Twenty-five years ago, Hein Schreuder and Eline van der Heijden discussed

the causes of the low share of women in economics in ESB. We've asked them

to reflect on what they wrote at the time and on their experiences after that.

Solutions ESB

Revealed preference and

gender equality

uch to my surprise £SB

has invited me to reflect

on a column I wrote 25
years ago. The column was a con-
densed version of a presentation I had
given at a conference organized by the
Emancipation Committee of Maas-
tricht University. The theme was the
rising numbers of women among the
student population in Economics.
Their share had risen from 2-3 per-
cent in the years when I was a student,
to 20-30 percent in the early nineties,
when I was a professor in Maastricht.

I had chosen a slightly provocative

theme and wording, because my aim
was to provide a different perspective
and to stimulate thought and discussion. My thesis was that
this rise in the female share of first-year students would over
time translate into similar rises among the scientific staff.
Since I had already left academia to join the corporate world
before publishing the column, I was very curious to see what
the actual developments have been over the last 25 years.

As this special issue of ESB illustrates, the news is mixed.
Yes, the number and share of women on the economics staff
has risen over the years. But no, the share of female scientific
staff is not (yet) proportional to the distribution of first-
year students. In particular, the number and share of female
professors of economics is still disappointingly low. At the
same time, recruitment of women into the study of econo-
mics remains relatively low as well, both in the Nether-
lands and in other countries (Mumford, 2014; Fleisher and
Schoder, 2017).
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These numbers remind me of the sit-
uation in the corporate world. Many
companies have made a considerable
effort over many years in recruiting
women and promoting them through
the ranks to top positions. Despite
the progress that has been made, the
results still reflect the situation in the
economics profession: female par-
ticipation rates become lower as staff
levels get higher, and for women it is
still lonely at the very top.

The usual way in which this situation is
debated, is to posit that cultural factors
inhibit the applicability of the Vintage

model with significant time lags. While
such cultural factors undoubtedly play
a part, a new perspective has recently emerged, triggered by a
number of paradoxical findings with respect to gender equal-
ity. For instance, the empirical observation is that in more
gender-equal societies less women choose to study science and
technology (Stoet and Geary, 2018; The Atlantic, 2018). An
even more puzzling finding is that gender differences in most
aspects of personality are conspicuously larger in cultures
with more egalitarian gender roles, gender socialization and
socio-political gender equity (Schmitt et al., 2016; Mac Giolla
and Kajonius, 2018). In the Netherlands, which scores rela-
tively high on gender equality in international comparisons,
the personality overlap between men and women was 61 per-
cent, while in less gender-equal China this score turned out
to be 84 percent. The same counterintuitive pattern has also
been found in attachment styles and choice of occupation
(Whipple, 2018). In business, Norway is one of the countries
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leading the way in gender equality in many ways, including a quota
law passed a decade ago that prescribes that public companies must
have at least 40 percent female non-executive directors. Nonethe-
less, only 7 percent of public companies are led by a woman, a share
that is much lower than in many Asian countries (FT, 2018).

The hypothesis that emerges from these paradoxes is that in
wealthier and more gender-equal socicties women feel a greater
freedom to pursue their own preferences and make their own
choices, and there is less pressure to follow the ‘male paths to
success. In economic terms: the revealed preferences of women
may increasingly diverge from those of men as gender equality
increases. This may not lead to the choices and outcomes we
expected. But for my daughter and for my sons, I do hope that
they will live in a world which allows them to freely pursue their

genuine interests and passions.
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Hein Schreuder. £5B, 78(3913)

In 1985, I predicted that more first-year
female economics students (table 1) will lead
to more female PhD students, and eventually
to more women in all ranks of the economics
faculties. Now, in 1993, the rise in the numbers
of female PhD students indicates that, so far,
my prediction has been correct.

This shift, which has taken place within fif-
teen years, has two important implications.
The first is that female staff appointments in
economics will become increasingly normal,
eventually leading to more female profes-
sors. In economic terms, this is a Vintage
model with significant time lags. Second, in
recent years, now that men are experienc-
ing that female students are just as success-
ful, the male ‘monoculture’ in economics has
been breached. It remains to be seen whether
women will take over an increasing share of
the higher staff positions at the economics
faculties, but so far the trend is encouraging.

