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ABSTRACT 
 

It has recently been argued that the economics curriculum can only meet the full 

spectrum of employer needs by becoming more plural. While the reasoning and 

evidence in support of this argument is compelling, it is less clear that employers 

themselves currently fully appreciate the linkages between a plural economics 

curriculum and more able graduates. This article assesses what employers are 

currently seeking from the curriculum. It draws on survey evidence from the 

Economic Society of Australia as well as interviews conducted by the author to 

examine employer attitudes to potential curriculum renewal. Its findings suggest 

that while Australian employers are currently expressing some desire for a 

broadening and modernising of the curriculum, the strength of this expression is 

limited.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Ah, the old questions, the old answers, there’s nothing like them!  

(Beckett 1964, p.38) 

There is ever-increasing interest in ensuring that education meets 

employer needs. It is not just employers who have this interest; groups 

such as politicians, university administrators and students themselves 

are increasingly keen to have a curriculum that meets the preferences 
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of employers. In many ways this narrow vocational focus is 

undesirable; indeed, if pursued too excessively, it can be self-

defeating (if not for the individual employer, then for society in 

general).  

Against this background of better tailoring education to the needs of 

employers, it has been argued that the economics curriculum can only 

meet the full spectrum of employer needs by becoming more plural. 

At issue is the requirement to develop graduate attributes. The 

attributes are centred around the capacity to communicate, think 

critically and creatively, appreciate different points of view, work in 

teams, and to engage in ongoing learning.  While the traditional 

curriculum can make some contribution to graduate attributes, it 

cannot cover the full spectrum.  

The evidence and reasoning supporting the view that only a 

pluralistic curriculum can develop the full range of graduate attributes 

is compelling (O’Donnell 2010, 2013). It is not, however, the focus of 

this article. Instead, the focus is on the question of whether Australian 

employers currently appreciate the linkages between a plural 

curriculum and graduate attributes. In other words, how likely is it that 

employers could create pressure on Australian universities for 

curricular reform?  The analysis of this question draws mainly on 

survey evidence from the Economic Society of Australia supplemented 

by interview evidence and evidence from other sources. The findings 

suggest that Australian employers of economists are currently 

expressing some desire for a broadening and modernising of the 

curriculum, though in some respects the evidence is mixed. 

2.   AN EMPLOYER BACKLASH?   

Some have asserted that both employers and society in general are 

increasingly taking issue with the type of graduates that economics 

departments produce and thus building pressure to force real reform of 

the curriculum.  For example, Groenewegen and McFarlane speak of:  

...a possible backlash among staff and students once the trivialisation 

of economics becomes obvious and it is realised that graduates 

working in business and the public service are hampered in solving 

concrete problems by an inadequate training and perspective. If this 

happens, pressure to reintroduce comprehensive instruction in aspects 

of the discipline such as the history of economic thought . . . is certain 

to occur. 

 (Groenewegen & McFarlane 1990, p.235) 
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A variant on this theme is the aforementioned argument of 

O’Donnell’s (2004, 2007, & 2010) that employers will increasingly 

demand a plural and political economics curriculum because it is the 

superior vehicle to develop the generic skills and graduate attributes 

that employers are said to value so highly:  

…well-designed pluralist courses possess large natural advantages 

over orthodox courses in developing specific skills in graduates, such 

skills being important drivers of innovation, creativity and efficiency.  

These advantages in human capital formation are maximised when 

pluralist courses consciously incorporate activities that synergistically 

interact with the pluralist content. 

 (O’Donnell 2007, p.1) 

Another variation on the argument is that economics departments 

will not so much be forced to mend their ways as that they will simply 

be left behind as employers (and the world in general) turn to other 

sources to gain economic knowledge:  

Government employers are themselves already disillusioned with 

economics, as the financial crisis has demonstrated the futility of 

standard economic advice and theories. Economics departments may 

become like departments of philosophy, theology, or ancient studies. 

  (Lavoie 2010, p.199)  

Perhaps academic economics departments will lose mindshare and 

influence to others—from business schools and public policy 

programs to political science, psychology, and sociology 

departments. As university chancellors and students demand 

relevance and utility, perhaps these colleagues will take over 

teaching how the economy works and leave academic economists in 

a rump discipline that merely teaches the theory of logical choice. 

 (Delong 2011, p.2) 

All these assertions are interesting, and it’s always worth pondering 

what the economics curriculum should provide, but what does the 

current evidence on employer needs actually indicate? In particular, 

are employers strongly indicating the need for graduate attributes or 

are they mainly looking for narrowly educated neoclassical 

economists that are technically proficient in using standard lines of 

analysis? 

