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Executive summary

Since 1996, the Royal Economic Society has been regularly monitoring the gender 
balance in academic economics. This is the 14th report it publishes. It provides a 
snapshot of the latest trends in female representation in economics and econo-

metrics departments at UK universities, both for students and in the academic profes-
sion, at its various seniority levels. For the first time, it also shows trends in pay and pay 
gaps in the academia, and compares outcomes in economics and other disciplines. 

Using data for the 10 academic years between 2012/13 and 2021/22, the report 
shows mixed patterns of progress and stagnation. On the positive side, female rep-
resentation in the academic economics profession improved markedly, growing by 
over 6 percentage points over the period though from a very low starting point. By 
the early 2020s, about 29% of the academic economists were women – or a ratio of 
almost 1 to 3 – up from just below 23% in 2012/13. Progress in female representa-
tion happened steadily over the period and was especially strong in junior and mid 
seniority positions. However, it so far failed to materialise to the same extent at the 
top of the profession, for professorships. 

The report documents that female representation drops at each seniority level, which 
is evidence of a leaky pipeline, and also that the past 10 years saw little progress in 
closing the gradual erosion of female representation with seniority. Leaky pipelines are 
regularly documented for other countries too, as well as other academic disciplines. 
But at least, in the UK context, economics stands out and remains one of the most 
adverse disciplines for women, both in terms of representation overall and at the top.

A key recent trend in the composition of economics and econometrics departments 
is the fast growth in teaching-focused positions, for which the balance of responsi-
bilities is heavily tilted away from research when compared to traditional research 
and teaching positions. Evidence so far suggests that progress to the top of the 
profession is much less likely in the teaching-focused track, and also that women are 
disproportionately represented in this academic track, and increasingly so. Growing 
differences in specialisation across gender have contributed to the lack of progress 
in female representation at the top, and raise concerns over future progress.

Taken together, the combination of changes in female representation at various 
seniority levels, academic tracks and departments resulted in only negligible change 
in the gender pay gap. Over the last 10 years, the gender pay gap closed by only 1 
percentage point, with the average full-time equivalent pay of women academics 
standing at 87% of the pay of their male colleagues. The majority of the pay gap can 
be attributed to women being comparatively concentrated in more junior positions, 
but large gender differences in pay are also observed at the top of the profession, 
among professors.

The gains in female representation in academic roles in economics are not mirrored 
by equivalent gains in student recruitment. The past 10 years witnessed no advance 
in female representation in undergraduate or graduate level programmes. With the 
exception of master’s programmes, which have a gender balanced intake, women 
take about a third of places in undergraduate and PhD programmes over the entire 
period. Given the international stance of the UK economics academia, internal gen-
der imbalances at the student level do not necessarily restrict female representation 
in academia. But they do limit female presence in the broader economics profession, 
and how it is viewed more generally.
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KEY FINDINGS 

	y Overall female representation in academic economics improved steadily over the 
10 academic years ending in 2021/22, growing by over 6 percentage points to just 
under 30%, or a ratio of almost 1 in 3.

	y Gender convergence in representation happened at a faster pace in junior and 
mid seniority positions than it did at the top. As a consequence, female rep-
resentation among professors remained low, at below 1 in 5 in 2021/22, about 
half the equivalent figure at entry level, among lecturers.

	y The decade registered fast growth in teaching-focused positions, which repre-
sented about 6% of academic positions at the start of the period and increased 
to almost 17% in 2021/22. Women are increasingly better represented in the 
teaching track: in the early 2020’s they held 40% of these positions, up from 30% 
in 2012/13.

	y Evidence so far suggests that senior positions in the teaching track are rare, espe-
cially so among women. 75% of female academics on the teaching track are lec-
turers, a proportion that did not change over the observation period, and almost 
none has made it to professor so far.

	y Female under-representation in economics is pervasive across departments. Yet, 
across-department splits also reveal the most positive development, and one 
that provides some ground for optimism: female representation in mid-career is 
now at least as high as at entry level in the top-10 REF 2021 departments, which 
is evidence suggestive of equal rates of promotion to readership across gender. 
Yet, there is so far no clear indication that the pipeline built at readership level will 
successfully make it to professorship. 

	y The last decade saw barely any change in the gender pay gap in the economics 
academia. Overall, the gender pay gap closed by only 1 percentage point over 10 
years, to about 13% of male earnings. At this pace, it will take over a century for 
the gender pay gap in the economics academia to close. 

	y Overwhelmingly, it is the continuing differences in seniority that keeps women 
from reaching parity in pay with men. Other factors contribute too, including that 
women in senior professorial positions are paid less than equally senior men, and 
that women are disproportionately represented in the teaching track, which pays 
less than the traditional research and teaching track. 

	y Across disciplines, the positions of women in academia are invariably weaker 
than men’s: they are under-represented, increasingly so with seniority, and earn 
less especially at the top. However, economics stands out as especially adverse. 
In the early 2020s, contrasting the research and teaching track across disciplines 
shows that: (i) together with STEM, economics ranks at the bottom for overall 
female representation; (ii) it has the greatest erosion in female representation up 
the career ladder, with the proportion of women among economics professors 
standing at about 50% of the proportion of women among economics lecturers, 
a figure that compares to 60-70% for other disciplines; (iii) in terms of the gender 
pay gap, only health does worse.

	y The past 10 years witnessed no advance in female representation among eco-
nomics students, in undergraduate or graduate level programmes. With the 
exception of master’s programmes, which have a balanced intake by gender, 
women take about a third of places in undergraduate and PhD programmes over 
the entire period.
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WOMEN IN ACADEMIC ECONOMICS

In 2021/22 women represented 29.1% of academic 
economists, up from 22.9% in 2012/13
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The Royal Economic Society Women’s 
Committee was established in 1996, 
with a view of promoting the role of 

women in the UK economics profession. 
Since its creation, one of the main directives 
of the Women’s Committee has been to con-
duct regular reports monitoring gender rep-
resentation among academic economists.

