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Taking stock
A proper discussion about what causes the 

low number of female economists in senior 

positions requires a shared set of facts about 

how female students fare, what traits eco-

nomists consider conducive to a successful 

career, and whether female economists do 

any better outside of academia. 
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In many countries, the academic position of female econo-
mists is a very disadvantaged one – and to a far greater degree 
than is the case in the other social sciences. There seems to 
be no conclusive answer to the question why this is so, nor 
is it clear to what extent this also applies to the Netherlands. 
Is it because of their views on economic matters, because of 
their values, or has it to do with workplace practices?

For years now at various levels within gov-
ernment pleas have been made to improve 
gender diversity within universities. Unfor-
tunately, over all that time progress has 

remained limited. The percentage of female professors 
at Dutch universities is among the lowest in Europe, 
and compared with the various scientific fields in the 
Netherlands, economics has the lowest score with a 
mere ten percent (Rathenau, 2017). This is of course 
an improvement compared to the early nineties, when 
only two percent of the full professors within the sci-
ence of economics were female. However the share 
still remains meagre. This perception is reinforced 
by looking at the last Economentop 40 in ESB (Luk-
kezen, 2017), which only included two women of in 
fact Belgian nationality. And a glance across the border 
informs us that other countries struggle with exactly 
the same problems ( Jonung and Ståhlberg, 2008). So, 

all this raises the question why women in the  economic 
 sciences are lagging behind. Is the stance of women 
on economic subjects so radically different, or is their 
research quality so below par that there is not much 
demand for female professors? Or has the working 
environment in the economic sciences deteriorated to 
such an extent by the pressure to publish that women 
are looking for ‘healthier’ work? 

In this article, I will – by means of a survey from 
2015 among Dutch economists, jointly conducted 
with Arjo Klamer and Kees Koedijk – shed some light 
on these questions. This study will focus on female 
academics and solely scrutinize economists associated 
with Dutch universities. The proportion of women in 
the study is 23 percent (compare: in Van Dalen and 
Klamer (1996) this was 6 percent). In addition to this 
group of economists, the survey also included members 
of the  Koninklijke Vereniging voor de Staathuishoud-
kunde (Royal Society for Political Economy), which 
has a broader composition of members particularly 
interested in the relation between policy and economy 
(Bijlsma and Van Dalen, 2016). All this had already 
been covered extensively in previous publications  
(Van Dalen et al., 2015a; 2015b), and this more applied 
group will be excluded in the current study. However, 
the gender perspective has as yet not been investigated, 
although Van Dalen and Klamer (1998) also examined 
the divergencies between male and female economists 
in the past. When doing so in 1995, the insights and 
opinions of the relatively small group of women pre-
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sent at the time were not found to be discernibly dif-
ferent.  However, since then, a lot has changed at Dutch 
universities and it is worthwhile to take another closer 
look at the differences between men and women in the 
sciences.   

DIFFERENT VIEWS
The most basic question is whether women have dif-
ferent views on economics as a science compared to 
men, which possibly made them feel uncomfortable 
with this field. Yet in listing the survey results, we do see 
that the differences here are again marginal. Whether 
one enquires about the success factors in becoming an 
economist, or opinions on economic policy and meth-
odological principles, one may roughly speaking say 
that in the field of economics men and women do not 
differ substantially from one another.

Table 1 illustrates the comparison of men and 
women when questioned as to the importance of 
 certain assumptions in understanding our present-day 
 society. Rationality or perfect competition are not con-
sidered highly important, although women find this 
slighly more important. Yet both men and women find 
financial incentives very important. But the point on 
which women clearly differ from men (and significant-
ly so), is the notion that governments serve the public 
interest. Women are far more convinced than men that 
this is an accurate assumption of how society works. 

We have also inquired about the factors that make 
an academic economist successful, and as to all of these 
factors both men and women again reacted reasonably 

similarly. The only nuance, however, is that women 
 perceive far more strongly than men that, in achieving 
success, a prominent part is played by both the net-
working with eminent scholars (72 percent considers 
this very important, vis-à-vis 56 percent of the men) 
and the acquiring of research funds (71 percent consid-
ers this to play a major part, compared to 57 percent 
of the men). However, that does not imply that they 
therefore pursue such success en masse. When asked 
about their ambitions, women appear to be slightly 
less eager to work their way to the top. The statement 
“Being cited and respected by other colleagues is the 
main motivation to my work” is rejected by 47 percent 
of the women (compared to 33 percent of the men). 
Only 29 percent of the women strongly agree with this 
statement (compared to 40 percent of the men). In 
short, citations or rankings do not have the same stimu-
lating effect on women as they appear to have on men. 