3.  SURVEY EVIDENCE 

There are number of surveys that examine what Australian employers 

require of economics graduates. Abelson & Valentine (1985) argue 



Employers and Curriculum Reform   45 

 

that employers seek “an ability to interpret economic data and events, 

a good knowledge of economic theory, and a good command of 

expression, both in writing and verbally” (Abelson & Valentine 1985, 

p.15). Notably, they assert that complementary studies 

(interdisciplinarity) in an economics graduate are not highly valued, as 

“employers place much more importance on the acquisition of sound 

economic skills than they do on training in complementary studies” 

(Abelson & Valentine 1985, p.15). They argue that “it is important 

that students be adequately trained in basic economics and not be side-

tracked on to studies which are of minor value to them as potential 

economists” (Abelson & Valentine 1985, p.15). In terms of what other 

disciplines are valued (to the extent that they are valued at all) the 

disciplines of accounting, business management and law feature most 

prominently. Such preferences, if still valid and correct, sound more 

like an expressed need for a narrow, rather than plural and 

interdisciplinary, curriculum.  

More recent survey work by Hellier et al. (2004) agrees to some 

extent with the earlier Abelson and Valentine study, though it also 

provides evidence that employers seek graduates with good generic 

skills. Hellier et al. define generic skills as the ability to write clearly 

and concisely, analyse data, present and communicate, be effective 

interpersonally and have a practical orientation. In further contrast to 

the 1985 study of Abelson and Valentine, Hellier et al. argue that 

employers seek a more multi-disciplinary and business problem-

solving approach from graduates. Interestingly, they point out 

problems in developing this type of multi-disciplinary economics 

education: it cuts across established departmental and faculty 

structures. They also wonder how such courses can be balanced 

against the substantial mathematical and quantitative prerequisites that 

are required for postgraduate studies in economics.  

More up-to-date information about employer requirements is 

provided by the Economic Society of Australia, which in July 2011 

conducted a survey of policy opinion amongst Australian economists 

(ESA 2011). A total of 577 economists participated: 25 per cent from 

the private sector, 33.5 per cent from the public sector, 3.8 per cent 

from the not-for-profit sector, and 37 per cent from the university 

sector. The survey questionnaire had a total of 61 questions, seven of 

which pertained to the adequacy of the economics curriculum. These 

seven questions outlined the following propositions to which 
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respondents were asked to express their level of agreement or 

disagreement: 

1.  Australian undergraduate economics degree programs should 

contain more subjects that place economics in a broader context, 

such as economic history, history of economic thought and 

political economy. 

2.  Australian undergraduate economics degree programs should 

contain more behavioural economics and experimental 

economics. 

3.  In Australia, undergraduate economics is taught with excessive 

mathematical rigour. 

4.   Undergraduate pass degrees in economics should be four years. 

5. Australian undergraduate honours economics programs 

sufficiently prepare students for work as economists in the 

public sector. 

6. Australian undergraduate honours economics programs 

sufficiently prepare students for work as economists in the 

private sector. 

7.  Doctoral programs in economics in Australia generally offer 

high quality training. 

The results are presented in Table 1. About 75% of the 529 

respondents to question 1 agreed or strongly agreed that 

undergraduate students should be provided with greater context for 

their economics studies in the form of more economic history, history 

of thought and political economy than is currently the case.  A smaller 

majority thought that more behavioural or experimental economics 

should be taught. There was much less agreement that undergraduate 

economics programs were too mathematical or that they should be 

extended to four years. Respondents were also quite ambivalent about 

the idea that programs were preparing graduates well for their careers, 

whether in the public or the private sector. There was not strong 

agreement or disagreement with this proposition, the modal response 

in each case being neutral. There was also a large proportion of neutral 

responses to the idea that Australian doctoral programs provided a 

sufficiently rigorous training with a slight bias towards agreement 

rather than disagreement. 

This information provides some illumination, but a sectoral 

breakdown of responses by employment area would be more helpful. 

Towards this end, the author contacted the Economic Society  of 
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Table 1 - Opinions of Australian Economists on the Economics Curriculum  

Proposition SD D N A SA n 

1. More economic history, history 

of economic thought and 

political economy is needed. 

 

2.1% 

 

9.3% 

 

13.0% 

 

43.9% 

 

31.8% 

 

529 

2. More behavioural & 

experimental economics. 

 

2.8% 

 

12.5% 

 

27.0% 

 

42.1% 

 

15.7% 

 

530 

3. There is excessive mathematical 

rigour. 

 

12.3% 

 

36.4% 

 

26.4% 

 

17.7% 

 

7.2% 

 

530 

4. Undergraduate pass degrees in 

economics should be four years. 

 

6.2% 

 

35.2% 

 

29.1% 

 

23.6% 

 

5.9% 

 

529 

5. Honours programs prepare 

students for the public sector. 

 

3.4% 

 

19.7% 

 

30.7% 

 

40.2% 

 

6.1% 

 

528 

6. Honours programs prepare 

students for the private sector. 

 

3.6% 

 

18.1% 

 

38.7% 

 

34.9% 

 

4.7% 

 

530 

7. Doctoral programs offer high 

quality training. 

 

4.3% 

 

12.7% 

 

47.4% 

 

30.2% 

 

5.3% 

 

529 

SD = strongly disagree; D = disagree; N = neither agree nor disagree / unsure;                      

A = agree;  SA = strongly agree; n = number of respondents. 

Source: Economic Society of Australia (2011). 

