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I am woman and an economist, and I love data. Why do I stress this?
Because this combination of attributes makes me representative of a rare species. We
lack balanced gender representation in the profession of economics.
Is it really necessary to have this discussion again? Going by the numbers, it is.
As a young scholar, I experienced a world full of opportunities. The doors were wide
open. All I had to do was to work hard. Gender was not in the picture: feminist claims
and fights seemed outdated. Graduating with distinction from secondary school, no
problem. Getting into the programme I wanted, no problem. Reaching the academic
job market… it became tough. I worked even harder, even more hours. The hard work
paid off. I survived. Yet, I saw many women leaving the profession. Those who stayed
got special fixes with special programmes. Bottom line? Become better. Learn from the
men. Result: even more women dropped out. I stayed. Then, I became a mother, and
family demands kicked in. Working even more is unfeasible. I have to leave work early,
stay at home when the kids get sick, not to mention I have to be there for them and live
up to the expectations of a ‘good mother’. Basically, the penalty of motherhood hit me.
Furthermore, I reached the infamous glass ceiling. You might consider this story
pathetic. It is pathetic. It is even more pathetic in light of the Women in Economics
(WiE) Index, which was first presented by the Women in Economics Initiative in 2019
and has now already been published three times. Let us take a brief look at the situation
in 2021.
Women in academia
In the academic sector, we can observe a total of six female economists among the top
100 authors according to the Research Papers in Economics (RePec) ranking. RePec is
the largest database dedicated to economics; its information is used to rank
economists and departments. It is the reference in economics. Similar to the low
representation of women among the top 100 authors is the share of women faculty
members in the 25 top economics departments. It amounted to only 21% in 2021. The
share of women chief economists in the largest companies is equally low: 25%.
Turning to central bank governors, the Women in Economics Initiative found 8%
were women. For finance ministers, this was 13%.1
These figures are strikingly low given that women constitute almost 50% of the
world’s population in 2022. More precisely, since the mid-1990s, the share of the
1

Women in Economics Index 2021 available at https://women-in-economics.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/WiE-Index-2021.pdf. [Last accessed: September 6, 2022]
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female population has been incredibly stable: around 49.6% (Figure 1). Thus, we are
not talking about a rare species. We are talking about every other person on the
planet.
Where does this lack of female
economists in top positions come
from? Recent research by economists
around Pascaline Dupas assessed the
culture in seminars of economics
departments (Dupas et al., 2021). A
large study team collected data on
every interaction between presenters
and their audience in research
seminars and job market talks across
leading
economics
departments.
Dupas et al. are the first ever researchers
to present quantitative evidence that
Figure 1: Female population (% of total population) – 25
women
presenters
are
treated
years Source: World Bank.
differently compared to their male
counterparts. What does it mean to be treated differently? Women are asked more
questions during seminars and, more importantly, the questions asked to women
presenters are more likely to be patronising or hostile. Women presenters are asked 3.8
additional questions relative to men, which corresponds to a 12% increase (p-value
<0.01). Most concerning is that the difference is most pronounced in so-called ‘job
market’ talks. Since these talks dictate entry into professorial careers, the differential
treatment of women likely contributes to the observed disparity in gender representation
in economics.
The reaction of both women and men to these findings is disbelief, and they
often strive to find simple explanations. The authors rule out the found differences
as being due to different fields, different seminar series or different topics. So, what
if the evidence simply suggests that women economists are treated differently
compared to men?
I know most of my male colleagues do not like this explanation. The preferred
explanation is that women are not up to the standards of good economists or, rather,
men out-perform women. What does the evidence say?
Erin Hengel (2022) recently published her findings about women economists and
the peer review process in the Economic Journal, which ranks among the 25 best
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economics journals. She studied whether higher writing standards for women
economists contribute to the problem of underrepresentation. She looked at the top
four most prestigious economics journals and reviewed 9,117 abstracts published
between 1950 and 2015.
Hengel applied five highly-tested ‘readability’ formulae and identified three
striking findings:
1)
2)

3)

Female-authored papers are 1–6% better written. This finding holds when
accounting for a series of possible confounding factors.
The readability gap widens during the review process. The gender readability
gap is up to three times larger in published papers compared to working
paper versions.
Female-authored papers spend three to six months longer under review.

