation and well‑being in a major

Hypothesis 1 stated that a higher prospective student well-being forecast predicts 
higher later intrinsic motivation and subjective well-being within their major 

Fig. 2  Results of the hierarchical univariate multiple regression analyses for the prediction of intrinsic 
motivation and subjective well-being within a study major by well-being forecast, subjective interest-
major fit forecast (subjective IMFF) and objective interest-major fit forecast (objective IMFF). All regres-
sion coefficients are standardized (for further details, see Table  2). Black lines represent hypotheses 
while grey lines represent controls. Solid lines represent significant relations while dotted lines represent 
nonsignificant relations. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001
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(positive affect, negative affect, satisfaction). In line with our hypothesis, our 
analyses showed that a higher well-being forecast incrementally predicted higher 
intrinsic motivation, more positive affect, and higher satisfaction. However, unex-
pectedly, the relationship with negative affect was not significant but pointed in 
the expected direction. Thus, hypothesis 1 was partly supported. The effect sizes 
indicated no effect to small effects (for further details, see Table 2, step 2 of each 
model).

3.3  Subjective interest‑major fit forecast predicts motivation and well‑being 
in a major

Hypothesis 2 stated that a higher prospective student subjective interest-major 
fit forecast predicts higher later intrinsic motivation and subjective well-being 
within their major (positive affect, negative affect, satisfaction) beyond prospec-
tive students’ well-being forecast and trait subjective well-being. Our results 
partially supported this hypothesis as higher subjective interest-major fit fore-
cast predicted more intrinsic motivation, less negative affect and higher study 
satisfaction beyond prospective students’ well-being forecast and trait subjective 
well-being. Contrary to our hypothesis, no incremental variance was explained 
for positive affect even though the beta pointed in the expected direction. Thus, 
hypothesis 2 was partially supported. The effect sizes indicated no effect to small 
effects (for further details, see Table 2, step 3 of each model).

3.4  Objective interest‑major fit forecast predicts motivation and well‑being 
in a major

Hypothesis 3 stated that a higher prospective student objective interest-major 
fit forecast predicts higher later intrinsic motivation and subjective well-being 
within their major (positive affect, negative affect, satisfaction), beyond prospec-
tive students’ subjective interest-major fit forecast, students’ well-being forecast 
and trait subjective well-being. As expected, our analyses showed that higher 
objective interest-major fit forecast predicted higher intrinsic motivation, more 
positive affect, and higher study satisfaction. However, it did not predict negative 
affect, but the beta pointed in the expected direction. Thus, hypothesis 3 was sup-
ported for intrinsic motivation, positive affect, and study satisfaction but not for 
negative affect. The effect sizes indicated no effect to medium effects (for further 
details, see Table 2, step 4 of each model).

4  Discussion

Predicting intrinsic motivation and subjective well-being within a specific study 
major before enrolling is crucial to support prospective students in their study deci-
sion process when choosing a major. There exist many studies that identified several 
factors assessed during studying predicting the intrinsic motivation and subjective 
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well-being of students for studying in general (e.g., Lesener et al., 2020; Sood et al., 
2012). However, there is almost no research dedicated to identifying factors measur-
able before enrolling to predict motivation and well-being in a specific major. Thus, 
combining theories about affective forecasting (e.g., Wilson & Gilbert, 2003) and 
person-environment fit theory (e.g., Le et al., 2014), we examined in a longitudinal 
field design to which extent prospective students’ well-being forecast and beyond 
that subjective interest-major fit forecast and objective interest-major fit forecast can 
predict intrinsic motivation and subjective well-being in their major.

4.1  Summary of findings and theoretical implications

We showed that a higher prospective student well-being forecast predicted higher 
intrinsic motivation, positive affect, and satisfaction in their study major beyond pro-
spective students’ trait subjective well-being. These results are in accordance with 
past findings in the affective forecasting literature indicating that people can predict 
their subjective well-being in specific situations to some extent (e.g., Gilbert et al., 
1998; Wilson & Gilbert, 2003). We obtained these results while controlling for trait 
subjective well-being, suggesting that prospective students do not only project their 
trait average subjective well-being into the future but that they probably have some 
more insight about the specific future situation. However, prospective students’ well-
being forecast explained no more than five percent of variance in intrinsic motiva-
tion and subjective well-being in their study major. This finding is not surprising as 
affective forecasting theory additionally states that many biases (such as inaccurate 
theories or misconstrual) prevent people from making accurate predictions (for an 
overview, see Wilson & Gilbert, 2003). Thus, it is likely that those biases also are 
at work in the context of choosing a study major and might prevent prospective stu-
dents from accurately forecasting their subjective well-being in a specific major.