 
Table 2 - Sectoral Breakdown by Employment: More Context  

Sector of 

Employment 
SD D N A SA     n 

Private Sector 0.8% 9.8% 11.5% 45.9% 32% 122 

Public Sector 1.9% 10.8% 17.1% 43% 27.2% 158 

University Sector 3.9% 9.4% 11% 41.4% 34.3% 181 

Not-for-profit Sector 0% 5.3% 5.3% 36.8% 52.6% 19 

No Sector Reported 0% 4.1% 14.3% 53.1% 28.6% 49 

Overall  2.1% 9.3% 13.0% 43.9% 31.8% 529 

SD = strongly disagree; D = disagree; N = neither agree nor disagree / unsure;            

A = agree; SA = strongly agree; n = number of respondents. 

Source: Economic Society of Australia. 
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Australia to obtain a breakdown of responses by sector. This more 

detailed information is presented in Tables 2 to 6.  

Table 1 indicated that 75.7 per cent of respondents agreed with the 

proposition that more context in the form of economic history, history 

of thought and political economy should be provided to undergraduate 

students. This initially suggests that there is a general demand for the 

very type of changes advocated by O’Donnell and others. 

Interestingly, 75.7 per cent of academic economists were also in 

agreement with this proposition. Such a finding was consistent with 

earlier surveys that show academics want their students to have, 

among other things, a “head for the social and political dimensions of 

the profession” (Anderson & Blandy 1992, p.17).  

If nothing else, such findings of majority support for a broader 

curriculum provide reformers with the very rare opportunity to cast 

themselves to the mainstream as advocates of the stated majority will 

(the opportunity to do this was taken in Thornton 2012). However, the 

survey’s results tell us nothing about the intensity of the preference for 

change or the amount of change that is desired or what other subjects 

economists might be prepared to trade-off to have more of these 

broader subjects. There are some obvious indications that suggest the 

desire for substantial change is absent, the intensity of preference for 

even small changes is rather low and that there would be little demand 

to reduce the role and presence of mainstream subjects if it was 

required.  

The obvious question to ask is that if 75.7 per cent of academic 

economists wanted more broadly based subjects in the curriculum, 

why have they not acted on their preferences, given they are in a 

position to offer such subjects? Given the healthy numbers for 

political economy courses that are apparent in survey work on the 

curriculum (see Thornton 2012, 2013), this does not make sense at 

face value. Rhetoric would appear to be running in inverse proportion 

to reality. 

Table 3 indicates that 57.8 per cent of respondents agreed with the 

proposition that Australian undergraduate economics degree programs 

should contain more behavioural economics and experimental 

economics. So there is majority approval within the profession for 

subjects that better reflect developments in our knowledge of 

economics. However, less than half of academic economists agreed 

with the proposition. These findings provide some encouragement  for  
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Table 3 -  Sectoral Breakdown by Employment: Behavioural Economics           

and Experimental Economics  

Sector of 

Employment 
SD D N A SA     n 

Private Sector 0.8% 12.2% 26.8% 44.7% 15.4% 123 

Public Sector 0.6% 9.5% 25.3% 48.1% 16.5% 158 

University Sector 5.5% 17.7% 27.1% 36.5% 13.3% 181 

Not-for-profit Sector 5.3% 10.5% 36.8% 42.1% 5.3% 19 

No Sector Reported 4.1% 4.1% 28.6% 36.7% 26.5% 49 

Overall  2.8% 12.5% 27.0% 42.1% 15.7% 530 

SD = strongly disagree; D = disagree; N = neither agree nor disagree / unsure;            

A = agree; SA = strongly agree; n = number of respondents. 

Source: Economic Society of Australia. 

Table 4 - Sectoral Breakdown by Employment: Mathematical Rigour  

Sector of 

Employment 
SD D N A SA     n 

Private Sector 10.6 35.0 35.0 13.0 6.5 123 

Public Sector 8.2 36.7 31.0 19.0 5.1 158 

University Sector 17.7 39.2 17.7 18.8 6.6 181 

Not-for-profit Sector 0 26.3 26.3 21.1 26.3 19 

No Sector Reported 14.3 32.7 22.4 20.4 10.2 49 

Overall  12.3% 36.4% 26.4% 17.7% 7.2% 530 

SD = strongly disagree; D = disagree; N = neither agree nor disagree / unsure;            

A = agree; SA = strongly agree; n = number of respondents. 

Source: Economic Society of Australia. 

reformers, though the lack of majority support within economics 

departments is not a particularly good omen. In any event,  the  early  

indications are that interest in areas such as behavioural economics is 

very much in the ‘new’ rather than the ‘old’ behavioural economics. 

Indeed, subjects such as ECON2060 Behavioural and Evolutionary 
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Economics at the University of Queensland, which was based on the 

‘old’ behavioural economics, have clearly been redesigned to be much 

closer to the ‘new’ behavioural economics. It seems unfortunate that 

two subjects (one for each variant of behavioural economics) could 

not have been created. The failure to do so demonstrates both a lack of 

value ascribed to the old behavioural economics, and a limited 

appetite for behavioural economics in general. 

