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.

https://esawen.org.au/

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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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.
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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.
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.
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