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Abstract

Increasing female participation rates in undergraduate economics pro-
grams are not reflected in increasing female representation in the ranks of
academic economists. Approximately 42 per cent of undergraduate students
are women but the percentage of women participating declines in post-
graduate programs and in academic positions in economics departments,
where approximately 26 per cent of academics are women. Female repre-
sentation in the academic labour market has an importance beyond its
numbers. A lack of female role models and mentors among academics is
one factor that may affect students’ motivation and career aspirations. We
use the results of a national survey of Australian economics students to
assess the relative importance of a number of factors in the career choices
Jor postgraduate and undergraduate students in economics. We assess the
Jactors that make academia an unattractive career choice for females.
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Introduction

The proportions of women students in university economics programs in
Australia has iincreased considerably over the last thirty years, ‘yet this
increase has not been reflected in the proportion of women in ‘academic
‘positions in economics departments of Australian universities. Female
underrepresentation is evidenced by the fact that women constitute approxi-
mately 40 per cent of undergraduate economics studerits yét women hold
only 26 per cent of academic positions.l If academic positions below
lecturer are removed from the total, then women hold 10 per cent 'of
academric positions in.economics (Table 2). Women hold 5:4 per ¢ent of all
senior positions in economics:(senior lecturer and above).

Table 1 Percentage of female staffin all academic disciplines, Australia

Above Senior ;
Lecturer ~ Senior Lecturer Lecturer Below Lectarer Total

1985 6.0 10.8 282 452 ;'2'1 6
1996 1.9 232 404 540 217

Source: Department of Employment, Education and Training (1993), (1997).

Table 2 Percentage of female staff in academic disciplines (tenurable positions)
1996, Australia

Above Senior v
Lecturer Senior Lecturer Lecturer Below Lécturer Total

Agriculture 51 107 17.9 26.7 11.9

Arts/Social Science 17.8 31.3 44.6 53.9 34.5
Economics 40 6.7 27.8 50.0 26.2
Business & Law 12.3 204 35.5 60.1 26.2
Education 258 326 49.6 76.7 40.2
Engineering 21 24 8.0 209 4.3
Health 19.3 499 75.0 83.1 534
Maths & Computing 6.4 94 227 384 15.1
Science 5.6 151 25.2 59.2 152
All Disciplines 11.9 232 40.4 54.0 27.7

‘Notes: Business and Law include$ economics.
Source: Department of Employment, Education and Training unpublished data (1997).

In this paper, we explore the reasons for the low participation of women
in academic positions in economics departments. We use the results of a
national survey of Australian economics students to assess the relative
importance of a number of factors in the career choices of postgraduate and
undergraduate students in economics. We assess the factors that make
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academia an unattractive career choice for both female and male economics
students and compare the relative benefits for both sexes of a career in
academia, the public sector and the private sector. Generally across all
disciplines, the positions held by women aré concentrated at the lower end
of the pay scale and women tend to be over represented amongst assistant
lecturers and casual tutors (Tables 1 and 2).

While the opportunities for women academics appear to be improving,
some of the changes that have occurred reflect the impact of incorporation
of the previous colleges of advanced education and institutes of technology,
where the traditional women’s fields such as education and nursing were
previously taught, into the university system.

Table 3 Percentage of female students in commencing enrolments, Australia

Higher Degree
(Research) Post-Graduate Bachelor
1981 288 475 434
1991 : 411 56.2 52.2

1995 435 53.9 56.9

Source: Department of Employment, Education and Training (1991); Birrell (1995).

Table 4 Percentage of female students in corﬁmencing enr'dlments by field of
study 1995, Australia , ,
Higher Degree  Post-

(Research) = Graduate Bachelor Totatl
Agriculture 347 33.0 38.9 375
Arts/Social Science 56.5 68.5 69.2 68.1
Economics 36.9 40.5 42.5 419
Business’ 325 37.1 48.5 453
Education 56.1 68.8 76.7 727
Engineering 16.7 13.2 13.6 13.7
Health 544 774 779 76.7
Law 434 389 52.6 484
Science 356 34.0 445 423

Notes: * Business includes Economics .
Source: Department of Employment, Education and Training (1995) and unpublished Department of
Employment, Education and Training data.