There was no majority preference for or against the proposition that 

economics is currently taught with excessive mathematical rigour (see 

Table 4). However, it is noteworthy that almost twice as many 

economists disagreed or strongly disagreed with the proposition 

(48.7%) as agreed or disagreed with it (24.9 per cent). Just as notably, 

the sector that had the highest level of disagreement with the 

proposition was academic economists (56.9 per cent), followed by the 

private sector (45.6 per cent), the public sector (44.9 per cent) and the 

not-for-profit sector (26.3 per cent). It should also be pointed out that 

the not-for-profit sector had a high level of strong agreement with the 

proposition (26.3 per cent) relative to the other sectors.  

Part of the requirement for mathematical rigour by employers may 

be due to signalling. Successful mastery of this content can be seen as 

signalling determination and application and a certain type of 

intelligence. Indeed, even the harshest critics of orthodox economics 

acknowledge that “it requires intellectual muscle to master” (Keen 

2001, p.20). Robert Solow picks up on the signalling issue by arguing 

that the ability of a graduate to master high-level orthodox theory 

indicates that she or he will be a more reliable practitioner of more 

basic orthodox theory:   

In economics I like a man to have mastered the fancy theory before I 

trust him with simple theory. The practical utility of economics comes 

not primarily from its high-powered frontier, but from fairly low-

powered reasoning. But the moral is not that we can dispense with 

high-powered economics, if only because high-powered economics 

seems to be such an excellent school for the skilful use of low-

powered economics. 

  (Solow cited in Colander 2005, p.194) 

An alternative way to understand the requirement for advanced 

theory is that it sets up a self-reinforcing loop between self-interest 

and genuine belief. This is quite evident in Enthoven’s explanation of 

the making of a working economist:  
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The tools of analysis that we use are the simplest, most fundamental 

concepts of economic theory, combined with the simplest quantitative 

methods. The requirements for success in this line of work are a 

thorough understanding of and, if you like, belief in the relevance of 

such concepts as marginal products and marginal costs, and an ability 

to discover the marginal products and costs in complex situations, 

combined with a good quantitative sense. The advanced mathematical 

techniques of econometrics and operations research have not proved 

to be particularly useful in dealing with the problems I have described. 

Although a good grasp of this kind of mathematics is very valuable as 

intellectual formation, we are not applying linear programming, 

formal game theory, queuing theory, multiple regression theory, 

nonlinear programming under uncertainty, or anything like it. The 

economic theory we are using is the theory most of us learned as 

sophomores. The reason PhDs are required is that many economists 

do not believe what they have learned until they have gone through 

graduate school and acquired a vested interest in marginal analysis. 

  (Enthoven 1963, p.422; emphasis added) 

 

What Enthoven describes here is not just a simple case of self-

interest due to sunk costs; rather it is that the habitual patterns of 

thought acquired during an education in marginal analysis shift belief 

in, and preference for, marginal analysis (note Enthoven’s use of word 

belief ).  Habits are too easily seen as an optimising response to the 

actioning of given preferences and beliefs when the reality is that 

habits can shape preferences and beliefs. On this point it is relevant to 

recall Pierce’s point that the “essence of belief is the establishment of 

habit” (Pierce 1878, p.29). 

Currently undergraduate degrees in Australia are usually three years 

in length. The ESA survey put forward a proposition regarding 

whether an undergraduate degree in economics should be four years, 

but it also failed to get a majority verdict (see table 5), and it is thus 

difficult to draw many firm conclusions. The most enthusiastic 

supporters of the proposition appear to be the not-for-profit sector. 

Given their expressed preference for less mathematical rigour in the 

curriculum, their requirement for an additional year may suggest a 

need for more of the social science wing of the discipline, but we 

cannot really know this for sure. The relatively high level of 

satisfaction with a three-year degree in the private sector (47.2 per 

cent) and the public sector (42.2 per cent) could also be read as 

suggesting satisfaction with current economics graduates. Clearly,  
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Table 5 - Sectoral Breakdown by Employment: Degree Length 

Sector of 

Employment 
SD D N A SA     n 

Private Sector 6.5 40.7 29.3 21.1 2.4 123 

Public Sector 6.3 36.1 32.9 21.5 3.2 158 

University Sector 5.0 35.6 24.4 26.1 8.9 180 

Not-for-profit Sector 10.5 15.8 36.8 31.6 5.3 19 

No Sector Reported 8.2 24.5 30.6 24.5 12.2 49 

Overall  6.2 35.2 29.1 23.6 5.9 530 

SD = strongly disagree; D = disagree; N = neither agree nor disagree / unsure;       

A = agree; SA = strongly agree; n = number of respondents. 

Source: Economic Society of Australia. 

Table 6 -  Sectoral Breakdown by Employment: Doctoral Programs  

Sector of 

Employment 
SD D N A SA     n 

Private Sector 6.5 40.7 29.3 21.1 2.4 123 

Public Sector 6.3 36.1 32.9 21.5 3.2 158 

University Sector 5.0 35.6 24.4 26.1 8.9 180 

Not-for-profit Sector 10.5 15.8 36.8 31.6 5.3 19 

No Sector Reported 8.2 24.5 30.6 24.5 12.2 49 

Overall  4.3 12.7 47.4 30.2 5.3 529 

SD = strongly disagree; D = disagree; N = neither agree nor disagree / unsure;               

A = agree; SA = strongly agree; n = number of respondents. 