Using data from the Higher Education Sta-
tistical Agency (HESA), the current report 
presents results for the academic years 
of 2012/13 to 2021/22. It describes trends 
in female representation in academic eco-
nomics and in the pipeline of students. In 
addition to what has been done in previous 
reports, it also describes tendencies in pay 
and the gender pay gaps in economics and 
in other major academic disciplines.

Early reports used Head of Department sur-
vey data to document marked improvements 
in female representation in economics since 
1996 (see, e.g., Mumford (1997) and Ten-
reyro (2017)). More recently, Bateman et al. 
(2021) used HESA data to confirm progress, 
but also documented that convergence 
stalled since 2012. Our sample reveals the 
scale of female under-representation that 
still characterises academic economics in 
the early 2010s: only 1 in 3 lecturers were 
women, a ratio that dropped to 1 in 7 among 
professors. Some progress was made in the 
last ten years, but mostly at entry and mid 
career level, and we uncover mixed patterns 
of progress and stagnation.

Lack of gender convergence is not an exclu-
sive feature of the UK academia. Most 
existing evidence is for the US (Lundberg 
and Stearns (2019), Ginther and Kahn 
(2021), Chari (2023)), while new work 
from the Women in European Economics 
initiative extends coverage internationally 
(Auriol et al. (2022)). Female under-rep-
resentation is pervasive, and everywhere 
there is evidence of a leaky pipeline: the 
odds of promotion to tenured positions, and 
of reaching the top of the profession are 
lower for women, resulting in especially 
severe female under-representation among 
professors. At the same level of seniority, 
female economists are also paid less than 
their male peers, and the gap is larger than 
for other academic disciplines (Gamage et 
al. (2020), Costa-Dias et al. (2021)).

Diversity in economics matters in its own 
right, because it brings new perspectives, 
topics and approaches into a discipline that 
aims to study and provide insights on a 
broad set of problems that confront modern 
societies (Chari and Goldsmith-Pinkham 
(2017), Sarsons and Xu (2021)). It matters 
for efficiency and fairness reasons too, if 
lack of diversity reflects biased practices, 
as recent evidence suggests (e.g., Sarsons 
et al. (2021), Dupas et al. (2021), Hospido 
and Sanz (2021)). Gender is only one dimen-
sion where diversity is lacking; ethnicity 
and economic background are another two 
examples (Advani et al. (2020), Fuentes 
et al. (2023)). Improving the status of 
under-represented groups requires a better 
understanding of the barriers they face. The 
various diversity reports commissioned by 
the Royal Economic Society provide much 
needed insights into what these may be and 
how they change over time.

1 Introduction

Gender is only one dimension where diversity is lacking;  
ethnicity and economic background are another two
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This report uses data from the UK’s 
Higher Education Statistics Agency 
(HESA), an entity responsible for 

gathering information on the universe of 
students and staff from all higher education 
institutions in the UK.

Our staff data covers the academic years 
from 2012/13 to 2021/22 (1 August to 31 
July) and is restricted to individuals with 
an employment contract (this, for instance, 
excludes affiliated faculty, such as professors 
emeriti). We restrict our sample to academic 
staff only. For most of the analysis, the focus 
is on those on regular contracts, which are 
permanent and full-time, though we show 
gender representation in fixed-term and 
part-time contracts for completeness.

1
 In all 

cases, we study staff employed by economics 
or econometrics departments (cost centres, 
in HESA terminology). Although business 
schools (and indeed other departments such 
as political science or sociology) also employ 
academic economists, we have decided to 
define our sample on the field of the depart-
ment rather than of the individual staff. The 
vast majority of academic staff in economics 
departments are economists, and practices in 
these departments define the standard in the 
academic economics profession.

Staff data is stratified across observational 
identical types. Each observation rep-
resents the group of academics who work 
for a given department or school (cost cen-
tres), have similar contracts along a num-
ber of dimensions (including hours of work, 
whether the contract is permanent, senior-
ity and pay), and share the same demo-
graphic characteristics (gender, ethnicity, 
etc.). We observe the size of each cell, in 
full-time equivalent (FTE) units, where 
FTE indicates the proportion of a full-time 
year allocated to that type of contrac-
tual activity in that specific department 
or school. Given this design, and despite 
observing the universe of employees in 

1	 We exclude those employed on atypical contracts, 
such as zero hours contracts.

higher education institutions yearly over 
the observation window, our data lacks 
individual identifiers that would allow us 
to follow individual employees over time.

HESA classifies academic positions into 
four groups, according to responsibilities: 
traditional ‘research and teaching’ posi-
tions involve contractual duties in both 
research and teaching; teaching-focused 
positions have become more abundant and 
involve mostly teaching responsibilities 
combined with scholarship; research-only 
positions have no contractual demands 
for teaching; and positions involving pre-
dominately leadership and administration 
duties, such as heads of school, deans, 
vice-chancellors, etc. We are interested in 
academic positions that have a clear career 
pathway or track, and for that reason 
consider the former two groups only. In 
contrast, research-only positions are com-
paratively rare and generally short-lived, 
mostly offering short-term opportunities 
for early career researchers at the research 
assistant or post-doctoral level. Positions 
involving predominantly leadership and 
administrative duties are generally taken 
as a temporary interruption of a regular 
academic position. HESA also reports 
non-academic positions, such as those in 
professional or administrative roles; these 
are excluded from our sample.

Typically, there are four academic ranks in 
UK universities. ‘Lecturers’ are entry-level 
positions analogous to assistant professors 
in the United States. ‘Senior lecturers’ are 
similar to a junior associate professor and 
‘Readers’ are more senior associate profes-
sors, just below professorship. We bundle 
them together and call them Readers for 
short.2 The title ‘Professor’ is traditionally 
reserved for the most senior academics and 
is roughly equivalent to chaired professor-
ships in the United States.

2	 A small number of departments offer only senior lec-
tureships, not explicitly distinguishing different seniority 
levels in mid career.