The relatively poor result in staffing in all departments exists despite the
fact that the proportion of females in undergraduate and postgraduate
courses is much higher and has been rising markedly over the last decade
(Table 3). Thé position of female student participation in economics com-
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pared with other disciplines is varied (Table 4). In 1995, 41.9 per cent of
commencing students in economics were women. The share is less than in
the arts, education and health areas, but is comparable to science and law.

A similar trend in staffing and student numbers is evident in economics
departments in the United States. In 1990, less than one-quarter of doctoral
graduates and junior level staff at universities were women, with the share
even lower in tenured ranks (Dynan and Rouse 1995). In the United States,
women comprised only 31 per cent of undergraduate economic graduates
in 1990. The proportion of women in both staff and student populations in
economics was well below those in other social science areas, the humani-
ties and life sciences and in line with the physical sciences. In the United
Kingdom women accounted for around 11 per cent of full time university
academic staff in 1986 (Orser 1993). Women constituted 3 per cent of those
at professorial rank, 6 per cent of senior lecturers and 15 per cent of
lecturers. Canadian data similarly shows women as significantly under
represented in senior academic positions despite holding 50 per cent of
undergraduate degrees. "

The fact that women have an improved profile in undergraduate eco-
nomics yet there has not been any flow-on to numbers of women seeking
academic careers, is a matter of some discussion, debate and concern. The

-increasing proportion of women in undergraduate economics programs
indicates that women have neither significantly different tastes nor different
perceptions regarding the discipline before entering university. What is of
interest is why this shift is not being reflected in postgraduate study and
academic staffing.- The first question that arises is whether this should
indeed be a matter of concern at all. It may be that women are less interested
in economics or choose to pursue other careers based on a rational evalu-
ation of costs and benefits. In either case, there would seem little argument
for active efforts to increase the proportion of women in the field unless it
was shown that the relative imbalance was a cause of some negative
externality, which requires addressing.

Theoretical Explanations for the Gender Differences in
Academic Employment

There are two theoretical arguments that may be used to explain why
women may be underrepresented in university economics departments. The
first argument is based on utility maximising behaviour under the standard
neoclassical human capital theory. It posits that gender based occupational
segregation might arise because women and men, when faced with the same
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options and opportunities, make different voluntary choices or investments
regarding their careers. This argument assumes that there are no inherent
barriers or deterrents to women, which will distort their choices. The
American Economic Association (1992) reports that the percentage of
female economists employed in business in the United States has beenrising
faster than that for men over the period 1973-1989. At the same time the
proportion of women employed in higher education fell. There is some
anecdotal evidence which suggests that career rewards for economic gradu-
ates outside of the universities, particularly in the private sector, are
positively skewed to attract and fast-track women. v

An alternative explanation under the standard neoclassical human capi-
tal theory is based on a search theory approach. If costs to women from
pursuing an academic career are greater than for men, then relatively fewer
women will be encouraged to apply for academic positions. Given that
inter-university mobility is a good strategy for establishing initial academic
positions and the building of a career in academia, then this may discourage
women from seeking such careers and may provide some explanation for a
bunching of women in more junior, contracted positions. This is linked to
the proposition that women are less likely to be the major income source in
a household.

The second argument is based on institutional barriers to women’s
participation. Top (1991) has identified two types of discrimination, which
may affect labour market segregation. One is access discrimination that
occurs prior to employment and can lead to failure to gain appointment or
an offer of a junior position (relative to experience or qualification). The
second is treatment discrimination that occurs in the workplace and is often
ongoing. It can affect career advancement as well as duration of stay in a
particular job or organisation.

Drawing conclusions on the significance of discrimination is difficult
given the mixed results of studies undertaken in this area. For example
Broder (1993) and Kahn (1995) find support for the hypothesis of gender
discrimination adversely affecting the professional achievement and remu-
neration of female academics as does Weiler (1990) and Raymond et al
(1993) who find evidence of sex discrimination in the promotion process.
In contrast, Formby, Gunther and Sakano (1993) find that gender has no
significant effect on.commencing salaries.

