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Reading between  
the lines 

The statistics paint a stark picture: the number of 
women studying economics in Australia is falling. In 
both secondary school classrooms and university 
lecture theatres, female students are diminishing in 
number. This is both in absolute terms and as a 
proportion of the total student cohort (Figure 1). 

Figure 1: Share of economics enrolments by sex 

Source: RBA using data from DET; NESA; QCAA; RBA; SACE 
Board; SCSA; VCAA. *Year 12 data from NSW, Queensland 
and WA. ** University data refers to undergraduate and 
excludes Macquarie University. 

The overall decline in economic enrolment 
numbers (Figure 2) could be attributed to various 
possible factors: a decline in the number of schools 
offering economics as a curriculum subject, 
changes in the way that economics is offered in 
university faculties, public disillusionment with the 
role and credibility of economists following the 

GFC, and possibly the view that today’s economic 
policy-making scene is simply not as exciting as it 
was during past decades of historic economic 
reform.1 

Figure 2: Economics enrolments in Australia 
Source: RBA using data from DET; NESA; QCAA; RBA; SACE 

Board; SCSA; VCAA. *Year 12 data from all mainland states 
from 1995 to 2016. Prior to this the series is spliced to NSW, 
Qld and WA. ** University data refers to undergraduate and 
postgraduate students, and excludes Macquarie University. 

But what is going on to cause female enrolment 
numbers to tumble even more than males? 
Discussions have pivoted around a lack of female 
role models and a lack of awareness about the 
breadth of topics that economics can be applied 
to. More recently, economics has faced more 
intense rivalry from substitute subjects, with the 
government’s National Innovation and Science 
Agenda fuelling a concerted campaign to steer 
more women towards STEM subjects. The growth 
of well-polished business schools might also be 
responsible for positioning economics as more of a 
finance and commerce-oriented subject, 
weakening its association with humanities and 
social sciences disciplines that might tend to 
otherwise appeal to female students’ curiosity and 
values. 

But these environmental factors aside, have we 
looked closely enough about what might be 
happening inside our economics classrooms and 
lecture theatres? And the possibility that the way 
that economics is being taught and conveyed to 
students might be tinged with gender biases? 

Awareness is growing about the subtle but 
potentially potent effects of unconscious bias, 
gender stereotyping and role models on women’s 
educational and vocational choices and 
opportunities.  

WEN Victorian Chair and National Committee 
member Leonora Risse draws together some of the 
most recent evidence pointing towards the gender 
biases that are detected within the pages of 
economics textbooks, and contemplates not only 
the message that this sends to students, but also 
what this unrepresentative picture of the world 
might signal about the economics discipline itself. 
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Figure 3: Male and female mentions in textbook, by category of person 

Source: Betsey Stevenson and Hanna Zlotnick (2018) ‘Gender representations in economics textbooks’  
 

A recent analysis of the some of the most 
commonly-used economics textbooks provided a 
startling wake-up call to the profession to consider 
what type of world is being depicted to students 
through our economics lens? Betsey Stevenson 
and Hanna Zlotnick examined the content of seven 
of the top economics textbooks used in 
undergraduate college courses in the US, 
measuring the frequency with which “he” was 
mentioned relative to “she”, and the contexts in 
which women were referred.2 

What emerges from these textbooks is a world 
overwhelmingly comprised of men, especially in 
decision-making roles. In the pages of these 
textbooks, men are more likely to be depicted 
making policy and business decisions, while 
women are more likely to be cleaning and 
shopping. And these gender representations are 
not simply a reflection of what tends to occur in the 
real world: the statistics in these textbooks are 
found to be skewed towards a picture that is even 
worse than reality. 93% of policy-makers and 94% 
of business leaders mentioned in these textbooks 
were men. Even among the everyday ‘fictional 
people’ created by the authors as illustrative 
examples, women were still outnumbered by men 
(Figure 3). 

