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ESB Experiences

Academics on the gender 
imbalance in economics

R E P O R T
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Editorial staff

The gender imbalance in economics does not only make 
a fascinating research topic, it is also highly personal for 
many researchers. In a round table discussion we asked both 
female and male economists to share their views.

“I notice that we are leaving out person
al experience when introducing our
selves, but I think it is relevant that I 
have three young children.” In the C.W. 

Opzoomerkamer in the academic building of Utrecht 
University, surrounded by portraits of male  academics, 
researchers are discussing their experiences with the 
gender imbalance in the field of economics. The attend
ees are academics from seven Dutch universities who 
have responded to the invitation of ESB. During the 
discussion, the researchers are asked to share their per
ceptions on the causes and consequences of the low 
number of female professors in economics. The biases 
embedded in the workplace as well as personal prefer
ences and experiences are considered. The  discussion 
was held under the Chatham House Rule. So, the 
 opinions in this article may not necessarily reflect the 
opinion of every individual participant.

THE ISSUE
Somehow, female economists do not feel encouraged 
to continue in this field. Even though the low percent

age of women is an issue within academics in general, 
the gender imbalance is relatively strong in the econo
mics domain. However, across the economics field  the 
gender imbalance also varies. The gender imbalance is 
smaller in more social economics fields. Attendees feel 
that it is implicitly thought that women do the ‘easier’ 
social research, the ‘fluffy stuff ’, and that men do the 
‘hard’ quantitative analyses. Strikingly, the majority of 
the researchers participating in the discussion, both 
female and male, are working on the fluffy stuff. 

According to the attendees, the low number of 
female professors in economics is clearly an issue. As 
there is no intrinsic reason why women should be worse 
economists than men, this low number of female econ
omists in academia suggests that we are not using talent 
as we should. Other consequences of the imbalance are 
that certain research areas may be underrepresented in 
the field, and that intolerance towards flexible hours 
may continue to exist.

TENURE TRACK SYSTEM
An overly competitive culture is experienced in eco
nomics which is less the case in other fields. This is for 
instance reflected in an ‘extreme obsession’ with pres
tige and rankings. It is relatively common for econom
ics faculties to have a tenure track system. This allows 
universities to attract talented researchers by using a 
strict selection process. On the one hand, this provides 
researchers with a clear career path. Once this path has 
been followed, there is the prospect of many years of 
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employment. On the other hand, this system is based 
on ‘up or out’. If the criteria are not met, the staff mem
ber will have to look for a position elsewhere. There is 
a focus on publication in top journals, and the extreme 
competitiveness can make this very challenging. This 
strict selection process in itself may already increase the 
gender imbalance, as women may be less inclined to 
face this competition.

It is only very recently that extensions regarding 
the tenure track period for pregnancies are being taken 
into account. Although some participants feel that this 
is a big improvement, others receive this optimistic view 
with sarcastic laughter, while emphasizing that, so far, 
only very small ‘improvements’ have been made. Fur
thermore, increasing opportunities to ‘stop the clock’ 
during the tenure track do not guarantee an improve
ment in the gender imbalance. Allowing both men and 
women to stop the clock when having a child, may even 
increase tenure rates for male staff, and reduce them for 
female staff (Antecol et al., 2018). This suggests that the 
policies do not compensate for the productivity chal
lenges that women face after childbirth. Despite this 
increased divergence, stoptheclock policies do not 
decrease women’s tenure rates during their overall career. 

Because the tenure track period is likely to coincide 
with the childbearing period, women may feel that it is 
impossible to meet those strict criteria as long as they are 
not adjusted. Entering a tenure track system requires a 
researcher to sacrifice a lot for what is an insecure future. 
As women generally have to face choices about having 

children slightly earlier than men, this may even lead to 
selfselection out of an academic career in economics. 

Moreover, compared to other disciplines, in 
economics it is not that common to have a career in 
research. There is a long list of alternative career paths, 
which may make a career in academia less attractive. 
Combined with other characteristics of the field dis
cussed in this article, when women face choices about 
entering a tenure track, they may be more inclined to 
choose other career paths compared to researchers in 
other disciplines.

AGGRESSIVE CULTURE
Furthermore, researchers face an aggressive culture in 
the field of economics. Regardless of whether this is 
experienced as an issue or not, it is seen as something 
that distinguishes economics from other disciplines. 
Participants are especially critical of the aggressive 
manner in which criticism is voiced. A male participant 
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explains that he sees participating in heated discussions dur
ing seminars and classes as a sport, but that others may per
ceive it as demeaning. “How to get humiliated in front of 
an audience” can be regarded as a skill that is part of the 
job. Women often take feedback more personally, and can 
suffer more under those harsh comments than men do. Fur
thermore, some attendees experience that women may actu
ally be getting more negative feedback than men. Women 
may also be more likely to show how they feel about feed
back. “Maybe men are also scared, but don’t tell you so.” 
This highly critical culture is sometimes also encouraged by 
mentors or colleagues. If you can’t handle it, you’re out. 

