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Picture this. Your metabolism is particularly slow and so the office you work in feels constantly 

colder by five degrees. You are in a car crash and 50% more likely to be seriously injured 

because the car was designed for a body different to yours. You are less likely to be granted a 

meeting with your professor or receive funding as a student purely because of who you are1. If 

you are half of the world’s population, a woman, then this is actually your reality. Surprised? 

Maybe. The default gender in society? Definitely not.  

 

These are just a few examples of the implicit bias towards men rooted in society. Despite the 

evident gender bias, universities, the world of academia and job markets continue to pretend 

as if it is a meritocratic system where males and females have the same level of opportunity 

open to them. I want to focus on the lack of female representation which is particularly rife in 

economics. Only one third of economics undergraduates are female and around 15% of tenured 

faculty in economics are women. This under-representation in the subject is a cause for concern 

and I am here to tell you why. 

 

As an economics student myself, I have witnessed the stark gender difference in lectures and 

economics talks which are dominated by a 62% 2 male crowd.  Importantly, the cause of this is 

not from a lack of women applying for university degrees. There were 97,640 more female 

applicants to university in the UK than male3. Just over half of undergraduates in STEM 

subjects are female4 refuting the ill placed hypothesis that the mathematical nature of 

economics scares women. I think it takes more than an integration equation to put women off.  

 

This under-representation spreads into the economic workforce too. In the 1970s to 1990s, 

studies showed that more and more women were becoming economists and their presence 

doubled in PhD-granting departments from 1972-19935. However, this has curtailed in recent 

decades with limited explanation. The phenomenon has been coined the ‘leaky pipeline’ 

meaning the percentage of women at each stage from graduating to becoming a professor in 

the discipline decreases as women filter out the system6. Much like a faulty pipeline that spills 

out its contents along the way. The sad truth is that there are women who do not feel 

comfortable in their own discipline. A recent survey in the US7 revealed women are half as 

likely to agree or strongly agree that they are satisfied with the overall climate in the field of 

economics compared to men. This is reiterated across a broad range of statements from feeling 

valued in the field to feeling socially included.  

 

Let us examine why women feel this way. I think it is rooted in how they are treated. There are 

male favoured institutional policies that build barriers throughout a females career which  are 

hard to push through8. Studies9 find that economics papers written by female authors spend six 

months longer under review at one top journal, although they are objectively more readable. 

There is also a habit of journalists to cite the male contributor as the lead author when it is 
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actually the woman10. If you think that’s unfair, a study11 of more than 2 million books (not 

just economics ones) found titles by female authors are less valued. Books written by female 

authors are sold, on average, at just over half the price of books written by men! Perhaps 

budding female authors should take a leaf out of the Bronte sister’s or J.K Rowling’s book and 

undertake a male pseudonym.  

 

Why do these gender differences manifest into the workplace? Arguably it all starts at school. 

Data shows that 1 in 6 boys compared to 1 in 17 girls study economics at A level12. At my own 

school, the three out of four economics teachers were male. Before studying the subject, I 

associated economics with men in the city making the big bucks. Thankfully, my warped 

imagination was quickly corrected after a thorough google search when contemplating my a-

level choices. On reflection, I realised how easy this unconscious bias was engrained in me 

from a young age. I am not the only one. When 15-17 year olds at Bristol University were 

asked to describe what economics is about, several words stood out. Money. Finance. Banking. 

While technically not false, these words are a far cry from the many other fields within 

economics like health, development and behavioural economics. If you ask people to describe 

an economist, it isn’t hard to guess what their answers would be. If you thought woman, ethnic 

minority and young then points to you for being original. 

 

Now the all-important question of ‘why should we care?’ arises. One reason is that economists 

have a huge influence on policies. Debates discussing strategies to improve the economy are 

dominated by one sex and so severely bias. The resulting under-representation influences the 

advice and strategies used in policies and it limits the scope of problems. Addressing the gender 

balance is not just a case of making things fair but about nurturing innovation, improving 

policies and advancing productivity.  

 

Free-market economists look away because I propose that intervention is necessary to reach 

out to the best people and draw them into studying economics. We want those involved in 

making economic policy decisions to reflect the society they are helping. More schemes and 

campaigns need to be put in place to encourage girls to think about economic careers and 

reshape how the subject is viewed. There are some fantastic ones encouraging women into 

STEM subjects like the WISE campaign. This focuses on a training platform that invites 

companies to empower girls to study the subject through introducing female role models. If a 

similar style could be replicated for economics, I have no doubt this could rectify some of the 

gender imbalance.  

 

As women and men are biologically different, these differences manifest not just in appearance 

but opinion too. Interventions can only go so far in balancing the genders. A study in 201413 

found statistically significant differences in the perspectives of male and female economists in 

the EU on economic issues and principles. Women were more likely to prefer government 

intervention over market solutions and environmental protection like increasing energy taxes 

on carbon dioxide emissions. They also supported interdisciplinary research teams, as they 

improve economic knowledge, more than men and believed the appropriate level of military 

spending was less than what a man thought. These results hint to an explanation towards why 
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women are underrepresented in economics. If their opinions on policies and methods contradict 

those of men in senior positions, perhaps the possibility of them being promoted or their 

research becoming published is slim. This could be why their progress has stalled as of late but 

I firmly believe we can change this.  

 

It is important to get more women to start studying economics but it is imperative that there is 

more progress to support them at the top. These hidden biases have a powerful influence and 

if we are to combat the gender imbalance, we all need to contribute by rooting out our hidden 

bias. Diversifying the subject is key for positive change and a powerful economy.  
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