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Women have historically been under-represented in the academic ranks of the economics profession. Between 1973 and 1997 the percentage of female economists in academia with tenure or on the tenure track increased from 17 to only 26 percent (author’s calculation using the Survey of Doctorate Recipients). This under-representation is partly the result of the limited number of women obtaining economics doctorates.  However, Blank (1996 p. 503) notes that “women are not advancing as rapidly as might be expected” given their entry-level numbers. It could be that women differ in observable characteristics that move them off instead of up the academic career ladder. Alternatively, women may face a glass ceiling—an invisible barrier to promotion—in the economics profession. My research on academic labor markets has examined gender differences in employment outcomes for academics in sciences, humanities, and economics. In this article, I review my findings on gender differences in the economics pipeline and the probability of promotion in the economics profession and compare these to other academic disciplines.  The results reported in this review are based on data collected by the AEA’s Committee on the Status of Women in the Economics Profession (CSWEP) and the National Science Foundation (NSF). The CSWEP data include information by gender on graduate students, Ph.D. completions, job placements, and the rank and tenure status of faculty. These data provide detailed information on the economics pipeline—the supply of women to the economics profession at each stage of the academic career. In addition, this study analyzes gender differences in promotion in economics using data on economics doctorates from the NSF’s Survey of Doctorate Recipients (SDR). The SDR is a biennial, longitudinal survey of doctorate recipients from U.S. institutions conducted by the NSF. My analysis uses the 1973-1997 waves of the SDR; the data contains detailed information on doctorate recipients including demographic characteristics, educational background, primary work activity, employer characteristics, salary, rank, and tenure status.

I. The Economics Pipeline

Using data from both the CSWEP and NSF surveys, I find that the share of women in academic appointments in the economics profession decreases with rank. The CSWEP data indicate that by 2000, 21 percent of tenure-track assistant professors, 16 percent of tenured associate professors, and seven percent of tenured full professors were female. During the 1990s, no more than ten percent of tenured faculty at Ph.D.-granting institutions were female.  However, the representation of women in the economics profession has grown significantly from a very small base in the 1970s. The SDR data indicate that between 1973 and 1997 the percentage of female economists at all ranks more than doubled with the growth in female representation concentrated in the lower ranks. By 1997, 24 percent of assistant professors, 11 percent of associate professors, and 10 percent of full professors in four-year academic institutions were female. Of tenured faculty, 10 percent were female in 1997. It is instructive to compare the percentage of tenured women in economics with other academic disciplines using the SDR data. The results are telling. My analysis shows that in 19951, 27 percent of tenured humanities faculty and in 1997, 12 percent of tenured science faculty were women. In two related social science fields I find that in 1997, 17 percent of tenured political scientists and 31 percent of tenured sociologists and anthropologists were female. These comparisons from the SDR show that percentage of tenured female faculty in economics lags behind that of most academic disciplines.

II. Promotion

The results from the pipeline lead one to question why women continued to be underrepresented in the economics profession. To answer this question, I employed micro-data from the SDR to evaluate gender differences in promotion. I did so by estimating linear probability models of promotion to tenure and then using the Oaxaca (1973) decomposition to examine gender differences in endowments (average characteristics) and coefficients (often interpreted as discrimination). Tenure status was regressed on demographic characteristics, employer characteristics, and productivity measures. Linear probability models indicated an 18 percent promotion gap, evenly split between differences in endowments and coefficients. It is instructive to put this promotion gap into perspective when compared with other disciplines. Two recent papers have examined the gender promotion gap using data from the SDR. Ginther and Hayes (forthcoming) find an eight percent gender promotion gap in the humanities, with five percent of the gap attributable to differences in coefficients. Ginther (2001) finds a seven percent gap in the sciences almost entirely explained by coefficient differences. In political science there is a one percent gender promotion gap and in sociology and anthropology the promotion gap climbs to ten percent. The gender promotion gap in economics is more than twice that in the sciences and humanities. Although half of the gender difference in the probability of promotion is explained by differences in coefficients, it could be that women and men are different on average, contributing to the differences in estimated coefficients. I examined differences in average characteristics for men and women in the sample. Men and women differ on average but not as much as one might expect. The largest average differences are in measures of promotion: women are less likely to have tenure and take longer to obtain it. In addition, female economists spend less time married and have fewer children. The average number of publications is not statistically different for both men and women. Thus, differences in promotion are largely being driven by differences in the estimated coefficients. However, one must be cautious when interpreting these results because of the relatively small sample sizes used in the promotion models. These gender differences in promotion might be smaller provided that more-complete measures of productivity and larger sample sizes were available. Nevertheless, these estimates do suggest that women are being penalized relative to men when it comes to promotion to tenure. Assuming the model is correctly specified, these results provide evidence of a glass ceiling for women in the economics profession.

III. Conclusions

This study used data collected by CSWEP and the NSF to evaluate whether women in the economics profession were moving up or falling off the academic career ladder. Pipeline data collected by CSWEP suggest that women continue to be under-represented in the upper ranks of academia. Analysis of the SDR showed that differences in promotion to tenure by gender persist after controlling for productivity and demographic characteristics. These promotion differences are much larger than those found in the sciences and the humanities. Even though the SDR sample sizes are small, the results suggest that a significant number of women are falling off the academic career ladder.

These results have important implications for CSWEP. The analysis indicates that a thorough investigation of the tenure promotion process is in order. I suggest that CSWEP begin to report the share of tenured women in all Ph.D.-granting economics departments in its annual report. The analysis presented here shows that CSWEP’s mission of promoting the status of women in the economics profession is not yet complete.
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