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An old debate?
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Still talking about pluralism?

“there is another risk […]. It is the risk that, 
aiming at protecting dying out sects of 
researchers, we avoid all comparisons and 
renounce discriminating excellent research, 
which moves the frontiers of knowledge, 
from mediocre research.” 
(Tabellini, 2006, p. 32) 
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Debate on pluralism in economics
• Hands (2001): applications of biological, financial, and economic models converge 

on recommending tolerance or even promotion of a plurality of competing views

• Mäki (1997): it is a matter of degree, how much plurality should be admitted.

• Rodrik (2016, p. 199): “pluralism with respect to conclusions is one thing; pluralism 
with respect to methods is something else. No academic discipline is permissive of 
approaches that diverge too much from prevailing practices.” 

• Dow (2004): the Kuhnian interpretation of the scientific debate applies less well to 
the social sciences. Here, the coexistence of competing paradigms is not 
characteristic of transitory revolutionary phases, it is the norm. 

• Gräbner and Strunk (2018): pluralism is not the same as saying that any perspective 
whatsoever should be accepted just because it is one addition to pluralism
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The economics debate is important

“Economics … has always 
been partly a vehicle for the 
ruling ideology of each period 
as well as partly a method of 
scientific investigation” 
(Robinson, 1962, p. 2)
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Mentions in The New York Times
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Authority principle
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For economists, often populism = disliked school/approach
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… but it runs two ways

Source: ING-Economics Network Survey of Public Understanding of Economics 2019, https://doi.org/10.53593/n3247a

https://doi.org/10.53593/n3247a
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Scientific authority as a source of power



Carlo D’Ippoliti – Democratizing the economics debate ECLAC School of Advanced Studies, 15/08/2022



Carlo D’Ippoliti – Democratizing the economics debate ECLAC School of Advanced Studies, 15/08/2022

Jumping to conclusions

• Lack of trust in economics is justified

• We can and must rely on scientific debate, but only in so far as it is
wide and honest, i.e. plural and fair

• Economics is a diverse discipline, both within and outside of the 
mainstream

• Partisan (corporations and state-led) attempts to influence the 
economic debate are huge challenges
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Scientific authority as a source of power

• Input legitimacy: selection and promotion of personnel in the 
political system (e.g. through fair elections).
–Decisions are made in a way that involves those being governed:  “government 

by the people”

• Output legitimacy: performance of a given political system
– do the adopted policy solutions effectively address the needs and desires of those 

being governed?     “government for the people”

• Throughput legitimacy: governance and the political processes that 
shape how decisions are made (Schmidt, 2013) 
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Output legitimacy
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Alesina & Ardagna (2010): neoliberalism is back
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Konczal (2015): austerity in the post-Alesina era
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Olli Rehn, then EU Commissioner for Economic Affairs

“public debt in Europe is expected to 
stabilise only by 2014 and to do so at above 
90% of GDP. Serious empirical research has 
shown that at such high levels, public debt 
acts as a permanent drag on growth.” 
(address to the ILO, April 9, 2013)
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Reinhart and Rogoff (2010)
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Herndon, Ash e Pollin (2014)
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“In the four decades between 1969 and 2008, economists played a leading 
role in slashing taxation of the wealthy and in curbing public investment. 
They supervised the deregulation of major sectors. . . . They lionized big 
business, defending the concentration of corporate power, even as they 
demonized trade unions and opposed worker protections like minimum 
wage laws. Economists even persuaded policymakers to assign a dollar 
value to human life – around $10 million in 2019 – to assess whether 
regulations were worthwhile.”
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The market “works well” in theory 
(benchmark model)

The market does 
not “work well” 

in practice 
(specific case)

 
 
 
 

 

macro: saltwater economics 
     micro: market failures

 
 
 
 

 

macro: freshwater economics 
micro: “economic approach”

The market 
“works well”  

in practice 
(specific case)

         Post-Keynesian economics,    
         Feminist economics, etc.

 

 (fewer heterodox  
  economists) 

The market does not “work well” in theory 
(benchmark model)

mainstream    economics  

heterodox economics
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Input legitimacy
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Uneasiness with and among the economists

• After the 2007-8 Great Crisis there has been a wide discussion about the failures of 
economics

• e.g. Krugman (2009), Solow (2010), Blanchard (2016), Rodrik (2016), Romer (2016), Rubinstein (2017), 
Akerlof (2019)

• AEA survey (2019): 30% of women feel they have been discriminated against; 21% 
of the sample agrees that “My ideas and opinions are often ignored within the field 
of economics”

• Structure and organization of the economics profession denounced among the 
problems (Fourcade et al., 2015; Colussi, 2018; Heckman and Moktan, 2019). The 
field has been found to be:
– Very hierarchical;
– Not inclusive; 
– Lacking diversity;
– Narrowly focused on the “top”
– …
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The “superiority of economists”

Source: Fourcade et al. (JEP, 2015)
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The “superiority of economists”

Source: Fourcade et al. (JEP, 2015)
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Gender discrimination in access to the profession: 
the Italian case
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Hengel (2022): are women held to higher standards?

