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Abstract 

The objective of this paper is to analyze the effects of globalization on female employment in Sub-Saharan Africa 

(SSA). The GMM estimator was used in the econometric approach based on panel data from 39 Sub-Saharan African 

countries covering the period from 1995-2018. For further analysis, the sample was divided into four subgroups of 

regions including Central, Eastern, Western and Southern regions of Sub-Saharan Africa. The estimation results 

revealed that globalization measured by the openness rate and FDI flows significantly affects women's employment. 

This effect is positive for the openness rate and negative for FDI. This can be explained by the high representation of 

women in the informal sector whose main activity is trade. The results also showed a significant effect of 

socio-economic variables, particularly Gross Domestic Product (GDP). Policymakers, in their efforts to stimulate 

economic growth, should put in place policies and programs that promote trade liberalization and women's 

empowerment.  
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1. Introduction 

Over the past two decades, globalization has had a dramatic effect on the lives of women in developing countries. 

Globalization can be defined as a complex economic, political, cultural, and geographic process in which the mobility 

of capital, organizations, ideas, discourses, and people have taken on a global or transnational form (Moghadam, 1999). 

Economic globalization is defined as an intensification of trade between different economic markets on a global scale. 

Contemporary economic globalization has emerged as the internationalization of financial and trade flows and the 

foreign location of firms. Much less attention has been paid to the effects of economic integration on gender inequality. 

Yet, the evidence suggests that globalization may benefit women (Villareal et al., 2007). In particular, research on 

development economics indicated that international trade increased women's employment in less developed countries 

(Braunstein, 2006). 

For example, women's participation in the labor force has increased dramatically in developing countries over the past 

few decades. While the proportion of employed women in developing countries, particularly in Sub-Saharan Africa, was 

lower than in more developed countries. Recent estimates indicated that women's labor force participation rates are 

higher in Sub-Saharan African countries than in other regions of the world. For example, according to World Bank 

statistics, the employability rate for women is estimated in 2018 to be 46% of the population in Sub-Saharan Africa, 

while it is about 41% in Latin America and 43% in the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD) countries (WDI, 2019). According to information from the International Labor Organization (ILO), women's 

employment has grown faster than men's since 1980 in most regions of the world. Factors such as women's higher 

educational attainment and lower fertility rates, as well as changing attitudes toward women working outside the home, 

are increasing women's employment rates by increasing the supply of female labor (Chant and Craske, 2003). 

In these countries, some types of work, such as garment assembly, are seen as an extension of women's roles in the 

household. For Braunstein (2006), the fundamental reason that export production increases the demand for female labor 

is that women are a cheaper source of labor. An increased demand for low-skilled labor thus increases the demand for 

women, all else being equal. Therefore, cultural influences in developing countries also have an impact on employment 

stratification. The high demand for employment opportunities for women in developing countries leads to an 

instantaneous change in the social organization of these societies. An investigation of the importance of globalization in 
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the economic participation of women in Africa is all the more relevant given that unemployment is one of the most 

challenging current and future political syndromes on the continent. As a result, the contemporary world is experiencing 

the most significant population growth and Africa is at the center of this challenge. Given the apparent discrimination 

against women in Africa (Elu and Loubert, 2013; Osabuohien et al, 2019), unemployment should logically be more 

apparent among women. 

The adoption of Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs) in 1980 and the subsequent economic and financial crisis of 

2008 had a severe impact on the labor market in the African world. The sudden slowdown in economic activity led to a 

rapid and massive rise in unemployment. In addition to these crises, which have affected social sectors, particularly 

employment, there was the recent global health crisis caused by Covid-19, which led to the adoption of response 

measures, including the containment and closure of some activities centers. Thus, the current crisis has focused on some 

sectors of activity, notably markets, hotels and restaurants, sectors in which women are particularly present. This 

explained the gendered nature of the effects of this crisis on employment. The analysis of its impact from a gender 

perspective questions more broadly our societal organization which, despite the advances of recent decades, remains 

fixed on a gendered division of labor that constitutes an obstacle to equality between women and men. 

The purpose of this article is therefore to analyze the effect of globalization on women's employability in the context of 

Sub-Saharan African countries. This paper adds to the empirical literature on the effect of globalization on women's 

employability in Sub-Saharan Africa where studies have focused more on the effect of globalization on economic 

growth. In our analysis, we will briefly reviewed the literature on the effect of globalization on women, followed by the 

methodology that will allowed us to the results obtained, the discussions and eventually the conclusion and policy 

implications. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Theoretical Review 

Classical theory has long emphasized that an abundance of labor is essential for increasing productivity.  Becker (1964) 

introduced the notion of human capital, allowing labor to be treated as a factor of production that can be accumulated in 

the same way as capital goods. Labor productivity and, in turn, wages can be significantly improved by investments that 

increase skills and abilities. Investments can be considered by the worker who decides to delay entry into the labor 

market to increase future earnings, or by the employer who wishes to improve productivity and funds a training 

program, since training expenditures are considered by economists to be intangible investment expenditures. Thus, the 

investment will occurred whenever the expected gain exceeds the cost of the training (Schultz, 1961). 

This work makes it possible to justify wage differentials and partly explained poverty phenomena, because not all 

individuals have the same financial means to invest in their own human capital, given that other inequalities reinforce 

this disparity, such as social relations or the socio-cultural environment. Under these conditions, wages are no longer the 

only determinant of labor supply and demand. Rational behavior can lead to staying out of the labor market for a while, 

since the economic calculation is based on expectations of probable gains.  For his part, George Stigler in 1962 

introduced into the study of labor markets the absence of market transparency. Since contractors do not know 

everything about the characteristics of supply and demand, they are led to seek additional information. They will carry 

out an economic calculation by constrained optimization, taking into account this search for information since it has a 

cost. Many authors have developed this analysis, which has long been called "job-search theory" for employees and 

employers, because the problems are the same for both categories of actors (Faggian, 2014). Job-search takes time 

because the market is not transparent. The unemployed person will search for the optimal search time, comparing the 

marginal gain of prolonging the job search and the marginal cost of gathering information. 