If women economists at the top of the field write better than their male
counterparts, can we conclude that they are smarter? Is it the brain? What does
existing evidence say? There are some highly popularised studies suggesting gender
differences in the brain. However, cognitive neuroscientist Gina Rippon in her 2019
book The Gendered Brain shows that there is no conclusive evidence in favour of sexlinked brain differences. We know that brain size increases with body size and the
ratio of grey to white matter goes up slightly non-linearly with brain size. However,
these differences are not gendered since they are not found when comparing smallheaded men to large-headed women. Identified sex differences in the brain can be
traced back to small study samples and inadequate controls for characteristics as
simple as age and puberty-related maturation. If we combine existing evidence, we
cannot avoid the conclusion that neuro-sexism is the result of overstating small
differences while neglecting the far larger and more dominant similarities. The brain
is not gendered, which makes the often-used ‘quality of reasoning’ argument
employed to justify male dominance in certain leadership roles rather flawed.
Incidentally, I wonder whether the quality question is ever asked when it comes to
men. Have you ever heard anyone say that there are no men with the necessary
qualifications for the job?
We observe a systematic and systemic underrepresentation of women in
economics (Lundberg and Stearns, 2019). This is not an exclusive feature of economics
as a field. According to the UNESCO Science Report, as a proportion of total researchers,
women account for 33.3% globally and, in the European Union, only half a percent
more: 33.8% (UNESCO, 2021).
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You might say, ‘yes, we know, but these are all aggregate statistics, a global
representation that does not reflect the reality in our country. These findings are all
heavily driven by the US.’ So, we should look at our reality. What are Radboud’s trends?
In Figure 2, the solid, yellow line represents the share of female professors between 1998
and 2021 at our University. 30.2% of our professors were female in 2020 and, with this
share, we ranked third in the country. At the national level, only 26% of Dutch
professors in 2020 were women (Rathenau Instituut, 2022a). It is true that Radboud
has moved from 5.6% female professors in 1998 to above 30% in 2020. However, we fell
below 30% in 2021. What happened? While I am glad to be part of an institution that
seems to care for gender equality, when I joined the faculty, I first found myself as the
only woman in departmental management team meetings. This is not unique to
Radboud. This is representative of the fact that the share of female professors in
economics was even lower than the share of female professors in engineering in the
Netherlands in 2020; 15.4% in economics to 17.6% in engineering (Rathenau Instituut,
2022a).
Why does an egalitarian country like the Netherlands perform almost as poorly as
Germany and Belgium when it comes to appointing female professors?
Is it all self-selection? Do women
not aim for PhDs to begin with and thus
miss the entry criterion for an academic
career? Is this really true? The numbers
tell us differently. In the Netherlands,
in 2020, 44% of PhD students were
women. This is close to the female
population percentage and suggests that
we are closing the gender gap at PhD
level.
This can also be seen for our
University, graphically represented as
Figure 2: Women at Radboud University (%)
the top dashed line (Figure 2). This
dashed trend line is in stark contrast to the bottom yellow line. Since 2007, the share of
female PhDs has been around 50% and fairly stable, whereas academic careers still need
to catch up. The biggest catch-up has been done at the assistant professor level, where
we see almost equal representation. This is represented by the red, dot-dashed line
(Figure 2). However, we still have a considerably lower share of associate professors, as
represented by the pink, dashed line (Figure 2).
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What is the problem then? At the PhD level, we have almost equal representation
of men and women. This can also be seen for the entry level into an academic career at
assistant professor level. There too we have 44% of women at the national level.
However, at the level of associate professors, only 31% are women, and we lose another
5% on the way to professor (Rathenau Instituut, 2022b).
There seem to be ‘invisible blocks’ to female progression. My co-authors and I
looked into it when I worked at the Institute of Social Studies. We studied the effect of
teacher gender on student evaluations of teaching. We document a negative effect of
being a female teacher on student evaluations of teaching, suggesting that women are
perceived and evaluated differently (Wagner et al., 2016). In other words, students
discriminate against female teachers in course evaluations. You might think that
teacher discrimination in student evaluations must be a unique feature of my previous
employer. However, evidence tells us differently. Similar to my work, for data from
France, Anne Boring shows that students appear to rate professors according to gender
stereotypes, with male students discriminating particularly in favour of male professors
despite there being no evidence that male professors are better instructors (Boring,
2017). In the context of online teaching involving 43 students, MacNell et al. (2014)
identified that supposedly ‘male’ teachers received higher grades, regardless of their
actual gender. The study was set up as an experiment: students never saw or heard their
teacher because of the online format, and thus bias against women could be identified
free of confounding factors.
Why do I stress these findings? Because they have implications for career
progression. In our analysis, my co-authors and I showed that women are 11 percentage
points less likely to attain the teaching evaluation cut-off for promotion to associate
professor compared to men. Most importantly, the effect is robust to confounding
factors, such as teaching experience and research quality.
Thus, women are faced with bias not only concerning research but also concerning
teaching.
Implicit bias occurs automatically and unintentionally. It is a challenge we all
face, and women in particular. Did you know that it needed blind auditions for
musicians to increase the share of women in US orchestras (Goldin and Rouse,
2000)? It is estimated that blind auditions account for 25% of the increase in the
share of female orchestra musicians. Furthermore, there is evidence we can overcome
our implicit bias by actively confronting it and literally imagining stereotypes away
(Blair et al., 2001).
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We face also structural bias; situations where institutional patterns and practices
confer advantage to members of a dominant group. This dominant group is often comprised
of men. To overcome structural bias and achieve gender equity, we must re-assess our
perceptions of in and out-groups, of leadership and team composition (Thompson, 2008).
Related is the gender authority gap. Journalist and author Mary Ann Sieghart
researched the phenomenon of a woman trying to speak up in meetings, only to be
talked over, or women being ignored by their male colleagues; in short, she researched
why women are still being taken less seriously (Sieghart, 2021). None of this is fiction.
It is a lived experience in the academic workplace and beyond.
All these biases and blocks contribute to the challenges women face when trying
to progress in their careers. However, we should not exclusively focus on academia and
the formal labour market.
Women in low and middle-income countr ies
In the title of my inaugural lecture, I promised I would look at the state of women and
men around the world. I am not going to disappoint you. I started out in academia
because it is home to my work. I also started out in academia because we train the next
generation of professionals and, thus, our situation, what we teach and how we behave
can affect many people around the globe. But my passion is not for a handful of
professors and their first world problems; it is for people in general, their life stories
and struggles. I am interested in the lived realities of women and men around the globe.

