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T he numbers are dismal. Black, Latinx, and Native American people earned 
just 9.5 percent of economics PhD degrees awarded to US residents in 
2017 (National Center for Science and Engineering Statistics 2018). These 

groups comprise over 30 percent of the population. While the number of Latinx 
PhD degree earners in economics has increased over recent years, when normalized 
by their increasing share in the population, the trend is flat. More disheartening, 
the share of Black economics doctorates has actually fallen since the start of the 
millennium, while at the same time, the share of Black PhD earners in the fields 
of science, technology, engineering, and mathematics has risen. There are too few 
Native Americans earning doctorates to calculate meaningful trends (National 
Center for Science and Engineering Statistics 2018). 

The experiences of minorities in economics are perhaps even more troubling. 
Of the Black, Latinx, and Native American respondents to the American Economic 
Association Climate Survey in winter 2018–19, 28 percent report having person-
ally been discriminated against or treated unfairly on the basis of race/ethnicity 
by someone in the field of economics. Three-fifths of Black and Latinx women, 
both students and professionals, report experiencing either racial discrimination or 
gender discrimination or both. These groups are also the most likely to take costly 
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action, such as leaving a job, to avoid possible harassment, discrimination, or unfair 
treatment (Allgood et al. 2019).

The poor numbers and experiences both imply harm to our profession. First, 
the field of economics is losing out on diverse perspectives and viewpoints. In a 
variety of settings, racially diverse groups have been shown to outperform homog-
enous teams (for a review of the literature, see Bayer and Rouse 2016). Second, the 
underrepresented minority talent we do have is deployed inefficiently, as minorities 
alter their research, conference participation, and even their workplaces in order 
to avoid harassment. 

You can improve this situation, and this article tells you how. Faced with very 
little literature to inform the discussion, we collected new survey data. We targeted 
Black, Latinx, and Native American individuals at various positions in the economics 
career trajectory as well as those who had been on the trajectory but were no longer. 
The latter group’s views have been much less present in discussions of race and 
economics. (For example, this group was not reached by the AEA Climate Survey.) 
We conducted 75 surveys, followed by open-ended interviews with more than half of 
the participants on the question of what helps and hurts minority group members 
to succeed in economics. While respondents’ date of college graduation and rela-
tionship to economics were quite varied, we heard a few consistent themes; namely, 
that bias, a hostile climate, and a lack of good information and good mentoring 
discouraged underrepresented minorities from careers in economics. 

In response to pressure applied by what was then the Caucus of Black Econo-
mists and is now the National Economic Association (NEA), the American Economic 
Association (AEA) established its Committee on the Status of Minority Groups in 
the Economics Profession (CSMGEP) over 50 years ago (Simms and Wilson 2020). 
Soon after, the AEA began its summer training program to prepare undergraduate 
students from underrepresented backgrounds for PhD programs in economics. 
In the 1990s, the AEA began its mentoring program, matching underrepresented 
minority graduate students with mentors. The share of economics PhDs going to 
Black Americans increased from the mid-1970s until the turn of the millennium, 
but since that time, as previously noted, it has been on the decline (National Center 
for Science and Engineering Statistics 2018). 

While insufficient dedicated resources inhibit progress, so does insufficient 
understanding. Very recent developments, including the establishment of the 
AEA’s Code of Professional Conduct, Policy on Harassment and Discrimination, 
Committee on Equity, Diversity, and Professional Conduct, and Task Force on Best 
Practices—all since 2018—represent a new awareness of problems on the demand 
side: the choices of economists at all stages of their (potential) colleagues’ careers 
are reducing the numbers and worsening the experience of Black, Latinx, and 
Native American individuals in economics. 

The reflections and experiences of the respondents —your students, colleagues, 
and former colleagues—surveyed and interviewed for this paper, point to a variety 
of actions that you can take to inform, mentor, and welcome. Some actions, like telling 
students about programs that help minorities transition from a BA to an economics 
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PhD, take less effort; others, like starting new programs that help minorities make 
that transition, require much more. Our goal is not that any one person will pursue 
all of the recommended action steps, but that each economist will take at least one 
action to improve the representation and experience of Black, Latinx, and Native 
American individuals in the economics profession. 

Survey and Interview Data

We sought to hear from Black, Latinx, and Native American respondents with 
a great range of experiences in the field of economics.1 We were aiming for a broad 
sample, more than a representative sample. In an online Appendix available with 
this paper at the Journal of Economic Perspectives website, we include the survey itself, 
along with our interview and data coding protocols and procedures. Here, we 
provide an overview of the process. 

We targeted our request for survey participants to the listservs of the American 
Society of Hispanic Economists (ASHE), the National Economic Association (NEA), 
and the CSMGEP. Because we also wanted to reach those who had considered an 
economics career but rejected the option, we also targeted former AEA summer 
program participants. We asked recipients of our request to take the online survey 
and/or forward the announcement.

The survey first asked respondents to choose the response that best describes 
their location on and satisfaction with their economics trajectory. Table 1 shows the 
possible responses. The key question for analysis in the survey—the most important 
question—asked for open-ended responses to “What is the most important thing 
we should know about what helps and hurts minorities’ progress in an economics 
career?” Seventy-five eligible people began the survey; 67 answered the most impor-
tant question. We also collected demographic data to determine eligibility for the 
study, which was based on identification as Black, Latinx, and/or Native American 
and at least a previous interest in or consideration of economics as a career.

Because we are particularly interested in the factors that lead to a more versus 
less positive experience in an economics career, we divide the sample into two 
groups. The first group we term the nondisrupted respondents. These respondents’ 
careers are progressing. If they have completed an economics PhD, they are satis-
fied with their employment. For the purposes of the categorization, we mark the 
beginning of an economics career as entering a PhD program. Therefore, we also 
include in the nondisrupted group those who never began an economics doctoral 

1 We refer to those identifying as Native American, Indigenous, American Indian, Alaskan Native, and 
Pacific Islander as Native American, recognizing that there is no consensus on what the most respectful 
term is. Respondents used the first three, with some respondents using more than one term in the course 
of the interview. Similarly, the terms Black and Latinx include individuals who identify as African Amer-
ican and, respectively, Hispanic or Latino/Latina. Our focus on these three groups is not a comment on 
whether those who identify as Asian experience discrimination. The AEA Climate Survey results demon-
strate that they do (Allgood et al. 2019).
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Table 1 
Summary Statistics

  Most important-question sample Interview sample

  All Disrupted
Non 

disrupted All Disrupted
Non 

disrupted

Race            
Black 47.8 68.8 41.2 50.0 61.5 44.8
Latinx 52.2 31.3 58.8 50.0 38.5 55.2
Native American 7.5 6.3 7.8 9.5 7.7 10.3

Gender            
Women 53.7 68.8 49.0 57.1 76.9 48.3

Undergraduate graduation cohort            
1970s and 1980s 11.9 18.8 9.8 11.9 15.4 10.3
1990s 22.4 37.5 17.6 26.2 53.8 13.8
2000s 31.3 43.8 27.5 31.0 30.8 31.0
2010s 32.8 0.0 43.1 31.0 0.0 44.8

Best describes you            
Considering Economics PhD 14.9 0.0 19.6 11.9 0.0 17.2
Considered Economics PhD but did not attend 16.4 0.0 21.6 14.3 0.0 20.7
In Economics PhD Program 17.9 0.0 23.5 21.4 0.0 31.0
Started Economics PhD but did not complete 7.5 31.3 0.0 9.5 30.8 0.0
Completed Economics PhD, but currently not
 employed in economics

3.0 12.5 0.0 4.8 15.4 0.0

Completed Economics PhD, started and currently in 
an academic job, and satisfied

16.4 0.0 21.6 14.3 0.0 20.7

Completed Economics PhD, started and currently in 
an academic job, and unsatisfied

6.0 25.0 0.0 7.1 23.1 0.0

Completed Economics PhD, started in and left an 
academic job, currently in a job that uses economic 
skills, and satisfied

6.0 25.0 0.0 7.1 23.1 0.0

Completed Economics PhD, started in and left an 
academic job, currently in a job that uses economic 
skills, and unsatisfied

1.5 6.3 0.0 2.4 7.7 0.0

Completed Economics PhD, started in and went 
to a non-academic job, currently in a job that uses 
economic skills, and satisfied