Further evidence for this assumption provides our finding that prospective stu-
dents’ subjective interest-major fit forecast improved the prediction of intrinsic 
motivation, negative affect, and study satisfaction by up to two percent. This finding 
shows that using a predictor based on an empirically proven cause of later subjective 
well-being (the person-environment fit in the context of choosing a study major, e.g., 
Cable & DeRue, 2002; Etzel & Nagy, 2016), improved the predictions of motivation 
and well-being. Thus, our results indicate not only that inaccurate theories are at 
work when prospective students decide on a study major but also show a first way of 
reducing this bias.

Finally, we found that objective interest-major fit could incrementally explain up 
to six percent of variance of intrinsic motivation, positive affect, and study satisfac-
tion in a study major. These results demonstrate that using a predictor that reduces 
a potential misconstrual of the future situation (in our example a misconstrual of 
the undergraduate psychology major) further improves the prediction of students’ 
intrinsic motivation and subjective well-being. This finding is in line with past find-
ings suggesting in different contexts that misconstrual of the future situation in ques-
tion biases affective forecasts of the respective situation (Wilson & Gilbert, 2003) 
indicating that this is also a problem in prospective students’ process of deciding on 
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a study major. Additionally, it explains why prospective students’ false expectations 
might be related to less study satisfaction (Hasenberg & Schmidt-Atzert, 2013) and 
adds to the existing literature a possible way to reduce such misconceptions in the 
study decision context to improve forecasts.

Taken together our research shows that prospective students can predict their 
intrinsic motivation and subjective well-being in a specific major and that this pre-
diction can further be improved by reducing affective forecasting biases. Thus, our 
research contributes to the affective forecasting literature by providing specific evi-
dence for two affective forecasting biases in a new context—the context of deciding 
on a study major. Additionally, our research provides important theoretical implica-
tions for the process of deciding on a study major by deepening the understanding of 
prospective students’ underlying challenges in the decision-making process.

4.2  Unexpected findings, limitations, and future research questions

First, subjective interest-major fit was not a significant multivariate predictor and 
explained a relatively small amount of variance in the univariate analyses, and no 
variance in positive affect. A likely explanation for this finding is that the predic-
tive power of subjective interest-major fit is not very strong, especially beyond trait 
subjective well-being and well-being forecast. One possible explanation for this 
small predictive power is that subjective interest-major fit only improves inaccu-
rate theories. Thus, the condition for an improvement is prospective students’ use of 
inaccurate theories when making their well-being forecast. However, past research 
indicates that students already pay attention to their interest-major fit (an empiri-
cally proven cause of well-being, Etzel & Nagy, 2016) when choosing a study major 
(Janke et al., 2021; Watt et al., 2012) and thus it is likely that they also pay attention 
to this factor when making their well-being forecast. In addition, asking prospec-
tive students for their subjective interest-major fit forecast may have already acted 
as an intervention that led prospective students to take this factor into account when 
forecasting their well-being. If prospective students already accounted for their sub-
jective interest-major fit forecast in their well-being forecast, this would explain why 
subjective interest-major fit forecast failed to predict intrinsic motivation and sub-
jective well-being beyond well-being forecast (or only did so to a small extent). At 
the same time, it leaves open the possibility that the predictive power of subjective 
interest-major fit might be more robust and stronger at an even earlier stage (before 
attention is drawn to subjective interest-major fit). This interpretation is further sup-
ported by the fact that the zero-order correlations between subjective interest-major 
fit and all outcomes were significant while the hierarchical multiple regression anal-
yses showed no or only small effects sizes for the incremental predictive value of 
subjective interest-major fit on the prediction of all outcomes after controlling for 
well-being forecast. Therefore, future studies should examine well-being forecast 
before attention is drawn to empirically proven causes for well-being to provide a 
better baseline measure of irrational theories. Moreover, in our study we focused 
on one single (subjective) theory in the study choice process. Future studies could 
examine in more depth which other factors prospective students consider important 
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when choosing their future study major by building on existing research on different 
motivations for enrollment (Janke et al., 2021; Watt et al., 2012) to better understand 
the underlying processes of prospective students’ subjective theories in the study 
choice process.

