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What makes for an  
effective economist?  
In conversation with  
the RBA’s Head  
of Economic Analysis 

What are the most rewarding aspects of your job?  

One of the most rewarding aspects of my job is the 
diversity of economic challenges I’ve faced. The specific 
questions within the macroeconomics discipline have 
changed over time, so I’m always learning because the 
challenges I’ve experienced have evolved.  

Second, in terms of my job within the RBA, I get to work 
with a lot of smart people who have different interests 
and ask good questions. I’m constantly challenged to 
do better, reinforcing the idea of lifelong learning within 
economics. 	

What are the skills, capabilities and personal attributes 
that are most highly valued in the economics profession? 

This is a tricky question to answer in general because 
economics covers a broad range of areas and skills – an 
academic economist requires a	 slightly different set of 
skills to a policy-based economist and different again to 
those of a private sector economist.  

Specifically, to be a good policy economist, you need a 
degree of confidence around dealing with data because 
we practise evidence-based policy-making; we need a 
level of numeracy to extract a story from the data. 
Whether that’s drawing a good graph to illustrate the 
point or something more technical depends on the 
circumstances – different techniques are needed for 
different questions, but ultimately data are at the heart 
of what we do.   

An important but under-emphasised attribute within the 
profession is the need to communicate clearly. At the 
end of the day, our credibility and legitimacy comes 
from the public being able to grasp, understand and 
buy into what we are doing. You can’t achieve this level 
of public confidence without clear communication. The 
ability to have an impact on your audience is a critical 
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attribute to develop within the economics 
profession. More broadly, the legitimacy of the 
economics profession relies upon economists’ 
capacity to communicate and influence how 
society is organised.  

In terms of personal attributes, a degree of 
resilience is also helpful because you can’t always 
predict what will come up in any given working 
day. This is all part and parcel of working in an 
interactive and challenging environment.  

Ultimately, to be successful in economics, it is 
critical to ask good questions – you don’t need to 
be a super quant or be highly technical to ask a 
good question.  

Can you recall what was your impression of 
economics when you were young? 

I actually dropped economics in Year 11 because I 
had too many subjects! More seriously, my 
formative years in economics were during the 
1980s, a period where economics was being 
discussed all the time – this was an era of 
deregulation, and of course the Banana Republic 
debate. It was clear that economics was important 
for answering questions that affected everyday life. 
Economics was a part of the day-to-day discussion 
and fabric of the country. During my time at 
university, one of the big debates was whether the 
current account mattered and this debate was the 
basis for one of the questions in my interview for 
the RBA.  

What are some possible misconceptions about a 
career in economics that might deter young women 
from considering it as a career? 

The RBA’s Public Access and Education (PAE) team 
has done some really great work looking into why 
young people aren’t choosing to study economics 
in the same way that they did a couple of decades 
ago. One of the themes that emerged is that many 
people don’t really understand what economics is 
and what a career in economics might look like. 
There is also a perception that it is ‘hard’ relative to 
other subjects – a problem that economics shares 
with a number of STEM-related subjects. These 
information problems are not specific to young 
women, although there has been a 
disproportionately large decline in the numbers of 
young women choosing to study economics, 
particularly at school.  

Another important factor in the decisions of young 
women is that the profession is still quite male-
dominated. This is often an impression formed 
because of who is visible in the media. Perhaps the 
prominent women in economics (of which there are 
a few!) are less obvious than they should be. The 
RBA has tried to increase the visibility of its senior 
women and recently published an online poster 
promoting Australian women in economics that has 
proven to be a popular resource for teachers 
encouraging girls to think about a career in 
economics. There is definitely a role for WEN here 
as well.  
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What are some of the hurdles that tend to impede 
the career progression of women in economics and 
their pathway to leadership in general?  

I think there are relatively few hurdles to women in 
the early years of their career once they have 
entered the economics discipline. This hints, 
instead, at the issue of developing a strong 
pipeline and drawing more women into economics 
in the first place. Again, the RBA’s PAE team is 
doing some great work in deepening the pipeline 
of women choosing to study economics at 
university level, partly by getting the message out 
there about what a career in economics involves.  