10.4 0.0 13.7 7.1 0.0 10.3

N 67 16 51 42 13 29

Note: Data based on responses to survey. 
 We define disrupted based on the respondents’ response to the best-describes-me question on 
the survey. The respondent was labeled disrupted if they answered with one of the following options: 
started economics PhD but did not complete; completed economics PhD, but currently not employed 
in economics; completed economics PhD, started and currently in an academic job, and unsatisfied; 
completed Economics PhD, started in and left an academic job, currently in a job that uses economic 
skills, and satisfied; completed Economics PhD, started in and left an academic job, currently in a job 
that uses economic skills, and unsatisfied; completed economics PhD, started in and left an academic 
job, currently in a job that does not use economic skills; completed Economics PhD, started in a non-
academic job, currently in a job that uses economic skills, and unsatisfied; and completed Economics 
PhD, started in a non-academic job, currently in a job that does not use economic skills.
 We omit three responses to the best-describes-me question because no respondents chose those 
options. They are the following: completed economics PhD, started in and left an academic job, currently 
in a job that does not use economic skills; completed Economics PhD, started in a non-academic job, 
currently in a job that uses economic skills, and unsatisfied; and completed Economics PhD, started in a 
non-academic job, currently in a job that does not use economic skills.
.
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program, even if they had considered an economics career and rejected it. The 
disrupted respondents, on the other hand, started on the economics pathway but 
then left economics, or started on an academic career and then left academic 
economics, or are unsatisfied in their current position.2 

Disruption of minority careers is an important feature of the problem to study. 
Black, Latinx, and Native American students earned nearly 17 percent of bachelor’s 
degrees in economics, but under 10 percent of economics doctorates earned by 
US citizens and residents in 2018. Subject to selection, survey evidence suggests that 
the groups make up under 6 percent of US full professors in economics (CSMGEP 
Annual Report 2019). The shrinkage at each stage suggests the possibility of  near-
term gains. Relative to their representation in the sample, Black and women 
respondents are overrepresented among disrupted participants, which echoes the 
AEA Climate Survey results showing that Black respondents of all genders, women 
of all races, and Black women especially are most likely to have experienced discrim-
ination within economics and to have taken a costly action, such as leaving a job to 
avoid negative treatment (Bayer 2020).

We followed the survey with open-ended interviews of 42 of the survey respon-
dents. While not common in economics, collecting data through open-ended 
interviews whose transcripts are then hand-coded by assigning labels to passages of 
text is a standard form of analysis in other social sciences and is growing in popularity 
(Miles, Huberman, and Saldaña 2020). We scheduled the interviews for an hour in 
length, but often with the consent or even encouragement of the interviewee, they 
lasted longer. Summary statistics for both the interview and  most-important-question 
samples are in Table 1. Both samples include respondents who graduated from 
college from the 2010s back to the 1970s, with more robust coverage from the 1990s 
on. Approximately half of respondents in both samples identify as Black, approxi-
mately half as Latinx, and under 10 percent as Native American.3 (Race categories 
were not mutually exclusive.) 

In targeting survey respondents for our open-ended interviews, we put greater 
emphasis on following up with disrupted respondents. Many are no longer in the 
economics profession; their opinions are not generally incorporated into discus-
sions on race and economics. Given their original interest in economics, the disrupted 
respondents represent the kind of minority student who might be persuaded to 
pursue a career in economics, provided we make some changes to the field. In 
fact, a majority of disrupted survey respondents—including all four who began an 
economics PhD program but did not complete it—would pursue economics if 

2 We categorize those who started and left academia as disrupted even though they remain in economics 
as a profession, because of the alteration of the career trajectory. Given the desire of respondents to see 
more professors of color in academia, understanding why respondents left academia is of particular 
interest. We divide the sample into these two rather coarse groups, instead of more finely, to help main-
tain confidentiality.
3 We did not ask respondents for their place of birth or citizenship. Based on responses in interviews, we 
estimate 69 percent of the interview sample grew up in the United States and 21 percent grew up outside 
of the United States; we could not determine where 10 percent of the sample were raised.
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they had it to do again. In addition to disrupted economists, we targeted those with 
intriguing or unique answers from the most important question. 

The interview and the most-important-question data are complementary. In the 
interviews, respondents were invited to discuss an unlimited number of factors 
they felt affect minorities’ progression in economics. The interviewers prompted 
recall of these factors by asking the respondent to walk through their career trajec-
tory. Based on our coding, the top three hindrances mentioned by respondents 
in interviews were lack of mentoring, lack of good information, and implicit bias. 
The disrupted respondents frequently mentioned those three plus lack of funding, 
departmental policies/actions, and the hostile climate in economics. Nondisrupted 
respondents cited mentoring and teaching as top hindrances. 

The most important question, on the other hand, asked respondents to zero 
in on the most important factor or factors affecting minorities’ careers. There is 
overlap between the hindrances frequently mentioned in the interview and those 
often mentioned in the responses to the most important question, namely around 
mentoring and implicit bias. However, disrupted respondents’ views on the most 
important question stood out for their focus on issues about the general climate or 
their interactions with other individuals in the field, such as implicit bias, elitism, 
institutional inaction about diversity, lack of understanding/listening on the part of 
colleagues, bosses, or professors, the field’s lack of openness to new questions and 
methods, and career prospects.

Many respondents expressed feeling unheard in economics: their voices 
unheard in conversations or seminars and their scholarship unheard in the widest-
circulating journals. Because these ideas are their most important contributions to 
a very significant ongoing conversation on race in economics, we list all responses 
to the most important question in Table 2. 

In the remainder of the paper, we synthesize respondents’ experiences and 
reflections, organized not by the hindrances listed in this section, but rather into 
broad areas of actions that you can take to improve both the numbers of and climate 
for minorities in economics. The action areas are inform, mentor, and welcome. 

Inform

The trajectory to becoming a PhD economist is far from obvious. To take just 
one example raised by the interviewees, it is not intuitive to undergraduates that an 
economics major is not sufficient preparation for a doctoral economics program 
(as highlighted by Sharpe 2017). Because of the dearth of Black, Latinx, and Native 
American economists and the fact that information spreads more readily within 
race/ethnicity, students from these minority groups are less likely to receive good 
information about an economics career. As one graduate student explains:4

4 Throughout the discussion, we describe respondents with minimal demographic information to main-
tain confidentiality. 



Amanda Bayer, Gary A. Hoover, and Ebonya Washington     199

[B]ecause there are so many things about advancing in the career that have 
to do with interactions and with getting the right advice at the right time and 
when you don’t have this knowledge, and when your family doesn’t have this 
knowledge, your friends don’t have this knowledge, then it’s harder for you 
to know who to ask first. And even if you know who to ask, it’s harder to even 
approach that person or to go about getting this knowledge. 

What Kind of Information?
Respondents argued that more minorities would succeed in economics if they 

had access to pertinent information at the right time. For example, a first crucial bit 
of information is how to succeed in college. A recent graduate looks back on her 
college experience,

I wish I had been part of a program that would’ve taught me how college was 
different from high school. I think that would’ve made my transition, my first 
semester 1,000 . . . times easier . . . [S]omebody to tell me, “This is what office 

Table 2 
What Is the Most Important Thing We Should Know about What Helps and Hurts 
Minorities’ Progress in an Economics Career? 

Panel A. Disrupted Respondents

Lack of mentorship, also lack of understanding and appreciation about minorities’ motivations for enter-
ing the field and how that might not align with trendy research paradigms.

Discrimination.

I think access to graduate level classes before entering [a] PhD program would help minorities succeed 
in completing the PhD course work. I notice a big difference in undergraduate economic courses vs. 
graduate level. Having some preparation beforehand may have helped in successfully passing prelimi-
nary exams.

Helps: Proper mentoring, supportive faculty at the degree granting institutions. Hinders: Discrimination; 
isolation; racist faculty/institutions.

Networking is important, especially if you are open to exploring non-tenure track academic employment.

Hurts: Access to pre-application process; costs associated to matriculation; biased application selection 
process. Students not going to certain schools lack access to relationships that would allow minorities to 
intern or gain jobs in the private sector, government agencies, or NGOs. . . . Haven’t seen much overall 
that helps. Diversity programs are generally targeted towards white women and/or foreign students, 
when actual actions are taken.