SINGLE-AUTHORED WORK
While in other disciplines it is completely acceptable to have 
a large team of authors, in economics there is a higher focus 
on singleauthored work or small teams, especially when 
one is entering the job market. Contributing to another 
researcher’s work by, for instance, gathering data does not 
guarantee coauthorship, and thus a return for this effort 
is not assured. In general, it is often the female researchers 
who take this kind of work upon them. Additionally, wom
en become less likely to receive tenure when they have more 
coauthors, to a greater extent than men (Sarsons, 2017). In 
economics, coauthors are listed in alphabetical order rather 
than in order of contribution. This may also influence the 
incentive to contribute to other people’s work, because put
ting more effort in a research project is not reflected in this 
order, while in other disciplines this would be the case. In 
general, women enjoy cooperation, and the insecurity of 
recognition for this may also discourage female staff to pur
sue a career in economics research. Taking into account that 
these papers also need to be published in top journals, the 
time it takes to write and publish such a good paper is rela
tively long in economics.

ASPIRATIONS
Reasons frequently mentioned for female staff quitting 
their academic career path are due to the fact that, next to 
their research, women aspire to other things in life. Having 
a family, maintaining a relationship, or engaging in societal 
impact activities – all of these take time and are generally 
not wellfacilitated. “I have a female colleague who has lit
erally been told that she is an idiot getting pregnant at this 
stage of her career.” Working fifty hours a week in order to 
meet the standard is not uncommon, and if one also takes 
into account teaching obligations this does not leave much 
time for other activities. Because of the highly competitive 
culture in economics, this effect may be larger in econom
ics than elsewhere. One way to deal with this would be to 
facilitate support for it so that researchers can mainly focus 
on their core tasks, for instance by providing daycare or by 
making working from home possible. However, this also 
has its downsides. Providing these facilities may encourage 
the idea that working such long hours is what can you can 
expect if you want to make a career in economics research.

MENTORING
The participants point out that a lot of support and infor
mation can be provided by mentors. There are strict and 
unwritten rules in economics, and knowing these from the 
start can make the way to the top a lot easier. Even though 
formal mentoring programmes may help, a lot of the infor
mation is being shared informally. This informal informa
tion sharing may take place anywhere, and spending time 
with your mentor increases the amount of useful informa
tion you will receive. “I hear that a lot of ideas come up when 
colleagues spend time with their mentor watching football, 
drinking in a bar, or when they go running together. Even 
though I enjoy running with my female friends, I would 
never see myself going for a run with my male  seniors.” It is 
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suggested that male colleagues are more likely to bond with 
their male mentors. Most professors are male, so therefore 
male PhD students automatically have more access to this 
informal mentoring. 

On the other hand, the awareness of this imbalance 
tends to improve mentoring. Universities and faculties are 
setting up more formally organized careerdevelopment or 
training events, sometimes focused exclusively on women. 
These trainings are perhaps a way to make sure that every
one has access to training and networks. “In my experience, 
when we give our students the opportunity to present their 
papers, we have to motivate the female students a bit more 
compared to the male students.” While these policy meas
ures are meant to close the gender gap, one should be cau
tious. Some women themselves may not take those oppor
tunities as they feel patronized, and if they do continue 
their career path with the help of those programmes, they 
may then feel as if they owe it to this support rather than 
to their own talent. And their colleagues might share this 
view, which would emphasize the differences between male 
and female in the faculty staff.

Furthermore, mentoring is highly dependent on the 
mentor him/herself. With the high work pressure in the 
field it is even discouraged by some mentors to have chil
dren during certain parts of your career. Even though this 
could be seen as useful advise, it can discourage researchers 
to pursue this career path or to postpone maternity more 
than desirable with respect to fertility. One attendee also 
mentions that female professors are not as willing to men
tor students, as they do not believe that they have the capa
bilities to do this. In general, women also seem to be less 
inclined to use (shameless) selfpromotion. This further 
decreases access to and visibility of female role models.

SOLUTIONS
Several solutions are put forward at this complex issue. The 
most popular solutions focus on creating an environment 
that is attractive to both male and female economists. There 
is general agreement as to improving the equal opportu
nities for entering and succeeding during tenure track, by 

 providing incentives to take the same sharing responsibili
ties or by having more flexible tenure requirements. 

One of the more practical solutions mentioned focuses 
on changing the aggressive culture. It is proposed to hire a 
moderator for seminars, committees and other events in 
order to intervene in the discussion, and to make sure that 
the discussion remains polite and friendly. Heated discus
sions in itself are not a problem, but one must ensure that 
everyone participating feels comfortable. 

The participants do not fully agree on the best way 
to mentor new researchers. On the one hand, informal 
information sharing is seen as the most valuable way to 
gain information. Encouraging topdown mentoring, at 
which professors may voluntarily choose to mentor junior 
researchers, is one way to increase the information being 
shared. However, it is also pointed out that some young 
academics might feel lost within this setup, and that there
fore formal mentoring is the way to make sure that everyone 
receives the necessary information. 

CONCLUSIONS
Even though the number of female professors in econom
ics is increasing, one still very much experiences a gender 
bias. However, the growing awareness in academia of the 
low number of female economists is leading to more prac
tical solutions. Extensions for pregnancy in tenure track 
 periods are becoming more common, although they could 
still be improved as regards flexibility. We should optimize 
the field of economics given the economics talent we have. 
That seems like an optimization problem every economist 
should be interested in. 
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