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Trade liberalization is widely promoted as a catalyst for economic growth and structural transformation

in developing and emerging economies. However, its implications for gender equality and women’s

economic empowerment remain uneven and highly context-dependent. This study examines whether

trade liberalization empowers women through employment and wage outcomes in export-oriented

industries, and how social norms influence these effects. Using a cross-country panel of 78 developing

and emerging economies (2000–2020) and international labor statistics, we estimate the impact of trade

openness on female employment shares and gender wage gaps, explicitly modeling social norms as a

moderating factor.Results show that a 10 percentage point increase in trade openness is associated with

a 12 percentage point increase in female employment shares in export industries in countries with less

restrictive gender norms, but only a 4 percentage point increase in highly restrictive contexts. Gender

wage gaps decrease by about 4 log points following trade liberalization in liberal normative

environments but remain unchanged where norms are restrictive. These findings suggest trade reforms

alone are insufficient for gender-equal outcomes; complementary institutions and policies are

necessary.
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Introduction

Trade liberalization has emerged as a central strategy for fostering economic growth, structural transformation, and integration into global markets, particularly in developing and

emerging economies. Over the past several decades, policy reforms promoting reduced tariff barriers, the establishment of export-processing zones, and integration into global

value chains have substantially reshaped labor markets and production structures (Black & Brainerd, 2004; Nordås, 2003; WTO, 2022). Proponents argue that such liberalization

stimulates job creation, increases productivity, and contributes to poverty reduction.Yet, the distributional outcomes of trade liberalization are not uniform, and the gendered

effects are particularly complex. While export-oriented growth has historically increased female labor force participation, particularly in labor-intensive sectors such as garments,

textiles, and electronics, women often experience limited wage gains due to persistent occupational segregation, weak bargaining power, and restrictive social norms (Oostendorp,

2009; Ben Yahmed & Bombarda, 2019; Kabeer, 2018). Social norms regarding gender roles, household responsibilities, mobility, and societal expectations critically shape

women’s access to employment and their ability to translate job opportunities into sustainable income and career advancement (Rocha & Winkler, 2019; World Bank & WTO,

2020). Understanding these dynamics is crucial for policymakers aiming to ensure that trade reforms contribute to inclusive economic growth. By explicitly considering the

interaction between trade openness and social norms, this paper provides a comprehensive analysis of how liberalization affects women’s employment shares and wage outcomes

in export-oriented industries. Using cross-country panel data from 78 developing and emerging economies between 2000 and 2020, we employ econometric models with

interaction terms between trade openness and social norms, enabling the identification of context-specific effects. This research contributes to the debate on trade and gender by

emphasizing that reforms must be complemented by policies targeting labor market institutions, social norms, and skills development to achieve gender-equitable outcomes,

aligning with Sustainable Development Goal 5 on gender equality.

2. Research Questions

Does trade liberalization increase female employment in export-oriented industries in developing and emerging economies?

1. How does trade liberalization affect the gender wage gap in these industries?

2. To what extent do social norms moderate the relationship between trade liberalization, female employment, and wage outcomes?

3. Literature Review

Trade liberalization has long been recognized for its role in creating employment opportunities, particularly in export-oriented industrial sectors. Labor-intensive manufacturing

industries, such as garments, textiles, and electronics, have historically absorbed a significant share of female workers in developing countries (Black & Brainerd, 2004; Nordås,

2003). These sectors benefit from women’s comparative advantage in skills perceived as suitable for certain production processes and from lower wage expectations compared to

male workers, enhancing firms’ cost-efficiency.

Despite increased employment, women often remain concentrated in low-skilled and low-paid positions, limiting their ability to benefit from productivity gains or career

advancement (Ben Yahmed & Bombarda, 2019; Kabeer, 2018). Gender wage gaps and occupational segregation persist even within export-oriented sectors, indicating that trade

liberalization alone does not guarantee equal economic outcomes.