The economics profession is brutal. Colleagues and students can be disrespectful, have implicit biases, 
and not understand the stress that being a minority economist entails. My senior colleagues also didn’t 
help me with my tenure process, and they didn’t help me when stressful situations arose. A better and 
more efficient network of colleagues and mentors is needed. I don’t want to go to meetings and discuss 
all the issues we know about. Real help and change are needed. More support for minorities is also 
needed.

I think I suffered from the knowledge that I would not have gotten into my program if it had not been 
for my skin color and gender. I was clearly unprepared and knew it. I wish I had gotten a masters first, as 
the majority of people in my program had.

Of course, with seemingly declining opportunities in this digital age where robots are competing with 
men for jobs, minorities have to make much greater efforts to secure as well as maintain jobs.

(continued)



200     Journal of Economic Perspectives

hours are for. It’s okay if the only thing you show up to office hours with is . . .‘I 
literally understand nothing. I don’t understand. Nothing you said today in 
class, none of it registered. Can you explain this to me again?’” I feel like that 
would’ve really made a difference.

A second example of needed information is what bridge and mentoring 
programs are available for those interested in an economics PhD. A recent college 
graduate explains,

I did not know this A[E]A [Summer] Program existed at all. No one ever 
mentioned its existence to me. . . . [H]aving this be known to all economists 
would be very beneficial so that they can then just tell their students . . . about 
pre-doctoral opportunities, just things of that nature for people who are 
interested.

Qualifying exams were my road block. I started two well-ranked economics doctoral programs. In the first 
program, I failed qualifying exams (along with half my cohort). In the second program, I passed two of 
three qualifying exams and could not continue the program.

The implicit bias within the economics profession concerning minorities contributing to new approaches 
in economics: New questions, new applied methods, new data collection and survey design to better cap-
ture disenfranchised and neglected communities. . . . I was told by senior white males: ‘You couldn’t have 
possibly written this article on your own… I was asked by a hiring committee member if I was planning 
to do ‘Latino economics’. . . Deconstructing stereotypes of female and minority research capabilities 
held by members of the profession requires constant energy and a stainless-steel spine. But if there is 
no diversity of race/ethnicity, and especially class (working-class members in the profession), nothing 
will change. The most disappointing time in the academy was training the next generation of minority 
economics and policy students who would confide: ‘Why should I do a PhD in Economics . . . only to face 
what I see you facing?’ . . .*

There is an intolerance [to] differences in appearance and research agendas.

Economics is a wide-ranging field but when it comes down to it, job opportunities in academia are very 
limited to specific fields and ideas. Hence, we find ourselves in a self-serving and self-re-enforcing loop.

The most important thing that helps minorities is being mentored by other minority economists. The 
most important thing that hurts minorities is racism. Although many schools are aiming to recruit fac-
ulty of color, it is very clear that some places are not open to understanding faculty of color, listening 
to and supporting their interests, as well as understanding research that is racially motivated.

The economics field is very cutthroat and hostile in general to anyone who does not look like the ‘typi-
cal’ economist. The field has also become too much about prestige and who has the best math skills. 
Many minorities get into economics because they want to make a difference in their communities, 
but the way the profession and economic careers are structured, this becomes exceedingly difficult  
to do.

White [males] have a virtual monopoly over the position of journal editor [not associate editor]. 
There is an elite monopoly over control of NSF (and similar) funding. Departmental governance and 
search committees tend to exclude African Americans, assuming there’s an African American in the 
department.

(continued)

Table 2 (continued) 
What Is the Most Important Thing We Should Know about What Helps and Hurts 
Minorities’ Progress in an Economics Career? 
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What you can do with an economics degree (BA and PhD) is a third example 
of information that respondents needed. “The clearest path post economics BA 
from my university seems to be banking and getting information about other 
paths seems to be like pulling teeth,” reads one response to the most important 
question. Many interview participants expressed a similar frustration. They lacked 
specifics in terms of where economists work. They wanted to learn more about 
the relationship between an economics degree and public policy work, both in 
and out of government. One respondent who considered an economics PhD but 
decided against it looked back more than two decades to her college years. “I lacked 
concrete  information on what my career prospects would be beyond academia. I 
didn’t even know until recently that I could have worked for the Federal Reserve!”

Panel B. Non- Disrupted Respondents

Not sure. I can only use my experience.

Faculty that inspire students, suggest programs, and look out for them. In undergrad I had a Hispanic 
professor tell me about the AEA Summer Program and that changed my life in a major way. In graduate 
school I had a network of people that helped me along, including professors in graduate school.

Feeling isolated likely hurts most. I never felt this way, but this seems to be an important issue for many. 

I would say having a mentor helps guide through the process.

Lack of role models; cultural differences perhaps.

Lack of mentors, exposure to internships/careers, knowledge of conferences/networking groups, confi-
dence, and entry level opportunities.

Lack of mentors.

I believe it is really lack of understanding of what to do with the degree. Economics is not [like a] busi-
ness [degree] where there is a very clear path on how to apply it, so I think that beyond academia, it is 
not clear. I know that as a minority, many of us did not grow up in an environment where business or 
careers are necessarily discussed. My parents were blue collar workers. College was a complete unknown 
other than a degree will help you. It was really feel your way through it.

Access to mentors. I grossly underestimated my need to see someone, anyone doing what I wanted to do 
who looked like me! Funding. I was unable to further pursue my interest due to being unable to locate 
funding to pursue and support myself.

I went to an excellent summer program [for] minority students interested in pursuing a PhD. . . . Though 
I was encouraged to apply for Ivy League schools by the summer program staff . . . I lacked confidence 
and thought a good compromise was to get my Masters . . . to transition to a PhD program afterwards. 
I finished my first year successfully. . . . Then, depression set in . . . wasn’t sure I had what it took to 
become an economist. . . . [T]hough my professors were supportive. . . . As a Black woman I did not have 
any mentors or role models that looked like me. As a result, I don’t think I confided in them about what I 
was feeling and going through . . . I quit altogether. . . . With all that said, I think programs like the sum-
mer Econ program for minorities . . . would do even better if they added an ongoing mentoring compo-
nent after the program to support students in the graduate school application process and journey . . .*

I lacked concrete information on what my career prospects would be--beyond academia. I didn’t even 
know until recently that I could have worked for the Federal Reserve! I think many minorities feel a sense 
of needing to graduate college and make money, as opposed to spending four additional years to teach.

The academic market for employing minorities seems ‘thin’ and unwelcoming, as many colleges/univer-
sities, of all tier[s], public/private, have not had minority economists, particularly Black economists, on 
their faculties in over 50 years.

(continued)

Table 2 (continued) 
What Is the Most Important Thing We Should Know about What Helps and Hurts 
Minorities’ Progress in an Economics Career? 
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Respondents also wished they had known more about economic research and 
what academic economists do outside of the classroom. They wanted salary infor-
mation too. One interview respondent learned these things when she participated 
in the AEA Summer Program. “Once I saw that, that . . . doing research, being an 
academic could be a career and that I could support myself doing that,” then a PhD 
in economics became a real possibility for this participant.

A final example of needed information is, what it takes to be successful as a new 
PhD. A graduate student expresses this concern,

People talk about the hidden curriculum or that sort of thing. And it goes 
really deep because it’s not just about how does tenure work? But also, what do 
specific tenure requirements look like at specific schools? . . . People who have 
been around in the discipline for long enough know the subtle differences . . .

Economics as a discipline still has a lot of work to do to critically deconstruct its systemic (both current 
and foundational) participation in and relationship with structures of oppression. It is very difficult to 
imagine belonging in a field that (on whole) doesn’t do the work to enact structural change, is very resis-
tant to seriously incorporating other social sciences’ work and doesn’t even really allow much scholarship 
that names and/or addresses racism directly.

I actually landed a non-academic job after my PhD and made it back into academia after. . . . (It’s not an 
option in the previous list of scenarios) One thing that hurt me was a lack of funding on my first year of 
the PhD (unlike the rest of my classmates). It also hurt me to come from an unknown undergraduate 
institution that lacked a strong economics program (the reason I went to this institution was that my 
parents couldn’t afford tuition at the top schools I got accepted into). Finally, I think that my quirks 
represented an important barrier. I didn’t understand how important it was to fit the mold during the 
job market.

Proper mentorship is the key.

To have some [reference] that it is similar with us and he/she achieved what we desire.