Figure 3: The main page of the Global Data Lab: https://globaldatalab.org/
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When joining Radboud University I also became the head of the Global Data Lab,
one of if not the largest database in the world that combines household level data from
across the globe about the living conditions of people, their wellbeing, their economic
conditions and education.
The Global Data Lab (GDL) combines over 500 household survey datasets from
major data providers2 for low and middle-income countries (LMICs) from 1990 to
2020, and it is continuously updated with newly released survey datasets (Figure 3).
GDL contains information on over 35 million individuals in more than 130 countries.
We have a range of variables to document progress in educational attainment
across countries and over time all based on the information of ordinary people who
participated in large scale, representative household surveys. I looked at our data to see
how women and men in LMICs are doing in terms of education. I took all the data we
have available in our database to share the trends we can observe in the 25 years between
1996 and 2020.3
We will start with the years of
education. In the last 25 years, we
observe a steady increase from roughly
3.25 years in the mid-1990s to about 6.5
years of education attained by women
who, at the time of the survey, were of
middle age (Figure 4). This is the average
trend across countries and years. The
dots in Figure 4 indicate that, depending
on the year and the countries that feed
into the calculation of the yearly figure,
we can observe a higher or a lower
average level of education. The line
Figure 4: Average years of education for women aged 40 to
represents the linear trend. For example,
59 years across LMICs over the period 1996 to 2020
take the year 2010. It is represented by
the dot that almost coincides with the trend line and suggests that on average women
in LMICs had 5.3 years of education. This figure is compiled based on data from 26
countries. In turn, the highest observation (the dot for 2019) suggests that, on average,
middle-aged women in LMICs have obtained 7.5 years of education. This figure is based
2

The major data sources are Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS, currently 250+ datasets), UNICEF

3

All compilations are based on v402 of the GDL area dataset.

Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS, 250+ datasets), IPUMS Census Datasets (IPUMS, 25+ datasets).
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on 23 individual countries and this list of countries is almost completely different than
the 2010 list of 26 countries (Table 1).
Alphabetical list of countries for
2010
2019
Afghanistan
Algeria
Armenia
Belarus
Bhutan
Central African Republic
Brazil
Chad
Burkina Faso
Cuba
Burundi
Dominican Republic
Cambodia
Guinea-Bissau
Central African Republic
Guyana
Chad
Honduras
Colombia
Liberia
Democratic Republic of the Congo North Macedonia
Kazakhstan
Palestine
Lesotho
Samoa
Malawi
São Tomé and Príncipe
Mexico
Senegal
Mongolia
Serbia
Palestine
Sierra Leone
Peru
Thailand
Rwanda
Tonga
Serbia
Turkmenistan
South Sudan
Turks and Caicos Islands
Sudan
Tuvalu
Suriname
Zimbabwe
Swaziland
Tanzania
Vietnam
Total 2010 sample: 26 countries
Total 2019 sample: 23 countries
Table 1: List of countries contributing to the average level data point in 2010 and 2019
Note: The two countries highlighted in bold are the only two contributing to the 2010
and 2019 average calculation.

There are two main take aways from Figure 4, first, that over the last 25 years,
women in LMICs have caught up in terms of education. The average gain from the mid1990s until 2020 is about three additional years of schooling. Second, we draw this
conclusion based on data availability and it greatly varies over the years (Table 1).
Is this decent progress? I agree with Hans Rosling who forcefully argues in his
book Factfulness that, on a global scale, we made considerable progress in terms of
schooling, not only in the last 25 years but even starting in the 1970s (Rosling, 2019).
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However, this progress is slow and often goes unnoticed. Simultaneously, we have to
acknowledge that we cannot really say much about education without putting the
graph into perspective.
Consider Figure 5. The underlying
data stem again from the Global Data
Lab. The dark red line echoes the
previous graph (Figure 4); the light pink
line represents the years of education
for women aged 20 to 39 years. What we
observe is a remarkable generational
shift. The younger generation tends to
have two more years of education on
average. This is great news. Yet, at the
same time, this gap has remained
incredibly stable over the last 25 years.
We do not observe that the younger
Figure 5: Average years of education for women aged 40 to
generation in LMICs has obtained even
59 years versus women aged 20 to 39 years across LMICs
more education in recent years. There is
over the period 1996 to 2020
no widening of the education gap
suggesting that no additional progress has been made by the young generation. So far,
the presented trends based on the GDL household data suggest that women in
developing countries made progress in their educational attainment, but what about
men and women in relation to men?