‘69 ‘75 ‘80 ‘85 92
EUR 2 3 1 17 18
RL - - - 18 31
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Eline van der Heijden. £SB, 78(3918)

I dare not be so optimistic. An important
caveat is that, between 1985 and 1993, there
even seems to be a small decline in the num-
ber of female PhDs (table 2).

A possible explanation might be that eco-
nomics is still seen as a fairly abstract science,
which a number of girls do not regard as the
most obvious of choices. In addition, eco-
nomics does not appear to be exactly female-
friendly and the advancement opportunities
for women are small. However, Schreuder
states that the economists’ world has become
less of a man’s world. Overall this may be
true, but at certain universities and tracks
female students may hardly encounter any
female scientific staff, which is an important
factor in the desirability of a university on
female PhD students. Even when extra effort
is exerted, for the time being, women will not
be able to establish a foothold in large parts of
the economics world.

«
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Hein Schreuder. ESB, 78(3918)

Perhaps the most interesting observation is
that we — while assuming approximately the
same facts about the situation in the econom-
ics faculties — arrive at different explanations
and evaluations. I believe that one of the caus-
es of this difference in interpretation is the
length of time considered. My column deals
with the development from the late sixties
to the early nineties, while Van der Heijden
focuses on the late eighties to the early nine-
ties. A second explanation for our different
views, is that we have different experiences
at our faculties. Van der Heijden is working in
Tilburg, where there is a relatively small num-
ber of female PhD’s (9 percent) and scientific
staff (3 percent). In Maastricht, within eight
years, we’ve arrived at 25 percent of female
PhD’s and 8 percent of other scientific staff. As
we started out with an exclusively male staff
in 1985, the pull effect she describes does not
explain thisincrease. However, the proportion
of first-year female students (31 percent) is a
lot higher than at other faculties. This may be
due to the different profiles of the economics
faculties concerned.
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Still no more
than a foot in the door

n a discussion between Hein

Schreuder and myselfin £SB

25 years ago, Schreuder sta-
ted that the increase in the intake
of female students would auto-
matically lead to more women
in all ranks of economics staff in
the longer run. My assessment
was considerably less positive.
Back then, Schreuder attributed
the stark contrast between our
views mainly to my impatience.
Was that justified? Have things
changed since then?
The situation in the Netherlands
has improved slightly compa-

ELINE VAN DER HEIJDEN
Currently Professor at Tilburg
University, then PhD-student

ther delicate issue is committee
work and administrative tasks.
The rule that every committee
must include at least one woman
implies that female scientists
disproportionately sit on such
committees.  Finally, women
are generally more involved in
departmental  (non-research)
issues and do more than their fair
shares. All in all this means that
women may spend less time on
research, and do not fit the pre-
vailing image of ‘good scientists’
with many publications.

Rectors, deans, department

red to 25 years ago. Universities

succeed reasonably well in attracting female Research
Master and PhD students, as well as post-docs and tenu-
re trackers, but the number of women in senior academic
positions is much lower. Despite the introduction of some
initiatives, there are still great differences between univer-
sitics and departments. And the advancement of women
in economics has remained largely unchanged. Why?
First, the environment and perceptions have hardly
changed and stereotyping is still abundantly present,
consciously or unconsciously. Economics is a competi-
tive discipline, and female Bachelor’s, Master’s, and PhD
students still have very few examples and role models.
The low proportion of women in senior positions also
causes a number of more subtle problems. When evalu-
ating candidates (particularly for tenure or promotion),
actual working hours, absence due to pregnancy and/
or part-time work should also be taken into account.
But how this works in practice is often unclear, and the

‘burden of proof” typically lies with the candidate. Ano-
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heads and policy officers often
do not seem to fully realize these differences. They need
to do more and should be held accountable when, for
example, targets are not met. We must move away from
the one-dimensional image of scientists and invest in
female capital, for instance by offering positions to talen-
ted women, even if there may not be budget available at
the time.
I have to admit that I'm not the most patient person.
However, when I consider the facts and my own
experiences over the past 25 years, I do not think my
impatience plays a role here. During a recent farewell
speech by a colleague professor in Tilburg, only one
female professor joined the cortége, among approxima-
tely fifty male colleagues. Unfortunately, by and large
my conclusion that women in economic science have no
more than a foot in the door still seems to be true. The
problems are persistent and there are no simple solutions.
And time alone has not solved and will not solve these
issues.
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