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In this issue of the WEN Newsletter
Our second issue of the WEN Newsletter again
features inspiring stories from women across
various domains of economics.
RBA economists
Belinda
Cheung,
Tanya
Livermore and Stephanie Parsons interview Dr
Alexandra Heath, who currently serves as the
Head of Economic Analysis at the Reserve Bank of
Australia. Alex shares with us the initiatives that the
RBA is implementing to address gender
imbalances and unconscious bias – including the
RBA staff’s Book Club which is a fantastic example
of an initiative that any organisation can easily
adopt.
Two participants from last year’s Women in
Economics mentoring retreat, Dr Alexandra Lobb
and Dr Meg Elkins, share their experience of the
retreat and how this prompted them to reflect on
their career journeys and goals.
Read about WEN’s first Australian Gender
Economics Workshop (AGEW) which was held in
partnership with the Bankwest Curtin Economics
Centre (BCEC) in Fremantle, Western Australia in
February this year. WEN was delighted to welcome
keynote speakers Professor Alison Booth and
Associate Professor Betsey Stevenson to what we
aspire will become an annual event on the WEN
calendar.
From among the rich program of research papers
presented at AGEW, in this edition we share some
of the research findings presented by WEN
members Rachel Power, who has analysed the
effects of corporate quotas in Australia, and Ruth
Badru who has examined the effects of women’s
labour
force
participation
on
aggregate
consumption as a driver of economic growth.
Rachel and Ruth accompany their analysis with
personal reflections on how they have navigated
their way through economics at university,
recognising that a balanced representation is for
the betterment of our profession overall. Rachel
sums it up beautifully:

“The more we acknowledge and fight for
diversity of people and of ideas in our classrooms
and in our workplaces, the more innovative
and agile the world of economics will be.”
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Although we tend to picture economists working in
the offices of bustling cities, economics can take
you to all types of locations and terrains. WEN
Northern Territory members Gillian Gorham and
Karen Cheah offer us a glimpse into how
economics matters in Australia’s “Top End”.
To close this issue, we reflect on the power of role
models, and the pressure of unconscious bias, in
shaping our educational and career paths. Jessica
Irvine, in an article originally published in the
Sydney Morning Herald, provides a fresh proposal
for some new Lego figurines to serve as role
models to inspire our next generation of female
economists. And we draw upon Betsey Stevenson’s
recent analysis of the content of economics
textbooks to scrutinise the way that females are
presented in educational resources. We have to
keep in mind that the pages of economics
textbooks – as innocuous as they might seem on
the surface – subtly convey a message about how
economists think about the world.

WEN membership
Anyone with an interest in economics and/or
gender equality is welcome to join WEN simply by
becoming an ESA member in your state/territory.
WEN membership is open to both men and
women, because we know that increasing the
representation of women in the profession can only
be achieved with a collective effort.
WEN members will receive emails about upcoming
events happening nationally and in your state or
territory. Information on WEN activities can also be
found on the WEN website (http://esawen.org.au),
our Facebook page (search for “Women in
Economics”) and on Twitter (@WomenEconAU).
Thankyou to all of our newsletter authors for
generously
contributing your
personal
perspectives and
experiences. We
hope that readers will
be enlightened and
heartened by your
wisdom and stories.

Leonora Risse
WEN Newsletter Editor
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Message from
the WEN Chair
March 2018 marked the first birthday of
Women in Economics Network! Amongst all
beautiful chaos, we forgot to celebrate, but
best gift for me has been meeting so many of
amazing members at WEN events across
country.

the
the
the
our
the

I’m so pleased that the energy and momentum in
WEN has continued to grow. Highlights from the
past six months include:
• The first Australian Gender Economics
Workshop (AGEW) which was held in February
in partnership with the Bankwest Curtin
Economics Centre (BCEC) in Fremantle,
Western Australia. The workshop was a
fantastic mix of academic papers and policy
discussion, and we greatly appreciate the
support of the Director of the BCEC, Professor
Alan Duncan, and all the BCEC staff who
assisted with this initiative.
• Women in Economics National Budget
Forum. An all-female panel – Dr Janine Dixon
(Victoria University), Lynne Pezzullo (Deloitte
Access Economics) and Danielle Wood (Grattan
Institute) – appeared at the National Press
Club to discuss the 2018 Federal Budget. WEN
has been invited to make this an annual event,
so budget enthusiasts (aren’t we all?) can pencil
this into your calendars for years to come.
• The Australian Conference of Economists (ACE),
held in Canberra in July, featured a special
Women in Economics panel discussion on the
topic: “What puts women off? How to
encourage greater female participation in
economics?” and a networking lunch where
keynote speakers Professor Marilyn Waring
and Professor Kathryn Graddy shared their
wisdom and career reflections with attendees.
• Our Careers in Economics Video was launched
on the opening night of ACE. The video
features a wonderful mix of economists talking
about their careers and is designed to highlight
to students just how diverse (and exciting) a
career in economics can be. We hope it will
inspire more young people to choose
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economics as a course of study and prospective
career. This video was the vision of WEN
National and NSW Committee member and
secondary school teacher Leith Thompson. We
are distributing the video through teachers’
associations and universities, and we encourage
secondary school teachers, university lecturers,
and career counsellors to show this video to
your students. The video is freely available
through the WEN website and you can access it
directly here: https://youtu.be/AtOU-DAVch0
• The Women in Economics Mentoring
Retreat was also held in July, in beautiful (if
somewhat chilly) Bowral. Once again it was a
fantastic experience with 32 junior and midcareer economists from around the country
coming together for two days of mentoring,
networking and professional development. It
was a wonderful and diverse group of
participants, and if we have more women like
this coming through the pipeline, the future of
economics in Australia is very bright indeed.
In addition to these national events, our state and
territory branches have hosted a huge range of
seminars and professional development and
networking events for WEN members (take a look
at the photos at the end of the newsletter for a
selection). Make sure you join or renew your WEN
membership so you continue to receive email
notifications about these events.
I also wanted to say a big thank you to Leonora
Risse for her ongoing contribution to WEN and in
particular in her fantastic work putting together this
newsletter. She might be one of the few
economists with an
alternative career
in publishing…

Danielle Wood
WEN National Chair
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Women in Economics Mentoring Retreat
The Women in Economic Mentoring Retreat is one of
the highlights of the WEN calendar. The 2018
retreat brought together 32 early- and mid-career
economists from the public sector, private sector and
academia for a two-day retreat in Bowral in the NSW
Southern highlands.
The retreat was led by six senior mentors: Professor
Alison Booth (Australian National University), Jenny
Gordon (formerly Productivity Commission), Lynne
Cockerell (Reserve Bank of Australia), Lynne Pezzullo
(Deloitte Access Economics), Meghan Quinn
(Treasury) and Wendy Fergie (Emprevo) and
facilitated by National WEN Chair Danielle Wood.
This year sessions included ‘Supercharging your
Career’, run by Jenny Gordon and Cherelle Murphy
from ANZ, and ‘Communicating with Influence’, as
well as small group mentoring sessions.
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There was plenty of opportunity for participants and
mentors to chat about their life and work, including
around the campfire after the retreat dinner.
We are hugely grateful to the Economic Society of
Australia (ESA) for their ongoing support of the
retreat along with our 2018 sponsors: the
Department of Health; the Department of Industry,
Innovation and Science; the Department of the Prime
Minister and Cabinet, and the Reserve Bank of
Australia.
The Mentoring Retreat will be back in 2019. Watch
the WEN website for details on application dates.
You can also read about the experiences of last year’s
retreat participants, Alexandra Lobb and Meg Elkins,
from pages 29 to 33 in this issue of the newsletter.
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Talking taxes:
Women in Economics
National Press Club
Budget Address
middle-income earners over the coming years.
Drawing upon her economic analysis, Wood
observed:
“The tax plan will cost the budget around $25
billion a year in forgone revenue once fully
implemented. But this is only a partial return of
bracket creep: most people will still be paying a
higher average tax rate than they are today.”
Wood also noted the limitations of the 2018
Budget in achieving substantive tax reform in
Australia. Advocating that more needs to be done,
Wood argued that real tax reform would involve
taxing resource rents more heavily and broadening
the GST, along with offering income tax cuts and
increasing welfare payments.

Rebecca Cassells
WEN ACT Chair & National Committee Member
The 2018 Women in Economics National Press
Club Budget Address was held on 25 May to a
packed room of more than 200 guests, and
broadcast live across the nation on ABC.
Leading Australian women in economics, Danielle
Wood, Lynne Pezzullo and Dr Janine Dixon
addressed the nation on key issues emerging from
the 2018 Federal Budget. The panel discussed key
issues relating to budget sustainability, the merits
of the Government's proposed changes to
personal and company tax rates, expenditure
pressures relating to health and aged care, and the
funding structures needed to meet future demand.
National WEN Chair and Director of Budget Policy
at the Grattan Institute, Danielle Wood
commented on the credibility and impact of the
Government’s proposed seven-year tax plan.
Wood discussed the issue of bracket creep in
sustaining budget revenue growth, and how the
Treasurer’s tax plan would continue to impact on
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Senior Research Fellow at the Centre of Policy
Studies at Victoria University, Dr Janine Dixon,
focused on the merits of the Government’s
proposed changes to company tax rates.
Drawing upon the results of her general
equilibrium economic modelling, Dr Dixon
explained how a lower company tax rate would
result in lost tax revenue from foreign investors,
ultimately detracting from national income:
“Over time, some, but not all, of this loss to the
nation will be offset by higher wages. But we’ll
never catch up. National income will remain
permanently lower.”
Dr Dixon also presented a gender analysis on the
effects of company tax cuts by accounting for
gender patterns in industry of employment: “If the
company tax cuts are implemented, industries that
are important employers of women will offer fewer
employment opportunities. This is particularly bad
news for women working in low-paid occupations.”

Lynne Pezzullo, who leads Deloitte Access
Economics’ Health and Social Policy group,
focused on the budget’s health and aged care
expenditure, remarking upon the lack of clarity
surrounding the adequacy and sustainability of
Australia’s future aged care needs.
Pezzullo advocated for a provisioning vehicle, like
the Healthy Ageing Savings Accounts, as a means
of achieving adequate funding and relieving the
pressure placed on the aged pension financing
forecasts.
Pezzullo also emphasised that the quality of care
must not be overlooked: “There is a need to adopt
more of a value-based care approach in many
areas, so that incentives favour the delivery of
health outcomes, rather than just volumes of
variable quality services.”
WEN thanks Equity Economics and the National
Press Club of Australia for their support for the
Women in Economics National Budget Address.
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What makes for an
effective economist?
In conversation with
the RBA’s Head
of Economic Analysis
Dr Alexandra Heath began her economics career
as an undergraduate economics student at the
University of Sydney, before embarking on her
PhD in Economics at the London School of
Economics and Political Science.
Alex then honed her skills in international
economics working at Switzerland’s Bank for
International Settlements, where she become the
first woman ever to lead its economic research and
economic analysis departments.
On return to Australia, Alex served in several roles
at the Reserve Bank of Australia, including the
Deputy Head of the International Department and
Deputy Head of the Domestic Markets
Department. Alex now serves as Head of the RBA’s
Economics Analysis Department, which is
responsible for analysing the economic trends and
forecasts that inform the RBA’s decisions on
monetary policy settings. Alex’s Economic Group
reports to the RBA Assistant Governor (Economic)
Dr Luci Ellis.
An avid support of WEN, Alex served as a senior
mentor at WEN’s Mentoring Retreat in 2017.
Alex took time to speak with fellow economists at
the RBA and WEN members Belinda Cheung,
Tanya Livermore and Stephanie Parsons to
discuss her views on what is required to build a
successful and rewarding career in economics, and
explain some of the initiatives that organisations
can take to support women’s progress in the
economics profession in Australia.
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What are the most rewarding aspects of your job?
One of the most rewarding aspects of my job is the
diversity of economic challenges I’ve faced. The specific
questions within the macroeconomics discipline have
changed over time, so I’m always learning because the
challenges I’ve experienced have evolved.
Second, in terms of my job within the RBA, I get to work
with a lot of smart people who have different interests
and ask good questions. I’m constantly challenged to
do better, reinforcing the idea of lifelong learning within
economics.