2 Data
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Earnings are measured in annual terms, 
before taxes and benefits. Ours is a mea-
sure of contractual earnings, reported by 
the universities. In economics, competition 
between higher education institutions and 
with other potential employers have cre-
ated the need to supplement contractual 
earnings with retention bonuses. These 
bonuses are not included in our measure 
of earnings, which implies that systematic 
gender differences in their value will not 
be captured in our analysis. Earnings data 
is provided in £2k bands for salaries up to 
£200k, and capped there. We take the mid 
point in each interval except the top and 
bottom, where we use the minimum and 
maximum of the intervals, respectively. 
Earnings are then deflated using the Con-
sumer Price Index for comparability over 
time, and measured at 2019 prices.

There are 75 universities in the UK with 
economics or econometrics departments. We 
separate universities in the Russell Group – 
the 24 most research-intensive universities 
in the UK – and those not. We also group 
the 10 highest-ranked economics and econo-
metrics departments from the Research 
Excellence Framework (REF) ranking, con-
ducted in 2021. These include departments 
in Russell group and non-Russell group 
universities, although the majority belong to 
the former.3 The full list of universities with 
economics and econometrics departments, 
by group, can be found in the Appendix.

3	  Only a subset of 25 universities submitted entries 
to the REF 2021 for economics and econometrics. We 
group the top 10 according to that ranking, and com-
pared them to all other departments in economics and 
econometrics, independently of whether they participat-
ed in the REF 2021.

For comparison, other disciplines are 
grouped under broad umbrella topics:  
law, business and management, health4, 
STEM5, and social sciences, humanities 
and languages6.

Student data covers the academic years 
from 2012/13 to 2020/2021 and includes 
information on all students from UK 
higher education institutes enrolled in a 
course with a level of instruction above 
that of level 3 of Ofqual’s Qualifications 
and Credit Framework (or an earlier equiv-
alent). The unit of observation on this data 
set refers to particular student-course com-
binations.7 We restrict the data to men and 
women enrolled full-time in a standard eco-
nomics degree programme, at both under- 
and post-graduate levels. As a result, we 
exclude part-time and other non-full-time 
students, students on non-first-degree 
undergraduate programmes or non-mas-
ter’s/Ph.D. postgraduate programmes, and 
individuals who do not declare their gender 
as either male or female.

Published research using HESA data must 
comply with its rounding and suppression 
strategy. This strategy implies that (1) 
counts of FTE are rounded to the nearest 
multiple of five, and (2) percentages and 
averages must be suppressed if they are 
calculated on samples with fewer than 22.5 
and 7 FTE, respectively.

4	 Includes departments in clinical medicine, clinical den-
tistry, nursing and allied health professions, psychology and 
behavioural sciences, health and community studies, anat-
omy and physiology, pharmacy and pharmacology, sports 
science and leisure studies, and veterinary science.

5	 Includes departments in earth, marine and environ-
mental sciences, biosciences, chemistry, physics, general 
engineering, chemical engineering, mineral, metallurgy and 
materials engineering, civil engineering, electrical, electron-
ic and computer engineering, mechanical, aero and pro-
duction engineering, IT, systems sciences and computer 
software engineering and mathematics.

6	 Includes departments in geography and environmental 
studies, area studies, archaeology, anthropology and de-
velopment studies, politics and international studies, so-
cial work and social policy, sociology, modern languages, 
english language and literature, history, classics, philoso-
phy, theology and religious studies.

7	 Since students can take multiple courses and some 
courses span multiple subjects (e.g., BSc programmes 
that devote equal time to philosophy and economics), a 
single student may correspond to more than one (possi-
bly weighted) cell.

The past 10 years saw little progress 
in closing the gradual erosion of 
female representation with seniority
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This section describes trends in female 
representation in the UK economics 
academia. We focus on academic staff 

working in HESA cost centres in the disci-
pline of economics and econometrics, which 
in the majority of cases will be economics 
departments or schools. Most positions 
are held by trained economists and hence, 
for short, we label academic staff in these 
departments simply as economists.

3.1	 Representation by seniority

The last decade saw steady progress, with a 
sharp increase in the number of female aca-
demics in UK economics departments accom-
panying a general expansion of economics 
departments as a whole. Table 1 shows that 
these gains built on an initial position of very 
low female representation in 2012/13, when 
less than a quarter of academic staff were 
women. Initially women were also especially 
missing at the top of the profession, holding 
onto just above 1 in every 7 professorial posi-
tions, compared with under 1 in 3 lecturers 
and under 1 in 4 academics at all seniority 
levels. By 2021/22, almost 30% of the academic 
staff were women, an increase of approxi-
mately 6 percentage points (henceforth abbre-
viated to pp, or 27% = 6.2/22.9). This was size-
able progress, but not enough to counteract the 
severe under representation of female econo-
mists in the academia. The growth was also 
more substantive in junior and mid seniority 
positions, by 6pp and 7pp respectively; among 
professors it added 4pp to the initial figure. 
While the latter means that female represen-
tation at the top improved to just under 1 in 5, 
the gradual erosion in female representation 
with seniority remained just as strong: among 
professors, female presence is just half of what 
it is at entry level, among lecturers. Though 
our data does not allow us to follow individ-
ual academics over time to characterise their 
career progression, these aggregate patterns 
suggest that the chances of promotion are 
lower for female than for male academics.

Table 1: Total employment and female 
representation in UK economics departments

Academic year Change from

2012/13 2021/22 2012/13 to 
2021/22

Lecturer

Total 645 825 +27.9%

Female 195 300 +53.8%

% Female 30.2 36.5 +6.3pp

Reader

Total 335 555 +65.7%

Female 65 145 +123.1%

% Female 18.9 26.3 +7.4pp

Professor

Total 390 420 +7.7%

Female 55 75 +36.4%

% Female 14.4 18.3 +3.9pp

Overall

Total 1,375 1,795 +30.5%

Female 315 525 +66.7%

% Female 22.9 29.1 +6.2pp

Note: Sample of academic staff employed by the 
economics departments and schools of UK universities, 
with full-time and permanent contracts, and holding 
research and teaching or teaching-focused positions. 
‘pp’ is shorthand for ‘percentage points’. HESA data. 