The lack of social capital that comes from being minority or first-gen is [in] my opinion the thing that 
hurts progress the most. Everything that puts all this information and connections out in the open and 
makes them inclusive for minorities helps.

This is the most hostile and worst field I ever entered. Faculty are abusive. Nothing that supports minori-
ties in economics. At this point, I am only doing this because I have to. The faculty are outwardly racist.

Mentorship and not belittling people’s efforts are very helpful.

Having consideration [of] the different types of interactions that minorities might be used to, given their 
cultural background is important. Students can be less likely to ask for help or advice but they still need 
it. Furthermore, assuming that they have the same basic knowledge is also hurtful.

How to move forward on research. Research is hard for everyone but relying on networks for academic 
success is not an obvious route for people from minority backgrounds, I suspect. It may be easier for 
people with more privilege, who then have an easier time academically.

That there are high barriers to entry (for example the GRE).

Role of a supportive department and academic mentor who is invested in their success.

Support for publications in top journals. My dissertation advisor contacted the associate editor of a jour-
nal and asked him to meet with me to sketch out how my revise-and-resubmit paper should be reframed 
to meet the objections of the external reviewers. Getting this paper published in a top journal was central 
to my staying in academia and getting tenure.

(continued)

Table 2 (continued) 
What Is the Most Important Thing We Should Know about What Helps and Hurts 
Minorities’ Progress in an Economics Career? 
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Disseminate Information
You can illuminate the “hidden” parts of the field of economics. If you are 

on a college campus, the work can begin even before students arrive. In a field 
experiment involving 2,710 students across nine US colleges, Bayer, Bhanot, and 
Lozano (2019) show that emailing information about a diverse array of topics and 
researchers within economics to incoming women and minority college students 
increases their likelihood of completing an economics course in the first semester 
by 3.0 percentage points, nearly 20 percent of the base rate. Such outreach by 
individual faculty and departments to students from groups not traditionally associ-
ated with economics may help offset the information disadvantage and the biased 

Lack of mentorship during the economics degree. Lack of mentorship upon entering a position. 

Hold me to the same standards as white males.

Communication.

Other than structural discrimination [as a hindrance], I think having a mentorship team and peer study 
groups are critical for successfully graduating with a PhD and making it through the promotion and 
tenure process.

Funding is an issue if you come from a minority background. Several classmates get extra support from 
their families in many ways (most classmates come from upper middle-income households in the USA, 
or high-income households if they are international students), but usually people with minority back-
grounds have no external financial support because most of these students come from a working-class 
background. This is important because extra expenses do occur, minorities without extra financial sup-
port have to be RA/TAs . . . during the summer (time to do research is reduced) and if unexpected 
emergencies occur, they have a larger negative impact among minorities.

Too much [lip] service; We are not monolithic; Lack of cultural knowledge from the majority group; 
Racism/sexism; Tell us to shut up and be grateful.

Lack of representation in grad school programs from peers and faculty to do research with. Lack of 
preparation and good mentorship.

Not having minority faculty similar to you in [your] program.

The lack of people with our shared experiences, both in terms of faculty and student-colleagues, hurts 
minorities progress in economics careers.

I was an average student; I had never taken an economics class before college, so it was all new to me. 
I persisted in the degree because I was being challenged intellectually, and I enjoyed it. Unfortunately, 
all the research opportunities were allocated to the top performers in the department. . . . However, an 
undergraduate email list advertised a position in the economics department; the position did not rely on 
any grade point average cut[off] score. I met with the professor, also a minority, and he brought me onto 
the research team…the professor took me under his wing. . . . The support and guidance that a faculty 
mentor can provide is critical to what helps minorities progress in an econ career. Arbitrary cut[off] 
scores, on the other hand, can critically hurt minorities’ progress. . . . The primary factor that made me 
want to pursue an Econ PhD was having a meaningful research experience . . .*

Economics is a tool used most effectively to rob African Americans and to enrich the real minority, the 
1 percent. When an African American is in the class, the professors recognize that economic theory gets 
personal. Because of life experience, Black students can see through the facade and this isn’t appreciated 
by many classically trained economists, who do not appreciate having their theories questioned.

I think it is important for minorities who are considering economics to work with minorities who are 
already working in economics. I went to a summer program [that] encourages minorities to pursue eco-
nomics but I don’t remember being taught by or meeting minorities who had economics PhDs.

(continued)
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recommendations of high school counselors (Francis, de Oliveira, and Dimmitt 
2019).

Once students are in class, be explicit about your expectations, including 
appropriate use of office hours, classroom conduct, and class preparation time and 
what they can expect from you including e-mail use, hours of availability, and the 
type of help you are willing to give. Let them know what economists actually do and 
how they can get there through announcements and links on the course website 
and more seamlessly through course content (which would also speak to respon-
dents’ calls for more applied introductory courses discussed later in this paper).5 

5 The advice and resources offered on the AEA website (Bayer et al. 2019), including the videos that 
expose students to the research that economists do (Div.E.Q. 2019) can be helpful in this regard.

Number of other minority students; Number of advisors interested in topics minority students want to 
study; The deficit of the doubt, people not interested to talk to you before knowing your credentials.

Lack of information on ways to pursue economics as a career path.

For the most part, all faculty are very thoughtful and encouraging. Early on, however, some faculty would 
always ask me to think about how my research questions [adds] value to other social scientists. This 
nudge led me to discard many of my initial motivations for pursuing a Ph.D. But at the time, I did not see 
this nudge as particularly evil. As I have reflected on this over the years (rising fifth year), I realize that 
this nudge disproportionately affects minorities. The social science community consists mostly of WHITE 
MALES. Underrepresented minorities should not be encouraged to cater to either a specific race or gen-
der. I’ll reiterate that these statements probably came from a good place. But in retrospect, faculty should 
avoid hindering potential research agendas because they are not interesting to white males.

It’s a very intimidating environment for minorities. As an economist from a Latin American country, we 
are required to have more years of education to apply for a PhD (most students who apply have a MA in 
economics). So Latin American students apply to a US program by their mid/late 20s. Thus, as a woman, 
I find it difficult to commit to a 6-year program at this age, in an environment that is not friendly or flex-
ible for pregnant women or young mothers.

Access to mentorship.

Discrimination; preconceived notions by others about what you should or [should] not specialize in; 
resentment by non-minorities; preconceived notions of what being a minority means.

Mentorship. . . . It’s not just about having figures that look like you that you can look up to as role mod-
els but it’s just knowing what to expect… I’m Native American and so talking to another professor of 
economics who is. . . . Native is helpful to better understand . . . problems that would be unique to us 
. . . thing that hurts minorities progress in economics… a field that values homogeneity . . . if you are a 
minority interested in economics, you’re an outlier . . . having above a 3.8 with a double major in math 
and Econ is pretty tough. There’s no . . . support between these goal posts that make these expectations 
more realistic . . . wish there was . . . a post-bac . . . for economics. . . . The summer program is great but 
. . . there needs to be something longer you can do for a year or two with financial support that helps 
close any gaps that might prevent you from entering into grad school for Econ.*

In the PhD program, the bad behavior of primarily white men in Economics Departments [hinders] 
minorities’ progress. We are treated like no one else. Others don’t believe in us, or if they believe in us, 
they don’t believe in us studying certain topics (stay away from race/ethnicity issues). The thing that is 
most helpful for minorities is professional organizations for us, run by us. These should be supported, 
well-funded, with wide ability to create opportunities specifically for URM.

(continued)
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Outside of the classroom, share information actively. Be explicit about expecta-
tions with those you supervise as RAs, interns, or PhD advisees. What do you expect 
their work product to look like? When do you expect it? How and when should 
they contact you with questions? Provide clear feedback to let supervisees know 
how they are performing. Make sure that the young people with whom you work 
have a sense of the breadth of economics in terms of topics studied, career trajec-
tories, and places of employment. Share resources available for succeeding in such 
a career with those you supervise, whether they ask for the information or not. 
Students may not know what they do not know. The fact that you speak to the 
student about graduate school may move that option more squarely into the realm 
of possibility.