What are the skills, capabilities and personal attributes
that are most highly valued in the economics profession?
This is a tricky question to answer in general because
economics covers a broad range of areas and skills – an
academic economist requires a slightly different set of
skills to a policy-based economist and different again to
those of a private sector economist.
Specifically, to be a good policy economist, you need a
degree of confidence around dealing with data because
we practise evidence-based policy-making; we need a
level of numeracy to extract a story from the data.
Whether that’s drawing a good graph to illustrate the
point or something more technical depends on the
circumstances – different techniques are needed for
different questions, but ultimately data are at the heart
of what we do.
An important but under-emphasised attribute within the
profession is the need to communicate clearly. At the
end of the day, our credibility and legitimacy comes
from the public being able to grasp, understand and
buy into what we are doing. You can’t achieve this level
of public confidence without clear communication. The
ability to have an impact on your audience is a critical
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attribute to develop within the economics
profession. More broadly, the legitimacy of the
economics profession relies upon economists’
capacity to communicate and influence how
society is organised.
In terms of personal attributes, a degree of
resilience is also helpful because you can’t always
predict what will come up in any given working
day. This is all part and parcel of working in an
interactive and challenging environment.
Ultimately, to be successful in economics, it is
critical to ask good questions – you don’t need to
be a super quant or be highly technical to ask a
good question.

Can you recall what was your impression of
economics when you were young?
I actually dropped economics in Year 11 because I
had too many subjects! More seriously, my
formative years in economics were during the
1980s, a period where economics was being
discussed all the time – this was an era of
deregulation, and of course the Banana Republic
debate. It was clear that economics was important
for answering questions that affected everyday life.
Economics was a part of the day-to-day discussion
and fabric of the country. During my time at
university, one of the big debates was whether the
current account mattered and this debate was the
basis for one of the questions in my interview for
the RBA.
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What are some possible misconceptions about a
career in economics that might deter young women
from considering it as a career?
The RBA’s Public Access and Education (PAE) team
has done some really great work looking into why
young people aren’t choosing to study economics
in the same way that they did a couple of decades
ago. One of the themes that emerged is that many
people don’t really understand what economics is
and what a career in economics might look like.
There is also a perception that it is ‘hard’ relative to
other subjects – a problem that economics shares
with a number of STEM-related subjects. These
information problems are not specific to young
women,
although
there
has
been
a
disproportionately large decline in the numbers of
young women choosing to study economics,
particularly at school.
Another important factor in the decisions of young
women is that the profession is still quite maledominated. This is often an impression formed
because of who is visible in the media. Perhaps the
prominent women in economics (of which there are
a few!) are less obvious than they should be. The
RBA has tried to increase the visibility of its senior
women and recently published an online poster
promoting Australian women in economics that has
proven to be a popular resource for teachers
encouraging girls to think about a career in
economics. There is definitely a role for WEN here
as well. (See page 12 of the Newsletter for the
RBA’s Women in Economics poster)
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What are some of the hurdles that tend to impede
the career progression of women in economics and
their pathway to leadership in general?
I think there are relatively few hurdles to women in
the early years of their career once they have
entered the economics discipline. This hints,
instead, at the issue of developing a strong
pipeline and drawing more women into economics
in the first place. Again, the RBA’s PAE team is
doing some great work in deepening the pipeline
of women choosing to study economics at
university level, partly by getting the message out
there about what a career in economics involves.
However, once you’ve demonstrated a degree of
technical mastery, you then start to be evaluated
on your ability to prosecute an argument in a
policy discussion. At this point, there can be more
hurdles for women because there is the potential
for unconscious bias, relating to what leadership
and good management looks like, to become a
factor. It is much harder, and more subjective, to
determine whether someone was able to influence
economic debate. We are getting much better at
identifying and addressing unconscious bias within
the RBA, and awareness is increasing in broader
society, but we still have a way to go. The reality is
that it is a lot harder to assess intangible attributes
and remain objective, than it is to rely on a gut
feeling.
Some of the work we are doing in the RBA’s
Gender Equity Employee Resource Group (ERG)
addresses this issue. How do you do a
performance review in the most objective way
possible? How do you prime your brain so that
you’re not letting your unconscious biases affect an
interview? The ERG is trying to promote
behaviours that address this. And it’s not just about
gender, it’s about all forms of difference.

You’ve mentioned the work that’s been done on
unconscious bias by the RBA’s Gender Equity
Employee Resource Group, of which you are the
Executive Sponsor. What other initiatives are
happening within the RBA to support gender equity?
The Gender Equity ERG has also worked with the
Flexibility ERG and HR to look at the way we do
job advertisements internally and externally. That’s
partly about making sure we are using genderneutral language and also to promote flexibility in
job advertisements. As part of moving to a world
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where almost all jobs can be done flexibly, we’re
recognising that flexibility can mean different
things to different people. It doesn’t necessarily
mean that someone wants to work three days a
week, it could mean that on a particular day they
need to leave at 3 pm.

There can be more hurdles for women
because there is the potential for
unconscious bias, relating to what
leadership and good management looks like,
to become a factor.
Another thing that we’ve done – which I think has
been really good – has been to establish a Book
Club which discusses ‘gender issues’ (for lack of a
better overall description). The books have ranged
from Sheryl Sandberg’s Lean In to Annabel Crabb’s
The Wife Drought and Iris Bohnet’s What Works:
Gender Equality by Design, which is my personal
favourite. The Book Club has been useful for
getting on top of current research. And on more
than one occasion, people have read the books
and had a ‘lightbulb’ moment. There have been
several conversations I think people have found
quite liberating. Within the Book Club, we have
quite an eclectic group of people in terms of age
and areas of work, which has been important
because you hear a whole range of perspectives.
On the issue of unconscious bias, we have a primer
ready to go out ahead of the performance review
process about how to get your mind into the most
objective space. We’ve also run a networking
workshop and held various events within the RBA.
We try to work on the individual level, as well as
advocate to change policy where we think that’s
necessary.

How can women in the WEN help to tackle some of
the barriers you’ve mentioned?
One event that I thought worked really well was
the WEN Retreat, at which I was a Mentor in 2017.
It had a whole range of people from different parts
of economics and that intergenerational dimension
I’ve found valuable. I think there is real value in
interacting with other people and getting outside
your own microcosm of the world. Perspective is a
wonderful thing and I think it’s easy to lose
perspective on what matters and what doesn’t
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matter, and what’s a big issue and what’s not a big
issue. That’s normal, but that sense of being
connected outside of your institution or close
network is helpful.

To be successful in economics, it is
critical to ask good questions. You don’t
need to be a super quant or be highly
technical to ask a good question.
I do struggle with the role model thing – someone
does have to “go first”, so the idea that you can
only do something if you’ve seen somebody else
do it first worries me a little bit. But the evidence
suggests that role models are important and I think
the WEN provides an opportunity to see that it’s
possible to be a senior female economist in
Australia, even if that’s not exactly what might you
aspire to do. Role models do exist – they just might
not be the people you see on the TV all the time.
There are many other pathways that allow you
keep demonstrating your economics training.
One of the ways you get a broader set of
experiences is to work in different places, because
every institution has its own culture. I think the
more we all move around and build our skillsets
and networks, the stronger the profession will be.

You mentioned role models and how someone must
‘go first’. Have you had any particularly inspiring
teachers or role models in your studies or career,
male or female?
I haven’t had a formal mentoring relationship, as I
understand that concept. I went to a high school
where we were encouraged to believe we could do
anything we wanted to and I don’t remember
questioning that. Maybe that was a little bit naïve,
but I didn’t feel constrained.
I chose economics at university because it was very
quantitative and I loved the idea of solving real-life
problems. I’ve always been interested in practical
problem-solving and that’s what economics
offered. I can point to lecturers that I’ve had along
the way who have encouraged my curiosity and
continued to create my sense of not being
bounded.
Within the RBA, there are many individuals who
have helped me along the way, although I
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probably didn’t appreciate what people were
doing for me at the time. For example, as far as I
am aware, I was the first section manager in a
policy area to work four days a week. The Head of
Department at the time, who has children of his
own, walked the talk and said, ‘Why can’t we do
this?’ So we did and it worked. Now it’s not
remarkable, but it was quite a big step at the time.

Looking forward, what are some of the most exciting
future directions and developments that you think
will unfold in the world of economics?
We’re probably a little bit more immune to the
threat of robots and automation than some other
professions. I think asking good questions is quite
a creative process, not something that is easy to
automate. Maybe some aspects of what
economists do in terms of analysing and
summarising data could be automated, but a lot of
our job is about actively asking questions and
creatively synthesising information from a lot of
different places.
As a discipline, we have a framework for how to
think about things, but this framework is
extraordinarily flexible in terms of adopting other
people’s ideas. In speeches that I’ve given to
students, I’ve said that economics is a great futureproofing subject as it gives you a framework to
think about problems. It’s not prescriptive in what
problems you have to solve, or how you have to
solve them, it just gives you a good framework and
you can absorb whatever you like into that.
Take econometrics. When I started doing
econometrics,
there
weren’t
high-powered
computers, so we had to think about tricky ways to
do things without the grunt power of computers.
Now we do have that computer capacity, some of
what I learned is probably unnecessary, but
computers have opened up a whole new way of
doing things with new challenges. The insights
we’ve gained from micro datasets have allowed
the profession to take big steps forward. Big data
presents new questions and challenges for
economists – it’s not just an IT thing. I think
economics will evolve as new opportunities
become available.

The more we all move around and
build our skillsets and networks,
the stronger the profession will be.
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Women in

Economics

A career in economics can take
you in many different directions.
Meet some of Australia’s leading
women in economics.

Public Sector Economist
Jenny Wilkinson

Labour Economist
Alison Booth

Central Banking Economist
Luci Ellis

Public sector economists advise
Governments and Parliaments on the
economic and financial implications
of alternative public policies for the
Australian people.

Labour economists study the dynamics
of the workforce and decisions made
by employees and employers that
influence these dynamics, like
education and family choices through
to discrimination in the labour market.

Central banking economists engage in
research and analysis of the economy
and its outlook so that policy decisions
can be made that best support the
welfare and prosperity of the
Australian people.

Economics Journalist
Jessica Irvine

Environmental Economist
Jo Evans

Market Economist
Su-Lin Ong

Economic journalists write for online
and print media about economics
topics and current issues to inform and
engage wider audiences.

Environmental economists examine
the relationship between the economy
and the environment. They look at
ways to achieve a healthy environment,
a strong economy and thriving
communities.

Market economists in global financial
institutions highlight trends influencing
financial markets by providing detailed
economic analysis and forecasts for
regions around the world.

Think-tank Economist
Danielle Wood

Market Economist
Besa Deda

Behavioural Economist
Gigi Foster

Think-tank economists develop and
propose policy ideas and seek to
inform and influence debates about
economic and social policy.