Institutional explanations based on structural features of the labour
market and aspects related to the real or perceived nature of the discipline
and the way it is taught have also been put forward. It has been argued that
given the preponderance of women in junior, contracted positions, the
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existence of a greater share of tenured positions at senior levels works to
ensure that any changes to the gender balance in senior academic positions
will occur slowly. The position presented in a Department of Employment,
Education and Training discussion paper (1995) was that increasing num-
bers of women passing through the undergraduate higher education system
would not be reflected in academic staff profiles of universities. Rosewarne
and Meagher (1994) note that changes to the gender mix in academia have
not resulted in the past even during periods of expanding employment. The
lack of a clear career path under the previous academic award system in
Australia has also been viewed as impeding women who dominated lower
level and contract positions. Prior to award restructuring in higher education
institutions in Australia in 1993, there was no guaranteed progression from
a tutoring position (lecturer A) to a lectureship (lecturer B). Award restruc-
turing is considered to have created a career structure for academics at all
levels and will be of benefit to women (Currie 1995). In the United States,
women are also disproportionately represented in non-tenure track jobs
(Kahn 1995). This begs the question of why women are concentrated at
these levels. '

The presence or absence of female role models has also been viewed as
one factor inhibiting female students’ choices of career or field of study
(Blau and Ferber 1992). In a US study, Canes and Rosen (1993) looking at
all disciplines conclude that the proportion of females who are department
faculty does not influence the gender mix of students. Dynan and Rouse
(1995) find further support for this view in a study of the economics area.
Ferber (1995) and Nelson (1995) argue that biased subject matter and the
narrow approach of traditional neoclassical economics, -particularly in
introductory courses, deters women from pursuing studies in economics.
Kahn (1995) also observed that women drop out of doctoral programs at a
much greater rate than men do. There is the suggestion that the quantitative
methodological orientation in economics is a factor influencing continu-
ance in the discipline, but this is not supported in studies by Dynan and
Rouse (1995) and Ferber (1995). In fact, according to Kahn (1995) mathe-
matics attracts higher proportions of women than economics in the United
States.

In a more general sense there is a popular view that women tend to move
in and out of the labour market more than men in the non-academic general
labour market and that this has been a source of gender differences in careers
(Schwartz 1989). The implication here is that women themselves are
responsible for their own lack of mobility. Snyder (1993) notes that al--
though women managers are more likely than men to leave an organisation,
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lack of career advancement is the major influence, with women usually
moving to other jobs. It has also been observed that men are just as likely
to make career decisions for family reasons although this is not always
apparent or openly stated. Ina study of whether gender affects the likelihood
of attaining tenure among economists in the United States, Kahn (1993)
finds no significant difference in the movement of women and men in and
out of the academic labour market over the period 1973-1989. She con-
cludes that this is not a source of influence in determining the speed of
promotion among men and women although women were found to take
much longer to achieve tenure in the United States.

Survey Results and Discussion

We surveyed Australian economic students to assess the relative impor-
tance of a number of factors in economics students’ career choices.2 Of the
597 respondents, 40 per cent are women, 69 per cent are undergraduate
students and 12 per cent are PhD students. Thirty eight per cent of the
undergraduate students are women. Of the postgraduate students, 37 per
cent of the PhD students, 53 per cent of the Masters students and 41 per cent
of the other postgraduate students were women. The higher percentage of
women respondents possibly reflects the identification that the female
respondents had with the survey objectives rather than the actual numbers
of women students in the postgraduate population. Twelve per cent of all
respondents indicated that their main source of income is from an academic
economics position. The majority of these respondents, 55 percent, were
PhD students and 42 per cent were women.

We consider the reasons for women’s low participation in eccnomics
academia with reference to the theoretical explanations of the low repre-
sentation of women in labour market segments. Neoclassical explanations
of career choice are based on utility maximising decision making in re-
sponse to a number of constraints. When asked for reasons why they were
considering a career in academia, 21 per cent of women and 39 per cent of
men agreed that financial remuneration is a factor in their choice (Table 5).
Respondents of both sexes put more emphasis on the non-cash benefits of
academia such as study leave and flexibility in working hours than on
financial remuneration. The differences in the responses between men and
women reported in Table 5 were significant in the case of academia and the
private sector. The significance test in this case is a Chi-squared goodness-
of-fit test for independence of categorical data (Lyman Ott 1993).3
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‘What conclusions may be made from these responses? One is that apart
from the choice of a public sector career, the male resporidents place more
emphasis on financial remuneration in their career choice. This may be
interpreted as men being more conscious eithier of income for status reasors
or their role as the main income éarner in the family. Both men and women
place more emphasis on the fringe benefits of academia, such as study leave
and flexibility of working hours. The results indicate that both men and
‘women are less likely to entér academia because the returns to human
capital are insufficient relative to the alternative of a private sector career.