I currently attend [Redacted institution], and I am an undergraduate student. In my experience, unequal 
access to academic resources, unfriendly white faculty members, a lack of Black economists who either 
teach or are advisors all amalgamate to frustrate students. The clearest path post economics BA from my 
university seems to be banking, and getting information about other paths seems to be like pulling teeth. 
Even if you can get an understanding of what is necessary, finding ways to conduct interesting research 
over the summer, pursue a Masters, etc. is daunting to say the least. I am a low-income first-generation 
college student and a Black woman in a PWI.

Economics department rankings are based on research and [do] not necessarily reflect the knowledge 
one obtained. However, if you have a degree from a less well-ranked university the disadvantage is fairly 
big. A standardized test (e.g. GRE) specific for economics would help to remove this bias.

Speaking from my personal life: minorities (I identify myself) have additional hurdles, struggles, and can 
mask them to blend in. It becomes at times, overwhelming and difficult to pursue academics even when 
one has the ability. There’s simply more to achieving academic goals than the academic support, finan-
cial, and environment. I think I may have needed more time to focus, and work out personal obstacles, 
but couldn’t even figure out that much way back then. It’s easy to give up. Making the steps smaller, like 
a road map, but only providing a few small steps at a time would have helped. I did manage a graduate 
program, filled with minorities, and [took] courses to understand minority struggles so that I could teach 
minorities, and support them! I did good at that, being able to identify.

Having champions and role models matters and helps. Apathy, unwillingness to engage with issues of 
diversity, and disdain hurts.

The most important thing to consider is that racism is embedded in the academy and so racial bias affects 
minorities (especially Black people, specifically Black women) at every stage.

Recognizing structural inequities in the academic system and on top of that, the barriers in a career in 
academia. I am a first-generation low-income student who came to [Redacted institution] completely 
unprepared for the level of education. I suffered greatly due to a lack of proper counseling from my 
school, and lost faith in myself for the next few years. It wasn’t until the end of junior year that I began 
regaining some confidence in myself thanks to some intervention and only then did I know I wanted a 
career in economics. By this stage, I was unable to generate As in economics classes that professors like 
to see before helping students. I am STILL looking for pre-doctoral opportunities to do research, but my 
previous grades and lack of connections are making it difficult.

Representation and support at all stages matter, given Economics’ historical preferences towards white 
men, support for them is systemically built in to allow them to succeed. This is most visible in the advisers 
and types of research given attention to. A good adviser brings attention to this, provides topics that are 
of interest to the student, and also shows what the future can look like to a student who has never seen 
a minority professor before.

Note: Responses edited to protect anonymity. *Indicates a response, originally over 150 words, that was 
edited for length.
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Invite students and junior colleagues to help with your research, to attend 
conferences, and to join your field. Invite undergraduates to attend seminars. 
Departments can host brown bag lunches with professors, “so that we can learn about 
what cool stuff our professors are doing,” a recent college graduate suggested. Even 
better, allow an undergraduate economics club to drive the agenda for a speaker 
series. Respondents noted that affinity groups, such as groups for minorities in 
social science, or women in economics, are good tools of information dissemina-
tion as well. Departments can encourage and support such groups.

Introduce
You can facilitate connections among researchers and bring minority 

researchers into your own network. Related to the problem of lack of information 
is a lack of connection to key networks. If you know of an early-career researcher 
who would benefit from interacting with another researcher you know, put the 
two in touch. Connect people online and at conferences. Share opportunities to 
submit to, present in, and attend conferences. We know these connections are 
vital to success. A named professor in the sample attributes his strong publication 
record to being in a network that includes many journal editors. Another PhD says 
she is no longer in academia because she never made the connections she needed 
to get her work out there. “In the end, she says “it’s who do you want to hang 
out with, who do you want to be friends with, who do you feel like you can talk 
with?”

Inform Yourself
Here we provide some basic information about a few of the bridge and 

mentoring programs available for minority economists and economists in training.
The AEA has three programs. In the AEA Summer Program, undergraduates 

and recent college graduates from underrepresented backgrounds take course-
work to prepare them for a PhD in economics. In the AEA Mentoring Program, 
underrepresented minority graduate students are matched with PhD economists for 
one-on-one mentoring. In the AEA Summer Economics Fellows Program, graduate 
students and junior professors are placed within the research communities of govern-
ment organizations, while allowing the fellows to work on research projects of their 
own. You can find additional information on all of these programs on the CSMGEP 
webpage (https://www.aeaweb.org/about-aea/committees/csmgep/programs). 

Another major program in this space is the Diversity Initiative for Tenure in 
Economics (DITE) which supports underrepresented minority scholars moving 
from untenured to tenured status. There are also several post-baccalaureate 
programs that allow students to work as research assistants and complete course-
work in preparation for a PhD in economics. The PhD Excellence Initiative at New 
York University (NYU) is one example that targets underrepresented minorities. 
For a more complete listing, see the AEA’s website on Professional Development 
Initiatives (https://www.aeaweb.org/about-aea/committees/cswep/programs/
resources). 

http://www.aeaweb.org/about-aea/committees/csmgep/programs
http://www.aeaweb.org/about-aea/committees/cswep/programs/resources
http://www.aeaweb.org/about-aea/committees/cswep/programs/resources
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To learn about—or post—additional opportunities for minority economists 
and economists in training, you can subscribe to the CSMGEP listserv and join the 
ASHE (https://asheweb.org/), which is “concerned with the under-representa-
tion of Hispanic Americans in the economics profession” and the NEA (https://
www.neaecon.org/), which “promote[s] the professional lives of minorities within 
the profession,” to be part of their listservs and receive up-to-date information on 
opportunities for minorities in economics. The Association for Economic Research 
of Indigenous Peoples (https://www.aeripecon.org/), a new professional associa-
tion founded in February 2019, hosts events and resources “to facilitate intellectual 
exchange, foster networking and information sharing, encourage and promote 
teaching and research on topics related to the social and economic development of 
Indigenous peoples.” 

Our survey respondents praised bridge and mentoring programs as helpful 
not only in skill development, but also in terms of information acquisition and 
network formation. One recent graduate of the AEA Summer Program said: “A lot 
of people I still keep in contact with. We all, if someone’s applying for a job, we’ll 
check resumes. [If I apply to graduate school] I have people I know who can help 
me, read my application. And just have a support network in general. I think that 
was a super valuable experience.”

While respondents lauded the programs that were available, they saw a great 
need for more, particularly for those that aid with the transition from a BA to a 
PhD in economics. Such programs can take many forms, but all should center on 
the professional development of the participants. One respondent was admitted to 
a PhD program that allowed her to take undergraduate math classes at no charge 
for her first year on campus before moving on to the first-year PhD curriculum in 
her second year. The AEA Summer Program consists of classroom instruction and 
exposure to current economic research in preparation for a PhD application. Post-
baccalaureate programs that allow participants to combine classroom instruction 
and research-assistant work are popping up on many campuses. These programs 
can take as few as one student per year and can often garner grant support. If you 
are interested in starting such a program at your institution, one place to start might 
be by viewing the joint CSWEP/CSMGEP Panel “Launching a Professional Develop-
ment Initiative: A Conversation among Mentoring Veterans, Eager Mentors, and 
Founders of New Mentoring Initiatives” from the 2020 AEA meetings (available 
at https://www.aeaweb.org/about-aea/committees/cswep/videos/2020/develop). 

Mentor

As much as respondents praised bridge programs, there was one suggestion 
for improvement from a summer program graduate: “I think programs like [the 
AEA Summer Program] would do even better if they added an ongoing mentoring 
component after the program to support students in the graduate school application 
process and journey.” In fact, mentoring was the most frequently named solution to 

https://asheweb.org/
https://www.neaecon.org/
https://www.neaecon.org/
http://www.aeripecon.org/
http://www.aeaweb.org/about-aea/committees/cswep/videos/2020/develop
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the lack of racial and ethnic diversity in economics, in both the in-depth interview 
and most-important-question samples. As we previously noted, lack of mentoring was a 
frequently cited problem. 

Given the small numbers of minority PhDs in economics, for mentoring to be 
a meaningful part of the solution, a large share of those mentors will have to be 
non-minority economists. In our roles on the CSMGEP, we have heard non-minority 
economists question whether they can effectively mentor minority economists and 
would-be economists. The answer is yes. More than two-thirds of interview partici-
pants reported that a non-minority economist had acted as an effective mentor at 
some point in their career. 