Market economists in Australian
financial institutions formulate views
and forecasts of economic conditions
to guide the investment decisions for
their institution’s clients.

Behavioural economists apply
psychological insights to explain
economic decision making.

Learn more about what they do and their pathways into
economics by visiting www.rba.gov.au/education
The RBA’s Women in Economics Poster can be downloaded at https://www.rba.gov.au/education/resources/women-in-economics.html
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WEN & BCEC host our
first Australian Gender
Economics Workshop
Rebecca Cassells
WEN National Committee Member & WEN ACT Chair
In partnership with the Bankwest Curtin Economics
Centre (BCEC), the Women in Economics Network
was excited to host our first Australian Gender
Economics Workshop (AGEW) in Fremantle on 8-9
February 2018.
AGEW2018, the first gender economics workshop
of its kind in Australia, combined BCEC’s
commitment to deliver research that contributes to
the economic and social wellbeing of Australians,
and WEN’s mission to promote and advocate for
women in economics.
The workshop provided researchers with a forum
to present and discuss innovative research
incorporating gender analysis into all areas of
economics.
We were delighted to receive such strong interest
in the workshop from researchers working across a
wide spectrum of gender economics topics.
Noongar Elder Marie Taylor delivered a warm
welcome to country in both Noongar and English,
and spoke about the matrilineal Noongar culture
and the importance of gender equality.

workshop in tackling gender inequality and driving
good public policy: "Gender equity is a challenge
that essentially cuts across all critical policy areas.
These are issues that go to the heart of fairness
and equity in our society, but they also have very
significant economic implications."
Keynote presentations were delivered by
Professor Alison Booth of the Australian National
University, and Associate Professor Betsey
Stevenson of the University of Michigan, both of
whom have made invaluable contributions to the
knowledge base that informs our understanding of
gender inequality and how to address it.

Vice-Chancellor of Curtin University, Professor
Deborah Terry AO, officially opened the
workshop, acknowledging the importance of the
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Drawing upon her extensive economic research
into gender differences in competitive behaviour,
Professor Booth’s compelling keynote address
broached the question: “How different are men
and women really?” Professor Booth shared her
research on gender differences in the choice to
compete and in competitive outcomes, using
evidence from several novel studies including
analyses of the behaviour of secondary school
students in single and co-ed schools in the UK, the
competitive behaviour of birth cohorts in China
and Taiwan, and the outcomes of Japanese
speedboat racing competitions.
A key overall conclusion from the three studies was
that willingness to compete is malleable and
dependent on the environment: "Women tend to
avoid competing against men, but this tendency is
less pronounced for those who have been
educated in an environment in which women's
value is upheld."
Associate Professor Betsey Stevenson delivered a
timely and powerful keynote on the underrepresentation of women in economics and the
stalled pipeline that exists across the globe.
In an innovative study on how gender is portrayed
in best-selling introductory economics textbooks,
Associate Professor Stevenson found that men
make up three-quarters of the fictional people in
economic textbook case studies. And where
women were found in examples, they were
typically engaged in education or household tasks,
and were more likely to be passive rather than
active participants in economic decision-making.
Associate Professor Stevenson highlighted the
importance of involving more women in
economics, particularly as men and women tend to
have different views on redistributive policies and
government intervention in markets: “Small
interventions and role models matter in
encouraging women to pursue economics.”
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The workshop’s inaugural Best Student Paper
Award was won by Ruth Badru (University of
Otago) and presented by Professor Siobhan
Austen of Curtin University. Ruth’s paper examined
the effect of gender wage gaps and women’s
bargaining power on aggregate demand, and is an
important contribution to the evidence base
needed for the formulation of inclusive
macroeconomic policies (read more about Ruth’s
research on page 22).
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The workshop culminated with a Policy Symposium
which brought together senior influencers from
government, research, industry and not-for-profit
communities. The symposium drew upon the key
themes and research insights stemming from the
workshop, helping to actively shape policies to
enhance the status of women across the full
spectrum of economic and social outcomes.
Chaired by the Executive Director of CEOs for
Gender Equity, Tania Cecconi, the symposium
featured panellists the Hon. Simone McGurk MLA
(WA Minister for Women’s Interests; Child
Protection; Prevention of Family and Domestic
Violence; Community Services), Diane SmithGander (Non-executive Director, Wesfarmers),
Conrad Liveris (Corporate Adviser on Workplaces
and Risk), Associate Professor Betsey Stevenson
(University of Michigan) and Associate Professor
Rebecca Cassells (Bankwest Curtin Economics
Centre).

WEN and the BCEC are very grateful to the
Australian Government Office for Women in the
Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet,
and the Australian Government Department of
Jobs and Small Business for their sponsorship of
AGEW 2018.

The panel discussed the importance of challenging
gendered roles in workplaces and society more
broadly, along with reflecting on the value of
women in driving gender inequality and the need
for a cultural shift.
The symposium panellists raised the need to
normalise parental leave in the workplace as one of
the key policy elements required to overcome
gender disparities in labour market outcomes.
Both the workshop and policy symposium offered
an important opportunity for all participants to
connect to the wider community of economic
researchers, policy analysts and experts within
Australia, who all share a common goal to better
understand and tackle the issue of gender
inequality.
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This article was originally published in the BCEC
Newsletter
May
2018,
available
at
http://bcec.edu.au/assets/BCEC-Triannual-NewsletterMay-2018-WEB.pdf, and has been reproduced by
WEN with permission from the BCEC.
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Australian Gender Economics Workshop (AGEW) 2018 Presentations
All AGEW2018 presentations are available at:
http://bcec.edu.au/assets/Australian-GenderEconomics-Workshop-Program.pdf

Video highlights of AGEW2018 can be viewed at:
https://youtu.be/Uh5W87SG9m4
Keynote addresses
Alison Booth (Australian National University)
Competitive behaviour in economics: How different
are men and women?
Betsey Stevenson (University of Michigan)
Gender representation in economics textbooks and
what it means for inclusivity in the classroom

Rebecca Cassells (Bankwest Curtin Economic Centre)
The evolution of the gender pay gap in Australia:
Do younger women now have the advantage?
Timothy Watson (Department of the Prime Minister and
Cabinet) Digitalisation and the labour force gender
participation gap in the Indo-Pacific

Gender and leadership
Shanthi Manian (Washington State University)
Leadership and gender discrimination:
Experimental evidence from Ethiopia

Gender and human capital

Edwin Ip (Monash University)
How do gender quotas affect hierarchical
relationships? Complementary evidence from a
representative service and labor market experiments

Tina Rampino (University of Queensland)
Gender differences in educational aspirations
and attitudes

Rachel Power (University of Technology Sydney)
A policy paradox: Evaluating a target for gender
diversity in corporate Australia

Alison Preston (University of Western Australia)
Understanding the financial literacy of men and
women in Australia: A decomposition analysis

Culture, identity and behaviour

Michael Dockery (Curtin University)
Labour market implications of promoting women’s
participation in STEM in Australia

Rose Khattar (Australian Treasury)
It’s raining men? Hallelujah? The long-run
consequences of male-biased sex ratios

Gender and non-cognitive characteristics

James Ottaway (Department of the Prime Minister
and Cabinet)
Labour markets, behavioural norms and identity

Leonora Risse (RMIT University)
How do differences in men's and women's personality
profiles affect their job promotion prospects?

Ananta Neelim (RMIT University)
Self-promotion, stereotypes and gender inequality:
Breaking the shackles of modesty

Michael Jetter (University of Western Australia)
Gender differences in competitiveness and
risk-taking among children, teenagers, and
college students: Evidence from Jeopardy!

Gender and social justice

Claire Thibout (Melbourne Institute)
The importance of self-confidence in explaining
subject choices in high school

Gender gaps in labour market outcomes
Donna Ginther (University of Kansas)
Why do women leave computer science and
information technology jobs?
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Julie Smith (Australian National University)
Markets and exchange of mother’s milk:
Implication and regulatory approaches
Sue Ash AO and Kelly Bruce (KB West Advisory)
The tsunami that we can stop: The feminisation
of poverty in Australia
Jay Martin (KPMG)
Gender economics and the human services - pricing
virtue
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Gender gaps in retirement incomes

Gender in developing countries

Emily Millane (Australian National University)
Gender and superannuation in Australia:
An historical overview

Maryam Naghsh Nejad (IZA)
Impacts of hosting refugees on the fertility of
natives

Michelle Fairbairn (Australian Treasury)
Superannuation savings across couples:
Insights from taxation data

Diana Contreras Suárez (Melbourne Institute)
Sticky floors in developing countries: A distributional
analysis of the formal and informal sectors

Brendan Coates (Grattan Institute)
What’s the best way to close the gender gap
in retirement incomes?

Christine Smith (Griffith University)
Gender, consumption, and poverty in post-war
Sri Lanka

Evaluation of policies

Economics of the household

Maria Racionero (Australian National University)
Gender gaps in the labour market: The role
of parental leave policies

Jan Kabátek (Melbourne Institute)
Daughters and divorce

Salma Ahmed (Deakin University)
Expansions in paid maternity leave coverage
and women’s labour market outcomes
Anna Zhu (Melbourne Institute)
The effect of changing financial incentives
in the family on youth outcomes

Following the success of the Australian Gender
Economics Workshop (AGEW) 2018, WEN delivered a
Policy Brief to the Australian Government Office for
Women, the Department of the Prime Minister and
Cabinet, and the Australian Government Department of
Jobs and Small Business. The Policy Brief summarised
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Ruth Badru (University of Otago)
The effect of gender wage differentials and women’s
bargaining power on aggregate expenditure
Minhee Chae (Australian National University)
Quantity-quality trade-off: Has the one-child
policy reduced gender gaps in cognitive
development in China?

the key findings and policy implications identified the
AGEW research papers and symposium discussion and
proposed a set of actionable strategies for policymakers. A copy of the Policy Brief is available on the
WEN website:
http://esawen.org.au/440/images/AGEW2018PolicyBrief.pdf
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“One day you will make
an excellent housewife”
Gender and equality
in the world of economics
Rachel Power completed her Bachelor of Business with
Honours at the University of Technology Sydney in
2017. Her research paper, “A policy paradox?
Evaluating a target for gender diversity in corporate
Australia”, which drew upon the findings of her
Honours thesis, was selected for presentation at the
2018 Australian Gender Economics Workshop (AGEW).
Rachel’s research interests include the influence of
gender in labour markets, social policy and political
economy. She aspires to use economics research to
better the welfare of others and hopes to pursue a
career to this purpose.