Table 5 Financial Remurieration as a berifit of a given career

- disagree (%) agree (%)
- fernale male female male
AGadernia ‘ 3041 33.0 208" 389"
Private sector 49 29 745 80:9°
Public sector 29.7 357 233 20.8
Academia - fringe benefits 71 : 94 64.9 612

Notes: an asterisk indicates that there is a Sigrificant differénce between the fémale and miie responses
at the 5% level of confidénce. A double asterisk indicates significance at the 10% level of confidence.

Career decisions may also be related to institutional factors which
impact on employment conditions and affect income, albeit indiréctly.
Factors such as the promotional opportunities, the career structure, the
organisational structure of the workforce and the security of the position
may all be influential in broader career decisions. One feature of the
academic labour market is its duality. Tenured and tenurable academic
positions which are clearly part of a career structure, such as assistant
lecturer and above, are obviously more attractive than positions where such
conditions are not extended. Junior academic positions tend to be both
part-time and casual. They are often held by graduate students and persoris
for whom part-time work is essentially a means of earning some extra
income either because they hold anothier paid position or have commitments
to a young family.

On the issue of promotional oppottunities, academia does badly (Table
6). The private sector was considered to have the best promotiotial oppor-
tunities, followed by the public sector and finally académia. Whether the
low rating given to acaderia in Table 6 reflécts the bunching of some of
the respondents in junior academic and/or nontenured positions or whether
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Table 6 Promotional opportunities as a benefit of a given career

disagree (%) agree (%)
female male female male
Academia T 420 4.3 20.4 228
Private sector 5.4 7.2 723 723

Public sector 204 221 ) 39.8 345

it reflects a view that promotional opportunities are limited throughout the
academic career structure is unknown. If the responses reflect limited
promotional opportunities throughout the career structure then the evalu-
ation not to enter academia is based onlow returns to human capital rather
than institutional factors.

Table 7 shows the female and male responses to the question of career
paths as a benefitto a particular career. Of the three career choices, academia
is perceived poorly in terms of providing a well-defined career path. The
same pattern of responses of the perception of academia versus the private
and the public sectors is apparent as in addressing the issue of promotional
opportunities (Table 6). This is not surprising as the career path of a given
position and the promotional opportunities of that position are clearly
linked. The fact that academia is perceived poorly in this regard is evidence
of the importance of institutional characteristics in career choice. The
duality of the labour market in academia may be an important factor in the
poor assessment. There is no significant difference between the responses
of females and males to the issue of a career path in academia.

Table 7 Well defined Career Path as a benefit of a given career

disagree (%) agree (%)
female male female male
Academia ‘ 38.5 357 346 32.8
Private sector 19.0 20.9 51.7 48.3
Public sector 104 16.3 50.0 50.0

Finally, we compare the compatibility of a given career with family
commitments (Table 8). Both females and males rate academia highly for
compatibility with family commitments. This rating is compatible with the
high rating given to the other benefits of academia, including flexibility in
working hours reported in Table 5. On the other hand, neither the public
nor the private sector rates well for compatibility with family commitments.
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Table 8 Compatibility. with family commitments as a benefit:of a given career

disagree (%) agree (%)
_ female male female male
Academia 14.9. 10.2 636 60.1
Private sector 40.9 36.1 16.4 19,7

Public sector 17.5 16.8 39.5 35.3.