 

Betsey Stevenson and Hanna Zlotnick’s analysis 
made waves when it was presented earlier this year 
at the American Economic Association Annual 
Meeting.3 This work is indeed disruptive to the 
discipline, because it challenges some of the lead 
figures in economics academia: the authors who 
penned these textbooks. And these books 
represent the vessel of wisdom and knowledge 
that is passed on to each generation of students. 

Gender biased textbook content is evident in 
Australia too. A few years ago, a new publication 
was promoted at Australasian Teachers of 
Economics Association Conference, hailed as 
being the next big thing in economics textbooks 
for its real-world focus. The book contains 14 
chapters, each of which features an in-depth 
interview with one of ‘Australia’s top economists’.  

Of the 14 ‘top economists’ featured in this 
textbook, spanning across a wide breath of 
economics topics, all are male. This publication 
was released in 2015 so it’s not like there weren’t 
any expert female Australian economists on the 
scene. If this line-up of ‘top economists’ wasn’t 
ostracizing and discouraging enough for any 
female student reading through its pages, take a 
look at some of the illustrations in the textbook in 
which women make an appearance... 
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It’s not hard to spot the common theme running 
through this textbook: that women’s role in society 
is chiefly one of passive submission and of child-
bearing.  

Not to deny economists a sense of humour, but 
surely the author, editors and publishing 
companies could have come up with a myriad of 
alternative ways to illustrate these basic economic 
concepts that don’t involve women lying in 
horizontal positions.4  

It’s not only textbooks, but also exam papers, 

where gender biases arise. When called upon to 
check the exam questions being asked of students 
sitting their NSW High School Certificate this year, 
Jessica Irvine stumbled across some not-so-subtle 
examples of gender stereotyping at play:   

A casual glance at the exam questions for high 
school economics and business study courses 
turned up these gems. Play along at home, and 
see if you notice a pattern: 

Question 1: Natalia’s Hair Salon has $110,000 
in liabilities and $150,000 in assets. What is 
the value of Natalia’s owner’s equity? 

Question 2: Ronda has been working in a 
beauty salon for over eight years. She has a 
diploma in beauty therapy and has decided 
that she wants to operate her own beauty 
salon. Outline one advantage of establishing 
a new business over purchasing an existing 
one. 

Question 3: Olivia owns a spray-tanning salon 
and employs 12 people. What size best 
describes Olivia’s business? Large, small etc. 

Question 4: John wants to develop a software 
app for mobile devices. John is investing 
$70,000 to develop this app that he will sell 
through his business website. What would 
John best be described as? Manager? 
Operator? Consultant? Entreprenuer? 5 

Good on Natalia, Ronda and Olivia for running 
their own businesses, but I don’t think the exam 
writers could have done more to reinforce gender 
stereotypes in occupational choice if they tried. 

What’s the big deal about these classroom 
examples, you might ask? 

Think back to your teenage years, when you were a 
student. At that age, you were still figuring out the 
world, absorbing information about how society 
operates, and trying figure out where you fit in 
within this bigger picture.  

Think about these illustrations through the eyes of 
a young female, navigating her way through the 
world and absorbing these signals about men’s 
and women’s roles in society. 

Though it may seem innocuous, the picture of the 
world depicted by economics textbooks 
contributes to subtly shaping a student’s 
impression, not only about how society functions, 
but also about whether or not they see themselves 
belonging to this world of economics. 
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This type of analysis – and the discussions that will 
flow from it – are an important part of our 
collective efforts to pursue gender equality in the 
economics profession. Why? Because increasingly, 
we are coming to recognise and understand the 
power of unconscious bias which can feed gender 
stereotypes and constrain the opportunities 
available to under-represented groups.  

For as long as we allow these stereotypes to 
persist, they will continue to erode our prospects 
for gender equality.  