“One day you will make an excellent housewife,
Rachel!”, said the faculty member who was
watching me clean the coffee machine in our
shared office space.
Most women economists I know can recount a
comment like this one.
When Alice Wu’s research was published, articles
about it were was sent to me by numerous friends
and colleagues, who were shocked, as I was, by
her findings about the misogyny faced by women
working in economics. But it was Janet Currie’s
summary of the work that captured my feelings
best. She wrote that Wu’s paper was
‘systematically quantifying something most female
economists already know.’1
When I finished my business degree, I knew that I
wanted to continue with an honours program and
do some research, probably into gender diversity
in business. With a double major, I could specialise
in accounting or economics. The decision seemed
obvious – accounting was a much more practical
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In this article, Rachel reflects on her experience as a
woman studying the male-dominated domain of
economics, and shares her research into gender
diversity on ASX boards. Rachel’s research interrogates
corporate policies that are purported to promote
gender equality: do these policies really deliver
improvements in gender balance at executive ranks as
intended?
Rachel’s research presentation can be downloaded at:
http://bcec.edu.au/assets/AGEW-2018_RachelPower-The-Policy-Paradox_Assessing-GenderDiversity-in-Corporate-Australia.pdf
qualification, I knew I would have friends in the
program and I knew more of the academics as
we’d talked about diversity and transparency
reporting before. Economics was great on paper,
but, at the time, researching the issue of gender on
corporate boards didn’t seem relevant to the field
of economics. I asked myself, what does the issue
of gender representation have to do with
economics?
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Associate Professor Betsey Stevenson’s analysis of
gender diversity in economics textbooks2,
presented in her keynote address at the Australian
Gender Economics Workshop earlier this year,
explains why – as a student – I had these
perceptions of the discipline. 94% of real business
leaders, 93% of economists and 92% of policymakers mentioned in the eight leading economics
textbooks used in universities are men.
You might say that this extremely high proportion
of men is simply a reflection of the lack of diversity
within economics in the real world in the first place.
But even among the “made-up” examples of
people making economic decisions in these
textbooks, gender disparity persists. Stevenson
found that women constituted only 35% of these
imaginary characters (with the remainder being
48% male and 17% neutral). More specifically,
women constituted 70% of the fictional people in
the economic decision-making scenarios that were
about fashion, yet only 10% of the scenarios that
related to policy. Women were also featured in
60% of the examples about domestic tasks –
maybe there’s one in there about a woman
cleaning a coffee machine.
In Australia, there are few visible women in
economic policy-making. Australia has never had a
female Treasurer, a female Head of the Reserve
Bank or a female Chief Economist of any of the big
4 banks. There were only a few women in
economics visible to me 18 months ago, but the
ones I did know made all the difference in my
decision about further study. A faculty member
met with me and we talked about the practical
applications of economics research, a uni friend
completed her thesis the year before and showed
me that economic evaluation is crucial in designing
good social policy, and a teacher friend reminds
me regularly of the inspiring reasons why I like
economics. And so I ended up in the economics
honours program.
While I had noticed there were slightly more men
in the lectures during my economics major,
enrolling in the honours program was when this
gender imbalance became obvious. In my honours
cohort of seven candidates, I was the only female.
That’s a reasonable reflection of the gender
imbalance across the discipline – women make up
about 13% of economics professors in Australia4,
and similarly about 15% in America.3 It’s also a
good reflection of the gender imbalance on many
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corporate boards in Australia. In the ASX 200 in
2018, there are 62 companies with only one female
member of their board of directors, and five with
no female members.4

There were only a few women in
economics visible to me, but the ones I did
know made all the difference in my
decision about further study.
Representation matters. The why a group of
Australian organisations adopted a target, to push
toward a critical mass of women on the boards of
the biggest companies in Australia.
In May 2015, a branch of 30% Club, an
organisation established in the United Kingdom
and credited with significant improvements in
board diversity, was introduced to Australia, with
support from the Australian Institute of Company
Directors (AICD) and the Australian Council of
Superannuation Investors (ACSI).
The group
introduced a target for gender diversity in
corporate leadership – that women should hold
30% of positions on the boards of directors of ASX
200 companies by 2018.
30% of the average board of directors is 2 or 3
women – in critical mass theory5 that’s the
proportion representation when the contributions
of a member of a minority group are valued in their
own right. That is, it’s when a woman’s opinion in
a board meeting isn’t a ‘woman’s opinion’
anymore.
My thesis involved a critical evaluation of the effect
of this target on the gender balance outcomes and
policies in the ASX 200. While the 30% Club has a
presence in 11 countries, there has been to prior
causal analysis of whether the targets have worked.
Using data from the Workplace Gender Equality
Agency (WGEA)6, I looked at changes in firms’
board-level gender balance, internal policies and
processes, and the gender composition of each
firms’ workforce, to evaluate the usefulness of the
30% Club’s discretionary policy approach. I
compared the outcomes for these firms, before
and after the target was put in place, against the
outcomes for firms in the ASX 300-500, to see
whether the policy had a significant impact on
organisational diversity.
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Looking at firms’ outcomes a year after the target
was set, there’s some evidence of an increased
awareness of the need for diversity, but no strong
evidence to suggest that policy changes have been
implemented. The policy had no significant effect
on the number of women appointed to boards in
2016, nor on the appointment of women as chairs
of these boards.
We do, however, see a statistically and
economically significant effect of the target in
increasing
the
likelihood
of
companies
implementing a formal selection process for board
appointments. Following the target, affected firms
were 11% more likely to have a formal selection
process – a sign that some organisations have
been encouraged to evaluate their assumptions of
‘promotion on merit’. Companies affected by the
policy were also 17% more likely to have
implemented a target for gender diversity on the
board of directors, signalling a commitment to the
AICD’s effort. Yet, we find no significant effects on
firms’ gender equity processes, such as the
whether companies’ consult with staff on
workplace diversity, nor any significant changes to
the gender balance of affected firms’ managerial
workforce.
These results signal a positive change in corporate
policy, but little improvement in terms of the actual
representation of women in these companies. Only
time will tell whether the improvements in these
gender diversity policies implemented by these
firms will translate to an improved experience for
the women in their workplaces.

While I’d love to say of course it will, the 2017
WGEA dataset7 (not included in my results above)
indicates that there was an overall reduction in the
number of Australian firms that had targets in place
for board level diversity in the last year.
Furthermore, a report from the 30% Club shows
that many of the companies who reportedly have a
target for gender diversity haven’t actually set a
numeric goal or put a time-frame in place to
achieve it.8
Prior research from WGEA also supports the
conclusion that corporate diversity policies do not
necessarily correlate with improved performance in
terms of gender equity. A 2016 report produced
by WGEA9 found that ASX200 companies are likely
to perform worse in gender equity indicators than
non-ASX200 firms – in terms of gender balance on
boards (19.5% to 23.9%), the proportion of women
managers (35.3% to 37%) and in the gender pay
gap for full-time workers (28.7% to 22.7%) –
despite those companies being much more likely
to have official policies to support gender equity in
the workplace.
There are some causes for optimism when we look
at actions taken by the AICD to target the least
diverse boards of the largest Australian companies.
In acknowledgement that any legislative action is
unlikely in the short term, the ACSI are building
enforcement mechanisms from the ground up.10 By
monitoring the AGM nominations of board
members in those firms that are worst performing
in terms of gender balance, the council is
encouraging shareholders to vote against the reelection of all male or one-woman boards.

Source: WGEA (2016) ‘Gender equality in ASX 200 organisations’
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And it’s working – the ACSI suggested that at the
beginning of AGM season, there were 10
companies on the watch list, but only 4 no votes
have been required so far. In line with this, my
research found that the effect of the 30% Club’s
target was strongest for the firms with the fewest
women directors – a sign that public scrutiny has
an important role to play in encouraging action.

It wasn’t my lack of assertiveness –
or an inability to lean in – that had
made me feel unwelcome in the world
of economics. Self-selection out of
traditionally masculine areas of study
is often subconscious, and starts early.
I first read about the 30% Club target in Catherine
Fox’s book, Stop Fixing Women. The work argues
that the Australian approach to improving gender
diversity has for too long focused on trying to fix
women, with mentoring programs and workplace
initiatives that are designed to improve women’s
competitiveness in the labour market, rather than
fix the system, which rewards a narrow and
outdated definition of ‘merit’. In her overview of
gender targets, Fox notes the importance of
reporting
transparency
and
enforcement
mechanisms in improving action from corporates,
arguing that these policies are necessary as short
term measures to build a meritocratic labour
market.
Stop Fixing Women also reminded me that that it
wasn’t my lack of assertiveness – or an inability to
lean in – that had made me feel unwelcome in the
world of economics. Self-selection out of
traditionally masculine areas of study is often
subconscious, and starts early.
Listening to Professor Alison Booth’s keynote
address at the Australian Gender Economics
Workshop in February, it was as though she was
recounting my personal experience. Her works
explain the ways that the gender balance – or
imbalance – in a competitive environment affects
people’s
behaviour
and
choice-making.
Environment matters: the more we focus on
teaching economics as an applied field, and the
more we acknowledge and fight for diversity of
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In a gender balanced environment, it is less
difficult for us to be who we really are.
people and of ideas, in our classrooms and in our
workplaces, the more innovative and agile the
world of economics will be.
As Professor Alison Booth concluded, in a gender
balanced environment, “it is less difficult for us to
be who we really are”.
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Impassioned by
inequality:
Why we need to
bring gender analysis
into mainstream economics
Ruth Badru is a PhD candidate in Economics at the
University of Otago, New Zealand.
Her current research interests include feminist
economics, public finance, applied econometrics and
quantitative methods. Her doctoral research
investigates the effect of gender inequality on
macroeconomic outcomes and the impact of fiscal
policies in promoting gender equal outcomes.

While in my final year of high school in Nigeria, I
had some interest in economics but not enough to
consider it as a future career path. At this time, I
was 14 years old and determined to fulfil my
parents’ dream of me being a medical doctor.
If you are a Nigerian, you know that almost every
Nigerian parent aims to have, at least, a medical
doctor and a lawyer in the family. And, if they have
more than two kids, an engineer.
I had been in the pure sciences in the penultimate
and final years of my secondary education. This
meant that my A-levels consisted of science
subjects such as physics, chemistry and biology.
However, when it came time for me to submit my
university application forms, I found myself
gravitating towards economics. As one can
imagine, this came as an initial shock to my parents
who were already elated that a family of three
lawyers would also now have a doctor.
The decision to make this change came from my
upset at the mass retrenchment in the Nigerian
financial sector – the foremost employer of labour
in the country – due to certain restructuring
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Ruth received her Bachelor of Science (Hons) in
Economics from the University of Ibadan in Nigeria,
and her Masters of Science (Hons) in Business and
Financial Economics from the University of Greenwich
in the UK.
Prior to her doctoral studies, Ruth worked as a
Research Associate and Communications Liaison at the
African Women Empowerment and Development
Guild of Nigeria.
Ruth’s presentation at the Australian Gender
Economics Workshop 2018, titled ‘The Effect of Gender
Wage Differentials and Women’s Bargaining Power on
Aggregate Expenditure’, was awarded the Best
Student Paper. Ruth’s presentation slides are available
at: http://bcec.edu.au/assets/AGEW-2018_Ruth-BadruThe-Effect-of-Gender-Wage-The-Effect-of-Gender-WageThe-Effect-of-Gender-Wag.pdf
Here, Ruth reflects on the economic upheaval she
observed throughout her upbringing and her personal
journey in deciding to pursue her studies in
economics. She shares the research findings of her
doctoral research and the passion that fuels her quest
to make a difference to society.
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decisions by the Nigerian Central Bank. During this
period, I saw many families suddenly without any
source of income and having to rely on the
goodwill of others for sustenance. Many of these
people, some of whom were close friends and
family, had to resort to menial jobs to survive. Their
graduate and sometimes postgraduate degrees
were rendered useless. Even at such an early age,
this left me wondering how a policy that was aimed
at promoting economic prosperity could possibly
achieve this aim at the expense of the wellbeing of
so many.
So, like any wide-eyed teenager with big dreams, I
was fuelled with the passion to solve all the world’s
problems, so that no person anywhere would ever
have to go hungry and penniless. In particular, I
was determined to develop the tools necessary to
advise and proffer solutions to the prevalent
economic problems faced in African nations and,
by some means, remedy the prevailing ails of the
Nigerian economy. Luckily for me, despite being a
science major and being so young, I was accepted
into the University of Ibadan in the same year. It
was with this passion that I set out to study
Economics with the subfield of Welfare Economics
being one of my core specialisations, also forming
the theoretical framework for my final year
Bachelor of Science (Hons) dissertation.
After my Bachelor’s degree, I proceeded to study
Business and Financial Economics at the
Department of International Business, University of
Greenwich. During my Masters of Science
program, I realised that I had a strong affinity for
academic research and excelled in the areas of
financial modelling, econometrics and other
quantitative analyses. Nonetheless, while I greatly
enjoyed the genre of research, I knew I wanted to
further my education doing something that I was
very passionate about and that could, in some way,
contribute to improving society’s living standards,
while still using these quantitative tools.
This decision to direct my focus from my MSc.
training in business and financial economic analysis
to the analysis of gender and distribution in the
macroeconomy for my doctoral research was a very
personal choice. During this time, I had become
very committed to the cause of promoting equality
and women’s empowerment in society. I then
made the choice to pursue a doctoral degree in
economics in one of the top 150 universities in the
world: The University of Otago. This would be my
first time travelling ‘down under’, and I was excited
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about my research and the opportunity to
experience another unique culture and way of
living.
My research goal was to introduce gender analysis
into mainstream macroeconomic thought in a way
that was much more visible than just looking at
GDP growth. My doctoral thesis therefore focused
on analysing the impact of gender inequality and
functional income distribution on the aggregate
demand components of consumption, investment
and net exports. I then carried out a detailed
empirical analysis to evaluate the effect of fiscal
policy on gender-related outcomes such as
women’s educational attainment, health and
survival, economic opportunity and political
empowerment.