However, once you’ve demonstrated a degree of 
technical mastery, you then start to be evaluated 
on your ability to prosecute an argument in a 
policy discussion. At this point, there can be more 
hurdles for women because there is the potential 
for unconscious bias, relating to what leadership 
and good management looks like, to become a 
factor. It is much harder, and more subjective, to 
determine whether someone was able to influence 
economic debate. We are getting much better at 
identifying and addressing unconscious bias within 
the RBA, and awareness is increasing in broader 
society, but we still have a way to go. The reality is 
that it is a lot harder to assess intangible attributes 
and remain objective, than it is to rely on a gut 
feeling.  

Some of the work we are doing in the RBA’s 
Gender Equity Employee Resource Group (ERG) 
addresses this issue. How do you do a 
performance review in the most objective way 
possible? How do you prime your brain so that 
you’re not letting your unconscious biases affect an 
interview? The ERG is trying to promote 
behaviours that address this. And it’s not just about 
gender, it’s about all forms of difference.  

You’ve mentioned the work that’s been done on 
unconscious bias by the RBA’s Gender Equity 
Employee Resource Group, of which you are the 
Executive Sponsor. What other initiatives are 
happening within the RBA to support gender equity? 

The Gender Equity ERG has also worked with the 
Flexibility ERG and HR to look at the way we do 
job advertisements internally and externally. That’s 
partly about making sure we are using gender-
neutral language and also to promote flexibility in 
job advertisements. As part of moving to a world 

where almost all jobs can be done flexibly, we’re 
recognising that flexibility can mean different 
things to different people. It doesn’t necessarily 
mean that someone wants to work three days a 
week, it could mean that on a particular day they 
need to leave at 3 pm.   

Another thing that we’ve done – which I think has 
been really good – has been to establish a Book 
Club which discusses ‘gender issues’ (for lack of a 
better overall description). The books have ranged 
from Sheryl Sandberg’s Lean In to Annabel Crabb’s 
The Wife Drought and Iris Bohnet’s What Works: 
Gender Equality by Design, which is my personal 
favourite. The Book Club has been useful for 
getting on top of current research. And on more 
than one occasion, people have read the books 
and had a ‘lightbulb’ moment. There have been 
several conversations I think people have found 
quite liberating. Within the Book Club, we have 
quite an eclectic group of people in terms of age 
and areas of work, which has been important 
because you hear a whole range of perspectives.  

On the issue of unconscious bias, we have a primer 
ready to go out ahead of the performance review 
process about how to get your mind into the most 
objective space. We’ve also run a networking 
workshop and held various events within the RBA. 
We try to work on the individual level, as well as 
advocate to change policy where we think that’s 
necessary.  

How can women in the WEN help to tackle some of 
the barriers you’ve mentioned? 

One event that I thought worked really well was 
the WEN Retreat, at which I was a Mentor in 2017. 
It had a whole range of people from different parts 
of economics and that intergenerational dimension 
I’ve found valuable. I think there is real value in 
interacting with other people and getting outside 
your own microcosm of the world. Perspective is a 
wonderful thing and I think it’s easy to lose 
perspective on what matters and what doesn’t 

There can be more hurdles for women 
because there is the potential for 
unconscious bias, relating to what 

leadership and good management looks like, 
to become a factor.  
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matter, and what’s a big issue and what’s not a big 
issue. That’s normal, but that sense of being 
connected outside of your institution or close 
network is helpful. 

I do struggle with the role model thing – someone 
does have to “go first”, so the idea that you can 
only do something if you’ve seen somebody else 
do it first worries me a little bit. But the evidence 
suggests that role models are important and I think 
the WEN provides an opportunity to see that it’s 
possible to be a senior female economist in 
Australia, even if that’s not exactly what might you 
aspire to do. Role models do exist – they just might 
not be the people you see on the TV all the time. 
There are many other pathways that allow you 
keep demonstrating your economics training.  

One of the ways you get a broader set of 
experiences is to work in different places, because 
every institution has its own culture. I think the 
more we all move around and build our skillsets 
and networks, the stronger the profession will be.  

You mentioned role models and how someone must 
‘go first’. Have you had any particularly inspiring 
teachers or role models in your studies or career, 
male or female? 

I haven’t had a formal mentoring relationship, as I 
understand that concept. I went to a high school 
where we were encouraged to believe we could do 
anything we wanted to and I don’t remember 
questioning that. Maybe that was a little bit naïve, 
but I didn’t feel constrained.  