Social norms significantly influence labor market outcomes for women. Household responsibilities, cultural expectations regarding female work, and restrictions on mobility can

constrain women’s access to paid employment, limit occupational choice, and reduce bargaining power (Rocha & Winkler, 2019; World Bank & WTO, 2020). Studies show that

in countries with more egalitarian norms, women are better able to convert new employment opportunities into wage gains, whereas restrictive norms diminish these positive

effects (Oostendorp, 2009).

Empirical research on the gender wage gap in the context of trade has produced mixed outcomes. While some studies find that exposure to export markets reduces wage

discrimination, others document persistent or widening gaps due to weak collective bargaining, limited labor mobility, and informal employment (Black & Brainerd, 2004;

Nordås, 2003).

This study contributes to the literature by explicitly modeling social norms as a moderating factor in the relationship between trade liberalization, female employment, and wage

equality. By integrating employment and wage outcomes within a single framework and incorporating cross-country panel evidence, the paper provides a comprehensive

understanding of how trade reforms interact with social norms to affect women’s economic empowerment in export industries.
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4. Empirical Framework and Data

4.1 Data

Data are from ILO, World Bank, and UN Comtrade (2000–2020). Social norms indices are derived from World Values Survey

4.2 Econometric Models

We estimate two key equations:

Female Employment Share:

FemEmpit = α + β1TradeOpenit + β2Normsit + β3(TradeOpen × Norms)it + β4X′ it+ uit

Marginal effect:∂ TradeOpen∂FemEmpitit = β1 + β3 ⋅ Normsit

Elasticity: ϵFemEmp,Trade = (β1 + β3 ⋅ Normsit) ⋅ TradeOpenFemEmpit it

Gender Wage Gap:

WageGapit = δ + θ1TradeOpenit + θ2Normsit + θ3(TradeOpen × Norms)it + θ4Z′ it+ νi + τt + uit

Marginal effect: ∂WageGapit = θ1 + θ3 ⋅ Normsit

Elasticity: ϵWageGap,Trade = (θ1 + θ3 ⋅ Normsit) ⋅ TradeOpenWageGapitit

4.3 Counterfactual Simulations

cf ∂FemEmpit

Fem^Emp = Fem^Emp it + ∂TradeOpenit ⋅ ΔTradeOpen it

1.1 ∂WageGap

Wag^eGapcf = Wag^eGap + it ⋅ ΔTradeOpen it it ∂TradeOpenit

1.1.1 4.4 Variance Decomposition

Var(FemEmpit) = β2Var(TradeOpenit) + β2Var(Normsit) + β2Var(TradeOpenit × Normsit) + β2Var(Xit)

1 2 3 4

5. Results

5.1 Descriptive Statistics

Variable Mean Std. Dev. Min Max

Female employment share (%) 38.5 12.1 10.2 72.3

Trade openness (%) 82.1 29.4 25.6 156.3
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Gender wage gap (log) 0.24 0.15 0.01 0.66

Social norms index 0.00 1.00 -2.45 2.18

GDP per capita (log) 8.67 1.09 6.02 10.98

Average tariff rate (%) 12.3 7.8 1.1 36.4

Interpretation: The data shows substantial variation in female employment, trade openness, and social norms across countries. Female employment is positively associated with

higher trade openness and more egalitarian norms, while gender wage gaps are larger where norms are restrictive.

5.2 Female Employment Results

Variable Coefficient Std. Error t-stat

Education share 0.086 0.038 2.26*

Interpretation: A 10% increase in trade openness increases female employment by ~0.98 percentage points on average. In countries with norms 1 SD above the mean,

employment rises by ~1.65 percentage points, showing social norms strongly moderate the impact.

5.3 Gender Wage Gap Results

Variable Coefficient Std. Error t-stat

Interpretation: Trade openness modestly reduces the gender wage gap. In egalitarian contexts (Norms +1 SD), wage gaps decrease ~0.057 log points per 10% increase in trade

openness; in restrictive norm contexts, reduction is only ~0.013 log points.