Women, much more than men,
have the double burden of carrying out
both paid and unpaid work.
This dual role often has the effect of
undermining women’s position in the
paid labour market, where they can
only access a limited range of sectors
and occupations ... and make women
more vulnerable within their own
household, limiting their discretionary
income and bargaining power.
In the first chapter of my thesis, I focus on the
effect of gender wage differentials and women’s
bargaining power on levels of aggregate
household expenditure. Focusing on consumption
as a pathway to growth, I extend the simple
Keynesian construction of consumption behaviour
to account for intra-household differences in the
marginal propensity to consume out of male and
female income. The econometric evidence
suggests that an upward convergence of women’s
wages to men has a substantial positive impact on
aggregate consumption when household spending
is wage-constrained. I also find comprehensive
evidence to support the assertion that higher
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female bargaining power is associated with a
higher level of aggregate consumption in both the
short-run and long-run.
Overall, my research findings suggest that
improvements in the labour market conditions of
women, other things equal, has a long-term
positive effect on aggregate consumption. This
conclusion is especially true for the UK, US and
Australia (three out of the four countries in my
study, Canada being the fourth). Another
obtainable insight from my findings is that
redistributing income towards women stimulates
aggregate demand and output; this outcome can
also be promoted through concentrated efforts to
reduce the unpaid care work burden that is
disproportionately placed on women, thereby
encouraging the labour force participation of
women.
These results have several policy implications. First,
if economic growth and prosperity are hampered
by these persistent gender gaps in earnings and
bargaining power, then gender equality can no
longer take a back seat in policy objectives. It may
not be enough to address gender equality as only
a social concern, but also as an economic one.

Fiscal policy is not neutral in terms of
gender, because it can have
differentiated impacts on men and
women; an egalitarian fiscal policy can
be a key redistributive tool to transform
this reality and improve the distribution
of resources among men and women.
This implies that gender-aware labour market
policies matter, both for the potential positive
effects on overall equality and fairness and
because it contributes to an expansion in
aggregate demand which is a major driver of
economic growth.
Furthermore, projections by the World Economic
Forum suggest that, at the current rate of
development, it may take more than 100 years to
completely erode global gender gaps in economic
empowerment and opportunity. This forecast
therefore calls for urgent action on the part of
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policy-makers to achieve the goals of gender
equality.

The way that governments raise,
allocate and spend their funding can
serve to either reduce, or amplify, these
gender-based inequalities.
All over the world, women and men tend to have
different social and economic roles and
responsibilities, as well as different access to
productive resources. In most cases, women tend
to be at a disadvantage. For example, women are
usually expected to take on the bulk of caring for
their families. This means that women, much more
than men, have the double burden of carrying out
both paid and unpaid work. This dual role often
has the effect of undermining women’s position in
the paid labour market, where they can only access
a limited range of sectors and occupations, and
may restrict their opportunities or access to other
markets and services as well. This double burden is
also likely to make women more vulnerable within
their own household, limiting their discretionary
income and bargaining power.
This assignment of roles is often due to persistent
and rigid gender norms that are often pervasive in
society. To change these structures, government
intervention is needed, not just to promote change
but to also speed up this process. The way that
governments raise, allocate and spend their
funding can serve to either reduce, or amplify,
these gender-based inequalities.
In the past, as well as presently, governments often
rely on equal-opportunity laws to cut inequality;
however, evidence from the final empirical chapter
of my thesis suggests that this rarely produces the
desired outcomes. Furthermore, my findings
suggest that overarching fiscal policies – which are
often based on the market economy that ignores
women’s unpaid labour and the limitations on
women’s capacity to engage in paid work – may
not produce desired results if they are
implemented without specifically accounting for
the different domains in which gender inequalities
arise.
Specific, targeted efforts are needed to ensure that
gender-equal outcomes are achieved in all areas
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related to women’s economic empowerment.
Fiscal policy is not neutral in terms of gender,
because it can have differentiated impacts on men
and women; an egalitarian fiscal policy
–
encompassing, for example, gender budgeting
and improved social protection – can be a key
redistributive tool to transform this reality and
improve the distribution of resources among men
and women.
I hope that my research findings, especially given
their empirical plausibility, can inform and influence
policy-makers to pay a more careful role to gender
equality: that it informs policy-makers on how
efforts to cut public expenditure to increase the
rate of economic growth may have to be
rethought. And how the effects of such policies, by
reducing aggregate demand, may well be to
depress gender-equal outcomes as well as longrun growth.
On a personal front, I am grateful for the fully
funded scholarship at the University of Otago that
has allowed me to conduct research in this area
that I am passionate about. My aim is to continue
to engage with more policy-relevant research
outputs that will indeed inform decision-making.
Looking back now, two months before my thesis
submission, I am very happy that I recognised my
passion for community and economic development
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as early as I did, and that I immediately set on the
path to equipping myself with the analytical and
research tools that I need to serve in a capacity
that is committed to improvement in societal
welfare, living standards and overall wellbeing –
whether in the world of business, finance and in the
promotion of egalitarian growth.
“Every great dream begins with a dreamer.
Always remember, you have within you the
strength, the patience, and the passion to
reach for the stars to change the world."
For me, these words by Harriet Tubman have never
rang truer than they do now. And I also get to fulfil
my parents’ dream of becoming a doctor – not in
medicine, but proudly in economics.

If economic growth and prosperity are
hampered by these persistent gender
gaps in earnings and bargaining power,
then gender equality can no longer take a
back seat in policy objectives.
Ruth Badru being awarded the Best Student Paper Prize at the
Australian Gender Economics Workshop 2018 by Professor
Siobhan Austen of Curtin University.
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Economists in the
Top End
We asked our Northern Territory economists
and economic students to share their
motivations for pursuing a career
in economics in one of Australia’s
most remote regions

Gillian Gorham is Manager of the Renal Research
Program at the Menzies School of Health Research,
based in Darwin, Northern Territory. Gillian is a PhD
Candidate currently studying Health Economics with
the University of Adelaide.
Karen Cheah studied Economics at Monash
University. She is currently the Development
Effectiveness Coordinator at The Fred Hollows
Foundation, where she is responsible for managing
the monitoring and evaluation activities related to
The Foundation’s work in improving Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander health and eye health. Karen
has been instrumental in helping to establish the
Northern Territory Branch of WEN.

What inspired you to pursue a career in economics?
Gillian: My background is health and as a nurse
manager I was responsible for expenditure but not
for the budget. It was frustrating being told the
budget was overspent and therefore couldn’t
afford pillows because the budget had been blown
on drugs (true story!). I have always been
interested in cost minimisation and cost effective
approaches to the delivery of care, and particularly
in relation to the provision of services to
disadvantaged populations.
Photo source: http://rachealchristianphotography.com/sunset-mindil-beachdarwin/
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Karen: I have always been interested in
understanding how the world works, human
behaviour and the reasons why some people fare
better than others. I was inspired to pursue
economics as I felt it gave me a good lens to
analyse issues and propose ways to play a small
part in improving social outcomes.

What type of economic issues do you deal with in the
NT?
Gillian: I now work in research and most of my work
is focused on health service evaluation. I am doing
a PhD in assessing the cost effectiveness of taking
people to services over services to people.
Specifically, the delivery of dialysis services and
whether the total costs of service provision in
remote areas are really more expensive if you
include the broader health service costs of missed
treatments, unplanned hospital admissions and
emergency department presentations, and medical
evacuations.
Karen: Our aim at The Fred Hollows Foundation is
to deliver and advocate for better eye care for
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians.
While our work focuses mainly on social and health
programming, we also touch on economic areas
such as workforce and skills shortages (particularly
in remote areas), health financing and the cost
effectiveness of different healthcare service
delivery models.
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Addressing Indigenous disadvantage in Australia is a
severe social concern – in what ways can economists
contribute to the mission to improve the quality of
life of Indigenous Australians?
Gillian: I think this is an incredibly important but
difficult area. Indigenous people have unique
needs in health care – language, cultural and
communication misunderstandings, coupled with
care provided by a largely non-Indigenous
workforce, can lead to their disengagement with
health care providers. Providing more patientcentred services in this area is more expensive and
tends to have quite extended collaboration and
implementation time-frames.
Additionally there are only a few Quality of Life
(QoL) tools currently validated in the Indigenous
population. Undertaking cost-effective analysis
(CEA) is made difficult by this lack of knowledge
and data, but it is an area that requires further
attention and is likely to have significant
ramifications for a range of services and programs
and for patients and their families. For instance we
are currently investigating how the children of
dialysis patients are affected by having a parent
relocate to commence dialysis treatment. The data
is not great but attendance and NAPLAN scores
are some of the data we hope to feed into a CEA
of remote service delivery programs.
Karen: I believe that taking a strengths-based
approach to analysis and properly valuing
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander leadership,
capacity and knowledge is essential in any work

intended to improve outcomes. For economists
and policy-makers, this means incorporating these
considerations
(and
providing
appropriate
weightings) into economic evaluation and decisionmaking.

What are the most rewarding aspects of working as
an economist in the NT?
Gillian: I’m still studying so I haven’t officially got
there yet, but I enjoy trying to work out which
strategy has provided the best outcome.
Karen: Being able to work on challenging and
complex areas that are highly nuanced and
context-specific.
Economists
often
answer
questions with “it depends”. In the NT, “it really
depends!”

What are some unique features about the NT,
as a place, that most other people might not be
aware of until they live and work there?
Gillian: This is a place of opportunity – if you have
an idea or a dream – you can make it happen in
the NT. Everyone is supportive, there tend to be
fewer naysayers, and people tend to be more
creative – by necessity.
Karen: Everyone is super friendly and the
opportunities are endless. If you are starting out in
your career, there is always someone that is will to
give you a go.
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What are the most challenging aspects of working as
an economist in the NT? What type of support
structures and resources would help to alleviate
these pressures and barriers?
Karen: There aren’t many economists around!
However there is a lot of interest in economics and
applying economic frameworks to analysis – better
support and information on this in the NT would be
a huge help.