Distribution of review times at Econometrica Readability of authors’ t-th publication
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“Mainstream”?    “Heterodox”?
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Germany: Heise (2016)

Figure 3: Professorial appointments of economists 1950 - 1979  
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Source: Heise et al. 2015 



Carlo D’Ippoliti – Democratizing the economics debate ECLAC School of Advanced Studies, 15/08/2022

Australia
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Italy: Corsi, D’Ippoliti & Zacchia (2018)
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France: % of heterodox prof (Chavance & Labrousse
2018)
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Throughput legitimacy
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“Now every form bestowed on created things 
by God has power for a determined act[uality
…]. And thus the human understanding has a 
form, viz. intelligible light, which of itself is 
sufficient for knowing certain intelligible 
things, viz. those we can come to know through 
the senses” (St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa 
Theologiae, I–II, Q109a1”

We can only trust debate

“The objectivity of science arises, not because 
the individual is impartial, but because many 
individuals are continuously testing each 
other’s theories” (Robinson, 1962, p. 2)
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… and (fair and open) debate is what we lack

Share of comments and replies on all published articles
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Science 2012: editors coercing authors to cite their journal
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Editors of top journals favour their colleagues

Source: Colussi (RES, 2018)
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Evidence of malpractice: Necker (2014)
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But it is not necessarily about corruption

• For example, Bagues et al. (2017) show that in Italy and Spain candidates for 
promotion within academia, who have personal connections with members of the 
judging (ASN) commission are more likely to be promoted 

• However, when controlling for candidates’ methods and topics of research (Corsi et 
al., 2019), the statistical relevance of connections with the commission members 
disappears

(1) (2) (3)

Cronyism

Connections with the ASN commission 0.0607** 0.0303 0.0279
(0.0276) (0.0275) (0.0272)

Diversity of ideas

Wide interests: n. of different JEL codes -0.433*** -0.434***
(0.0906) (0.0901)

Heterodox economist (share of pubs) -0.651**
(0.323)

Observations 586 540 540

Probability to qualify as associate prof., Italy (ASN), marginal eff.
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Malice is an unnecessary assumption!

• Among the problems of the profession, many (e.g. Ferguson and Johnson, 2018; 
Corsi et al., 2019) highlight bibliometric indexes and their use in research 
evaluation 
– The trend was already there (e.g. on the RAE: Oswald, 2007; Lee et al., 2010) and partly 

reflects growing discontent with the use of bibliometrics across disciplines
– See e.g. the International Mathematical Union, the International Council of Industrial and 

Applied Mathematics, and the Institute of Mathematical Statistics (Adler et al., 2008); the 
San Francisco DORA; the Leiden Manifesto for research metrics (Hicks et al., 2005); or 
more recently the joint declaration by the Académie des Sciences, Leopoldina, and Royal 
Society (2018); or Science Europe (2020)

• In all disciplines, new incentives are introduced for both researchers and 
institutions. Regardless of scientific malpractice or misconduct – even the “normal” 
process of scientific debate is being affected
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“most people do not have or care to take the time to read the articles any more!”

Eugene Garfield, Founder and Chairman emeritus of ISI (now part of Clarivate Analytics) (2005, p. 20)

1st trend: excess supply of econ papers
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2nd trend: über-specialization
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3rd trend: excessive hierarchy
Share of citations in RePEc
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3rd trend: excessive hierarchy
Share of citations from articles published in the top-5
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4th trend: mainstream-heterodox division
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• I gathered information on the 30 largest countries, in which 90.3% of 
RePEc authors are based. Of these, 25 have introduced a formal system 
of research assessment, to which 58.4% of economists are subject.

• This introduces new incentives for both researchers and institutions, 
and it affects the normal conduct of science, independently of 
unprofessional or illicit behaviour

• The debate has so far focused on the pros and cons of peer review vs. 
bibliometrics. There is a need for more research on the impact of 
research assessment on the scientific debate
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Risks of homologation

• Peer review advantages the more organized and larger groups; the 
more conventional ideas (through the selection of reviewers, their
evaluations, etc.). 

– It can imply treating differently cases that broadly similar, with a risk of direct
discrimination

• Bibliometrics is often founded on the mistaken idea that citations are 
equal to impact or quality of research; it ignores the variability and 
asimmetry of citations, and their social determinants. 