What factors clearly distinguish the benefits of a career in academia for
both women and men? The responses recorded in Tables 5 to 8 indicate that
academia does not rate well compared with alternative careers in terms of'
financial remuneration and a well-defined career path. Academia does rate
well in terms of benefits such as study leave and flexibility in working hours
and compatibility with family commitments. '

The analysis presented above does not provide compelling reasons why
women are less likely than men to pursue an academic career. In Tables 9
and 10, we present reasons given by female and male students why they
would or would not consider a career in economics. There are two. factors
that stand out strongly in these tables. The first is the respondents” percep-
tion of their ability in economics (Table 9). Of the women and men who are
considering a career in academia, 14.5 per cent of the females and 6 per cent
of the males disagree that they have an above average ability in economics.
Thus, women rate their ability in economies more negatively than men do.
Rather than indicating their actual ability, this negative response is more
likely to reflect a lack of confidence in their ability. Powles and Patrick
(1988) surveyed third and fourth year economics students and similarly
found that male students were more confident about their ability than the
female students. Hirschfield, Moore and Brown (1995) speculate that
women’s lower scores in multiple choice exams are a result of a lack of
confidence and competitiveness rather than their abilities in economic. On
the other hand, a study of Harvard students by Dynan and Rose (1995)
shows that women do less well in economics relative to other courses. It is
suggested that women ‘to some extent’ may have a comparative disadvan-
tage in economics, as their grades are relatively worse than in other areas
of study. This analysis does seek to control for other influences including
mathematics background, role models and classroom environment. Kahn
(1995) indicates that differences in grades between males and females are
not significant.

The lack of confidence in their ability by the female respondents,
however appears not to be related to the encouragement (or lack thereof)
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by academic staff. The responses by females and males to encouragement
by academic staff are similar (Table 9).

Table 9 Reasons for considering a career in economics

disagree (%) agree (%)
female. .- male female male
above average ability in economics 19.0" 5.8 65.2 57.0
interest in economics 34 22 83.1 873
encouraged by academic staff 40.8 338 37.0 34.9
independent working environment 3.6 9.4 69.1 70.5

Notes: a double asterisk indicates that there is a significant difference between the female and male
responses at the 10% level of confidence.

The second issue that separates the female and male responses is that of
role models. Forty per cent of women agree that a lack of role models in
academia is a reason why they would not consider a career in academia
(Table 10). The comparative percentage for men is 28. Moreover, of those
women who cite this as a factor, 18 per cent ‘strongly agree’, as opposed to
‘agree’, that it is an important consideration. Seven per cent of men strongly
agree that a lack of role models is important in their decision not to pursue
an academic career. The sample means for the male and female responses
are significantly different. Furthermore, we find that as the average number
of women academics within an economics department decreases, there is
an increase in the number of female respondents who cite lack of role
models as a prohibiting factor in becoming an academic. We also find that
the converse is true: the greater the number of women academics, the less
important is the lack of role models. The correlation coefficient between
the percentage of women in a department and the number of female
respondents who strongly disagree that lack of role models is an important
factor in career choice is 0.34.

Table 10 Reasons for not considering a career in economics

disagree (%) agree (%)
female male female male
not interested in further study 451 496 35.8 32.5
not interested in economics 65.0 66.0 20.0 15.5
not interested in teaching 31.0 282 52.2 50.8
lack of role models - 30.7 38.1 397 276

Notes: an asterisk indicates that there is a significance difference between the female and male responses at
the 5% level of confidence. : :

https://doi.org/10.1177/103530469800900105 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1177/103530469800900105

Career Choices of Female Economic Students 119

General comments made in responses to this particular question also
supported the perception that the environment is unsupportive or unrespon-
sive to women. Examples of such comments are: ‘it still seems to be a boys’
club which | couldn’t be bothered entering into’ and ‘I have never met a
female economics lecturer, if I really wanted to be an academic this
wouldn’t stop me but it would make things a lot harder’. There were also
three issues of general and widespread comment in response to the survey:
these are ‘not rewarding’, ‘not relevant’ and ‘not interesting’.

Conclusions
It is apparent that, when compared with men with the same educational
qualifications, women who work or study in the same academic disciplines
face the likelihood of quite different outcomes. They are unlikely to
progress in their careers as rapidly, are likely to drop out of graduate school
at a higher rate and, indeed, tend to be concentrated in particular professions.
-This study focuses on the economics profession and seeks to assess the
factors that are influencing the career choices of female students. It also
endeavours to compare the relative benefits for both sexes of a career in
academia, the public sector and the private sector.