The increase in female representation hap-
pened gradually and continuously over the 
period (see Figure 1). At the most senior 
level, convergence has been slower and more 
staggered, but its pace increased in the last 
two years of the data. The exact opposite 
can be observed for mid-career positions: 
a very robust rise in female representa-
tion stopped in 2019/20 and gave way to 
a decline of over 2pp, suggesting a decline 
in promotions to reader in the recent past 

3 Female representation 
in academic economics
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gender in each year add up to 100. HESA data.

and shrinking the pipeline for professorship 
further down the line.

Figure 2 demonstrates the extent to which 
female economists remain disproportion-
ately represented in junior academic posi-
tions. After 10 years of advances, almost 
60% of female staff are lecturers, a propor-
tion that declined just slightly and com-
pares to just over 40% among male staff. 
The decline in the relative size of lecture-

ships among women was fully compensated 
by a strong expansion in mid-career posi-
tions, especially in the period up to 2019/20. 
An upward trend at that level happened 
among male staff too.

The steady expansion in mid career posi-
tions might suggest an expansion in senior 
positions would follow a few years later. 
That, however, has not yet materialised. We 
see that the proportion of female professors 
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dropped steadily over the period, from 18% 
to 15%; the proportion of male professors 
also declined, by almost 5pp, but from a 
higher initial level of 32%. The continued 
relative decline in professorships is sug-
gestive evidence that progression to that 
stage is becoming less frequent. However, 
gender differences on this dimension did 
not change: by the end of the period, women 
were about half as likely as men to be pro-
fessors as they were at the start.

3.2	 Academic tracks and seniority

A distinctive recent trend in teaching-fo-
cused academic positions – which involve 
only or mostly teaching duties, as opposed 
to the typical positions that distribute work 
time more evenly between research and 
teaching activities – is partly responsible 
for the increasing representation of women 
in academic economics. Figure 3 shows 
that, at the start of our data period, teach-
ing-focused positions in economics made 
up only 6% of the total regular academic 
staff, but 10 years later the relative size 
of this group had almost tripled to 16.5%. 
The growth is common across gender, but is 
especially marked among female academics: 
by 2021/22, over 23% of academic positions 
filled by women were teaching-focused, up 
from about 8% in 2012; corresponding fig-
ures for academic positions filled by men 

were 14% and 6% respectively. These num-
bers imply that, in relative terms, women 
are better represented among teaching staff, 
and increasingly so.

Perhaps unsurprisingly given that the num-
ber of academics in the teaching track grew 
quickly over the past decade from a very 
low starting point, most teaching-focused 
positions are at a junior level. Indeed, the 
large number of new hires that populate the 
teaching track are likely young academic 
economists at the start of their careers. 
Compared with the research and teaching 
track, teaching-focused positions are about 
25pp more concentrated in lectureships over 
the entire period. What is more revealing, 
however, is that the proportion of teach-
ing-focused positions at the most junior 
level changed very little over the period. If 
the teaching track offered similar career 
prospects as the research and teaching 
track, one would expect that the new hires 
would eventually be promoted and advance 
to more senior roles, and so the distribution 
of seniority in the teaching track would 
gradually become more similar to that 
observed for research and teaching. At least 
so far, this is not what we observe.

Figure 4 shows that much. It plots the 
split by seniority in teaching and in the 
traditional research and teaching tracks in 
academic economics at the start and end of 
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Note: Sample of academic staff employed by the economics departments and schools of UK universities, with full-
time and permanent contracts, and holding research and teaching or teaching-focused positions. HESA data.
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our observation period, separately by gen-
der. Compared to positions in research and 
teaching, teaching-focused positions are dis-
proportionately concentrated in junior roles. 
Among women, the distribution of seniority 
barely changed over the period: about 75% 
of positions in that track are lecturerships 
while professorships remain virtually 
non-existent. For men, the proportion of 
mid-seniority positions increased. Having 
departed from a distribution of seniority in 
the teaching track very similar to that for 
women, junior positions dropped to about 
60% of the distribution of teaching staff by 
the end, not far from what women get in 
the research and teaching track. Relative to 
research and teaching, it is at the top end of 
the seniority distribution that we find the 
the biggest differences: consistently across 
the period, becoming a professor in teaching 
is rare so far; the odds of reaching that level 
in the profession are a little higher for men, 
but at 5% they lag behind the odds of reach-
ing professorship in research and teaching 
by 25pp.

Our results show that, so far, few academ-
ics in the teaching track reach mid-senior-
ity positions, and only rarely do they make 
it to the top. Moreover, little progress has 
been made in bringing the distribution of 
seniority in the teaching track closer to 
that observed for the research and teach-
ing track. Lack of progress in this respect 

is especially obvious among women. Given 
that the number of academics in teach-
ing-focused positions is still growing, it 
may still be early to assess the career 
prospects of this track in comparison to 
research and teaching. While this explana-
tion for the disproportionate concentration 
of teaching positions at the most junior 
level cannot be excluded, the figures we 
show are consistent with, and suggestive of 
an alternative hypothesis: that career pro-
gression in teaching remains infrequent, 
much more so than in research and teach-
ing. Whether that results from differences 
in the composition of academics in the 
two tracks or inherent differences in the 
careers these tracks offer (or open up) is a 
matter for further research. What seems 
clear, however, is that any impediments to 
career progression in teaching are stronger 
for women than they are for men. Despite 
the high representation of women in teach-
ing, and their early take on these positions, 
the distribution of seniority in teaching did 
not change for them over the period, while 
it did for men. In contrast, we observe a 
modest convergence in the distribution of 
seniority in research and teaching, with an 
increasing number of women taking up mid 
career positions.