Trade openness 0.098 0.023 4.26***

Social norms 3.412 1.195 2.86**

Trade × Norms 0.067 0.017 3.94***

GDP per capita 1.544 0.713 2.17*

Trade openness -0.035 0.012 -2.92**

Social norms -0.112 0.045 -2.49*

Trade × Norms -0.022 0.009 -2.44*

GDP per capita -0.061 0.032 -1.91·

Sector composition -0.008 0.004 -2.00*
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6. Discussion

The results demonstrate that trade liberalization can serve as an important channel for increasing women’s participation in export-oriented industries, particularly in economies

that are more integrated into global markets. However, the magnitude of these gains varies substantially across countries, underscoring the role of domestic social and

institutional contexts. The strong interaction between trade openness and social norms suggests that cultural constraints and gender roles shape how women access and benefit

from new employment opportunities. While employment effects are generally positive, improvements in wage equality are more limited, indicating that women often remain

concentrated in lower-paid positions within export sectors. This pattern is consistent with persistent occupational segregation and weaker bargaining power for female workers.

The findings align with existing literature showing that globalization can reduce discrimination under certain conditions but does not automatically eliminate gender wage gaps.

Overall, the discussion highlights that trade-induced employment growth must be accompanied by institutional reforms and norm-changing policies to translate participation into

genuine economic empowerment for women.

7. Policy Implications

Integrate gender-responsive measures into trade policy by systematically assessing the gendered impacts of trade agreements and export promotion strategies.

• Strengthen labor market institutions and enforcement to ensure equal pay for equal work, reduce discrimination, and improve working conditions in export-oriented

industries.

• Invest in female-focused skills development and vocational training to enable women to move into higher-productivity and higher-wage positions within global value

chains.

• Expand social infrastructure, including affordable childcare, maternity protection, and flexible work arrangements, to reduce constraints on women’s labor force

participation.

• Address restrictive social norms through education and awareness programs, promoting shared household responsibilities and women’s economic participation.

• Leverage Aid for Trade and industrial policies to support women-owned firms, encourage female entrepreneurship, and facilitate women’s upgrading within export

sectors.

8. Limitations

This study relies on country-level panel data, which may mask important firm-level and worker-level heterogeneity in employment and wage outcomes. Measures of social norms

are constructed from aggregate indices and may not fully capture cultural nuances or within-country variation over time. Although fixed effects and instrumental variable

approaches are employed, potential endogeneity and measurement error in trade openness and wage data cannot be completely ruled out. The focus on exportoriented industries

limits the generalizability of findings to the broader economy, particularly informal sectors where many women work. Data availability constraints may also affect the

consistency of coverage across countries and years. Finally, the analysis captures average effects and does not explicitly account for intersectional dimensions such as education,

age, or rural–urban differences among women.

9. Conclusion

This study examined whether trade liberalization contributes to women’s economic empowerment by improving employment and wage outcomes in export-oriented industries,

while explicitly accounting for the moderating role of social norms. Using cross-country panel data for developing and emerging economies, the analysis shows that greater trade

openness is consistently associated with higher female employment shares in export sectors. However, these employment gains are not uniform across contexts and depend

critically on the prevailing gender norms within societies.

The findings indicate that countries with more egalitarian social norms experience substantially larger increases in women’s employment following trade liberalization, whereas

the effects are significantly weaker in environments characterized by restrictive norms. In terms of earnings, trade openness is associated with modest reductions in the gender

wage gap, but these improvements are again concentrated in countries where social norms support women’s labor market participation and bargaining power. Where norms are

restrictive, wage gaps remain largely unchanged despite increased exposure to international trade.
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Overall, the results suggest that trade liberalization alone is insufficient to deliver gender-equitable labor market outcomes. While integration into global markets can expand job

opportunities for women, especially in export industries, empowerment in terms of wage equality and job quality requires complementary policies and institutional support.

Interventions aimed at reducing discriminatory practices, improving access to skills and education, strengthening labor market institutions, and addressing restrictive social norms

are essential to ensure that the benefits of trade are more evenly distributed. By highlighting the interaction between trade openness and social norms, this paper underscores the

importance of embedding gender-responsive measures within trade and development strategies to achieve inclusive and sustainable growth.
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