Most of us reading these textbooks, and the 
authors writing them, aren’t even aware that their 
content has been shaped by the societal structures 
and power dynamics that have been engineered 
around us. The examples that authors use are 
typically a reflection of their own perspectives and 
subjective life experiences. We need counteractive 
efforts – such as Stevenson and Zlotnick’s textbook 
analysis – to first of all awaken people to the issue 
and then to look for solutions. 

When WEN was created, we realised that 
addressing the gender imbalance that we see in 
our profession today requires reflecting on when 
and where it all starts. Looking at the world 
through the eyes of a young female student is 
therefore crucial if young women are to be 
reassured that their skills, their ideas, their 
intellectual contributions and their life experiences 
will be welcomed and valued in the world of 
economics.  

And the same principle applies to any marginalised 
or minority group who are on the outskirts of the 
dominant voice of the discipline, be it by gender, 
ethnicity, socioeconomic background or any other 
personal characteristic outside of their control. 
There’s far more diversity in the real world than any 
economics textbook so far has ever cared to 
depict. 

If textbooks are portraying a world where women 
are sidelined and men dominate public and 
corporate leadership, we should also consider what 

message does this send to men about the roles 
that they are expected to aspire to in life? Where 
are the examples of men in caring and parental 
roles? Society is evolving, and arguably 
educational resources should be a reflection of the 
broader contemporary values that educational 
institutions and academics – in their role as 
educators – uphold. 

And even if the gender stereotypes in textbooks 
make no difference to young students’ career 
ambitions, the observation that academic 
textbooks can be laden with illustrations such as 
these which solidify male-centric power and reflect 
the ‘male gaze’, should prompt us to interrogate: 
exactly whose views of the world have guided the 
economic theories, assumptions, models and 
stylised facts that form the content of our 
economics textbooks in the first place? 

While economics does its best to declare itself an 
objective science, a solid stream of literature casts 
a critical lens on the gender-biased ideological 
assumptions and methodological tools that 
underpin mainstream economics. Examples include 
the assumption that human beings can only be 
driven by self-interest and can’t possibly be 
motivated by altruism and compassionate concern 
for another human life. Or the way that 
conventional measurements of GDP neglect and 
undermine women’s domestic labour and unpaid 
contribution to economic activity.6 

The economics profession prides itself on its 
objective capacity to give advice to the rest of 
society on how to function more equitably and 
efficiently. But how willing are economists to cast 
our analytical lens on our own profession? Do we 

For as long as we allow these 
stereotypes to persist, they will  
continue to erode our prospects  

for gender equality.  

 

Looking at the world through the eyes 
of a young female student is therefore 

crucial if young women are to be 
reassured that their skills,  

their ideas, their intellectual 
contributions and their life 

experiences will be welcomed and 
valued in the world of economics. 
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pause to consider the distortions and inequities 
that could be improved within the world of 
economics itself? As a rich empirical literature now 
demonstrates, an imbalance of voices is not just 
unfair, it’s also unproductive. Narrowing the pool 
of perspectives that inform economic analysis and 
policy formation risks compromising the quality of 
the research outputs and the policy advice that the 
profession can generate. In a profession that sings 
the praises of “evidence-based” policy, it would 
seem hypocritical to refute the growing evidence 
base that substantiate the performance gains of 
gender diversity. 7 

Is there any promising news here? Well, some toy 
companies have even picked up on the fact that 
economics has a problem. Mattel has brought out 
a new series of “Never Before” Barbie dolls, one of 
whom is a female Governor of the Reserve Bank of 
Australia.8  

And economist Veronica Goodman has created a 
children’s alphabet book, E is for Economics, which 
– in contrast to the disillusioning pages of 
mainstream economics textbooks – features a 
joyously inquisitive young girl on its cover and all 
throughout its pages.9  

Let’s hope that these simple steps might help the 
next generation of young women to feel assured 
that they deserve their place in the world of 
economics – and will be valued and respected in 
this world of economics – just as much as anyone 
else. 
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Introducing the new ‘Governor of the 
Reserve Bank’ Barbie, courtesy of Mattel 