Mentees do not expect all of their mentoring needs to be met by a single 
mentor. As one graduate student explained,

I’m sure it’s a common thing for people of color . . . and maybe for women, 
but you have to cobble together your team of mentors or advisors and have 
them each serve their own purpose. . . . [M]y advisor is not going to be the 
person that I listen to about race and ethnicity in research. . . . I think as much 
as she’s read about that, that’s not her expertise, and that’s not where her 
political investments really line up with mine. She’s good at helping me navi-
gate the program and navigate the job market. And my mentor through the 
AEA mentoring program [Latinx like the speaker] . . . in terms of political 
investments and in terms of inspired research, I talk to him and I get a million 
ideas. . . . And I feel so jazzed about changing the discipline talking to him.

A respondent who started but did not finish a PhD program summed 
up the situation succinctly. “I think there has to be an effort by non-minority 
scholars to both understand that there is a pipeline problem . . . and be willing to  
mentor.”

The key phrase is “an effort by non-minority scholars.” You will need to do 
more than wait for a minority student from an underrepresented group to knock 
on your office door and ask for mentoring. As one student explains,

First, undergraduate students need to see that there are people like them 
in the field. But you can’t have that unless you have people in the field. So, 
it’s a bit of a vicious cycle. But I think undergraduates also need people to 
tell them that if you are a minority, you can also come in. So even though 
you don’t look like me, you’re also smart or you’re also talented or you’re 
also driven enough to do this. So, I think [even] when there’s no diversity in 
the cohort or [among the] professors, they can still actively look for diverse 
students. And I say actively . . . because I think one of the mistakes a lot of 
people make is assuming that, oh, the smart and the driven students are the 
ones that come to meet me [and] are the ones who asked me about gradu-
ate school. There are many smart and driven students that just don’t dare 
or don’t have maybe the language skills or don’t have the information . . .  
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[S]ometimes you just don’t know. And I think the role that a professor can 
play, or a mentor can play is really big.

The mentoring relationship may last months or years, may be declared 
formally or arise more organically. (Please do not let the possibility of an organic 
mentorship arising prevent you from reaching out to students, from participating 
in formal mentoring programs, or from even starting a mentoring program.) 
Specifically, what are students and assistant professors of color looking for a 
mentor to do? First, provide information and connect the mentee to resources 
and networks as described earlier. Respondents would like to meet regularly 
with their mentors. Respondents would also like mentors to listen and help the 
mentee to become the economist that the mentee wants to be, not a reflection 
of the mentor. Respondents are also looking for mentors who are proactive. An 
academic explained:

You asked me in terms of diversifying the profession and also mentoring 
and the things I talked about, sponsorship and mentoring, making sure that 
before the student [starts] failing classes, intervene and make sure, check 
in with them. How are you doing? What do you need to get through to the 
classes? . . . What do you need to get through this dissertation? Would you 
like to coauthor this paper? When they’re faculty members, would you like 
to coauthor these papers? Would you like to go in on this NSF grant? Those 
are the kinds of things that are needed to retain [underrepresented minori-
ties in economics].

Finally, mentors should be encouraging. Be your mentee’s champion. Too many 
respondents were discouraged from pursuing economics. One was told she would 
never attain the mathematical proficiency needed. Another was advised that because 
he was unable to get into a top ten program that it wasn’t worth attending economics 
graduate school, which is a manifestation of the elitism that many interviewees 
perceived as a major hindrance to their trajectory in economics. A respondent who 
went as far as an MA in economics was asked about what factors might have led to his 
earning a PhD, and responded, “I don’t know. I guess maybe just being told that you 
can actually be an economist.” 

Good mentoring was pivotal to many respondents’ decisions of whether to major, 
work, or get a PhD in economics. One AEA Summer Program graduate believes 
that had she had a mentor to help her, she would have applied for economics PhD 
programs when she returned to her home campus that fall. She never did apply, but 
says if she had to do it again, she would because she got a “thrill” from doing math and 
economics. More than one respondent credits good mentoring with their being in an 
economics PhD program today. A student explained the value of mentoring as follows,

I wouldn’t have known from anyone that a PhD is what I needed if I hadn’t 
had someone saying, ‘Hey, this is what’s going on. This is what [you] probably 
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need. I think you can do it.’ If we don’t have people going out and speaking 
and encouraging and mentoring and being in relation with us, then what, you 
know?

For more on the good, the bad, and the ugly of mentoring, see Bogan (2019) 
as well as Cook (2019) and the CSWEP News issue on mentoring underrepresented 
minority women edited by Mora (2019).

Welcome

Broaden the Introductory Course
From the first contact that students have with economics, the field is off-putting, 

respondents tell us. Some believe that the introductory courses are designed to 
“weed out” students from the major. Whether professors are doing this deliberately 
to decrease numbers or not, respondents point to theories and formulas devoid 
of applications as uninviting. The impact of these uninviting courses is not equal 
across student demographics. Bayer et al. (2020) find that minority (and women) 
students in introductory economics classes report significantly lower measures of 
relevance, belonging, and growth mindset; for example, they are less likely to agree 
that their professor uses relatable examples, to report feeling comfortable asking 
questions in class, to believe that people like them can become economists, and to 
believe that they could learn the material.

Respondents recommend that introductory courses be more applied and that 
they include examples that are relevant to students from all backgrounds. In fact, 
nearly 75 percent of interview respondents cited an interest in public policy in 
explaining what first attracted them to economics. Says a recent undergraduate,

Being able to connect what’s happened in the classroom with what a given 
student’s lived experience or question is, is extremely useful. . . . I personally 
know a lot of . . . people of color, who, I think personally, if economics was 
much more accessible, they would probably be economists because they’re 
interested in questions of, how do we fix the gender gap? How do we fix the 
racial disparities in education and wages? These are economics questions.

A student who is now in an economics PhD program was hooked by being 
invited to critique the textbook models,

Every time in class [the teacher] would say, “I’m going to show you this 
model[and] I want you to know that these are all of these assumptions baked 
into this model. . . . Every day you should ask yourself whether those assump-
tions are really true. . . .” And so, that got me thinking. . . . And I started real-
izing that I actually wasn’t that bad at math. I got to this point where I was like, 
oh wait, no, I’m proficient, I can probably do this.
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Another discouraging factor in one’s early years in economics is that, according 
to several respondents, professors give the impression that they are only inter-
ested in the top students. The same recent undergraduate advocating for more 
applied work above explained, “It’s like an ID card. Show your ID, show your A, 
‘Okay, you get a letter. You get my attention.’  ” A respondent who graduated from 
college some time ago talked about how disheartening it was that he could not get 
a research assistant position on campus because all the positions had requirements 
for a minimum grade point average. Given that students come into college (and 
graduate school) with different prior academic experiences, have different rates 
and manners of assimilating information, and that there are types of intelligence 
invaluable to research that may not show up on an introductory microeconomics 
final, we do ourselves (and of course the students) a great disservice by eliminating 
them from consideration based solely on grades. 

Some students will come into an economics course (at the undergraduate or 
graduate level) with a strong network. Others will know no one and will therefore be 
at a disadvantage in completing coursework and studying for exams. Level the playing 
field by formalizing processes and taking across-the-board steps: share resources like 
copies of past exams universally, set up study groups for all students and encourage 
students to work collectively, and assign and guide graduate student advising.

Students are receiving implicit and explicit messages about the identity of who 
belongs in the field. Counter those messages.6 Be upfront with students about the 
economics profession’s need to be more diverse and the messages of exclusion 
communicated by materials that omit or diminish the experience of minorities. 
Div.E.Q. at DiversifyingEcon.org (Bayer 2011) provides strategies for managing 
diverse classrooms.