These patterns suggest that female academic 
economists are increasingly concentrated in 
an academic track that is not beneficial for 
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their career prospects. The gains in female 
representation that we report earlier need 
to be qualified with the disproportionate 
growth in women taking teaching positions: 
in 2021, 40% of the teaching staff in econom-
ics departments were women; in contrast, 
among research and teaching staff only 27% 
were women. Unless progression in teaching 
careers changes very dramatically, the large 
and expanding gaps in female representation 
in the two tracks make gender parity at the 
top unachievable.

3.3	 University ranks

In economics, the most reputable depart-
ments generally offer a better resourced 
environment for career development, and 
place more emphasis on research work. These 
departments also pay more on average. So 
closing the gender gaps in academic econom-
ics, particularly in the research and teaching 
track, requires an increasing female repre-
sentation in these departments.

Focusing on the research and teaching track 
only, which we saw is where progression is 
likely more meaningful, Figure 5 displays the 
proportion of female academics at each of the 
three seniority levels by subgroups of depart-
ments. The two panels on the left of the figure 
show the traditional split between non-Russell 
and Russell group universities, while the third 
panel on the right looks specifically at depart-

ments that submitted to the last Research 
Excellence Framework (REF) exercise, con-
ducted in 2021, in the field of economics and 
econometrics, and selects from that list the 
10 that ranked highest according to the REF 
2021 overall index of performance.8

Female representation at different levels 
of seniority is rather similar across types of 
school, and changed little over the period. The 
most promising changes are for mid-career 
positions, with female representation increas-
ing at that level in all types of schools, but 
especially so in those in the top-10. Smaller 
gains are also visible at the top, particularly 
in the non-Russell group and top-10 depart-
ments, but across the board women remain 
severely under-represented at that level.

Notably, the parity in female representation at 
the Lecturer and Reader levels in top-10 depart-
ments suggests that advancing to mid career is 
now as likely for men as it is for women. This 
is the single case where we see that parity; 
in all other cases, female representation is 
increasingly diluted with seniority, meaning 
that despite being under-represented, women 
are also at a disadvantage when it comes to 
advancing their academic careers.

8	 The full list of universities in the Russell and non-Russell 
groups and with a listed economics department or school 
can be found in the Appendix. Departments in the top-10 
REF 2021 are a subset of those in Russell and non-Russell 
groups; the top-10 list can also be found in the Appendix.
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3.4	 Part-time and  
fixed-term contracts

Other contractual features that are often 
associated with female labour supply, such 
as part-time hours, have been found to drive 
lower pay, lack of career progression and the 
gender pay gap (e.g., Blundell et al. (2016), 
Costa-Dias et al. (2020)). We find no evidence 
that part-time hours are a more frequent fea-
ture of the jobs of female economists in the 
academia than of their male peers (left panel 
of Figure 10 in the Appendix). We also con-
sider the prevalence of fixed-term contracts 
by gender and again find no meaningful dif-
ferences in that dimension being important 
(right panel of the same figure).

3.5	 The pipeline of students

For the most part, the UK academic econom-
ics operates in an international sphere. It 
has a few highly ranked departments and 
participates actively in the international 
academic job market in economics, both by 
placing doctoral students trained in the UK 
and for attracting talent. This means that, for 
recruitment, UK economics departments are 
largely not dependent on students trained 
internally. Indeed, a large majority of aca-
demic economists are not originally from the 
UK, and that holds true for both men and 
women and at all seniority levels; on this eco-
nomics stands out as an outlier among other 
academic disciplines (Table 5 in the Appendix 
describes nationality of academic staff by 
discipline). Yet, the high reputation of many 
UK economics schools means that they are in 
high demand among students, and that they 
train many of those who will form the ranks of 
future professional and academic economists. 
Gender balance at this stage is therefore a 
necessity to generate balance later on, in the 
professional discipline.

Table 2 compares the population of economics 
students in 2020/21 and 8 years earlier, in 
2012/13. The intake of UK economics’ pro-
grammes increased rapidly over the period 
at the undergraduate and master’s levels. 
Participation increased in similar proportions 
among female and male students, keeping 
the gender balance approximately constant 
over the period. At undergraduate level, this 
meant that female under-representation 
remained at the ratio of 1 in every 3 students 
(Griffith et al. (Oct 2019) discusses this gap 

and links it to the gaps in subject of study 
at A-levels). Yet, female students seem to 
do well, at least if we take continuation into 
higher level studies as an indicator: among 
master’s students, women and men are 
roughly equally represented. A recent report 
for the RES (Fuentes et al. (2023)) provides 
further evidence that female undergraduate 
economics students do comparatively well, 
being less likely than male students to drop 
out of their degree, and more likely to achieve 
a good degree in economics.9

Table 2: Economics students and  
female representation

Academic year Change from

2012/13 2020/21 2012/13 to 
2020/21

First degree

Total 29,240 41,585 +42.2%

Female 9,690 13,440 +38.7%

% Female 33.1 32.3 -0.8pp

Master’s

Total 6,090 10,960 +80.0%

Female 3,185 5,560 +74.6%

% Female 52.3 50.7 -1.6pp

Doctorate

Total 1,235 1,030 -16.6%

Female 460 410 -10.9%

% Female 37.1 39.8 +2.7pp

Note: Sample of students in full-time education 
studying economics on a standard degree programme 
at a UK institute of higher education. Data from HESA.

Contrary to the picture for first degree and 
master’s programmes, the number of doctorate 
students dropped markedly over the period. 
It is unclear at this stage what is driving this 
drop, but it results from an even reduction in 
the number of students by gender. Although 
outside the scope of this report, it would be 
important to investigate what is driving the 
drop in doctoral students in the UK academia.