When asked about the economists they respect, 
Kahneman is mentioned most frequently (eight times), 
followed by Sen, Acemoglu and Krugman (each 
six times). Among the men, these names – with the 
exception of Sen – are also frequently mentioned, and 
although Keynes (41 votes) is the most respected one 
here, hardly any women mention him. It is also remark-
able that women don’t mention any female economists 
or hardly any, even though a woman – Elinor Ostrom – 
has been awarded the Nobel Prize in Economics. Appar-
ently, there are still no outstanding female role models. 

Obviously, when considering all these differences, 
it should be noted that gender issues have not been 
explicitly addressed in this survey. It is fairly obvious 
that men and women are likely to have widely differing 
views on these issues. For instance, May et al. (2018) 
show such differences to exist among European aca-
demic economists. However, when they examine eco-
nomic issues they do show that women are less con-
vinced of the effectiveness of market solutions than 
men are, and more frequently in favour of government 
intervention. The latter finding is related to the afore-
mentioned observation that women have more confi-
dence in the notion that governments serve the general 
interest. 

DIFFERENT VALUES
The divergencies between men and women as to the 
way they perceive their profession can be observed, but 
these are not so marked that we can rightfully speak of 
two totally different worlds. The question then arises Source: survey by Van Dalen et al. (2015ab)

The share of respondents deeming the 
assumption mentioned very important

TABLE 1

Relevance of Men Women
Financial incentives 41 51**
Government serving the public interest 19 39***
Behaviour according to conventions, habits 38 38
Rational behaviour 21 23
Perfect competition 12 17

Note: Respondents were asked: “How important are the following assumptions for 
understanding  current society? 1 = not important; 2 = somewhat important, 3 = reasonably 
important; 4 = very important, don’t know.” 
N varies per statement between 332 to 352, the ‘don’t know’ category was left out.
**/*** Significant at the five and one percent level respectively
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whether female economists have different values in eve-
ryday life compared to those of male economists. To 
establish this, the respondents answered questions – 
also used by Schwartz et al. (2012) and in the European 
Social Survey – in order to ascertain what the individu-
als’ personal values were. Figure 1 charts the extent to 
which male and female economists at Dutch universi-
ties differ from each other in this regard.

These differences turn out to be very minute. The 
only two values that differ statistically significantly 
from each other are ‘creativity (being innovative)’ and 
‘taking risks’. Men consider themselves more creative 
than women, and women find that taking risks (seeking 
adventure) fits in with their character more than with 
that of men. However, upon close scrutiny of the fig-
ure we see that even as to these personal values crucial 
within science – like creativity and taking risks – men 
and women do not differ greatly from one another.

DIFFERENCE IN WORK PRESSURE
The data thus suggest that men and women do not 
live in totally different worlds. But a different pic-
ture emerges if we look at working conditions. In Van 
Dalen et al. (2015a), workload was briefly referred to as 
a potential explanation. Here, on a number of points, 
there are indeed some remarkable differences between 
men and women. The most striking one is dissatisfac-
tion about work pressure: fifty percent of the female 
economists working at a university consider leaving 
academia because of the publication pressure. For men 
the percentage is considerably lower, to wit 29 per-
cent. Such dissatisfaction is well corroborated: 49 per-
cent of the women describe the publication pressure 
as extremely high (9 or 10 on a 10-point scale), while 
among men only 31 percent characterizes it as extreme. 
Are women then unable to cope with the competitive 
pressures of academia? This conclusion seems prema-
ture. The current cross- sectional data  sample does not 
allow us to track economists over time, but we can 
explain part of this difference by analyzing the work-
load in more detail. Table 2 contains an analysis of the 
perceived workload with respect to publishing, acquir-
ing research funds and teaching.

Publication pressure has a distinct age profile, with 
the pressure at its peak during an academic’s mid-30s – 
corresponding with the fact that the pressure is mainly 
felt at an assistant professor and associate professor 
level. The latter is probably related to the phenom-
enon of tenure-track jobs. Employees are de facto only 

eligible for a permanent position once they have met 
certain requirements, particularly regarding publica-
tions in high-quality journals. It is an up or out-system. 
And so this pressure actually applies to everyone close 
to obtaining a full professorship. However, it should be 
noted that being female (see the estimates’ first column) 
does not exert any influence on publication pressure.

Foreigners experience additional pressure in the 
publish-or-perish culture of universities, and it should 
be noted that 35 percent of the women in the sample 
were born abroad (compared to 15 percent of the men). 
It remains somewhat of a puzzle why publication pres-
sure among foreigners is perceived to be higher. It is 
possible that in the Netherlands the pressure is higher 
than elsewhere in Europe or the world. Or it may sim-

1 2 3 4 5 6

Financial wealth

Respecting rules

Respecting traditions

Taking risks**

Being admired

Decency

Modesty

Success

Environmental concerns

Helping people

Serving society

Listening to others

Freedom of choice

Equal opportunities

Creativity**

The extent to which the mentioned value corresponds 
with one’s own character

Women Men

** Difference cignificant at the five percent level, N=330. 
1 = ‘does not resemble me at all’ to 6 = ‘resembles me closely’

Source: survey by Van Dalen et al. (2015ab)

Self-reported values of economists 
associated with Dutch universities

FIGURE 1
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ply have to do with the fact that foreign staff members 
who do not succeed in academia, have few fallback 
options to resort to in the Dutch labour market. Or 
perhaps foreigners are more ambitious to work at top 
universities in the US or UK, and realize that those 
who do not publish at a certain level will not reach the 
Ivy League. Finally, it is remarkable that the publication 
track record does not really leave its mark on the work-
load perceived – whether you publish a lot or little, the 
pressure to publish remains the same. In the economic 
 sciences, you are only as good as your last publication, 
and there is no time for slacking. 