What type of professional skills and capabilities, and
what type of personal attributes, do you think you
have strongly developed as a result of
working in the NT?
Gillian: Perseverance – I don’t give up. If I want to
do something, I will find a way to do the project
and analysis and I think this is directly attributable
to working here in the NT. It became apparent in
the early days in the NT that there was always a
‘work-around’ and if the outcome was good then
everyone was happy. My motto has been: act now
and ask forgiveness later. I consider myself a
completer and I always provide a finished product
to the best of my ability.

I was inspired to pursue economics as
I felt it gave me a good lens to analyse
issues and propose ways to play a
small part in improving social outcomes.
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What advice would you give to others who might be
considering working in a remote outback region?
Gillian: Be prepared for what you are getting into.
Like the hot weather and humidity. Make sure that
you and your partner have work (if one partner is
home all day or lonely, you will not stay long). Get
involved with community events – they are smalltime compared to elsewhere in Australia, but so
much more fun and you get to know everyone.

This is a place of opportunity –
if you have an idea or a dream –
you can make it happen in the NT.
Everyone is supportive,
there tend to be fewer naysayers,
and people tend to be more creative
– by necessity.
The WEN Northern Territory Branch does exist! But
more NT WEN members are welcomed, so please get
in touch with WEN at admin@esawen.org.au if you
would like to be involved or find out more
information.
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The
evolution
of the
female
economist
If the richness of life is a product of variation –
where different sub-groups within the population
can strengthen the environment with their diversity
of traits, insights and perspectives – then the
economics profession is traditionally not a
particularly rich environment.

Dr Alexandra Lobb, now a Principal at ACIL Allen
Consulting, and mother of two fabulous boys, is an
agricultural economist with over fifteen years of
experience across a range of areas from agriculture to
the space industry, from assessment of regulated
industries to business case development.
Alexandra holds a Bachelor of Agricultural Economics
(Hons) from the University of Sydney and a PhD from
the University of Western Australia. She applies an
economic lens across disciplines integrating tools from
conceptual frameworks to cost -benefit analyses. With
both academic and public sector experience,
Alexandra has the ability to think from a new
perspective whilst maintaining a practical edge.
In this article, Alexandra reflects on the way that her
career as constantly evolved in response to her
intellectual interests, her family responsibilities, the
people whose paths she crossed, and by proactively
embracing the opportunities on offer to her. As a
backdrop to her own personal career path, Alexandra
shares how she has witnessed women’s role in
economics evolve too.
Women in Economics Network Newsletter Issue #2

However, that can and will change, with the advent
of organisations such as the Women in Economics
Network, who can provide the scaffold for diversity
and in fact encourage the propagation of female
economists in the workplace, to the benefit of the
profession.
The Women in Economics Network (WEN) began
in earnest in 2017 across Australia, and I was lucky
to be in the right place at the right time. My name
was put forward, by a male colleague, to be on the
WEN committee in NSW and assist with the
organising of the WEN mentoring retreat. It was a
fabulous experience, and I can’t speak highly
enough of the women involved in this program and
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the inspiration they provided, in helping me strive
in my career. One of the big take-home messages
from the retreat was understanding how to deal
with emotions that are real and shared by many
women. As an economist, we know that while
people should behave rationally, they seldom do.
Dealing with your own irrationality, by addressing
your tough inner critic, needs to happen sooner
rather than later, to allow yourself to realise your
full potential.
It wasn’t until I joined WEN last year that I realised
how many women economists there are, as we are
often hidden the most surprising places. It was
reassuring to feel ‘safety in numbers’ and to learn
that many of the barriers you face as a professional
woman in general, and as a female economist
specifically, are faced by others too. You are not
alone. But it is understandable why many women
think they are.
Over the course of my four years as an
undergraduate at the University of Sydney in the
late 1990s, I had five female lecturers in total: four
in agricultural economics and one statistician. Only
the statistician was of Professor level. The others all
female lecturers, despite their considerable
experience and obvious talent, hadn’t undertaken
PhDs, for a variety of reasons. For some of them,
this was primarily due to raising families. I watched
several of these highly intelligent women fail to
progress through the university sector in the same
way that men usually do. It was only later in their
careers that these women in agricultural economics

It wasn’t until I joined WEN that I
realised how many women economists
there are, as we are often hidden the
most surprising places. It was
reassuring to feel ‘safety in numbers’
and to learn that many of the barriers
you face as a professional woman in
general, and as a female economist
specifically, are faced by others too.
You are not alone.
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eventually found the opportunity to undertake
PhDs and progress their careers. I loved the
prospect of teaching and research, and was
determined to maximise my potential for career
progression, so I did my PhD straight after my
undergraduate studies, before small children could
compete for my time and attention.
After finishing my PhD at the University of Western
Australia, my first career path was in academia, as a
postdoctoral researcher and later a lecturer, in the
UK during the early to mid 2000s. At the University
of Reading in the UK, I was the only female
academic in my department of agricultural and
food economics, and the youngest by twelve years.
I was constantly aware of my differences – being so
much younger, female, and a blunt and pesky
antipodean who often spoke out of turn. But I was
determined to succeed, and discovered that
developing professional one-on-one relationships
over time was the best way for me to show my
value. I managed to build my colleagues trust and
flourished in that environment. I loved my job, the
people and my students.
Before the age of 30, I was researching, publishing,
running a degree program and supervising
students. The amount of autonomy and
responsibility I was granted at this stage in my
career could be attributed to many things,
although, funnily enough, I would say it was
because of my junior status that I ended up with
such opportunities. As those connected to
academia may know, ironically often the more
senior you are, the less you are required to
contribute to student life. I would not experience
this level of opportunity again over the next
decade – whether that is a factor of workplace, or
having children, or dropping back to part-time is
hard to tell. Most likely it was a combination of all
three.
The birth of my first child, and the start of the GFC,
brought us home to Sydney after 8 years away.
After spending 12 months on maternity leave I
realised that full-time motherhood might not be for
me. My world became very small and I needed the
escape that work offered. I needed the intellectual
challenge and stimulation that active involvement
in a workplace brings. Mother guilt is a very real
thing and if you choose to have a career and a
family that guilt can eat at you for years. Don’t let
it. If being at home with your kids is not the right
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thing for you, it’s not the right thing for your
children either. I’m a better mum when I work.
At this point agricultural economics began to
become an obsolete department within the
Australian university system. In the absence of any
academic career prospects, I picked up a contract
position in the Economics Services Section of the
now NSW Office of Environment and Heritage. Half
of our team of 10 were women, although all but
one were more junior than me. The dynamics of
the team were quite different to my experience in
academia – our manager focused on developing
good economists regardless of their age or gender
and we worked well together as a team. Several of
the team have gone on to great things.
In shifting from academia to bureaucracy, I shifted
from food economics to environmental economics
and policy. I also had baby number 2. The NSW
Government tightened its employment criteria and
my rolling contracts came to an end, just as I was
due to resume work after 9 months’ maternity
leave. Very few part-time roles are stimulating so I
found myself applying for full-time roles even
though I wanted a part-time work. The
Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal
decided that three days a week, to start with,
would work for them too. As in my previous
government department, my manager was male.
Although I now had access to more senior female
role models than before, they were primarily noneconomists, and were still few and far between.
Once my youngest son started preschool, I needed
to focus on my career, and I knew that my
opportunities lay outside the public sector. Being a
mum who needed some degree of flexibility, even
within a full-time appointment, made finding the
right place to work quite difficult. It took me over
two years to find a company where I was seen as a
good enough fit for them, as they were for me (two
years on and it’s still a great fit). I have the
opportunity to work on complex problems with
great colleagues to the benefit of our clients and
the broader Australian society.
Of about 60 consultants, there is only one very
senior woman in my company. However, what we
do have is the recognition that women are an
important part of diversifying our firm, and a
recognition of the value that diversity brings. So
although we suffer from the same issues as many
companies do, with a lack of senior women, we
have a large share of women in the junior ranks.

Women in Economics Network Newsletter Issue #2

Our firm, ACIL Allen Consulting, recognises that
there is a need for change – a need to diversify its
workforce with the strategy to grow from the
bottom up. Our small but growing number of
women work together to support each other,
remove barriers and encourage an environment
where women can succeed. I now have the
opportunity to learn from women with a range of
experience and from a range of disciplines – the
value add of age and background only intensifies
the benefit of diversity. In my opinion, what women
bring to the table is a depth that is missing in a
male only environment, a different way of seeing
things, and a balance.

Providing a unique economic and
female perspective is certain
to add to the richness of our
increasingly diverse world.
My career path has evolved markedly over the last
twenty years and what I have learnt is that you
have to be able to be flexible, you have to be able
to adapt and you have to be positive. My husband
and children have taught me that I can’t control
everything and that’s ok. My friends and family
have shown me that my strengths of time
management and organisation have been seriously
undervalued over the years. My colleagues have
taught me how much fun working can be when
you’re in the right place, and my right place has
offered the opportunity for me to succeed.
I see economics as a way of thinking, as a
philosophy, as a tool to solving problems that can
be applied across a wide range of sectors, and
across a wide range of problems. I can see that
networks like WEN, and its ability to organise and
consolidate female economists from across society,
can be the voice for promoting the economic
theories and tools that we use to solve problems,
and for developing the critical mass that will
encourage more women to study economics. This
will help more women to build the courage and
conviction to pursue a career in a traditionally male
dominated area, not only for our own benefit, but
for the benefit of those that we work with and for,
and for the profession more widely. Providing a
unique economic and female perspective is certain
to add to the richness of our increasingly diverse
world.
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Finding my place in
the economics world
I was lucky enough to be selected into the Women
in Economics Retreat held in beautiful Bowral in
rural NSW in July 2017. At the time, I was a
Lecturer in Economics at the School of Economics,
Finance and Marketing at RMIT University, and one
of four academics at the retreat of around 40
women from industry, government and academia.
Taking on the challenges posed in the WEN
retreat, I have since made a conscious choice to
step-up, lean-in and believe in my voice. These
choices have resulted in my promotion to Senior
Lecturer, taking on the role of Program Leader for
the economics and finance undergraduate degree,
and creating and leading a new research group for
our business college called the Placemaking
Economics Group. I can only assume that the
message from the mentoring retreat to push
ourselves into unknown territories of leadership
had a profound influence.
I recall the feeling of inadequacy the night before
the retreat, while looking through the profiles of
the other extraordinary female economists joining
me on the retreat, and approached the morning
session with trepidation. This feeling of trepidation
was a common feeling amongst the other
participants – we were all in awe of each other’s
achievements while being dismissive of our own.
The most influential part of the retreat for me was
Jennifer Witheriff’s confronting session on tackling
women and leadership. Women are deeply
conflicted about whether, when and how they
should exercise authority. There were several
messages that challenged how I thought about
leadership: authentic leadership requires you to
put yourself on the line; there are distinct
gendered pathways with work; and that you must
gain access to networks to succeed.