Second, objective interest-major fit forecast did not significantly predict negative 
affect. Thus, one could conclude that objective interest-major fit forecast does not 
play a role in the perception of negative affect during studying. However, descrip-
tively, the prediction pointed in the expected direction and even proved significant in 
the zero-order correlations. These results suggest that the predictive power of objec-
tive interest-major fit forecast for negative affect is probably not strong enough to 
persist beyond trait subjective well-being, well-being forecast, and subjective inter-
est-major fit forecast. One possible reason for the small effect size is that the objec-
tive interest-major fit forecast scores of the respective samples are in a very high 
range (scores ranged from − 0.33 to 2.93, based on a − 3 to 3 Likert-like-scale). This 
is not surprising since we are dealing with a very special sample, namely those pro-
spective students who, after using an online-self-assessment and the accompanying 
reflection on their interest-major fit forecast, made an informed decision to apply for 
a place in the respective major, received and accepted it, and finally even voluntar-
ily participated in the survey. The resulting almost only positive level of objective 
interest-major fit forecast leaves enough variance to allow students with a higher 
positive objective interest-major fit forecast (compared to a lower positive objective 
interest-major fit forecast) to feel more positive emotions but leaves no room for 
negative emotions caused by a poor objective interest-major fit. Accordingly, this 
finding is aligned with the control-value theory of achievement emotions (Pekrun, 
2006) stating that negative emotions only occur for negative values. This reasoning 
underscores the importance of the size of predictive power found for objective inter-
est-major fit forecast, which significantly predicted intrinsic motivation, positive 
affect, and study satisfaction not only beyond trait subjective well-being, well-being 
forecast and subjective interest-major fit forecast but also despite massive restric-
tions in its variance.

Third, the results in the present study were obtained within the first academic 
year. Although motivation in the first year has been shown to predict motivation in 
later years (Messerer, Scherer, et al., 2023), following the argumentation of Niessen 
et al. (2016), data from later years are needed to gain insight into the long-term pre-
dictive power of the predictors, which may decrease with increasing time interval. 
Additionally, the outcomes in the present study show medium to strong correlations 
which raise the question of whether univariate analyses are appropriate or whether 
their results are partly redundant. To avoid inflated results we conducted multi-
variate analyses to examine our predictor effects’ controlling for the correlations 
between our outcomes. However, as our outcomes are not only theoretically distin-
guishable but also empirically distinct (as shown by the results of the confirmatory 
factor analysis reported in the measures section), conducting univariate analyses for 
each outcome gives us valuable insights in the psychological mechanisms underly-
ing each of these variables.

Additionally for all indicators it should be considered that the present study was 
an ecologically valid field study, conducted in a setting with limited control of the 
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situation (prospective students took part in the online-self-assessment as they were 
in their study major decision process, not in the context of taking part in a research 
study). Therefore, it is plausible that effect sizes do not reach the same size as in 
controlled experimental labor settings. Compared to the variance explained by well-
established constructs such as trait subjective well-being, the reported effect sizes 
can even be considered comparatively good, as the well-being forecast, and the 
objective interest-major fit forecast can each incrementally explain (almost) as much 
variance in intrinsic motivation and satisfaction in the respective major as trait sub-
jective well-being does.

Furthermore, it should be mentioned that all participants were (prospective) psy-
chology students and consequently the interest test was specifically designed for the 
psychology major. Therefore, further studies should be conducted in other majors to 
check whether the findings can be generalized. However, as it is very hard to get a 
place to study psychology in Germany it is assumed that effect sizes of interest tests 
could be even stronger in other study majors as psychology students are probably 
more restricted in their variance of interest as well as intrinsic motivation and sub-
jective well-being in their major.

Finally, our results suggest that an objective interest-major fit forecast can predict 
intrinsic motivation and subjective well-being and therefore should be considered 
in study decision processes. However, we do not know yet whether prospective stu-
dents automatically incorporate these scores in their decisions which is essential for 
the efficacy of such interest tests in the study choice decision process. Thus, future 
research should examine whether prospective students who receive feedback regard-
ing their interest-major fit forecast take this score into account in their study choice 
process or whether more support is needed for prospective students to use such feed-
back in an adequate way.