The only gender effect on work pressure is to be 
found in teaching. However, it also remains unclear 
why women perceive this pressure as higher than men 
do. It may be that women impose more stringent stand-
ards upon themselves when teaching, or feel that they 
need to exert more effort regarding this point than 
men would. In itself, this is not a strange assumption. 
Research shows, for example, that women spend more 
time than men on making their papers ‘readable’, and 
that at tenure decisions women get insufficient recog-

nition for jointly written papers. In fact, when women 
write together with men, the credit mainly goes to the 
man (Sarsons, 2017). This is one of the invisible factors 
seeing to it that, as a woman, one has to make an extra 
effort in order to be acknowledged in academia.

CONCLUSIONS
In the Netherlands, women in economics are no 
longer as rare as twenty or thirty years ago. Neverthe-
less, among the current staff women are still clearly a 
 minority, and certainly among full professors a woman 
is an exception. As far as the survey data among Dutch 
economists show, there are no huge differences between 
men and women. This suggests that in everyday prac-
tice, forces are at play that are harder to measure. 

Competitiveness
For instance, Van Damme (2014) states that women 
are less competitive, and in the literature (Bertrand, 
2011) this is also presented as a reasonably robust find-
ing. One could regard getting one’s work published in 
top journals as being ‘all in the academic game’ – yet 

Source: survey by Van Dalen et al. (2015ab)

Explaining the workload in Dutch universities TABLE 2

(on a scale of 1 = very low to 10 = extremely high)

Estimated pressure of 

publishing getting funding teaching
Age (in years) 0.18** 0.04 −0.03
Age squared (× 10−2) −0.23** −0.10 0.05
Gender (man = 0) 0.32 0.19 0.56**
Country of birth (NL = 0) 0.68*** 0.55* −0.14
Publication level last 3 years −0.06 −0.02 −0.00
Position (PhD student = 0)
      Temporary researcher / assistant professor 0.36 1.89*** 0.36
      Assistant professor 0.98*** 2.45*** 1.27***
      Associate professor 0.92** 2.32*** 1.32***
      Full professor 0.67 3.45*** 1.09**
      Special appointment professor 0.38 3.35*** 0.11
      Other −0.01 2.98*** 0.10
Constant 3.15* 3.70 5.41***
Adj. R2 0.12 0.15 0.09
RMSE 1.71 2.37 1.92

*/**/*** Significant at the ten, five and one percent level respectively
N = 326, estimated with OLS; the three equations were estimated simultaneously
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according to the pertaining studies women find the 
pressure of this far too high and also a lot higher than 
men do. In addition, women are less susceptible to the 
buzz of being cited. And the fact that they engage less in 
this ‘struggle’ is not a  finding reserved to the econom-
ic sciences. The pressure to publish, and the associated 
competitive pressure in the academic world, can create 
an unhealthy working environment in which the dan-
ger of a burnout lurks just around the corner (Levecque 
et al., 2017; Tijdink et al., 2013). Still, the fact that, 
within the spectrum of the sciences, economics scores 
lowest in terms of appointing women does demand 
additional explanation. 

Customs
In a recent interview, the Princeton economist Anne 
Case points out a number of factors, but also refers to 
the tacit codes of conduct among economists collabo-
rating in the workplace. The culture is, in comparison 
with other social sciences, more aggressive and charac-
terised by a strong urge to prove oneself – which neces-
sitates a fiercer jockeying for your position. For example, 
as to economics seminars she comments: “Presenting 
your latest findings can feel more like a testimony in 
front of a firing squad than a collaborative space where 
other experts help you sharpen your research” (Quartz, 
2017). And competition at the expense of others is 
something that goes down badly with women and 
really puts them off. Whatever the case may be, there 
is something the matter with the world of economics. 
And the fact that half of the women wish to leave aca-
demia due to the publication pressure should be taken 
as ‘the writing on the wall’. 
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In brief
 ▶ Half of the women employed at 
Dutch universities wish to leave 
academia. 

 ▶ Women are often in positions 
where work and publication 
pressure are perceived to be 
highest.

 ▶ Female economists do not hold 
professional attitudes that are 
notably different than those 
held by men.