Figure 6: Average years of education for women aged 20 to
39 years versus men aged 20 to 39 across LMICs over the
period 1996 to 2020

If we look at the young women in
the 20 to 39 age range and compare
them to men in the same range,
another part of the puzzle is revealed.
Over the entire period, women tend to
have fewer years of education compared
to men. We observe the ‘gender
education gap’. It narrows in recent
years. While it was bigger than one year
in 1996, it is down to less than half a
year on average in 2020. Is this a
positive sign? We should turn to figures
about school attendance to answer that
question.
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For girls and boys currently
attending upper primary school (i.e.
children aged 9 to 11 years old), the two
top solid lines in Figure 7 show that, on
average, girls have caught up with boys.
Note that these figures no longer
represent years of education but the
share of children who attend school.
Even in the mid-1990s, the attendance
gap amounted to only about 5 percentage
points on average and, since around
2010, the two trend lines have merged
with girls’ school attendance even being
Figure 7: Percentage of girls versus boys attending upper
slightly bigger than boys’, although the
primary, upper secondary and upper tertiary education
actual difference is small and
across LMICs over the period 1996 to 2020
statistically negligible. Thus, the gender
gap is closed. Our household data confirm the globally reported trends according to
which less than 10% of children did not attend primary school in 2015.4 But what about
girls’ progression through school?
Upper secondary school attendance is presented with dashed lines in Figure 7.
Unsurprisingly, we observe a drop in school attendance from primary to secondary
school. While more than 90% of children in LMICs attend primary school these days,
only around 70% attend secondary school according to our data. Again, we can see a
closing of the gender gap in education in recent years. The open question is whether
this is also observed in higher education.
Tertiary education is represented with the dotted trend line at the bottom of
Figure 7. No surprise, the share of young people in their early 20s attending higher
education is lower compared to those attending primary or secondary education. In
addition, the infamous gender gap is back, hinting at all the ensuing dynamics in terms
of female representation in leadership roles I already discussed. Thus, we observe that,
around the globe, women have caught up in terms of education, but we also see that
women still lag behind when it comes to higher education.
This has serious implications for the labour market, with women ending up in
lower paid jobs. According to the 2022 Global Gender Gap Report by the World
4

According to the World Development Indicators (WDI), 8% of primary school-aged children were out of
school in 2015 (World Bank).
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Economic Forum, on a global scale, the average distance completed to parity is at 68.1%.
This implies that, on its current trajectory, it will take 132 years to close the gender gap
worldwide. Importantly, the gender gap is higher in LMICs compared to the highincome countries of Europe and North America.5
When talking about gender parity we do not only consider equal levels of education
or equal pay: we also consider health and empowerment. The index of the World
Economic Forum contains these different dimensions. In addition, let us also look at
some aspects a little bit more in detail based on the data of the Global Data Lab. There
are a range of issues that typically only affect women. We refer to them as ‘harmful
traditional practices’ or ‘gender-based violence’. These practices include polygamy,
female genital mutilation and child marriage.
In earlier research, I looked into possible consequences of polygamy (Rieger and
Wagner, 2016; Wagner and Rieger, 2015), showing that children of monogamous
mothers are significantly taller for a given age compared to children of polygynous
mothers. Similarly, we show that a low ranking in the hierarchy of mothers and the
ratio of married women to men are negatively correlated with child height. Importantly,
the effect is strongest for multigenerational polygynous households. However, in
countries where polygamy is traditionally practiced, we still see that the practice of one
man being married to several women continues. At the same time, over the last 25
years, there seems to have been a decline in the number of polygamy. In the mid-1990s,
almost 6% of households in traditionally practicing countries were polygamous: in
2020 this was down to 4% (Figure 8). However, the large grey areas (i.e. the large
confidence bands around the red trend line) indicate that the sample at hand does not
provide a precise representation of the situation on the ground. If we take the upper
right end of the confidence band, it suggests that polygamy might still be as prevalent
as 25 years ago. We cannot be sure that it really is in decline. Note that I opted for a very
conservative measure of the prevalence of polygamy, which also includes countries
where polygamy is, in principle, possible but not practiced very much, downsizing
average prevalence. It is worth knowing that this average measure contains regions in
The Gambia where the prevalence of polygamy was above 30% in 2020. We also
observed prevalence rates above 30% in Nigeria in 2008 and 2013.
Another harmful traditional practice that I researched is female genital mutilation,
or ‘FGM’ (Wagner, 2015). FGM refers to the partial or total removal of the external
female genitalia or other injury to the female genitals for non-medical, socio-cultural
5

Gender parity is assessed across four key dimensions: (i) economic participation and opportunity, (ii)
educational attainment, (iii) health and survival, and (iv) political empowerment.
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reasons. As my research shows, the
practice is pervasive because it increases
the chances of marriage in practicing
communities. The practice is prevalent
even today, as shown in Figure 9.