– It often applies uniform rules to different cases, with a risk of producing indirect
discrimination
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Economists support the use of citation counts

• “Most of the published research on citations in economics has considered them as 
measures of quality” (Hamermesh, 2018, p. 117)
– Economists produced journal, department, university, and individual rankings;
– justified their use for the sake of funding/HR (e.g. Ellison, 2013); 
– took on administrative responsibilities (Corsi et al., 2019). 

• Ductor et al. (2020) assume the “value of an idea” is a unidimensional continuous 
variable. It determines the quality of a paper, and by aggregation of authors and 
journals, and can be empirically measured by citation counts.

• Ex post it has been found that peer review ratings in economics are correlated with 
citation indexes in the UK REF: Stockhammer et al. (2017); in Italy: Baccini and De 
Nicolao (2016); and in France: Chavance and Labrousse (2018)
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But citation counts have their own bias!
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Citations: skewed, biased, and ambiguous

• citation counts correlate with (D’Ippoliti, 2020): 
– at the publication level: the number and reputation of the authors, publication 

age, language, the kind of publication (review articles, editorials, studies using 
primary data, etc.), the reputation of the journal, the number of pages, and even 
title length (Letchford et al., 2015) or whether the title contains a hyphen;

– at the author level: academic age, field and degree of specialization, gender, 
disciplines or sub-fields (King et al., 2016). 

–Additional sources of bias: self-citations, selective and/or implicit citations, the 
increase in the total number of citations with time
• several widely used bibliometric indexes, for example the h index, are not robust to even 

trivial changes in the papers or citation counts (Hicks and Melkers, 2012).

• Most of all, citations do not measure scientific “quality” alone
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D’Ippoliti (2021): Italy’s female economists should not be 
bipartisan
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D’Ippoliti et al. (2021): pairs of UK economists



Carlo D’Ippoliti – Democratizing the economics debate ECLAC School of Advanced Studies, 15/08/2022

What are the consequences? (Necker 2014)
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Baccini et al. (2019): self-citations as evidence of gaming?
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Impact of research evaluation schemes on economics 
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Average citations per year
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Number of unique works in RePEc
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Reference to “peripheral” economies in journals
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Main conclusions

• The sheer size of economics research (>35.000 new papers on RePEc every year) 
might inspire optimism on its expanding boundaries: more pluralism? 
– Instead, the economics debate is biased by the systematic discrimination of some topics and 

approaches

• Research has focused on individual deviant behaviour (coerced citations, “favours”, 
opportunistic behaviour), and has focused on the “top”. 
– But there is evidence of worrying trends across the board. Available evidence on research assessment 

systems highlight the incentives towards homologation of ideas and career trajectories

– We need more research on the role of “normal” dynamics (institutional factors, national policies, etc.) 
in shaping economics research.

• Given the lack of an open and fair debate, suspicion around economists’ social 
role is well founded
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Thank you
carlo.dippoliti@uniroma1.it
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Citations to Italian economists in Web of Science, 2011-2016
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Total citations in RePEc to UK-based authors (1980-2019)
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Citations don’t count: they are counted
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Source: Hichs and Melkers (2012)
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Productive and ceremonial motivations

– “we didn’t want to be told we had neglected to cite certain people. So there are people in here, for example, X is one 
of these people we anticipated being a referee” (quoted in White and Wang, 1997, p. 145)

– “[i]n economics there are all different kinds of levels of journals …. So, when we picked out references, we tried 
to stay in that group. It is a little bit of gamesmanship in a way, to be citing the right people” (ibid., p. 136)

• Camacho-Miñano and Núñez-Nickel (2009): a maximum number of references can be 
included in a paper. So first, a researcher collects all studies that may be considered as 
relevant; then, from this pool she picks those that she will actually cite, necessarily choosing 
in a discretionary way

Henk Moed (2005, p. 219):
“In any field there are leading groups active at the forefront of scientific development.
Their leading position is both cognitively and socially anchored. Cognitively, their
important contributions tend to be highlighted in a state-of-the-art of a field. But to the
extent that the science system functions well in stimulating and warranting scientific
quality, leading groups, and particularly their senior researchers, tend at the same time to
acquire powerful social positions.”
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“Macroeconomics […] has succeeded: Its central problem of depression 
prevention has been solved,  for all practical purposes, and has in fact 
been solved for many decades.” 

Lucas R.E. (2003), “Macroeconomic Priorities”, American Economic 
Review, vol. 93 (1): 1-14.

1193 citations on Google Scholar (26/5/2018)

“[Last year] I expressed serious worries about the American economy, 
which strongly conditions the economies of the other countries, 
particularly in Europe.” 

Sylos Labini P. (2003), “Prospects for the world economy”, PSL Quarterly 
Review, vol. 56 (226): 179-206.

9 citations on Google Scholar (26/5/2018)


