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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. 

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 

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. 
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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 

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 non-
economists, 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.  

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. 

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.   

Providing a unique economic and 
female perspective is certain  
to add to the richness of our 
increasingly diverse world.   