Figure 8: Percentage of women living in polygamous unions in practicing countries over the period 1996 to 2020

Figure 9: Percentage of women having undergone female
genital mutilation in practicing countries over the period
2005 to 2020

Our data suggest that if there has
been any global change in the last 25
years, then there has been a slight
increase in prevalence. However, again,
the data available does not allow me to
make any precise statements as
indicated by the large grey areas (i.e. the
large confidence bands). It is estimated
that at least 200 million girls and
women have been subject to the practice
(UNICEF, 2013). Moreover, the United
Nations Population Fund estimated
that 68 million girls will undergo FGM
between 2015 and 2030 (UNFPA, 2018).
As a result of COVID-19, a further two
million girls might be cut according to
estimations (UNFPA, 2020). The biggest
challenge to fully address the harmful
practice of FGM is the lack of data. We
cannot see the full picture yet and, as
UNICEF (2016) argues, more data is
needed to get a more reliable
understanding of the extent of the
practice and the number of children at
risk of undergoing it.

Related yet different again, is the harmful practice of child marriage: marriage
below the age of 18. Child marriage affects 650 million girls and women around the
world or one in five girls (UNICEF, 2021). Not only do child brides drop out of school,
but they are also more likely to be teen mothers. The goal of eliminating child marriage
by 2030 is unlikely to be achieved.
As if these practices were not enough, we also observe that, across LMICs, the use
of modern contraception is stagnating. As can be seen in Figure 10, no use of
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contraception – the top black line – is roughly twice as likely compared to the use of
modern contraception – the yellow trend line. Figure 10 is not only concerning because
of unwanted pregnancies but also because of the spread of sexually transmitted diseases
and HIV.
Again, these diseases are an extra
threat for women. In my own research
among people living with HIV in
Burkina Faso, I documented the
feminisation of HIV (Wagner et al.,
2016; Artavia-Mora et al., 20120), which
can be observed across sub-Saharan
Africa where more than 57% of the
adults living with HIV are women
(Nharaunda, 2018).
Still, I have not addressed one of
the biggest threats to women: domestic
Figure 10: Use of contraception across LMICs over the peand sexual violence. Violence against
riod 2003 to 2020
women has been recognised as “a
globally
pervasive
public
health
problem” (WHO, 2021). According to WHO (2021), globally, 30% of women aged 15
and older have been subjected to physical and/or sexual violence. What I find even
more shocking is that our data suggest that women accept the violence. In Figure 11, I
present the share of women aged 15 to 49 who agree that a husband is justified in hitting
or beating his wife for: neglecting children (green line), refusing sex (red dashed line),
going out (blue line), arguing (grey
dashed line) and burning food (brown
line). Two out of five women in LMICs
consider it justifiable for a husband to
beat his wife when she refuses sex. This
is ‘Me too-square’. No matter where
women live, work and raise their
children, they not only face prejudice
and are under-represented: they are at
risk. What is even worse, is the fact that
women around the globe have accepted
these risks. Why else would we observe
such large support by women for beating
Figure 11: Women’s support for wife beating across LMICs
them?
over the period 2003 to 2016
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Why am I sharing all these figures with you? You have heard these and similar
stories before. However, I argue that we can derive implications from the presented data
that go beyond the same old stories.
The need for more data, comparative evidence and social experimenting
This brings me to the second part of my speech. As I purposefully put in the title: we
need first, more data; second, comparative evidence, and third, social experimenting.
We need considerably more data and importantly, systematic data that are
population representative and allow us to draw conclusions over time.
As an example, take the average years of education among young people that I
presented in Figure 6. When zooming in to the country of Burkina Faso, the trend line
is considerably shorter compared to the global average of all remaining countries,
represented with the top two solid lines in Figure 12. The dashed line representing
Burkina Faso is also considerably lower compared to the global average, indicating that
Burkina Faso has a considerably lower level of education compared to the global average.
While this low level of education is
concerning, it is also concerning that
we only have survey data for Burkina
Faso for 1998, 2003 and 2010. Three data
points produce the trend line. Such a
dearth of data is not only an issue for
Burkina Faso. As I highlighted at the
beginning, the global trends I present
consist of a mix of different country
observations for every point in time. We
do not have systematic micro-data for
each country for every year. This is
Figure 12: Comparison of trends in educational attainunacceptable for monitoring the
ment of young people between Burkina Faso and the redevelopment of societies. It is even less
maining LMICs
acceptable knowing that many of the
countries are struggling economically.
How can we properly identify where to put scarce resources most effectively if we do not
even have the data to identify where we can achieve most impact?
Moreover, we have hardly any systematic data from conflict-stricken areas like
Syria and Somalia. Similarly, data from refugee camps is scant. However, we know that
conflicts tend to exacerbate harmful traditional practices, such as child marriage as
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parents are under economic pressure and struggle to feed their family (Girls not Brides,
2022). One of the few surveys among refugees identified that, among Syrian women
living in Lebanon, more than a third were married before the age of 18. These findings
suggest that, compared to the situation in Syria prior to the civil conflict, the rate of
child marriage is now four times higher (UNFPA, 2017). However, in most circumstances,
we lack such information. I wonder how we can achieve our target of ending harmful
practices if we do not even have a clear oversight of the actual numbers.
A related yet different aspect of data collection is the level of analysis. It was a
deliberate choice to present global trends. However, global trends have the potential to
disguise local trends. In fact, one of the strengths of our Global Data Lab is that we
present both national level data and sub-national data. If we take Nigeria as an example,
we have 37 sub-national regions and can represent the developments over time for each
of these regions. In Figure 13, I show data for only five regions. As can be seen, even
within the country there are considerable differences in the average level of education.
Clearly, this is not surprising. We know
that there are structural differences
even within countries. What is quite
telling from Figure 13, however, is the
fact that women have lower levels of
education across regions.