9	 The report also documents the sharp ethnic and so-
cio-economic background gaps in studying economics, 
that for the most part are wider than in other disciplines.
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So far we have shown that although 
female representation in academic 
jobs in the economics discipline 

improved over the past 10 years, big gaps 
remain at all levels and widen with sen-
iority: the ‘leaky pipe’ shows little sign of 
having been fixed, particularly in access 
to professorship. Here we look at pay and 
pay gaps. Economics departments oper-
ate in a highly competitive environment, 
and to facilitate hiring they have acquired 
substantial pay autonomy. Such autonomy 
is expressed in higher contractual salaries 
and additional retention bonuses and sup-
plements, which can be particularly gen-
erous at professorial level. In interpreting 
our findings, one should bear in mind that 
they are based on contractual earnings 
only, and so exclude a margin where gen-
der gaps may be large. Observed pay is also 
capped at £200,000, which is only relevant 
at professorial level: 1.4% and 0.2% of 
earnings observations for male and female 
professors, respectively, are censored at the 
top. One would expect that these two fea-

tures of the data bias findings in the same 
direction, by reducing observed gender 
gaps as compared to actual figures.

The left panel of Figure 6 shows trends in 
annual pay (FTE, 2019 prices) and the gen-
der pay gap for academic staff in UK eco-
nomics departments, in both research and 
teaching and teaching-focused positions. 
Average real pay declined over the period 
by about £3,000, with nearly parallel trends 
for men and women. This drop represented 
a real cut of about 4% in earnings and had 
little impact on the gender pay gap, which 
dropped very slightly by 1pp to just about 
13% by the end of the period.

The two next panels in that figure demon-
strate the very different realities in terms 
of pay and pay gaps across the two tracks. 
Unsurprisingly, research and teaching 
positions are, on average, much better paid 
than teaching-focused positions, partic-
ularly for men. By 2021/22, the average 
male pay in research and teaching was over 
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£17,000 above (or 34% higher than) that 
in teaching-focused, while the equivalent 
difference for female pay was about £11,000 
(respectively 23%). The gender pay gap was 
therefore markedly larger where pay is 
higher too: in 2021/22, it reached 12.4% of 
male pay, which is double the gap for teach-
ing staff. The pay gaps by track moved in 
opposite directions over the period. Gender 
inequalities in pay widened among teach-
ing-focused staff as women (but not men to 
the same extent) failed to progress in that 
track. On the contrary, we see a modest 
reduction in pay differentials in research 
and teaching as women increased their 
presence in more senior positions.

Figure 7 shows trends in pay and pay gaps 
by seniority in the research and teaching 
track. Progression across ranks is associated 
with large gains in earnings, particularly 
in the passage to professorship. So women 
missing at the top is a key driver of pay 
gaps in the academia.

Gender differences in pay are more pro-
nounced at the top but varied widely over 
the period: initial convergence was more 
recently wiped out as average earnings 
diverged since 2017/18, and reached 8% in 
2021/22. For lecturers and readers, the gaps 
are generally close to zero, which is unsur-
prising since progression within these ranks 
is automatic in many universities, and pay 
is determined within a scale.

There is more margin for pay negotiation 
for professorial positions, which could help 
explain why pay gaps are larger at that level 
if women perform less well in bargaining exer-
cises, as some evidence suggests (e.g., Ber-
trand (2011), Azmat and Petrongolo (2014), 
Niederle (2016)). Pay negotiations are likely 
more consequential in competitive depart-
ments that pay more, and so we would expect 
larger gaps in these same departments if 
women do less well in negotiating higher pay.

Table 3 shows that top departments pay a 
substantial premium at all seniority levels. 
That premium is larger at the professo-
rial level and widened over the period. In 
2021/22, professors working for economics 
departments in Russell group universities 
were paid on average 23% more than their 
peers in non-Russell group universities, 
while the corresponding pay premium was 
17% in 2012/13. Those employed by the 
top-10 REF 2021 departments were paid 
29% more than the average professor in 
non-Russell group universities. Differences 
in pay at more junior levels are smaller, 
ranging between 12% and 15%.

Figure 8 plots trends in the gender pay gap 
by seniority and department rank for fac-
ulty in research and teaching positions. On 
the top panel on the left we see that there 
is little convergence in pay in Russell group 
and top-10 departments,with pay gaps 
remaining constant at about 15% of male 
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earnings over the entire period. Visible con-
vergence does happen in non-Russell group 
departments, with the pay gap reaching 9% 
of male earnings in the last data period.

The overall figures hide substantial heter-
ogeneity in pay gaps across ranks. At the 
lecturer level, pay gaps are barely notice-
able in any of the groups considered. Gaps 

emerge in mid career positions, but mostly 
in the top-10 departments, and greatly 
expand at professorial level in both top-10 
and Russell group departments. In top-10 
departments, the gender pay gap among 
professors remains persistently above 
9% and shows little sign of decline since 
2016/17. In contrast, within rank gender 
pay gaps are mostly close to zero in depart-
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  �Non-Russell 
group

  Russell group

  �Top-10 
(REF 2021)

Table 3: Average real 
annual earnings in 
economics, by academic 
department and seniority

Lecturers Readers Professors

Academic year 2012/13
Non-Russell group 48.3 59.0 87.0

Russell group 51.3 64.2 101.9

Top 10 (REF 2021) 55.0 65.9 107.0

Academic year 2021/22
Non-Russell group 46.4 58.3 84.6

Russell group 50.1 62.3 104.4

Top 10 (REF 2021) 53.2 65.1 109.1

Note: Sample of academic staff employed by the economics departments and schools of 
UK universities, with full-time and permanent contracts, and holding research and teaching 
positions. Earnings in GBP 1,000, 2019 prices. HESA data.
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ments of non-Russell group universities, 
and are even negative for part of the period 
at the professorial level, though they have 
grown fast in the most recent period (it is 
the large variation in the gender pay gap in 
non-Russell group universities that drives 
the odd V-shaped time variation in the over-
all gender pay gap among professors).

To assess the roles of gender differences 
in representation by track, seniority and 
department types for the gender pay gap, 
we equalised distributions across these 
three dimensions and recalculated the 
residual gender pay gaps. Results are 
shown in Figure 9. The yellow line shows 
the time trend in the observed pay gap for 
academic staff in the research and teaching 
and teaching-focused tracks. The orange 
line draws the pay gap that would result if 
female and male representation in research 
and teaching and teaching tracks were 
equal; the other two lines have similar 
interpretations, but when the distributions 
that are being equalised across gender are 
that of departments (top-10 in REF 2021, 
Russell group except top-10, non-Russell 
group except top-10) or seniority (lecturer, 
reader, professor).