I chose economics at university because it was very 
quantitative and I loved the idea of solving real-life 
problems. I’ve always been interested in practical 
problem-solving and that’s what economics 
offered. I can point to lecturers that I’ve had along 
the way who have encouraged my curiosity and 
continued to create my sense of not being 
bounded.  

Within the RBA, there are many individuals who 
have helped me along the way, although I 

probably didn’t appreciate what people were 
doing for me at the time. For example, as far as I 
am aware, I was the first section manager in a 
policy area to work four days a week. The Head of 
Department at the time, who has children of his 
own, walked the talk and said, ‘Why can’t we do 
this?’ So we did and it worked. Now it’s not 
remarkable, but it was quite a big step at the time. 

Looking forward, what are some of the most exciting 
future directions and developments that you think 
will unfold in the world of economics? 

We’re probably a little bit more immune to the 
threat of robots and automation than some other 
professions. I think asking good questions is quite 
a creative process, not something that is easy to 
automate. Maybe some aspects of what 
economists do in terms of analysing and 
summarising data could be automated, but a lot of 
our job is about actively asking questions and 
creatively synthesising information from a lot of 
different places.  

As a discipline, we have a framework for how to 
think about things, but this framework is 
extraordinarily flexible in terms of adopting other 
people’s ideas. In speeches that I’ve given to 
students, I’ve said that economics is a great future-
proofing subject as it gives you a framework to 
think about problems. It’s not prescriptive in what 
problems you have to solve, or how you have to 
solve them, it just gives you a good framework and 
you can absorb whatever you like into that. 

Take econometrics. When I started doing 
econometrics, there weren’t high-powered 
computers, so we had to think about tricky ways to 
do things without the grunt power of computers. 
Now we do have that computer capacity, some of 
what I learned is probably unnecessary, but 
computers have opened up a whole new way of 
doing things with new challenges. The insights 
we’ve gained from micro datasets have allowed 
the profession to take big steps forward. Big data 
presents new questions and challenges for 
economists – it’s not just an IT thing. I think 
economics will evolve as new opportunities 
become available. 

To be successful in economics, it is 
critical to ask good questions. You don’t 
need to be a super quant or be highly 

technical to ask a good question. 

The more we all move around and  
build our skillsets and networks,  

the stronger the profession will be. 
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A career in economics can take 
you in many different directions. 
Meet some of Australia’s leading 
women in economics.Economics

Women in 

Central Banking Economist
Luci Ellis
Central banking economists engage in 
research and analysis of the economy 
and its outlook so that policy decisions 
can be made that best support the 
welfare and prosperity of the 
Australian people.

Labour Economist
Alison Booth
Labour economists study the dynamics 
of the workforce and decisions made 
by employees and employers that 
influence these dynamics, like 
education and family choices through 
to discrimination in the labour market.

Public Sector Economist
Jenny Wilkinson
Public sector economists advise 
Governments and Parliaments on the 
economic and financial implications 
of alternative public policies for the 
Australian people.

Market Economist
Su-Lin Ong
Market economists in global financial 
institutions highlight trends influencing 
financial markets by providing detailed 
economic analysis and forecasts for 
regions around the world.

Environmental Economist
Jo Evans
Environmental economists examine 
the relationship between the economy 
and the environment. They look at 
ways to achieve a healthy environment, 
a strong economy and thriving 
communities.

Economics Journalist
Jessica Irvine
Economic journalists write for online 
and print media about economics 
topics and current issues to inform and 
engage wider audiences.

Market Economist
Besa Deda
Market economists in Australian 
financial institutions formulate views 
and forecasts of economic conditions 
to guide the investment decisions for 
their institution’s clients.

Behavioural Economist
Gigi Foster
Behavioural economists apply 
psychological insights to explain 
economic decision making.

Think-tank Economist
Danielle Wood
Think-tank economists develop and 
propose policy ideas and seek to 
inform and influence debates about 
economic and social policy.

Learn more about what they do and their pathways into 
economics by visiting www.rba.gov.au/education

The RBA’s Women in Economics Poster can be downloaded at https://www.rba.gov.au/education/resources/women-in-economics.html 