Figure 13: Comparison of trends in educational attainment of young people across 5 Nigerian regions

1.
2.
3.
4.

This brings me to my second point:
comparative evidence. We do not only
need evidence over time to study trends
but also:

Within countries, namely for regions.
Across population groups, such as men and women.
In relation to other factors, such as income, urbanisation, health, traditions,
beliefs, ICT and many, many others.
Beyond measures of access, we need measures of quality. Access to education
brings us only half-way. It is the quality that matters.

We need to tease out relationships. What influences what? How and why?
This leads me to my last plea: the plea for social experimenting. Existing data give
us a good idea of the many things that still need to be tackled to close the gender gap and
to achieve equal societies. However, the path to equality is not straightforward. We do
not know whether the much-hyped gender-neutral language, the highly discussed
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gender quotas, stricter punishment for offensive behaviour, more targeted social
assistance for young mothers, job-sharing between partners, home office, ICT and AI
and other instruments will be key to achieving gender equality. Potentially, it will be
achieved through a mix of many things, and it is likely to be context-specific. What we
know is that we are far from closing the gender gap, be it in the Netherlands or elsewhere.
Therefore, we need to experiment. We need to implement social experiments and collect
data not only in LMICs but also here, in the Netherlands, at this university. We need to
challenge our beliefs and the interventions we implement to foster gender equality in
particular. What if the data we gather tell us that some of our efforts might be well
intended and produce nice pictures, but simply do not work? We need to be more
rigorous in our approaches. Experimenting should go beyond ‘fixing women’. It could be
in the form of extra incentives for women, financial and otherwise, to encourage them
to step up and take leadership positions or by randomly matching leadership teams.
There is evidence of success from India where one third of Village Council head positions
are reserved for women (Chattopadhyay and Duflo, 2004). Reservation policies have a
strong impact on female representation. In village councils with randomly reserved
head positions for women, policy decisions are influenced in ways that seem to better
reflect women’s preferences. For example, in areas where women complain more often
about drinking water and roads, there are more investments in drinking water and roads
when village councils are reserved for female heads.
Alternatively, governments could provide tax incentives to companies with equal
gender representation or could provide extra financial stimuli if both parents work
similar hours. To not only detect but actively address our biases, we need a culture
change led by evidence and to generate evidence, we ultimately need data.
This hunt for more and better data and analysis largely forms my research agenda.
However, if we step back and consider where this data comes from, we end up with
individuals organised into households, be they single, small, large or multi-generational.
The smallest decision-making unit in our society is the household. Economists have a
long tradition of studying household behaviour. We know that households not only
provide labour, but they are also the final consumers of all produce. It is high time to go
back to the models of household organisation to re-assess and, if necessary, to re-think
and enrich them with the latest insights from psychology, behaviour and culture. This
is where women and men come into the picture again. We can only fully appreciate the
role of women for society in a comparative fashion, vis-à-vis men. Exclusively focusing
on women does not solve any of the problems we have discussed. We have to overcome
old barriers and fights of women against men. As long as we have any one group being
presented or perceived, or even acting as opponent, we have a hard time achieving
common goals.
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Another concern here is that our current agendas for diversity and inclusion leave
heterosexual women and mothers out by remaining largely silent about them.
Considerable parts of the empowerment and diversity agenda come at the cost of
heterosexual women and mothers although they are the biggest group. There are three
reasons for this.
First, the group is too large to get organised. We face a silent mass. Remember,
almost every other person on this planet is a woman and most, if not all, women face
at least some form of bias in their lives. Given the size of the group and the problem, it
is not surprising that the status quo is implicitly established as normal.
Second, the terms of female empowerment and gender gap have been around for
a while, and we observe fatigue and neglect despite underlying issues not being solved.
Kelan (2009) refers to this as ‘gender fatigue’. It is the subtle discrimination, the
implicit biases that are hard to identify, especially in times where diversity is
mainstreamed. Gender fatigue has been linked to organisational silence and inaction
where women are willing to put the onus on themselves to overcome what is perceived
as remaining discrimination in gender-neutral environments (Williamson et al.,
2018). I am concerned because the data tell us differently. We have to address more
than a few remaining issues.
Third, the new terms are diversity and inclusion. However, these are diluted terms.
Diversity as an add-on, without power is worthless. Real change can only be achieved if
we also address power; gendered and otherwise (Conley and Page, 2014).
The role of mot her s