Call Out Bad Behavior
The economics profession does not become more welcoming in graduate 

school and beyond. In fact, interview and survey respondents deemed it as “hostile,” 
“cutthroat,” and as previously stated, “elitist.” One associate professor describes her 
department’s treatment of graduate students as essentially their saying,

“We’re going to pit you all against each other. We’re only going to support the 
top students. This is a fight to the death.”. . . The type of environment that’s in 
economics. I’m just going to be honest with you, I don’t think that a student 

6 A number of steps can serve to increase the sense of belonging for minority students, including 
offering diverse instructors (Fairlie, Hoffmann, and Oreopoulos 2014), teaching assistants (Lusher, 
Campbell, and Carrell 2018), authors (Bayer, Bhanot, and Lozano 2019; https://jlsumner.shinyapps.
io/syllabustool/), and speakers (https://econspeakerdiversity.shinyapps.io/EconSpeakerDiversity/). In 
addition, successful interventions help students see that adversity is normal rather than an indictment 
of their belonging, reinforce beliefs that success is attainable and worthwhile, and build community. For 
example, an intervention designed to buttress Black students’ sense of belonging improved academic 
achievement, as well as self-reported health and well-being, and reduced the reported number of doctor 
visits for three years after the intervention (Walton and Cohen 2011).

http://DiversifyingEcon.org
https://jlsumner.shinyapps.io/syllabustool/
https://jlsumner.shinyapps.io/syllabustool/
https://econspeakerdiversity.shinyapps.io/EconSpeakerDiversity/
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who is an underrepresented student does well in that environment. I think 
that we tend to do well in a more supportive environment where we don’t feel 
so isolated.

And about the profession in general, she continued, “The economics profession is 
brutal. Colleagues and students can be disrespectful, have implicit biases, and not 
understand the stress that being a minority economist entails.”

There is a long history of economists from minority groups being pushed 
out, neglected, and undervalued. Examples include the experiences of Sadie 
Tanner Mossell Alexander as the first African-American woman to receive a PhD 
in economics in 1921 (Malveaux 1991; Banks 2005) as well as the history of the 
National Economic Association (Simms and Wilson 2020) and the results of the 
recent AEA climate survey (Allgood et al. 2019).

To create a more welcoming climate in economics for minority scholars, you 
can call out unacceptable behavior— racism, sexism, harassment of all types—when 
you see it and when it is reported to you. Your workplace (and our profession) needs 
clear policies and consequences for this behavior. The AEA Best Practice website 
(https://www.aeaweb.org/resources/best-practices) provides guidelines for devel-
oping such policies.

More often than explicitly racist behavior, respondents had interactions that 
suggested more subtly expressed racial bias. The associate professor continues, 

[My white] colleagues or even other administrators, they don’t know that you 
have to deal with different layers. . . . I can say something, exactly the same as 
my white male colleague, but when I say it, I’m being a witch, or I’m mean, 
but they don’t deal with that. . . . So, I’m usually the first Black economist [my 
 students have] ever seen. And that in and of itself has its own issues, like are 
you qualified? Are you competent? That’s what I mean is [my colleagues] don’t 
have to deal with [that] . . . and then when you do get eval[uation]s, . . . what 
[my chair] noticed was that when it comes to minorities, [the students] veer 
off [into] personality. He’s like, “I’ve never seen that with eval[uation]s of 
the white colleagues.”. . . They might like my class [but] they’d be like, “But I 
don’t like.” And it’s usually something really personal or how I dress. And he’s 
like, “I never see that with other colleagues unless they are . . . underrepre-
sented minorities.” 

Other examples of this sort of subtle bias include differential treatment by 
colleagues, disrespectful interactions with supervisees or students, receiving more 
challenges and more interruptions from seminar audiences, and having one’s right 
to be in a certain job or location challenged. To make the economics environment 
more welcoming, you can raise awareness of the more subtle, but pervasive, biases 
too. Question whether evaluations, made by students or by colleagues, might be 
biased. Indeed, survey responses like ours along with the findings of large-scale 
studies led the AEA to recommend “Do not rely exclusively, or even primarily, on 

http://www.aeaweb.org/resources/best-practices
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student evaluations of teaching to inform tenure and promotion decisions” (Bayer 
et al. 2019). Reduce the influence of remaining biases by standardizing processes 
such as job searches. Again, the AEA Best Practices website offers details (Bayer 
et al. 2019).

Listen
When asked what would improve diversity in the economics profession, an 

economist at a policy organization answered,

I think people understanding that we are unique, and we all have different 
experiences. People being open to people talking about their experience 
and . . . actually hearing them. [I am] not saying that you have to agree with 
them. You don’t have to, that’s fine. But really listening to what people are say-
ing that are from different backgrounds and saying like “Wow, I’ve never expe-
rienced that in my entire life but maybe that could be the case. And how can 
we talk about this?” And being more open about issues that minorities have.

Diversifying the profession means not just diversifying the hue of the skin of the 
people who do economics, but also diversifying the approaches, questions, experi-
ences, and goals of economists. Respondents asked to be heard on these differences, 
which shape both the substance of their work and their workplace experiences with 
implicit and explicit bias. Respondents also wanted to be heard by advisors whose 
help they would like in reaching research and career goals that are distinct from 
those of their advisors. For example, one PhD economist who is satisfied with her 
career in industry said, “If you’re in graduate school and you know you don’t want 
to be in academics, then there should be . . . someone telling you that’s okay; you 
don’t have to be an academic. You can go to industry.” 

Respondents want colleagues and department chairs to hear that service can be 
different for minority scholars, not only in terms of quantity of committees, but also 
in terms of intensity of the work. For example, minority faculty members frequently 
report more than their fair share of advisees, at least de facto, as minority students 
are eager to work with a minority advisor. Finally, respondents want to be heard in 
seminars and in other discussions of research including when they raise critiques 
through a racial lens, “Instead of being met with . . . not her again,” said a PhD 
student. The point is to listen actively to each individual’s particular concern, which 
may be quite distinct from yours, and then help to address it.7 

Broaden the “Legitimate” Topics
More difficult than simply trying to raise certain ideas, respondents say, is trying 

to pursue them as research topics.

7 Participants in an AEA Panel on “How Can Economics Solve Its Race Problem?” offer other examples of 
experiences as minority economists and the responses they find helpful. See https://www.aeaweb.org/
webcasts/2020/how-can-economics-solve-its-race-problem.

https://www.aeaweb.org/webcasts/2020/how-can-economics-solve-its-race-problem
https://www.aeaweb.org/webcasts/2020/how-can-economics-solve-its-race-problem
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I think there’s a problem with this whole notion of . . . bringing new questions 
and new ways of approaching very established and old issues in economics. 
People like to support, especially scholars of color, if they’re . . . echoing the 
mainstream and it’s harder and tougher when you’re not doing that.

Respondents struggled to get the economics community to engage with work that 
was viewed as interdisciplinary in nature, was outside of the neoclassical paradigm, 
or that challenged economic dogma, among other topics. This played out for a 
current graduate student as follows,

A lot of the research questions I had . . . as a first-year graduate student were 
kind of particular to my upbringing and the things that I experienced grow-
ing up and as a young adult. Early on, however, some faculty would always ask 
me to think about . . . my research questions’ value to other social scientists. 
This nudge led me to discard many of my initial motivations for pursuing a 
PhD, but at the time, I did not see this nudge as particularly evil. As I have 
reflected on this over the years, I realize that this nudge disproportionately 
affects minorities. The social science community consists mostly of white 
males. . . . I’ll reiterate that these statements probably came from a good place. 
But in  retrospect, faculty should avoid hindering potential research agendas 
because they are not interesting to white males.

Different backgrounds and lived experiences of course can lead to different 
research interests and insights (for example, Bayer and Rouse 2016; May, McGarvey, 
and Whaples 2014; Malmendier, Nagel, and Yan 2017). Respondents report that advi-
sors and mentors particularly discourage graduate students and early stage minority 
researchers away from topics related to race or other aspects of their identity, which 
are the topics that in many cases drew the young researchers to economics in the 
first place. There is a perception that Black scholars studying Black people or Latinx 
scholars studying Latinx people or Native American scholars studying Native Amer-
ican people may be biased or taken less seriously as scholars. (Of course, this critique 
is never made of white men scholars studying white men.) Sadly, this double stan-
dard has not changed across the years. A full professor who earned her PhD several 
decades ago says that because of a nudge away from identity, her early work was 
“totally sexless and ethnicness-less” and it was 20 years before she began studying a 
topic that she enjoys and has been productive in, a topic related to her background. 
Many underrepresented minorities are drawn to economics research because they 
find the existing research to be problematic or lacking in some fashion.8 

8 For example, a frequent critique of the literature on the economics of race is that it relies on a “deficit” 
model of the behavior in communities of color, rather than racism or structural racism, as explana-
tions for differences in outcomes across race. For discussion, see the Darity et al. (2015) introduction 
to a special issue of the Review of Black Political Economy devoted to stratification economics and the 
open letter to economists from Bill Spriggs (https://www.minneapolisfed.org/~/media/assets/people/
william-spriggs/spriggs-letter_0609_b.pdf).

https://www.minneapolisfed.org/~/media/assets/people/william-spriggs/spriggs-letter_0609_b.pdf
https://www.minneapolisfed.org/~/media/assets/people/william-spriggs/spriggs-letter_0609_b.pdf
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We imagine that advisors and mentors suggest against certain topics 
because they believe that conference organizers, journal editors, and hiring and 
tenure committees will not be appreciative of them. Thus, the gatekeepers in 
the economics profession need to take a broader view of legitimate economics 
research. 