4.3  Practical implications

Assuming some generalizability of the present results, important practical implica-
tions can be derived from our studies. The first implication is that to some extent 
prospective students should trust their “gut” feeling as it has proven to be a signifi-
cant predictor that goes beyond prospective students’ potential projection based on 
their trait subjective well-being. However, many prospective students still feel over-
whelmed with their study choice process.

To support students in this process, a wide variety of online-self-assessments has 
been developed over the last years which has been used by a high number of pro-
spective students to self-reflect upon their expectations, interests, and skills (Hell, 
2009). They are attractive for prospective students as they are easily accessible and 
free of charge and attractive for universities as they come with very low mainte-
nance costs once they are developed, especially when weighed against the high 
potential costs of study dropout for both the individual as well as society due to poor 
study choices (Behr et al., 2020). Thus, they could have a big impact on prospective 
students’ study decisions which makes it even more important to find out whether 
online-self-assessments can be valuable guides or whether they lead prospective 
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students astray. Our research demonstrates that an interest-major fit forecast meas-
ured objectively via an online-self assessment shows a relatively good incremen-
tal predictive validity compared with other established constructs in the field study, 
given the premise that it is developed using scientific methods to ensure structure, 
exhaustiveness and prototypicality of items regarding the study content (Merkle 
et al., 2021). Therefore, our results suggest that the use of online-self-assessments 
to assess interest-major fit should be promoted as they yield the potential to be 
cost-efficient tools to support prospective students in the decision-making process. 
The potential of using the results of online-self-assessment should be particularly 
high in admission procedures where there is a focus on the fit between students and 
the study major with an aim for high content validity. According to Niessen et al. 
(2016), one example for such a procedure would be the open admission program in 
the Netherlands where applicants take part in a mandatory matching procedure with 
nonbinding advice before they can self-select their study major. To better integrate 
online-self-assessments, we recommend as a first step, to invest time and money in 
a scientific development and continuous evaluation of online-self-assessments that 
assess interest-major fit in the study decision process. It could be argued that the 
development of new objective interest-major fit assessments is superfluous because 
the RIASEC model (Eder & Bergmann, 2015; Holland, 1959, 1997) has sometimes 
been used to operationalize interest-major fit (Allen & Robbins, 2010; Tracey & 
Robbins, 2006; Usslepp et al., 2020). However, the RIASEC operationalization of 
interest-major fit is based on vocational interests (Realistic, Investigative, Artistic, 
Social, Enterprising, and Conventional) whereas our operationalization is based on 
interests in contents of the respective study major. An operationalization of interest-
major fit based on contents of the respective study major should be more accurate 
than an operationalization based on vocational content and showed a stronger asso-
ciation to study satisfaction in a recent study (Messerer, Merkle, et al., 2023). For 
these reasons we used an objective interest-major fit assessment based on interest 
in the contents of the study major in our paper and believe it makes sense to invest 
in the development of this type of interest-major fit assessments. Second, it seems 
promising to further motivate prospective students to use these tools. This could be 
done by restructuring the current online-self-assessment landscape in the study deci-
sion process to improve students experience by better guiding them in their study 
decision process. Additionally, the use of a validated online-self-assessment could 
be made a mandatory requirement for enrollment as it is already common practice in 
some universities.

4.4  Conclusion

The purpose of the current work was to examine factors that can predict students’ 
intrinsic motivation and subjective well-being in a specific study major even before 
the start of studies. We found that a higher prospective student well-being forecast 
and beyond that a higher subjective interest-major fit forecast and a higher objec-
tive interest-major fit forecast predicted higher intrinsic motivation and subjective 
well-being in their study major. As one of the first studies to examine predictors 



256 B. Merkle et al.

1 3

of intrinsic motivation and subjective well-being prior to university enrollment in a 
specific major, this work underlines the importance of prospective students’ subjec-
tive forecasts in the study choice process. At the same time, it highlights the benefits 
of more objective predictors, such as objective interest-major fit forecast and identi-
fies several important starting points for future interest-major fit research as well as 
online-self-assessment practice.
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