Figure 14: The share of mothers across LMICs over the period 1996 to 2020

Let me wrap up with two important
figures. According to our data, mothers
constitute the vast majority of women
aged 20 and older in LMICs. More than
85% of the women in our dataset are
mothers in 2020 (Figure 14). Mothers are
the silent, exhausted backbone of our
societies. While do I stress motherhood?
Because of global fertility trends. Over the
same period of 25 years, global fertility
went down from 2.82 to 2.39 births per
woman. When going back to the 1960s,
we can observe an even steeper decline
from roughly five children on average at a
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Figure 15: Global fertility rate between 1960 and 2020
Source: World Bank.

Picture 1: My two wonderful little girls

global level to the current figure of less
than 2.5 children (Figure 15). The situation
in most developed countries, like the
Netherlands, is such that fertility rates are
below the replacement level of 2.1 birth
per woman. We might ignore it and argue
it is good for the planet and for the
climate. Or we give it a second thought
and ask ourselves who will be there to take
all the necessary steps to save the planet.
If today we are unable to get women and
in particular mothers into the picture and
provide equal opportunities for them, the
crises we are likely to face might even
become more challenging.
While much of the struggle is lost
for my generation, we have a responsibility
for the next generation. What we change
today empowers our children tomorrow
to tackle the big challenges facing
humankind. My motivation for change is
my girls (Picture 1).
Best pr actices
Still, it is easy to identify problems, refer
to research and leave. As a university, we
should be in the driver’s seat of change.
But do we live the change? How can we
live the change? I ended my inaugural
speech with a Mentimeter survey, giving
the audience the opportunity to share
how everyone tries to overcome bias. I
asked: ‘What is your best practice to
counteract (gender) bias?’ A total of 50
people responded. The responses can be
grouped into nine categories (Table 2).

The findings are also graphically represented in a word cloud (Figure 16). Almost one
third of the responses identifies speaking up against bias as key. At the same time and
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despite evidence that female (career)
progression and gender equality is
Speaking up
13.5
not about women’s efforts, the
Working harder
8.5
second biggest category is to ‘work
Recognition of (gender) biases
7.5
harder’, suggesting that women still
Female leadership
6
put the onus of equal representation
Institutional representation
4
on themselves to a large extent.
Education for equality
3
Similarly, while I asked for best
Other
3
practices to counteract bias, the
Challenges around motherhood
2.5
third largest category refers to
Mutual support and collaboration
2
recognising bias. Moreover, it is
Total
50
interesting that the request for own
Table 2: Mentimeter responses to the question ‘What is your best
best practices resulted in five very
practice to counteract (gender) bias?’
general
responses
such
as
Note: Listed in descending order and splitting those into half that
‘Intersectionality’, ‘Remuneration’
fit in two categories.
and ‘Empathy’. Another seven
responses identified needs such as ‘Better day care’, ‘Institutionalising representation’ and
‘More women entrepreneurs’. The largest category of responses is practices mainly expressed
as exclamations (38 responses) such as ‘Speak up when noticing a colleague is being talked
over’ and ‘Always think: Go Girl, Go!!!’ and ‘Appoint women to leadership roles’. Last but
not least it is somewhat astonishing to see that only six answers were personal, using
markers such as ‘I’ and ‘my’. It might be
the nature of the academic set up that
responses are kept general for professional
reasons, but it might also be informative
of the long way we still have to go since
personal identification with a problematic
situation is key to practicing change.
Category

Responses

Figure 16: Word cloud resulting from the Mentimeter asking
‘What is your best practice to counteract (gender) bias?’

6

We have to break the bias actively
and daily because we have the means to
do so. We owe it to the women around
the world who depend on us to give
them voice. A good inspiration for
change are the ‘100 actions for gender
equality’.6 Let us start building a more
equal world now.