Source: Economic Society of Australia. 

there is a need to look to other evidence in order to draw reliable 

conclusions (see sections to come). 

Table 6 shows the sectoral breakdown for the proposition ‘Doctoral 

programs in economics generally offer high quality training’. This is 

yet another proposition that fell short of a majority verdict. The not-

for-profit sector did consider Australian doctoral programs as being 

high quality (55.6 per cent support), but they were only a small 
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proportion of the sample. The proposition elicited an interesting 

response from the university sector, which in this instance is both a 

producer of doctoral graduates and a potential employer of such 

graduates. The survey found that 44.2 per cent of university 

economists agreed with the proposition, yet this is somewhat at odds 

with the ongoing trend of Australian economics departments to 

employ US-trained Ph.D. graduates over Australian graduates 

(Millmow 2011).  

Interestingly, the US Ph.D. programmes have been criticised for 

their narrowness and lack of plurality (Krueger 1991). This is despite 

the fact that the programmes are typically now 6-7 years of study 

(where in the 1980s they were usually of 3-4 years duration). This 

expansion has allowed ever more orthodox technical coursework, but 

little else. Given that economics departments in the Group of Eight 

universities often seek to emulate, for better or worse, what is done in 

North American universities, they may follow suite on such 

‘international best-practice innovations.’ 

4.  INTERVIEW EVIDENCE 

In order to supplement the quantitative evidence presented in the 

previous section, I interviewed two employers, one from the public 

sector and one from the private sector. The results of those interviews 

are presented in this section. 

 (a) A Public Service Employer 

A key employer of economists is the state public service. To get a 

sense of what is required of graduate economists by this level of 

government, I interviewed a senior economist with the Victorian 

Treasury, on 12 March 2009. The economist in question has been 

closely involved in the recruitment of graduate economists and was 

able to provide authoritative information on what Treasury requires. It 

was emphasised that Treasury requires orthodox microeconomics and 

macroeconomics (years 1, 2 and 3 and preferably 4). Gaining a 

Distinction grade (or above) in these areas was generally viewed 

favourably. These subjects are required primarily because Treasury 

continues to undertake cost-benefit analysis and some general 

equilibrium modelling. This is consistent with Ackerman’s point that 

general equilibrium remains fundamental to the theory and practice of 

economics (Ackerman 1999). 
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It was also emphasised that public policy subjects were highly 

valued, particularly in areas such as labour economics, environmental 

economics and regional development. Applied economics subjects 

were much more highly valued in economist roles than specialised 

finance, accounting or management subjects - though it was noted that 

first or second-year finance could be useful. A dedicated economics 

degree is still seen as having a clear advantage over more general 

business based degrees, though double degrees in law and economics 

were seen as particularly useful. 

There was some interest in behavioural economics within Treasury. 

For example, Treasury economists had recently participated in a one-

day workshop on behavioural economics run by Monash University. 

However, whether this interest in behavioural economics (even in its 

‘new’ variant) will develop, or even persist remains to be seen, given 

that it sits awkwardly with the type of modelling and cost-benefit 

analysis that is clearly still so central in economic analysis undertaken 

in the public service. Consider Bateman’s point about the strong 

implications of behavioural economics for techniques such as cost-

benefit analysis: 

The most fundamentally unsettling thing about discovering that people 

might value fairness more than more personal pleasure is that the 

whole traditional applied welfare economics is undercut if we need to 

consider anything besides utility in trying to compare two situations. 

In all applied microeconomics, from resource and environmental 

economics to transportation economics, cost-benefit analysis is the 

basic tool. But if the model of cost-benefit analysis does not fully 

represent what people value when they are faced with a change in 

policy, and so does not take into consideration some of the most 

important dimensions of how people assess the effects of policy, then 

the tool is no longer a legitimate way to assess the effects of policy. It 

certainly does not do the work that it claims to do. 

 (Bateman 2007, p.5) 

A substantial embrace of behavioural economics suggests that large 

parts of applied microeconomics would need to be discarded, or at 

least be used with greater modesty, and in conjunction with some new 

and different tools. This is a challenge to how many economists do 

their work (Samuels & Medema 1998). It is currently hard to see any 

demand among employers for such revolutionary changes to daily 

practice. Behavioural economics may turn out to be a curiosity or 

fringe concern. 
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Interestingly, perhaps tellingly, when I followed up this 2009 

interview in December 2012 it became clear that Victorian Treasury 

had moved away from behavioural economics towards experimental 

economics. In particular, ‘market design outcomes’ were a focus. 

There is now a dedicated executive that leads a team of economists on 

this with Victorian Treasury now working closely with the Centre for 

Market Design at Melbourne University.  