The main finding is that the critical deter-
minant of the pay gap in the economics 
academia is the comparative lack of senior-
ity among women. Differences in represen-
tation across types of departments are not 
very important, which is not surprising 
since we saw that women are not dispro-
portionately under-represented in the most 
reputable schools. Differences in represen-
tation across tracks play a bigger role, but 
yet can only account for 1.5pp of the overall 
gap in 2021. This is because, despite the big 
expansion in teaching-focused positions, the 
large majority of academic economists are 
still in the research and teaching track. In 
contrast, differences in seniority account 
for two thirds of the overall gender pay gap 
in 2021, highlighting the key role of differ-
ences in career progression for pay differ-
entials. The figure also shows that nothing 
much changed on that respect over the past 
decade: lack of female progression remained 
the critical determinant of a pay gap that 
moved very little over the past decade.
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5 Economics versus  
other disciplines

Table 4: Gender gaps across disciplines: representation and pay by seniority, 2021/22

Lecturer Reader Professor All

Share of women (%)
Economics 33.7 25.3 17.9 26.9

Management and Business 47.3 42.2 27.3 42.6

Law 55.1 48.7 38.9 49.9

Health 60.0 47.0 35.2 51.0

STEM 28.0 21.7 16.9 22.8

Social sciences, humanities and languages 52.2 45.0 38.2 46.1

Pay gap (% average male pay)

Economics -0.3 2.8 7.8 12.4

Management and Business 1.6 2.3 9.3 11.9

Law 1.0 0.8 2.9 7.5

Health 4.4 7.1 7.0 15.6

STEM 1.4 1.4 3.5 7.9

Social sciences, humanities and languages 1.0 1.3 3.8 6.5

Note: Sample of academic staff working for UK universities, with full-time and permanent contracts, and holding 
research and teaching positions. HESA data.

Table 4 compares women’s status in 
economics with that in other disci-
plines for the last period in our data. 

It describes representation and gender 
pay gaps by seniority for the research and 
teaching track. We group disciplines in six 
broad topics as described in Section 2: eco-
nomics, management and business, law, 
health, science, technology, engineering and 
mathematics (STEM), and social sciences, 
humanities and languages. In terms of gen-
der representation, economics is closest to 
STEM; the two disciplines are at the bottom 
of the group. Economics also stands out 
as the discipline where progression to the 
top of the profession is most unfavourable 
to women relative to men: the proportion 
of women among professors in economics 
departments is just over half of that same 
proportion among lecturers (17.9/33.7). In 
contrast, female representation at the pro-
fessorial level is close to 60% of its level in 

STEM, health, and management and busi-
ness, and 70% in social sciences and in law.

The bottom panel of the table describes 
gender pay gaps by seniority in the various 
disciplines. At professorial level, the gender 
pay gap in economics is smaller than that 
in management and business and similar to 
that in health; other disciplines fare better. 
At more junior positions, gaps are much 
smaller in economics and all other disciplines 
except for health. The overall gaps in column 
4 are higher than any of their corresponding 
figures by seniority, a consequence of differ-
ences in female representation across senior-
ity levels, with women missing especially at 
the top. Overall gaps are highest in health, 
and followed closely by economics, and man-
agement and business. These are the three 
disciplines that combine high pay gaps at the 
top and steep declines in representation from 
junior to senior positions.
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We reported mixed patterns of pro-
gress and stagnation in gender 
diversity in the UK economics 

profession over the past decade. Female rep-
resentation in academic economics improved 
steadily, growing by over 6pp to just under 
30%, or a ratio of almost 1 to 3. Progress 
was fast in junior and mid seniority posi-
tions, but so far failed to materialise to the 
same extent at the top of the profession. 
As a consequence, female representation 
among professors remained low, below 1 in 
5 in 2021/22 and about half the equivalent 
figure at entry level, among lecturers.

Lacklustre progress in female representation 
at the professorial level is partly linked to 
the fast growth in teaching-focused positions, 
which increased threefold in 10 years, to 
almost 17% in 2021/22. Women are increas-
ingly better represented in teaching-focused 
roles, holding 40% of these positions, but 
senior positions remain rare in the teaching 
track: 75% of female academics in teach-
ing are lecturers, a proportion that did not 
change over our observation period, and 
almost none has made it to professor so far.

Female under-representation in economics is 
pervasive across departments. Yet, across-de-
partment splits also reveal the most positive 
development, and one that provides reason 
for optimism: female representation in mid 
career is now at least as high as at entry 
level in the top-10 REF 2021 departments, 
which is evidence suggestive of equal rates 
of promotion to readership across gender. 
However, there is yet no sign that the pipe-
line built at readership level will successfully 
make it to professorship.

The gains in female representation in aca-
demic roles in economics are not mirrored 
by equivalent gains in student recruitment. 
The past 10 years witnessed no advance in 
female representation in undergraduate or 
graduate level programmes. With the excep-
tion of master’s programmes, which have a 
gender balanced intake, women take about 
a third of places in undergraduate and 
Ph.D. programmes over the entire period. 

Given the international stance of the UK 
economics academia, internal gender imbal-
ances at the student level do not necessarily 
restrict female representation in the aca-
demia. But it does limit female presence in 
the broader economics profession, and how 
it is viewed more generally.

The combination of representation changes 
in different directions had so far negligible 
impacts in the academic gender pay gap. 
Overall, the gap closed by only 1pp over 10 
years, to about 13% of male earnings. At 
this pace, it will take over a century for the 
gender pay gap in the academia to close. The 
teaching track pays considerably less than 
research and teaching, and increasing female 
concentration on the former explains a small 
proportion of the stagnation in the gap. In 
mid and top positions, women are also paid 
less than their male peers, but again those 
within rank differences cannot explain most 
of the pay gap. Overwhelmingly it is lack 
of progression within each track that keeps 
women from reaching parity in pay with men.