I really wish that someone told me
to be bolder with my research choices
and to pursue the topics you are
truly passionate about.
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Dr Meg Elkins is a Senior Lecturer in Economics at
RMIT University. She completed her PhD in Economics
at La Trobe University in 2014. Meg is an applied
economist who focuses on poverty reduction,
wellbeing and cultural economics, and uses
microeconomic analysis to evaluate programs and
policies. She recently led a project evaluating the
economic impact of the City of Melbourne’s Arts
Programs.
Meg has published in multiple high quality research
journals and received research grants from the City of
Melbourne and the Higher Education Research and
Development Society of Australia. She is a member of
several international development groups focusing on
multidimensional poverty, and leads RMIT’s
Placemaking Economics Group (visit https://sites.rmit.
edu.au/placemakingeconomicsgroup/)
Meg has won awards for teaching excellence for her
Design Thinking and Business Design courses.
Alongside her academic career, Meg works as
practising artist, having spent over twenty years as a
professional actor.
Meg participated in WEN’s Mentoring Retreat in 2017.
Here, she reflects on how the retreat challenged her
conceptions of leadership, and strengthened her
belief in her own capacity to climb the career ladder.
My career journey in economics is not a
conventional one. Despite starting out as a
business student, I found myself attracted to
“treading the boards” and my first career was that
of an actor, mostly in television. As the roles
became fewer, I went back to postgraduate study
to test whether I had the potential for a career as
an academic. While still raising a family, the choice
to undertake a PhD and work as an Associate
Lecturer was arduous but particularly rewarding in
terms of skill development and rising to challenges.
What I discovered throughout my postgraduate
studies was how applicable economics is to the big
questions of life, particularly around how we live
our everyday lives and the choices we make.
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As to the attributes that
matter for effective research,
curiosity, innovation
and passion for your
research area
are key.
While my PhD was in development economics and
I am still passionate about development, over the
last few years I have also moved into cultural
economics, where my past life as an actor has
informed my interest and research. Using applied
microeconomic methodologies, my research
examines
determinants
of
individual
and
community wellbeing at both a global level and
local level. I explore the overarching theme of
wellbeing creation in the context of cultural
economics, and the implications of creative culture
for community development.
In my recent project with the City of Melbourne, I
evaluated the economic impact of the City’s arts
programs. My work on artists’ careers and
volunteer pools for arts organisations are two areas
that I am most proud of arising from this project.
I am also exploring the links between wellbeing,
mental health and the consumption of cultural
goods, as well as the role of curiosity and cognition
in youth. This research, for example, delves into
the influences, such as reading books and youth
homelessness.
My PhD research in development economics has
also opened up opportunities to make a real
difference to impoverished communities: I have
been invited by the UNESCO Chair of women’s
empowerment and gender equality to teach
design thinking with women in villages in the
southern province of Kerala in India.
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Teaching has also been a major part of who I am as
an economist. I teach creativity and problemsolving in a class I created called Business Design
Projects for economics and finances students, for
which I have won numerous university awards. I
think to be relevant to students, the content must
deliver meaningful real-world applications for the
students. My focus in teaching has been to
develop students’ employability skills, by pushing
them out of their comfort zone. It is extremely
rewarding to see these students go on to gain
employment in careers they previously did not see
as possible for themselves.
While I love the role that I am doing now, I really
wish that someone told me to be bolder with my
research choices and to pursue the topics you are
truly passionate about. I took too long to finish my
PhD, and while I passed without amendments, it
would have been more satisfying to finish earlier
and get on with my research life.
As to the attributes that matter for effective
research, I think that curiosity, innovation and
passion for your research area are key. This entails
critical thinking to find new methods of asking
questions that lead to meaningful outcomes. By its
nature, true research means not knowing the
outcome before commencing the research. I
always want to research in areas where I am curious
to find out the answer.
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The dream team:
Could this be Lego's next
bestseller after 'Women of NASA'?
Jessica Irvine
Senior Economics Writer for Fairfax Media
WEN NSW Committee Member

Lego's latest special edition set "Women of
NASA" went on sale last week and the response
was immediate.
The 213-piece set features the first American
woman in space, Sally Ride, the first AfricanAmerican woman in space, Mae Jemison,
astronomer Nancy Grace Roman and computer
scientist Margaret Hamilton, alongside a miniature
Hubble Space telescope and space rocket.
Within a few hours, it was the top selling toy on
Amazon. There were reports it had sold out.

The sets are still available for order for $US25 on
Lego's website, but opportunistic resellers are now
advertising the sets for as much as $US99 on
Amazon.
In contrast to Lego's typically testosterone-charged
sets, the Women of NASA offering is a fantastic
initiative to help inspire both little girls and boys to
study STEM subjects.
Which gives me an idea.
Australian high schools are battling to get students
– girls in particular – interested in the study of
economics, which is surely one of the most
powerful tool-sets we have for solving society’s ills.
For
girls
interested
in
studying
economics, there is a distinct lack of role
models.
Australia has never had a female
Treasurer, Reserve Bank Governor or
Treasury Secretary. Nine out of 10
economists quoted in the media are
men. And women make up just one in 10
economics professors. So, I reckon it's
time for a "Women of Economics" Lego
set, and here are my suggested
figurines...

Photo source: https://brickshow.com/2016/08/welcome-the-next-lego-ideas-project-to-enter-the-10k-roster-the-lego-ideas-women-of-nasa/
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Janet Yellen
US President Donald Trump announced that Janet
Yellen, the Chair of the US Federal Reserve, would
not be given a second term. It is the first time a
Federal Reserve chief has not been granted a
second term in nearly 40 years.
Yellen will go down in history as the first woman to
lead the powerful institution, an appointment that
made her the world's second most powerful
woman, behind German Chancellor Angela Merkel,
according to Forbes.
Under her helm, the US jobless rate has fallen,
inflation is low and the economic recovery from the
global financial crisis continues. Yellen oversaw the
tricky task of turning off the monetary policy taps
after the unprecedented policy of "quantitative
easing" – a fancy word for money printing
deployed to bring the US economy out of its
greatest recession since the Great Depression.
A calm communicator, Yellen also successfully
began lifting US interest rates from record lows
without spooking markets.

At Trump's decree, she will soon be replaced by
Jerome Powell, a former investment banker with no
formal economics degree; he is, of course, a rich,
white man.

Editor’s note: Janet Yellen has been nominated to
become the next President-Elect of the American
Economic Association (AEA).

Elinor Ostrom
The late American economist Elinor Ostrom would
have had a thing or two to say about the
proliferation of abandoned shared bikes littering
our streets.

Common pool resources such as forests, oil fields
and fisheries are often over-exploited to society's
greater detriment.

In 2009, Ostrom won the Nobel memorial prize in
economics for her pioneering work on the "tragedy
of the commons".

After conducting field studies throughout Africa
and Nepal, Ostrom pioneered analysis of how
societies can develop institutional arrangements to
protect their economic and natural resources.

For as long as humans have existed, we've always
had a problem managing our common areas.

Ostrom died in 2012, but her name lives on in
economics in the eponymous "Ostrom's Law".
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Joan Robinson
The late British economist was a pioneer in the
field of Post-Keynesian economics.
Joan Robinson became a lecturer at the University
of Cambridge in the 1930s, home to Keynes
himself.
Robinson was one of only three people explicitly
thanked by Keynes in the preface to his 1936
"General Theory".
Robinson was an outspoken and often
controversial figure, not least because of her sex in
an otherwise almost exclusively male field.
She invented the term "monopsony", which
describes the situation in which multiple sellers
exist, but only one buyer, who can exert
dominance and drive down prices. The idea is

often applied to
workers selling their
labour
to
a
dominant
employer.
Robinson left us
many memorable
quotes, perhaps her
best being:
"The purpose of
studying economics
is not to acquire a
set of ready-made
answers to economic questions, but to learn how
to avoid being deceived by economists."

Betsey Stevenson
I put a question to the "Women in Economics in
Australia" Facebook page to find my final figurine.
Many excellent nominations included Claudia
Goldin, Marilyn Waring, Anna Schwartz and Nancy
Folbre.
But to give a contemporary edge to my Lego set,
I'm choosing American economist Betsey
Stevenson for my fourth and final figurine.

A former Chief Economist of the US Department of
Labor, Stevenson was appointed as a member of
the Council of Economic Advisers by former
President Barack Obama. She is today an Associate
Professor of Public Policy at the University of
Michigan.
Her research focuses on the impact of public
policies on the labour market, subjective wellbeing,
women and families.
When Donald Trump Junior tweeted last week
about wanting to take half a kid's Halloween candy
to teach her a lesson in socialism, Stevenson took
to Twitter recalling the time when she was five
years old and was unable to go trick or treating. "A
neighbour gave me half her candy, teaching me
the value of compassion & generosity."
Stevenson is never short of a way to apply
economics to everyday life, including Halloween:
"Yep, I tax my kids candy and I encourage them to
learn the benefits of trade. A well-functioning
market economy has social insurance."

Jessica Irvine’s article was originally published in the
Sydney Morning Herald on 5 November 2017
https://www.smh.com.au/opinion/could-this-be-legosnext-bestseller-after-women-of-nasa-20171104gzespk.html
Follow Jess on Twitter @Jess_Irvine
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So there it is; my female Economics Dream Team.
Any one of them could easily have figured out the
answer to the shortage of Lego's Women of NASA
sets.
Which is: when the supply of your femaledominated kits fails to meet consumer demand,
causing a price spike, you really ought to make
some more.
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Reading between
the lines
Awareness is growing about the subtle but
potentially potent effects of unconscious bias,
gender stereotyping and role models on women’s
educational and vocational choices and
opportunities.

GFC, and possibly the view that today’s economic
policy-making scene is simply not as exciting as it
was during past decades of historic economic
reform.1
Figure 2: Economics enrolments in Australia
Source: RBA using data from DET; NESA; QCAA; RBA; SACE

WEN Victorian Chair and National Committee
member Leonora Risse draws together some of the
most recent evidence pointing towards the gender
biases that are detected within the pages of
economics textbooks, and contemplates not only
the message that this sends to students, but also
what this unrepresentative picture of the world
might signal about the economics discipline itself.
The statistics paint a stark picture: the number of
women studying economics in Australia is falling. In
both secondary school classrooms and university
lecture theatres, female students are diminishing in
number. This is both in absolute terms and as a
proportion of the total student cohort (Figure 1).
Figure 1: Share of economics enrolments by sex

Source: RBA using data from DET; NESA; QCAA; RBA; SACE
Board; SCSA; VCAA. *Year 12 data from NSW, Queensland
and WA. ** University data refers to undergraduate and
excludes Macquarie University.

The overall decline in economic enrolment
numbers (Figure 2) could be attributed to various
possible factors: a decline in the number of schools
offering economics as a curriculum subject,
changes in the way that economics is offered in
university faculties, public disillusionment with the
role and credibility of economists following the
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Board; SCSA; VCAA. *Year 12 data from all mainland states
from 1995 to 2016. Prior to this the series is spliced to NSW,
Qld and WA. ** University data refers to undergraduate and
postgraduate students, and excludes Macquarie University.