Moving from the state to the federal public service, the Australian 

Federal Treasury has been so afflicted by a shortage of suitable 

graduate economists that it has had to train graduates from other 

disciplines, such as law and mathematics. Since 2008, this training has 

been contracted out to Monash University, which has simply taught its 

long-established Graduate Diploma in Economic Studies to Treasury 

staff. The diploma represents one year of full-time study, though in 

the case of Treasury staff, it will almost certainly be undertaken part-

time over two or more years. The Graduate Diploma is notable for its 

orthodox focus, being “designed to provide a sound understanding of 

economic and economic statistics issues and their function in the 

business world” (Monash University 2012, p.1). It is heavily 

neoclassical and quantitative. While there is scope for a small number 

of electives, there is no requirement for any subjects from the social 

science wing of the discipline. Nor are any subjects from the 

mainstream research frontier required.  

Another important employer of economists is the Productivity 

Commission. Its head, Gary Banks, appears to argue that government 

agencies require, above all, more of the same in terms of the content 

of their training. For Banks, the key problem is insufficient numbers 

of economists being produced, rather than the narrowness of their 

training:  

We have seen shrinkage of the recruitment pool of economics 

graduates in recent years and I wonder whether the study of 

economics may be turning into a niche discipline in our universities . . 

. You can’t have good evidence, you can’t have good research, 

without good people. People skilled in quantitative methods and other 

analysis are especially valuable. It is therefore ironic that we appear to 

have experienced a decline in the numbers with such skills within the 

Public Service at the very time when it has been called upon to 

provide an evidence-based approach that relies on them.  

 (Banks 2008, pp.13-14) 
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To his credit, Banks ascribes some value to ‘other analysis’ beyond 

quantitative methods, yet this is a long way from calling for greater 

plurality and significant reform of the curriculum.  

Some indication of what the Productivity Commission requires from 

graduates came to me via a 2010 interview I conducted with an 

Honours graduate who had recently had a job interview at the 

Productivity Commission for its graduate program. The graduate 

reported being struck by the questions about economics, which were 

all focused on first-year microeconomics — for example, the graduate 

was asked to continually identify when a dead-weight loss had 

occurred. The graduate also expressed frustration at how black-and-

white the line of questioning was and at the overall level of 

superficiality and simplicity of the analysis they were seeking (see 

Thornton 2010).  

(b) A Private Sector Employer 

Professional philosophers do not need to be reminded how easy it is to 

gain popular acceptance by telling people what they want to hear and 

papering over the inconsistencies that this entails with various 

obscurantist devices. 

  (Binmore 1998, p.ix). 

The requirement for more economics graduates, rather than differently 

trained economics graduates, seems to also be evident in the private 

sector. For example, the HSBC chief economist John Edwards states 

that “economics honours graduates are very employable but not 

enough of them are being turned out” (Matchett 2009, p.25). In 

response to this shortage, the Economic Society of Australia has in 

recent years held information sessions at university campuses 

encouraging students to study economics. The sessions usually 

include economists from both the private and public sector to speak 

about the benefits of doing economics and to spruik their own 

organisations as employment destinations.   

Having observed one of these information sessions, it was quite 

apparent that the demand from employers was very much for 

graduates trained in orthodox economics, particularly cost-benefit 

analysis and econometric modelling. This preference by employers is 

not surprising, given that some have argued that there has been a 

“modelling mania” that has developed among government 

departments and economic consultants in recent years (Gittins 2011, 

p.21). Indeed, politicians are now almost reflexively demanding the 
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modelling behind any figure or policy idea that an opposing politician 

put forward:  

Economic modelling has, for many people involved in Australian 

policy debates, become synonymous with the process of serious 

policy development. Proponents of policy change that are armed 

with economic modelling are often taken more seriously than those 

with 20 years’ experience working on the same problem. The 

modelling result that suggests tens of thousands of jobs will be lost 

or created often trumps logic or experience that suggests such claims 

are nonsensical.  

 (Denniss 2012, p.1) 

What should be noted in this excerpt from Denniss is the point 

about how modelling has ‘trumped’ other forms of knowledge: case 

studies, historical evidence, or experience from the field is simply not 

valued anywhere near as much, yet it can clearly be at least as 

valuable in many instances.  

A particularly enthusiastic employer of economic modellers in 

Australia are big business lobby groups. Indeed, Gittins argues that 

this group is currently the largest producer of economic modelling in 

Australia, paying significant amounts of money to economics 

consultants to produce supposedly independent and objective 

scientific analysis (Gittins 2012). The underlying objective of the 

research is less to do with the pursuit of truth, than it is with 

advancing the interests of the business that has commissioned the 

analysis:   

In the old days, businesses would pluck some big-sounding figure out 

of the air. These days, the fashion is to pay one of Canberra’s many 

firms of economists-for-hire to do some “independent” modelling. 

Any economist who can’t juggle the assumptions until they get the 

kind of findings their client is hoping for isn’t trying. If you come up 

with a big-sounding figure for supposed job losses, you can be 

reasonably sure the media will trumpet the figure in shocked tones. 

You can also be sure few (if any) journalists will subject your claims 

to examination to see how credible they are. 