A comparison between female and male survey responses indicates that
there are two factors that may be contributing to the low representation of
woman as academic economists. These are the female perceptions of a lack
of role models and a lack of confidence in their ability in economics.

What policy responses are appropriate to address these issues? We do
not agree with the view presented by the Department of Employment,
Education and Training (1995) that affirmative action is appropriate. Sny-
der (1993), for example, finds that affirmation action may benefit a few
individuals but the overall impact of such policies is marginal at best. In
fact, women may find themselves under increased pressure and criticism as
a result. At best such an approach may serve to increase awareness of
problems facing female staff (Orser 1992). In the same way, gender balance
requirements in university decision making places a heavy administrative
burden on women which may harm their long term career. Role models are
obviously important but again a few women in a male dominated environ-
ment may have undue pressure placed on them from a number of directions.

The current situation, however which can only seem to rely on some sort
of trickle-up strategy is obviously ineffective. One possibility might be to
encourage women with proven track-records or identified potential to
participate in a structured mentoring scheme. Kahn (1995) identifies the
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need for more research on this question of mentoring. Several studies have
discussed the importance of informal networks and information flows in
academia and how women tend often to be excluded from accessing these
(Handley 1994 and the American Economic Association 1992, 1993). In
the United States, the Committee on the Status of Women in the Economics
Profession monitors the position of women in the profession and actively
undertakes activities aimed at improving the situation. In particular they
support particular sessions on gender related topics at major economic
conferences and facilitate networking among women in a number of ways.
These include a newsletter, which provides assistance, and information
directed towards young women economists, informal receptions and a
detailed roster of all women in the profession with information for and about
potential employees. The solutions are not obvious. However as a profes-
sion it is imperative that we face these issues, not only to improve the gender
balance amongst the staff of universities but also to foster the enrolment of
women as economics students. There is a need for a systematic attack on
identified potential sources of gender segmentation in the profession.

Of broader interest, both men and women rate academia poorly com-
pared with a private and public sector career in terms of financial remunera-
tion, promotional opportunities and a well defined career structure. These
responses are based on the respondents’ perceptions of different working
environments. Questions on the risk of redundancy or the stress of different
working environments may have balanced the benefits and costs of the three
sectors.

Finally, we report some comments on the wider perception of academic
economists and the overall direction of the discipline. These comments,
although admittedly not general, are disconcerting. One view of the profes-
sion gleaned from the survey responses is that it is out of touch ~not relevant
and not interesting. If this is a realistic perception of the profession then we
may need to act for the sake of the long term viability of economics
departments. Should the subject matter be more applied, and is there too
much emphasis on non-contextual theoretical rigour and analytical tech-
nique for its own sake?

It has been argued, for example, that the paucity of women among
academic staff in economics leads to problems within the discipline in the

- way economics is ‘done’. This includes the methodology, subject matter
and pedagogical approaches (Nelson 1995). As a result, women may be
discouraged from pursuing teaching and research careers. Furthermore,
research output is likely to be skewed as inherent gender differences mean
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that the prioritisation of current research formulation and policy are af-
fected.

If more women than men hold the view that the subject matter is
irrelevant and uninteresting, do we need to consider seriously the feminist
critique that the overall orientation of the discipline is too masculine? The
issues raised here should be considered in the light of the international
dimension of the problems faced by women in economics and the (possibly
related) question of the serious decline in numbers generally, who are
entering the profession.

Notes

1 Underrepresentation (overrepresentation) in this paper refers to a situation where
the proportion of women in academic positions is considerably less (more) than
the proportion of women graduating in the same discipline.

2 Questionnaires were forwarded to all universities in Australia. For confidentiality
reasons, institutions were requested to forward them on to a random. sample of
both undergraduate single and double economics majors and postgraduate
students. We are unable to verify whether the sample is random or not.

3 The null hypothesis is. that there is no difference between the female and male
responses. Rejection of the null hypothesis indicates that at least one of the cell
probabilities of the male response differs from the corresponding cell probability
of the female response. The position of the asterisk in either the agree or disagree
column of Tables 4 to 9 shows to which responses the differences in probabilities
relate. .
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