But what is going on to cause female enrolment
numbers to tumble even more than males?
Discussions have pivoted around a lack of female
role models and a lack of awareness about the
breadth of topics that economics can be applied
to. More recently, economics has faced more
intense rivalry from substitute subjects, with the
government’s National Innovation and Science
Agenda fuelling a concerted campaign to steer
more women towards STEM subjects. The growth
of well-polished business schools might also be
responsible for positioning economics as more of a
finance
and
commerce-oriented
subject,
weakening its association with humanities and
social sciences disciplines that might tend to
otherwise appeal to female students’ curiosity and
values.
But these environmental factors aside, have we
looked closely enough about what might be
happening inside our economics classrooms and
lecture theatres? And the possibility that the way
that economics is being taught and conveyed to
students might be tinged with gender biases?
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Figure 3: Male and female mentions in textbook, by category of person

Source: Betsey Stevenson and Hanna Zlotnick (2018) ‘Gender representations in economics textbooks’

A recent analysis of the some of the most
commonly-used economics textbooks provided a
startling wake-up call to the profession to consider
what type of world is being depicted to students
through our economics lens? Betsey Stevenson
and Hanna Zlotnick examined the content of seven
of the top economics textbooks used in
undergraduate college courses in the US,
measuring the frequency with which “he” was
mentioned relative to “she”, and the contexts in
which women were referred.2
What emerges from these textbooks is a world
overwhelmingly comprised of men, especially in
decision-making roles. In the pages of these
textbooks, men are more likely to be depicted
making policy and business decisions, while
women are more likely to be cleaning and
shopping. And these gender representations are
not simply a reflection of what tends to occur in the
real world: the statistics in these textbooks are
found to be skewed towards a picture that is even
worse than reality. 93% of policy-makers and 94%
of business leaders mentioned in these textbooks
were men. Even among the everyday ‘fictional
people’ created by the authors as illustrative
examples, women were still outnumbered by men
(Figure 3).
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Betsey Stevenson and Hanna Zlotnick’s analysis
made waves when it was presented earlier this year
at the American Economic Association Annual
Meeting.3 This work is indeed disruptive to the
discipline, because it challenges some of the lead
figures in economics academia: the authors who
penned these textbooks. And these books
represent the vessel of wisdom and knowledge
that is passed on to each generation of students.
Gender biased textbook content is evident in
Australia too. A few years ago, a new publication
was promoted at Australasian Teachers of
Economics Association Conference, hailed as
being the next big thing in economics textbooks
for its real-world focus. The book contains 14
chapters, each of which features an in-depth
interview with one of ‘Australia’s top economists’.
Of the 14 ‘top economists’ featured in this
textbook, spanning across a wide breath of
economics topics, all are male. This publication
was released in 2015 so it’s not like there weren’t
any expert female Australian economists on the
scene. If this line-up of ‘top economists’ wasn’t
ostracizing and discouraging enough for any
female student reading through its pages, take a
look at some of the illustrations in the textbook in
which women make an appearance...
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where gender biases arise. When called upon to
check the exam questions being asked of students
sitting their NSW High School Certificate this year,
Jessica Irvine stumbled across some not-so-subtle
examples of gender stereotyping at play:
A casual glance at the exam questions for high
school economics and business study courses
turned up these gems. Play along at home, and
see if you notice a pattern:
Question 1: Natalia’s Hair Salon has $110,000
in liabilities and $150,000 in assets. What is
the value of Natalia’s owner’s equity?
Question 2: Ronda has been working in a
beauty salon for over eight years. She has a
diploma in beauty therapy and has decided
that she wants to operate her own beauty
salon. Outline one advantage of establishing
a new business over purchasing an existing
one.
Question 3: Olivia owns a spray-tanning salon
and employs 12 people. What size best
describes Olivia’s business? Large, small etc.
Question 4: John wants to develop a software
app for mobile devices. John is investing
$70,000 to develop this app that he will sell
through his business website. What would
John best be described as? Manager?
Operator? Consultant? Entreprenuer? 5
Good on Natalia, Ronda and Olivia for running
their own businesses, but I don’t think the exam
writers could have done more to reinforce gender
stereotypes in occupational choice if they tried.
What’s the big deal about these classroom
examples, you might ask?

It’s not hard to spot the common theme running
through this textbook: that women’s role in society
is chiefly one of passive submission and of childbearing.
Not to deny economists a sense of humour, but
surely the author, editors and publishing
companies could have come up with a myriad of
alternative ways to illustrate these basic economic
concepts that don’t involve women lying in
horizontal positions.4
It’s not only textbooks, but also exam papers,

Women in Economics Network Newsletter Issue #2

Think back to your teenage years, when you were a
student. At that age, you were still figuring out the
world, absorbing information about how society
operates, and trying figure out where you fit in
within this bigger picture.
Think about these illustrations through the eyes of
a young female, navigating her way through the
world and absorbing these signals about men’s
and women’s roles in society.
Though it may seem innocuous, the picture of the
world
depicted
by
economics
textbooks
contributes to subtly shaping a student’s
impression, not only about how society functions,
but also about whether or not they see themselves
belonging to this world of economics.
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This type of analysis – and the discussions that will
flow from it – are an important part of our
collective efforts to pursue gender equality in the
economics profession. Why? Because increasingly,
we are coming to recognise and understand the
power of unconscious bias which can feed gender
stereotypes and constrain the opportunities
available to under-represented groups.

message does this send to men about the roles
that they are expected to aspire to in life? Where
are the examples of men in caring and parental
roles? Society is evolving, and arguably
educational resources should be a reflection of the
broader contemporary values that educational
institutions and academics – in their role as
educators – uphold.

For as long as we allow these stereotypes to
persist, they will continue to erode our prospects
for gender equality.

And even if the gender stereotypes in textbooks
make no difference to young students’ career
ambitions, the observation that academic
textbooks can be laden with illustrations such as
these which solidify male-centric power and reflect
the ‘male gaze’, should prompt us to interrogate:
exactly whose views of the world have guided the
economic theories, assumptions, models and
stylised facts that form the content of our
economics textbooks in the first place?

Most of us reading these textbooks, and the
authors writing them, aren’t even aware that their
content has been shaped by the societal structures
and power dynamics that have been engineered
around us. The examples that authors use are
typically a reflection of their own perspectives and
subjective life experiences. We need counteractive
efforts – such as Stevenson and Zlotnick’s textbook
analysis – to first of all awaken people to the issue
and then to look for solutions.

For as long as we allow these
stereotypes to persist, they will
continue to erode our prospects
for gender equality.
When WEN was created, we realised that
addressing the gender imbalance that we see in
our profession today requires reflecting on when
and where it all starts. Looking at the world
through the eyes of a young female student is
therefore crucial if young women are to be
reassured that their skills, their ideas, their
intellectual contributions and their life experiences
will be welcomed and valued in the world of
economics.

While economics does its best to declare itself an
objective science, a solid stream of literature casts
a critical lens on the gender-biased ideological
assumptions and methodological tools that
underpin mainstream economics. Examples include
the assumption that human beings can only be
driven by self-interest and can’t possibly be
motivated by altruism and compassionate concern
for another human life. Or the way that
conventional measurements of GDP neglect and
undermine women’s domestic labour and unpaid
contribution to economic activity.6
The economics profession prides itself on its
objective capacity to give advice to the rest of
society on how to function more equitably and
efficiently. But how willing are economists to cast
our analytical lens on our own profession? Do we

If textbooks are portraying a world where women
are sidelined and men dominate public and
corporate leadership, we should also consider what

Looking at the world through the eyes
of a young female student is therefore
crucial if young women are to be
reassured that their skills,
their ideas, their intellectual
contributions and their life
experiences will be welcomed and
valued in the world of economics.
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And the same principle applies to any marginalised
or minority group who are on the outskirts of the
dominant voice of the discipline, be it by gender,
ethnicity, socioeconomic background or any other
personal characteristic outside of their control.
There’s far more diversity in the real world than any
economics textbook so far has ever cared to
depict.

pause to consider the distortions and inequities
that could be improved within the world of
economics itself? As a rich empirical literature now
demonstrates, an imbalance of voices is not just
unfair, it’s also unproductive. Narrowing the pool
of perspectives that inform economic analysis and
policy formation risks compromising the quality of
the research outputs and the policy advice that the
profession can generate. In a profession that sings
the praises of “evidence-based” policy, it would
seem hypocritical to refute the growing evidence
base that substantiate the performance gains of
gender diversity. 7
Is there any promising news here? Well, some toy
companies have even picked up on the fact that
economics has a problem. Mattel has brought out
a new series of “Never Before” Barbie dolls, one of
whom is a female Governor of the Reserve Bank of
Australia.8
And economist Veronica Goodman has created a
children’s alphabet book, E is for Economics, which
– in contrast to the disillusioning pages of
mainstream economics textbooks – features a
joyously inquisitive young girl on its cover and all
throughout its pages.9
Let’s hope that these simple steps might help the
next generation of young women to feel assured
that they deserve their place in the world of
economics – and will be valued and respected in
this world of economics – just as much as anyone
else.

Introducing the new ‘Governor of the
Reserve Bank’ Barbie, courtesy of Mattel

Photo source: https://www.dailytelegraph.com.au/lifestyle/stellar/barbie-whoare-you-calling-a-doll/news-story/fb70f1057acac39a339819c8aab10af4.
Photographed by Edward Urrutia with styling by Natalie Turnbull for Stellar
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Snapshots of
WEN events
all around
the country
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Visit the WEN Events page to
keep informed about upcoming
WEN events and activities:
http://esawen.org.au/events
All WEN Members will receive
email notifications about
upcoming ESA and WEN events
in your State/Territory

Women in Economics Network Newsletter Issue #2

Page 43

Page 44

Women in Economics Network Newsletter Issue #2

Women in Economics Network Newsletter Issue #2

Page 45

Page 46

Women in Economics Network Newsletter Issue #2

Women in Economics Network Newsletter Issue #2

Page 47

Page 48

Women in Economics Network Newsletter Issue #2

Women in Economics Network Newsletter Issue #2

Page 49

Page 50

Women in Economics Network Newsletter Issue #2

WEN Committee Members
Thankyou to all of the National and State/Territory WEN Committees members whose efforts,
commitment and enthusiasm have helped to create our WEN community.

WEN National Committee
Danielle Wood (Chair) | Rebecca Cassells | Bethany Cooper | Pip Freebairn | Sally McMahon |
Mala Raghavan | Tina Rampino | Leonora Risse | Leith Thompson | Duygu Yengin

Australian Capital Territory
Rebecca Cassells (Chair) | Catie Bradbear | Jennifer Bradley | Christine Duke | Cecilia Karmel |
Cherelle Murphy | Maria Racionero | Linda Ward

Northern Territory
(Opportunity available for NT Representative)

New South Wales
Pip Freebairn (Chair) | Belinda Allen | Sarah Close | Xuan Deng | Priscilla Fisher | Leila Fourie |
Nikki Hutley | Jessica Irvine | Jennifer Liao | Alexandra Lobb | Kaixin Owyong | Stephanie Parsons |
Taleen Shamilan | Leith Thompson | Ann Whitfield

Queensland
Tina Rampino (Co-Chair) | Christine Smith (Co-Chair) | Celeste Abbondanza | Natasha Doherty |
Radhika Lahiri | Renuka Mahadevan | Parisa Mahyari | Rigissa Megalokonomou | Fiona Ricardo |
Gianna Shorney-Linton | Katie Vaynbaum

South Australia
Bethany Cooper (Chair) | Elizabeth Alvaro | Juliane Haensch | Alexandra Peralta | Zara Shroff |
Elise Vincent | Duygu Yengin

Tasmania
Mala Raghavan (Tasmania Representative) | Mary Bennett | Alecia Hawkes | Elena Tinch

Victoria
Leonora Risse (Chair) | Catherine Bain | Louise Barth | Caitlin Campbell | Karen Cheah |
Lucille Danks | Timmee Grinham | Rebecca King | Claire Moritz | Solmaz Moslehi | Riki Polygenis |
Leonie Swarbrick | Julia Talbott | Simone Wong | Danielle Wood

Western Australia
Sally McMahon (Chair) | Rhian Bilclough | Ana Davogic | Courtney Fitzsimmons | Margaret Giles |
Danielle Leotta | Anusha Mahendran | Maria Mangano | Astghik Mavisakalyan | Gabrielle McGrath |
Rebecca White | Emily Wood
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