 (Gittins 2011, p.21) 

Why is this increasingly occurring? It is relevant to note that 

knowledge is only a form of power when there is an information 

asymmetry. Most people in society (including politicians) simply do 

not know enough about these models to understand their limitations 

and so this creates the capacity for such modelling to mislead as much 

as illuminate. Economic modelling (whether it is good, bad or 
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otherwise) will always exclude a very large section of the public from 

following the detail and substance of the argument in a way that case 

studies or other forms of analysis do not. Modellers can thus all too 

easily exploit the information asymmetry for their private gain (or the 

larger gain of whoever has employed them to undertake the 

modelling). Modelling also carries an additional attraction in that it is 

imbued with the aura of science (as the concept of science is popularly 

understood). This aura of science comes by virtue of the fact it is 

characterised by the use of mathematics and statistics; these things are 

associated with rigour, precision and objectivity.  

What is the remedy for the overuse and misuse of modelling and 

econometrics? That the abuse of econometrics will somehow resolve 

itself is unlikely, given that “bad economic modelling is preferred by 

many advocacy and industry groups to good economic modelling for 

three main reasons: 1. it is cheaper, 2. it is quicker, 3. it is far more 

likely to yield the result preferred by the client” (Denniss 2012, p.1). 

Part of the solution relies on better trained economists and also on a 

more economically literate populace. Towards this end Denniss 

(2012) has produced a practical guide for anybody (politicians, the 

media, the general public) that will help them to identify poor quality, 

and or intentionally mischievous, economic modelling. Denniss 

provides a list of straightforward questions such as: Does the model 

rest on structural or technological changes that are yet to occur? What 

linkages between variables are assumed? Do problems of circularity 

exist (does the model assume the very conclusions it supposed to 

prove)? Is the type of model used being used outside its normal 

domain of applicability? If the modeller cannot, or will not, answer 

such questions, then this in itself, argues Denniss, should raise 

immediate questions about the quality of the modelling.  

It is useful to think of economic modelling in terms of instrumental 

versus ceremonial institutions. Economic modelling can surely be an 

instrumental institution, and can genuinely be a source of knowledge 

and social benefit when used honestly and intelligently. However, the 

fact that it can make this positive contribution and that it necessarily 

will make a positive contribution are of course two different things 

(Denniss 2012). Because of issues of information asymmetry and the 

aura of science as popularly understood, economic modelling is 

particularly prone to being a ceremonial institution that exists to 

support established hierarchies of status, wealth and power. 
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5.  CONCLUSION 

It has been argued by many people that a more plural economics 

curriculum carries multiple significant benefits (Groenewegen 2007; 

King 2011; Reardon 2009; and Sent 2003). A broader curriculum 

would not only give students a deeper understanding of economics, it 

would also promote enrolments and student engagement. Furthermore, 

it has also been argued that a plural curriculum is uniquely placed to 

supply graduates with generic skills, knowledge and attributes that 

employers are demanding (O’Donnell 2007, 2010; Schroeder & 

Chester 2013). However, whilst employers of graduate economists (or 

of graduates with some economics training) are open to change in the 

curriculum, they are not expressing a strong desire for this change. 

Indeed, the evidence in the latter part of this chapter indicates that 

what might trigger an employer backlash would be to reduce the 

dominance of the orthodox economics within the economics 

curriculum. Such a finding does not invalidate the general conclusion 

that employers are interested in graduate attributes: it just suggests 

that the particular sub-section of employers surveyed in this article 

does not yet have a strong appreciation of the linkage between 

economic pluralism and what this might deliver to their organisation.  

What to do? If we accept that a pluralist approach to economics 

would make for better graduates (including economics graduates), 

reformers have got a task in front of them to persuade Australian 

employers that what they say they want may not be everything that 

they actually need. This process of persuasion will be a long-term 

process, but continuing to produce research on this issue (and to 

publicise this research widely) would be time well spent. O’Donnell’s 

recent work in this respect is exemplary (O’Donnell 2004, 2007, 

2010).  Another possible mechanism of change is that as the few 

graduates that have been broadly trained establish themselves, and 

eventually come to sit on employment selection panels, they will 

increase the demand for a more plural, and thus more adequate, 

economics curriculum.  Obviously, this latter mechanism for change is 

more long-term, but given the clear evidence on how highly valued 

these students have found pluralist subjects in economics (O’Donnell 

2013) it might perhaps be the most significant driver of change.    

 



60    T. Thornton 

 

REFERENCES 

Abelson, P. W. and Valentine, T. J. (1985) “The Market for Economists in 

Australia”, Economic Papers, 4 (4), pp.1-16. 

Ackerman, F. (1999) “Still Dead after All These Years: Interpreting the 

Failure of General Equilibrium Theory”, Working Paper 00-01, Tufts 

University, Global Development and Environment Institute. 

Anderson, M. and Blandy, R. (1992) “What Australian Economic 

Professors Think”, Australian Economic Review, 100, pp.17-40. 

Banks, G. (2008) Challenges of Evidence-Based Policy-Making, Canberra: 

Productivity Commission. 

Bateman, B.W. (2007) “Predicting an Unexpected Future for the History of 

Economic Thought”, Paper presented to “Whither the History of 

Economic Thought?” Conference, Hitotsubashi University, Japan,             

19 March. 

Beckett, S. (1964) Endgame: A Play in One Act, London: Faber. 

