
 
  

Why Tech Giants Hire Economists 

Idea In Short

It seems like an odd pairing at first: technology companies built around software engineers
and data scientists also employ large numbers of economists, and the numbers involved are
genuinely striking. Understanding why economists have become so valuable to large
technology platforms reveals something important about how modern companies sense
demand, set prices and run experiments at a scale earlier generations of businesses could
never have attempted.

An Unlikely Pairing That Makes Sense

At first glance, hiring large numbers of economists seems like an unusual choice for
companies built around software engineers, data scientists and machine learning
specialists. Yet several of the world's largest technology platforms employ hundreds of full-
time economists, and the field has become one of the more sought-after professional paths
for newly minted economics doctorates, with major technology employers hiring a
meaningful share of an entire graduating class in recent years.

Why Economists, Specifically

The obvious question is why economists, rather than simply more data scientists, fill this
role. The answer comes down to a specific combination of skills economists bring that pure
data science does not always emphasize equally: rigorous statistical training, a deep
understanding of how incentives shape behavior, and genuine expertise in experimental
design that can isolate true causal relationships rather than mistaking mere correlation for
cause.1 Pair that skill set with machine learning models and enormous behavioral datasets,
and the combination becomes genuinely powerful for a business built on constantly
adjusting prices and offers.

Understanding Price Elasticity at Scale
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A concept central to this work is price elasticity of demand, which measures how much the
quantity people buy shifts in response to a change in price.2 Knowing that relationship
precisely, market by market and customer segment by customer segment, lets a large
platform set prices that maximize revenue without pushing away more customers than the
higher price is actually worth. A streaming service deciding whether to raise subscription
prices in a specific market, or a marketplace deciding how much to charge suppliers for
access to buyers, both depend on exactly this kind of analysis.

A Real Example From Ride-Sharing

One particularly clear illustration comes from a major ride-sharing company, whose
economists studied what riders implicitly valued their own time at when choosing between a
faster, more expensive ride and a slower, cheaper one. The research settled on a specific
dollar-per-hour figure representing that implicit value, which then let the company offer
meaningfully cheaper fares to riders willing to accept a short additional wait, directly
translating opportunity-cost economics into a live pricing feature.

Why This Makes Sense for the Business

None of this is particularly mysterious once the underlying logic is spelled out. Large
technology platforms are constantly sensing demand and adjusting supply, pricing and
product offerings in response, and the ability to run rapid, well-designed experiments on live
pricing and product decisions is one of the most durable structural advantages these
companies have over smaller competitors who cannot test and iterate at the same speed or
scale.

What the Roles Actually Involve

Job postings for economist roles at major technology companies typically describe work
spanning legal and regulatory analysis, competitive positioning, and pricing experimentation.
A company defending against antitrust scrutiny, for example, may rely on economists to
build empirically grounded arguments about market definition and competitive effects, while
a ride-sharing or marketplace platform may rely on economists to design experiments
testing pricing, targeting and positioning strategies simultaneously.

A Strong Career Path, Not Just a Business Advantage
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For economics graduates, this shift represents a genuinely attractive career path: strong
compensation, access to enormous real-world datasets that few academic settings can
match, and the chance to see research translate directly into decisions affecting millions of
users. The field has moved a long way from its traditional academic and government-
focused image, and large technology employers are now among the most competitive
recruiters of top economics talent worldwide.

A Broader Lesson About Combining Disciplines

The broader lesson extends beyond economics specifically. Combining rigorous
experimental design with modern computing power and enormous datasets consistently
produces sharper decisions than either discipline could deliver alone.3 Any organization
capable of pairing genuine methodological rigor with the data and computing resources to
test ideas quickly holds a real, durable advantage over competitors still relying on intuition or
slower, less rigorous analysis.

1Causal inference
2Price elasticity of demand
3A/B testing

Summary

Technology companies hire economists in large numbers because pricing and demand
sensing at global scale require exactly the skills economists bring: designing rigorous
experiments, understanding incentives, and isolating true causal effects from noisy data.
Pairing that skill with machine learning and enormous datasets is what lets large platforms
continuously test and adjust prices in ways earlier businesses never could.
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