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IS ECONOMICS, AND  
ARE ECONOMISTS, CONTRIBUTING?  



A smorgasbord of issues… 

Is economics, and are economists, contributing? 

• Is economics right? 

• How do economists view their own work? 

• And their own discipline? 

• What has economics contributed? 

• What economics has to offer 

• Has economics proved useful for policymaking? 

• But if economics is so valuable, why aren’t more people engaging in it?  

• Economics has (a little bit of) an image problem 

• The need for diversity 

 

 

 
 



What do economists think? 

Is economics, and are economists, contributing? 

“Why economists are almost always wrong.” 
     Steve Keen, Business Spectator, 27 January 2014 

 

“Economists are almost always right about almost everything.” 

     Andrew Lilico, Daily Telegraph (UK), 22 January 2014 

 



Is economics right? 

Is economics, and are economists, contributing? 

 

The problem is sometimes with economics…. 

 

And sometimes with the economist…… 

 

 
 



The economics of everything? 

Is economics, and are economists, contributing? 



Is economics right? 

Is economics, and are economists, contributing? 

“We should therefore pay closer attention to the limits of [economic] 
theory as a description of how people actually behave, i.e. as a positive 
theory of consumer behaviour. 
 

Recognising these limits, we economists should perhaps be a little more 
modest in our `imperialist ambitions' of explaining non-market 
behaviour by economic principles.” 

     Reinhard Sippel , Economic Journal, September  
 



Is economics useful to policy making? 

Is economics, and are economists, contributing? 

• Economics has made strong contributions to policy making, by heading off 
bad policies, or correcting policies currently in play, or in highlighting the 
‘unintended’ consequences of proposed/actual policies: 

• eg. work disincentives from earnings-contingent tax credits 

• eg. Virtual Infant Parenting (VIP) program 

• Credible economic evaluation (either impact evaluations, or broader 
evaluations) have proved highly informative and influential in 
designing/adapting policies: 

• eg. youth mental health programs 

• eg. child protection initiatives 

 

 

 
 



But economics rarely gets things exactly right…  

Is economics, and are economists, contributing? 

• eg. not picking the GFC. Or currency crises 
• eg. forecasting tax revenues 

 

 

 

 
 



And economists can struggle to resolve their differences… 

Is economics, and are economists, contributing? 

• See the votes in the National Economic Panel (NEP) to see this in action…  
 

• eg.  What is the effect of minimum wages on employment? 
• eg.  What is the economic impact of reduced company taxes? 
• eg.  Is reducing government debt a higher priority than tax cuts? 

 

 
 



Is economics useful to policy making? 

Is economics, and are economists, contributing? 

• Economics has an important role to play in democratising the public policy 
process: 

• highlighting inefficiencies government policies 

• socialising the trade-offs that exist in policy design 

• raising awareness that, in policy terms, you can’t have everything, and 
understanding the context of budget-constrained decision-making 

 

• But good economics contributions also require an openness to other schools 
of thought, and a degree of humility 

• eg. behavioural/heterodox economics presents important challenges to 
the notion of the ‘rational’ decision maker  

 



Has economics improved our understanding of decision making? 

Is economics, and are economists, contributing? 

• Behavioural economics has offered some of the greatest insights into 
economic decision making over the last decades: 

• We can be rationally irrational in our behaviour: 

• eg. decide to buy fruit, but not what type of fruit on the basis of 
the price of bananas…. 

• eg. buy things because of custom as a part of preference (Brussel 
sprouts at Christmas…) 

• eg. donate on motives driven by pure altruism (‘warm glow’), or by 
imperfect altruism or self-interest (conspicuous consumption) 

 

 



But if economics is so valuable, why aren’t more people engaging in it?  

Is economics, and are economists, contributing? 

• We’re not always the best 
at communicating the 
power, excitement and 
contribution that 
economics can make…  
   

• And interest in the 
economics profession is on 
the wane (Dwyer 2018) 

    

 



But if economics is so valuable, why aren’t more people engaging in it?  

Is economics, and are economists, contributing? 

• Particularly among 
women… 

    

 



But if economics is so valuable, why aren’t more people engaging in it?  

Is economics, and are economists, contributing? 

• Economics needs a diversity of 
thought, and a diversity of 
economists’ voices to ensure it 
continues to be relevant, influential 
and attractive to new generations: 
 

• by gender 

• by culture and values 

• by life experience 
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Economist or analyst 
Female 9% 

Male  91% 

CEO 
Female 14% 

Male  86% 



So is it? And are we? 

Is economics, and are economists, contributing? 

• The fact that economics isn’t always right all of the time, or even 
“almost right almost all of the time”, shouldn’t detract from the 
contribution the discipline makes to advancing societal wellbeing, and 
promoting effective policy making 

• Some of the greatest insights into human behaviour have come from 
innovative branches of the discipline, and should be encouraged. 

• A little humility isn’t a bad thing…  

• We should be ambitious as economists, but it’s also important to be 
aware of, and to acknowledge, the limitations in what we do. This 
leads to better science 

• And diversity of thought, and of voices, is key. 

 

 
 