Binmore, K. (1998) Game Theory and the Social Contract: Just Playing,  

Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 

Colander, D. C. (2005) “The Making of an Economist Redux”, Journal of 

Economic Perspectives, 19 (1), pp.175-98. 

Delong, J. B. (2011) “The Crisis in Economics”, The Economist’s Voice, 

May, p.2. 

Denniss, R. (2012) The Use and Abuse of Economic Modelling in 

Australia, Canberra: The Australia Institute. 

Economic Society of Australia (2011) Policy Opinion Survey, Sydney: 

Economic Society of Australia. 

Enthoven, A. C. (1963) “Economic Analysis in the Department of 

Defense”, American Economic Review, 53 (2), pp.413-23.  

Gittins, R. (2011) “It’s a Load of Hot Air: The Coal Lobby Is Mining for 

Favourable Treatment”, The Age, June 20, pp.20-21. 

Gittins, R. (2012) “The Very Model of a Future Based on Guesswork”, The 

Age, February 4, pp.3-4. 

Groenewegen, J. (ed.) (2007) Teaching Pluralism in Economics, 

Cheltenham UK: Edward Elgar. 

Groenewegen, P. D. and McFarlane, B. J. (1990) A History of Australian 

Economic Thought, London: Routledge. 

Hellier, P., Keneley, M., Carr, R. and Lynch, B. (2004) “Towards a Market 

Oriented Approach: Employer Requirements and Implications for 

Undergraduate Economics Programs”, Economic Papers, 23 (3), pp.213-

21. 

Keen, S. (2001) Debunking Economics: The Naked Emperor of the Social 

Sciences, Sydney: Pluto Press. 



Employers and Curriculum Reform   61 

 

King, J. E. (2011) “Arguments for Pluralism in Economics”, in Argyrous, 

G. and Stilwell, F. (eds.) Readings in Political Economy: Economics as a 

Social Science, Melbourne: Tilde University Press, pp.54-56. 

Krueger, A. O. (1991) “'Report of the Commission on Graduate Education 

in Economics”, Journal of Economic Literature, 29 (3), pp.1035-53. 

Lavoie, M. (2010) “Are We All Keynesians?”, Brazilian Journal of 

Political Economy, 30 (2), pp.189-200. 

Matchett, S. (2009) “Dismal Science of Economics Faces Dilemma”, The 

Australian, March 25, p.25. 

Millmow, A. (2011) “Economists All Dressed up with Nowhere to Go”, 

Australian Financial Review, February 28, p.29. 

Monash University (2012) Graduate Diploma in Economic Studies, 

Monash University at http://www.monash.edu.au/study/coursefinder/ 

course/0172/ viewed 3 March 2010. 

O’Donnell, R. (2004) “What Kind of Economics Graduates Do We Want? 

A Constructive Critique of Hansen’s Proficiencies Approach”, 

Australasian Journal of Economics Education , 1 (1), pp.41-60.  

O’Donnell, R. (2007) “Teaching Economic Pluralism: Adding Value to 

Students, Economies and Societies”, Paper presented to Second 

International Conference for International Confederation of 

Associations for Pluralism in Economics, University of Utah, 1-3 June. 

O’Donnell, R. (2010) “Economic Pluralism and Skill Formation: Adding 

Value to Students, Economies, and Societies”, in Garnett, R., Olsen, E. 

K. and Starr, M. (eds,), Economic Pluralism, New York: Routledge, 

pp.262-77. 

O’Donnell, R. (2013) “What Do Graduate Attributes Have to Do with 

Teaching Political Economy?”, in Schroeder, S. K. and Chester, L. 

(eds.), Challenging the Orthodoxy: Reflections on Frank Stilwell's 

Contribution to Political Economy, New York: Springer. 

Pierce, C. S. (1878) “How to Make Our Ideas Clear”, Popular Science 

Monthly, 12, pp.286-302.  

Reardon, J. (2009) The Handbook of Pluralist Economics Education, 

London: Routledge. 

Samuels, W. J. and Medema, S. G. (1998) Foundations of Research in 

Economics: How Do Economists Do Economics?, Cheltenham, UK: 

Edward Elgar. 

Schroeder, S. K. and Chester, L. (eds.) (2013) Challenging the Orthodoxy: 

Reflections on Frank Stilwell's Contribution to Political Economy, New 

York: Springer. 

Sent, E. M. (2003) “Pleas for Pluralism”, Post-Autistic Economics Review, 

18, pp.1-4. 

http://www.monash.edu.au/study/coursefinder/


62    T. Thornton 

 

Thornton, T. B. (2010) Interview with Economic Honours Student, 

Melbourne, 15 January. 

Thornton, T. B. (2012) “The Economics Curriculum in Australian 

Universities 1980 to 2011”, Economic Papers, 31 (1), pp.103-13. 

Thornton, T. B. (2013) The Possibility of a Pluralist Economics 

Curriculum in Australian Universities: Historical Forces and 

Contemporary Strategies, Unpublished Ph.D. Thesis, La Trobe 

University. 

 


