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Men’s voices tend to dominate economic debate, although perhaps this is
shaped by how we talk about the contributions of female economists. This is
easiest to see in how we discuss the work of economist power couples.
Remembering the journalistic cliché that one is an example, two is a
coincidence and three is a trend, I figured it worth exploring how female
economists are treated.
First, consider an example from The New York Times. In a recent article,
Adam Davidson wrote that “Lawrence Katz, a professor at Harvard and a
leading scholar of education economics, cowrote a paper a few years ago with
Claudia Goldin...” Professor Katz’s apparently uncredentialed coauthor in that
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case was also a professor at Harvard, a leading scholar of education economics,
a recent president of the American Economic Association and one of America’s
most important economic historians. Moreover, Professor Goldin was actually
the first author on the paper, a fact that the public or journalists may not pay
much attention to, but one that matters greatly in the academic guild.
Economists typically deviate from an alphabetical ordering only when they
intend to signal that someone is a junior or secondary author, and this paper
was not signed “Katz and Goldin.” Mr. Davidson subsequently adjusted his
article and apologized to Professor Goldin. (Full disclosure: Mr. Katz was my
dissertation adviser, and Ms. Goldin, his romantic partner, is a dear friend.)
Second, Ralph Nader decided to enter the debate on monetary policy
recently with an open letter to Janet Yellen, the chairwoman of the Federal
Reserve. It was, to be charitable, a rather confused missive — and confusing
enough that history may rate Mr. Nader as a more successful presidential
candidate than economist. But the real clunker came with his advice to Ms.
Yellen that “I think that you should sit down with your Nobel Prizewinning
husband George Akerlof.” His directive continued: “Together, figure out what
to do.”
It is not clear why Ms. Yellen would need her husband’s help to do this.
She is an accomplished economist in her own right, and arguably the most
powerful economist in the world. Moreover, if Ms. Yellen needed help figuring
anything out, she would be unlikely to need to rely on her husband, as she has
hundreds of Ph.D. economists working for her. And while Mr. Akerlof is a
brilliant economic theorist — indeed, he is one of my favorite economists — he
would be the first to admit that he is not a leading authority on monetary
policy.
And most recently, the latest edition of the Slate political podcast,
“Political Gabfest,” featured a discussion about the headlinegrabbing research
by Anne Case and Angus Deaton that found that the death rates of middle
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aged white Americans were increasing, even as death rates were falling in other
countries. Slate’s David Plotz described the research as having been written by
“Nobel Prizewinning economist Angus Deaton and Anne Case, who is his wife,
and also a researcher.” Likewise, Ross Douthat, writing in The New York Times
Sunday Review, described this as research by “Nobel Laureate Angus Deaton
and his wife, Anne Case.”
Ms. Case is far more than a wife and a researcher. She is a professor of
economics and public affairs at Princeton, one of the leading health economists
of her generation, and has been elected a fellow of the Econometric Society.
She is also the first author of the mortality study.
And just as Mr. Plotz and Mr. Douthat confused the author ordering, so
too did Martin Sandbu, an economics columnist for The Financial Times, as
did The New York Times’s Gina Kolata, who called this research “the Deaton
Case analysis.” This may reflect the journalistic tendency to follow the more
exciting narrative, and Mr. Deaton’s recent Nobel Prize certainly made him a
newsworthy figure. But even Paul Krugman, who made his reputation as an
economist rather than as a journalist, and who spent many years as a colleague
of Ms. Case and Mr. Deaton at Princeton, made the same mistake in his
column in The New York Times.
Now perhaps this isn’t a trend of underweighting the contribution of
female economists, but rather a handful of careless mistakes. Eager to learn
more, I reached out to the male halves of these power couples, to find out if
they had ever been inadvertently demoted to secondauthor status, or
otherwise been given insufficient credit. Mr. Katz said that such mistakes were
rare, but that in his experience, it was less likely that he be given insufficient
credit than Ms. Goldin.
Mr. Akerlof responded, “No, I cannot recall ever being slighted in this
way.” And Mr. Deaton said, “I can’t recall a case where I was slighted or given
less than my due.” He also told me that he thought that this sort of problem

http://www.nytimes.com/2015/11/12/upshot/evenfamousfemaleeconomistsgetnorespect.html

3/4

11/30/2015

Even Famous Female Economists Get No Respect  The New York Times

“was not good for women in science, nor domestic harmony (or even Anne’s
willingness to work with me).” His assessment of the problem: “I think it is real
enough.”
The accumulation of these slights suggests that even the world’s best
female economists are given second billing too often. And none of this is
intended to impugn the motives of any economic commentator. Rather, I
suspect that there’s a simple unconscious bias at work here. Close your eyes for
a moment, and picture an economist. Odds are you pictured a man. (Chances
are, he was also white, most likely middleaged, and probably fairly confident.)
This same reflex makes it easier to recall those who fit this preconceived idea
of what an economist looks like.
Of course, I have an interest in this, as I’m also partnered with a fellow
economist. And so I can add one more story to this list. AnneMarie Slaughter
published a widely read article in The Atlantic on “Why Women Still Can’t
Have It All.” My better half, Betsey Stevenson, was pleased to see our joint
research described in the article, but was chagrined to discover Ms. Slaughter
had demoted her from first to second author on the paper. At the time Ms.
Slaughter’s article was published, Betsey was serving as chief economist at the
U.S. Department of Labor, where she had developed a much larger footprint
on workfamily balance issues than I ever had.
It left Betsey to suggest — only halfjokingly — that the reason women
can’t have it all is because even leading feminists don’t give them credit.
Justin Wolfers is a professor of economics and public policy at the University of
Michigan. Follow him on Twitter at @justinwolfers.
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