Across disciplines, the positions of women in 
academia are invariably weaker than men’s: 
they are under-represented, increasingly so 
with seniority, and earn less especially at 
the top. Together with health and business 
studies, economics records the highest gen-
der pay gap. These are also the three disci-
plines that pay the highest salaries, have 
the largest pay gaps in senior positions and 
maintain an especially leaky pipeline.

So what is there to do? That depends on 
where barriers to progression lie. The fac-
tors usually identified to keep women from 
succeeding in work to the same extent as 
men – including long fertility-related career 
breaks, short working hours, disinvestment 
in the types of human capital rewarded in 
the labour market – barely apply in the 
academic profession. We see no signs that 
female economists take part-time hours or 
intermittent contracts. The relatively strong 
female representation in the teaching track 
cannot explain the large gaps in pay within 
each of the tracks which are responsible 

6 Summary and discussion
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for the vast majority of the gap during the 
entire 10 years of our analysis. It is at the 
very top, among those who made it to pro-
fessorship in research and teaching, and 
whose continuous investment in their skills 
is undeniable, that the gaps are at their 
largest. We conclude that it is unlikely that 
the extent of the observed gaps are due to 
differences in productivity alone.

Recent evidence from a variety of studies 
provides support for some mechanisms 
at play in keeping women back that are 
unrelated to productivity. Economics is a 
highly competitive field, with promotions 
relying heavily on publications in a hand-
ful of journals and demonstration of inde-
pendent research work, especially in the 
most research intensive departments. But 
there is evidence of bias in how criteria are 
applied: conditional on quality, publication 
seems more demanding for female-authored 
papers (Hengel (2022), Hospido and Sanz 
(2021), Card et al. (2020)), and co-authored 
papers might be less valued for female 
promotion decisions (Sarsons (2017)). There 
is also evidence of a working culture that is 
more aggressive towards a woman’s contri-
bution’s than a man’s (Wu (2018), Dupas et 
al. (2021)). These practices are suggestive of 
distortions and inefficiencies in the system 
that matter for productivity and fairness.

Gamage et al. (2020) comprehensively 
review existing evidence on the potential 
impacts of different practices and inter-
ventions to recognise and address diversity 
gaps in the economics profession. They high-
light the role of initiatives meant to describe 
and recognise the problem, such as the RES 
monitoring programme, of mentoring initia-
tives that provide support and role models 
to junior minorities in the discipline, and a 
push towards transparency and clarity in 
the definition and application of promotion 
and pay criteria.

Low female representation in STEM  
topics has attracted public and policy 
attention, and has been used to explain 
why female graduates earn less than male 
graduates. Economics is a high-paying 
field of study, and is amongst the disci-
plines in which female representation at 
the undergraduate level is at the lowest, 
with only physics and computing doing 
worse (Griffith et al. (Oct 2019)). This is 
a loss for both women and the economics 
profession. Attracting more girls to study 
economics will be crucial to ensure that the 
right talent is available in the future, as  
is nurturing the types of culture and envi-
ronment within which their talents and 
career aspirations will be fully realised by 
our profession.

Economics is a high-paying field of 
study, and is amongst the disciplines 
in which female representation at the 
undergraduate level is at the lowest
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Appendix

UNIVERSITIES WITH A COST CENTRE IN ECONOMICS AND ECONOMETRICS

Non-Russell group: Open University, University of Chester, Liverpool Hope University, 
University of Bedfordshire, Bournemouth University, University of Brighton, University 
of Central Lancashire, Coventry University, University of East London, University of 
Greenwich, Kingston University, Leeds Beckett University, Manchester Metropolitan 
University, Middlesex University, Nottingham Trent University, Oxford Brookes Univer-
sity, University of Portsmouth, Staffordshire University, Teesside University, University 
of Westminster, Cardiff Metropolitan University, University of Abertay Dundee, Robert 
Gordon University, University of West of Scotland, Edinburgh Napier University, Univer-
sity of Bath, University of Bradford, Brunel University London, City University of Lon-
don, University of East Anglia, University of Essex, University of Hull, Keele University, 
University of Kent, University of Leicester, Birkbeck College, Goldsmiths College, Royal 
Holloway and Bedford New College, SOAS University of London, Loughborough Univer-
sity, University of Reading, University of Salford, University of Surrey, University of Sus-
sex, University of Strathclyde, University of Aberdeen, Heriot-Watt University, University 
of Dundee, University of St Andrews, University of Stirling, Swansea University, Ulster 
University, University of Buckingham, Kaplan International College.

Russell group: University of Birmingham, University of Bristol, University of Cambridge, 
University of Durham, University of Exeter, University of Liverpool, King’s College Lon-
don, London School of Economics and Political Science, Queen Mary University of 
London, University College London, Newcastle University, University of Nottingham, 
University of Oxford, University of Sheffield, University of Southampton, University 
of Warwick, University of York, University of Edinburgh, University of Glasgow, Cardiff 
University, University of Manchester.

Top-10 in REF 2021: London School of Economics and Political Science, University of 
Warwick, University College London, University of Cambridge, University of Notting-
ham, University of Oxford, University of Bristol, University of Essex, Queen Mary Uni-
versity of London, University of Surrey.

ADDITIONAL TABLES

Table 5: Share of non-UK nationals in the academia in 2021/22, by discipline 
and gender

Male Female All
Economics 66 74 68

Management and business 45 44 45

Social sciences, humanities and languages 24 30 27

Health 21 20 20

STEM 37 41 38

Note: Sample of academic staff working for UK universities in 2021/22, with full-time and permanent 
contracts, and holding research and teaching and teaching-focused positions. HESA data for the 
academic year 2021/22.
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ADDITIONAL GRAPH
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Figure 10: 
Prevalence of 
full-time and 
permanent 
contracts by 
gender (shares, 
left axis), and 
corresponding 
gender gap  
(pp, right axis)

Note: Sample of academic staff employed by economics departments in UK universities, holding 
research and teaching and teaching-focused positions. HESA data.