‘100 actions for equality’. Available here: https://onehundredactions.com/100-actions-for-equality/. [Last
accessed: October 14, 2022]
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Thank you
I would like to take a moment to thank all those who have accompanied me thus far.
Looking at my professional development, I would like to express my sincere gratitude to
my academic ‘fathers’ and ‘brothers’. Many thanks to Joachim Grammig from Tübingen
for introducing me to the world of data analysis.
I am proud of my PhD supervisor Jean-Louis Arcand who made it possible for me
to combine my passion for data and people with hands-on field work in Africa. My
heartfelt thanks.
I could not have survived at the Institute of Social Studies without Mansoob
Murshed. Mansoob, I appreciate your direct, no-nonsense attitude.
I appreciate that Arjun Bedi gave me guidance when I started my academic career
at the Institute of Social Studies.
I have the highest respect for Wil Hout who dared to work with a young applied
economist on a truly interdisciplinary project.
I am also grateful to my co-author, friend and ‘academic husband’ Matthias
Rieger. Thanks for your collaboration.
Many, many thanks to my co-author and friend Luca Tasciotti for persistently
dragging me into new projects.
I am indebted to my co-author and friend Binyam Demena for introducing me to
meta-analyses.
I do not want to miss the opportunity to thank my colleagues, Elissaios Papyrakis,
Roy Huisman, Des Gasper, Samba Mbaye, Djiby Thiam and Boundia Thiombiano for
their collaboration.
I also want to thank my new colleagues at the Department of Economics and our
school for their support, and for helping me to integrate. Together, we will build the
future of our school. I won’t drop names here. I decided to leave that for my farewell.
This is an impressive list of men who all left their mark in my life. It was far harder
to find female role models in my professional environment. But I found them although
outside my discipline.
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One of the very first ones is my primary school teacher, Brigitte Bär. My heartfelt
gratitude for believing in me and encouraging me.
I am very grateful to Irene van Staveren. Without her, we would not be here today.
Irene shared about the job opening. Thanks, Irene.
I wholeheartedly thank Christina Sathyamala who has been a constant source of
inspiration. Sathya, your thoughtfulness has not gone unnoticed.
Zemzem Shigute, thank you for not only being a fellow researcher but also a friend.
Without Linda Johnson’s support, I would not have survived the first two years of my
job. You are so incredibly professional and such a great networker and friend. Thank you.
I am grateful to Karin Arts for being my manager at the Institute of Social Studies.
You helped me grow and develop.
Stella Quimbo, Semiha Denktas, Inge Hutter, Wendy Harcourt, Rosalba Icaza, Rose
Namara, thank you for being role models.
Many thanks to Annet van Geen. Your support at the Institute of Social Studies
allowed me to fulfil my tasks with decency. Your commitment is unprecedented.
I am very proud of the three PhD researchers of mine who already graduated: Misha,
Andrea and Farzane. It was a great experience to supervise you. Those of you still working
on your PhDs, rest assured that I want you to shine. Thanks to Jimena, Deo, Anderson
and Zhiqi for your patience in collaborating with me.
Moreover, I am very honoured to work with the best team in the world in the Global
Data Lab and at my chair. You are the best team not because everything goes smoothly. It
is because of your dedication and your willingness to look for solutions whenever there
are problems. Thanks to Aaron, Anne Lieke, Emily, Janine, Jet, and Olexiy. Thanks also to
Gaby, Galina and Katarzyna for contributing to my chair.
Also a big thanks to Jeroen Smits, my predecessor and the founder of the Global
Data Lab for entrusting me with his heritage.
While the professional environment is important for the career, it represents at
most half of who we are. It needs a huge private support network to flourish professionally,
in particular for a woman and mother.
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I could not focus on my work if I did not have the support of Rosa. We communicate
in French: Rosa, je vous remercie de tout coeur pour votre soutiens. C’est rare d’avoir
quelqu’une comme vous sur qui on peut compter.
The second person who makes it possible for me to combine work and family life
with sanity is Els. Els, hoewel wij elkaar minder dan een jaar kenen, kan ik mij een leven
zonder jou niet meer voorstellen. Jet zorgt ervoor dat alles op rolletjes loopt als ik in
Nijmegen ben. Van harte bedankt. Bedankt ook dat wij bij jou mogen dineren vanavond.
My two little girls are very precious to me, and I only want the best for them. They
have the most amazing teachers. Many thanks to Rosanna Crolla, Claudia Emde, Svenja
Larssen, and Marion Montgomery. You are doing an amazing job.
They say that ‘behind every strong man there is a strong woman’. The reverse is true too.
I could not do anything or be any of what I am professionally or privately without my husband
Christoph Menzel. Without making a huge amount of noise, you contribute to completing
the household chores, you share the childcare responsibilities, and you are willing to engage
in the tedious efforts of adjusting schedules and making things work. Thanks for your love.
I would not be who I am today without the loving and unconditional support of my
parents Renate and Johannes Wagner who always encouraged me even when things did
not make sense to them. You did an amazing job in raising me and my sisters and in
instilling values of care, respect and collaboration. Mama, Papa, ich bin euch von Herzen
dankbar. Ihr seid meine Helden.
I thank my dearest friends near and far, those from childhood and those who I only
recently got to know, those who I meet regularly and those who I see only every once in a
while. All your friendships have incredibly enriched my life. Thanks to my childhood
friend Betty, thanks to my courageous neighbour Sabrina, thanks to my university friends
Heide and Claudia, thanks to my friend and colleague Renate, thanks to Elke for the time
in The Hague, thanks to Nawras and Hannah for the wonderful friendship, thanks to
Luis for supporting me with my project in Burkina Faso, thanks to my cousin Janina who
knew long before me that I would stay here today, and thanks to the Brussel’s club:
Barbara, Carmen, Elena, Siobhan and Rüya.
The challenge with a detailed Thank-You list is that it is never complete. Chances
are that I missed someone. I have met the most remarkable people in my life. Forgive me
for not being able to mention you all. Those I mentioned are exemplary for you all, family
and friends from near and far. I will conclude by thanking you all for being here today in
the Aula and online. You make my ordinary life extraordinary! Thank you!
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