Engage, Admit, Hire, Promote
Respondents in our survey were unequivocal that having more peers, mentors, 

and role models of color would improve the economics experience for minorities. 
One graduate student said it would be “revolutionary.” Many underrepresented-
minority students struggle with being the only “one” of their race, class, and/or 
academic background. Some students find it hard to connect across race. More 
frequently, respondents yearn to be in dialogue with other minority economists. 
One respondent attended the AEA Summer Program and yet does not remember 
having a single instructor of color. Another expressed surprise: “Even though I 
went to college in [name of city], which has a very large minority population, I 
didn’t know any economists who were minorities on a basis where I could shoot 
ideas off of them or ask them what their story was, or how they got to where they 
needed to be.” Four Black women in the interview sample attribute their failure 
to go on to get their PhDs at least in part to the lack of mentors who look like 
them. 

Role models can be on syllabi, not just in the classroom. You can increase 
exposure to the work of underrepresented-minority economists; as one example, 
social media can be a platform to lift up research by minorities. Diversify the liter-
ature you cite on syllabi and in research. Consider racial diversity in the seminars 
and conferences you organize (and as a tenured respondent to our survey added, 
not just on the race-related panels). A great new resource is the Diversifying 
Economics Seminars – Speakers List (https://econspeakerdiversity.shinyapps.io/
EconSpeakerDiversity/), which includes economists who identify as underrep-
resented minorities and/or women and/or LGBTQ+, along with their area of 
research and contact information. 

If you are a journal editor, diversify who you publish. If you are not 
receiving enough submissions by underrepresented minority economists, reach 
out and solicit them. Invite minorities onto the editorial team. Respondents 
pointed to the lack of diversity in terms of both race and institutional affilia-
tion of editors as contributing to the lack of diversity of authors and topics in 
economics’ leading journals. A tenured professor, unsatisfied in her position, 
put it bluntly: “We need to quit being elitist. If you look at who are the editors 
of a lot of these journals, it’s the same schools. So . . . if econ really wants to 
increase diversity, we have got to get editors who didn’t all go to Harvard, Stan-
ford, Yale, Princeton . . . . ” Of course, the more you mention, cite, invite, and 
publish the work of minority economists, the more likely it becomes that those 
minority economists will be able to stay in the profession. One way to increase 
your exposure to the intellectual contributions of minority economists is by 

https://econspeakerdiversity.shinyapps.io/EconSpeakerDiversity/
https://econspeakerdiversity.shinyapps.io/EconSpeakerDiversity/
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attending sessions sponsored by CSMGEP, NEA, and ASHE at annual and regional 
meetings.9 

In the area of admissions and hiring, one cannot rationally expect to obtain 
a different outcome with the same behavior. If you want to increase diversity, then 
existing admissions and recruiting practices need to change. We do not know what 
the final process should look like, nor do we assume it will be the same for every 
department. But items that should be on the examination table include: First, 
recruiting from a wide variety of schools including historically black colleges and 
universities and other minority-serving institutions, and dropping the elitist view of 
favoring applications from only certain schools. Second, communicating by words 
and actions that students of all kinds are welcome in the economics profession. 
Third, discontinuing reliance on the Graduate Record Exam (GRE), an exam on 
which women and underrepresented minorities score lower on average. The Educa-
tional Testing Service (2018), which administers the GRE, warns against using a 
test cutoff as the sole factor in admission denials. The exam has been dropped 
completely by top PhD programs in several of the sciences in favor of more holistic 
evaluations of applicant potential (Langin 2019). Fourth, developing a more 
holistic (beyond the scores and grades) picture of an applicant’s potential research 
ability. Physicists and others have identified graduate admissions criteria that keep 
longstanding inequalities in place and have developed methods for recognizing and 
selecting for unrealized potential in students during the admissions process (Posselt 
2016; Stassun et al. 2011).

Hiring and promotion practices need to change, too. Explains the same 
tenured professor who spoke about economics journal editors,

And again, it comes from having people who are more open when it comes 
to reading applications, who [don’t] only want an applicant who looks like A. 
Who are more open to “Hey, this person might not [look] like A, but they’re 
doing some really interesting research. Maybe we should give them a position 
here. Even though they might not be in our network of friends.”

Here are some suggestions to begin a discussion in each department. First, 
cast your net widely. For junior positions, that means advertising broadly and 
giving full consideration to applicants from all schools. For senior positions, this 
means creating a census of potential applicants and not simply considering those 
economists who come to mind. Second, when we picture the ideal hire, we are 
overly influenced by what we have seen in the past—the phenotype, the academic 
record, and the research (Tverksy and Kahneman 1973). Strive to counter this 
tendency—that is, to work with a broad definition of the questions, approaches, 
and experience profiles that your department needs. Third, prioritize diversity (of 
experience and of thought) in searches, or else this concern is likely to fall to last 

9 See the most recent issue of their joint newsletter, The Minority Report, for a list of recent sessions and 
other information at https://www.aeaweb.org/about-aea/committees/csmgep/minority-report.

https://www.aeaweb.org/about-aea/committees/csmgep/minority-report


How You Can Work to Increase the Presence and Improve the Experience     217

place. Fourth, structure recruiting and evaluation processes and standardize inter-
views so that unconscious biases do not create unequal opportunities for candidates 
to perform and impress. Fifth, at promotion time (or preferably before), note that 
diverse people will have diverse experiences and recognize and account for these 
diverse contributions (like an advising overload) to your department. Sixth, hire for 
the work and not for the phenotype. Respondents loath tokenism. To help get you 
started on this work, see the Commission on Ethnic Minority Recruitment, Reten-
tion, and Training in Psychology (2019) and the AEA Best Practices resource (Bayer 
et al. 2019).

We will add a word about quality, a concept that is often used to end conver-
sations about diversifying schools and workplaces. A respondent reported 
on a faculty meeting, “We were talking about what can we do to recruit, espe-
cially more Black professors. And then one of my colleagues was like, ‘Well, we 
don’t want to lower our standards.’” Darity (2010) discusses the role of “the 
fetishization of ‘merit’ as a rationalization for discriminatory outcomes.” It is a 
given that departments do not want to lower standards. That this issue is raised 
(repeatedly) after someone mentions diversity and hiring is the sort of micro-
aggression that can make minorities feel outraged and unwelcome. It is also 
wrong. For departments of economics, the existing biases in current admis-
sions and recruiting practices are the equivalent of leaving money on the table. 
As evidence, note that prominent companies around the world are working to 
increase diversity (for ten examples, see https://www.socialtalent.com/blog/
recruitment/10-companies-around-the-world-that-are-embracing-diversity). 

Conclusion

Economics has a diversity problem. The numbers of Black, Latinx, and Native 
American economists are low, as is their relative level of satisfaction in the economics 
profession. Based on surveys and interviews of underrepresented minority econ-
omists, both those who are on and those who have exited an economics career 
trajectory, we have offered ways in which you can help to counter this problem, 
grouped under the action areas of inform, mentor, and welcome. 

As economists, we recognize that individuals respond to incentives. Research, 
teaching, and service are all incentivized, although admittedly to varying degrees. 
Economists put effort into these activities. The work gets done. But the meager 
incentives that exist for increasing racial and ethnic diversity across economics 
have proven insufficient to move the needle. Issuing diversity statements is far from 
enough. As one PhD economist who is no longer searching for an academic job told 
us, “I think that there needs to be intensified pressure on economics departments, 
in particular, to hire people of color. Because until there is pressure, I don’t think 
people are going to change who they’re seeking.” Forceful incentives have yet to be 
applied around diversity issues. It is logical to conclude that diversity must not truly 
be a priority in the economics profession. 

https://www.socialtalent.com/blog/recruitment/10-companies-around-the-world-that-are-embracing-diversity
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