Later, in 1981, Okun offered a systematic exposition of the earlier work with particular emphasis on the notion of 

reservation or reservation wages (Rioux, 2001; Stephan, 2014). The reservation wage is the wage below which the 

worker refuses to work. The reservation wage is strongly determined by three elements namely:  

-Subjective knowledge of the wage distribution in the market ; 

-The time spent searching for a job with a wage higher than the reservation wage; 

-The cost of job search. 

The analysis of market dualism showed that the primary labor market is characterized by jobs that require substantial 

training and have a high degree of responsibility and independence (Zajdela, 1990). In this primary market, wages are 

set above the level of the prevailing wage and follow the logic of efficiency. Jobs are therefore rationed and employees 

are in a position of strength. However, the secondary labor market is competitive. Jobs are more precarious and wages 

are lower. Turnover costs are low, and wages followed the market logic of supply and demand. If we assume that market 

segmentation is strong, then, there is no transition from one market to the other without unemployment. 
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2.2 Empirical Review 

According to Asongu (2020), there are three main strands of contemporary development literature that motivated 

research on the effect of globalization on women's employability :(i) the low participation of the female gender in the 

labor market; (ii) the contemporary relevance of making globalization more inclusive and (iii) the challenges of 

sustainable development in terms of employment and inclusive development in Africa. 

The contradictory nature of the relationship between globalization and women's oppression is most evident in Third 

World economies. Indeed, beyond the diversity of societies and situations, it can be noted that the upheavals due to 

globalization occurred following development strategies which, in the 1950s to 1970s, totally ignored the place of 

women, particularly in agriculture, where training projects or agrarian reforms were aimed only at heads of family or 

heads of household. These developments also contributed to destabilizing social structures which, far from representing 

an "original" state of societies, insofar as they had been largely transformed by colonization and reshaped by capitalism, 

nonetheless used the argument of tradition to justify various forms of maintaining women's subordination in the family 

or community. 

Over the past decade, almost everywhere in the world, there has been an increase in the labor force participation rate of 

women, including in developing countries where it was traditionally low, such as Sub-Saharan Africa (WDI, 2019) 

(Talahite, 1998). This growth in the labor force participation rate, both in the wage and informal sectors, is largely 

driven by foreign direct investment flows into export industries (Treillet, 1999). Several studies, notably the one carried 

out by Gedisst on the paradoxes of globalization have noted an increase in salaried employment opportunities in skilled 

industrial fields for women in some Asian and Latin American countries (Hirata, Le Doaré 1998). But this new reality is 

contradictory, even in jobs related to new technologies such as computers and electronics, which are not limited to 

assembly activities. Women are entrusted with the worst maintenance services. Trade liberalization in various countries, 

especially in Latin America, has caused the collapse of many industries that were previously protected by tariff barriers 

and that employed mostly men, even though the export labor industries first hired women. The women employed in 

these industries accumulate all the aspects of the worst kind of overexploitation, notably the absence of labor rights and 

trade union freedom, very long and flexible working hours, unhealthy and often dangerous working conditions, not to 

mention gender-based violence, harassment, and control over their private lives. 

We can also observed contradictory effects of the extension of individual property rights to land in Africa and Mexico 

with the reform of the ejido (Katz, 1999). Indeed, this evolution, whose overall, negative consequences have already 

been seen, sometimes calls into question some rights specific to women that were guaranteed by custom, but always 

subordinated to the goodwill of men or male community authorities. The same contradictory aspect can be found in 

situations of economic and social crisis. For example, a study of the consequences of the 1997-1998 Asian crisis in the 

Philippines (Lim, 2000) showed that the crisis resulted in a general impoverishment of the population, an increase in the 

number of paid and unpaid working hours for women compared to men, and an increase in the number of women 

working in the informal sector, but also an increase in male unemployment that was faster than that of women, due to 

the segregation of the labor market, which over-represents women in the informal sector and in service or trade jobs, 

which were less affected by the crisis. 

The low participation of women in the formal economic sectors, while women have traditionally been the most 

vulnerable group in the labor market, this vulnerability is comparatively more relevant in Africa (Efobi et al., 2018). 

Women are mostly absorbed into the informal economic sectors, including engaging in small-scale sole proprietorship 

and smallholder farming (Uduji and Okolo-Obasi, 2019a, 2019b; Asongu and Odhiambo, 2018, 2019). In addition, there 

is an evolving literature on the pervasiveness of women's labor representation (Marquez, 2017 ; Luo et al., 2017 ; Moras, 

2017 ; Rice and Barth, 2017 ; Uduji and Okolo- Obasi, 2018). 

The concern for women's economic participation in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) relative to other regions of the world is 

based on scientific evidence that women in this region are the poorest in the world largely due to women's exclusion in 

many activities (Hazel, 2010 ; Efobi et al., 2018). In addition, a recent report by the World Bank, estimated that the loss 

of income from women's exclusion in the region will be approximately US$2.5 billion (Nkurunziza, 2018).  

Economic arguments about the effects of globalization on women fall into two main groups, one highly critical and the 

other fundamentally optimistic, but with caveats (Gray, 2006). From the critical perspective, economic globalization has 

largely negative consequences for women. Globalization confined women to low-paying, low-status, often part-time 

jobs that reinforce their subordination and allowed the devaluation of women's work in most societies. The demand of 

multinationals for cheap, flexible labor has encouraged offshore production using low-paid women. 

Women, however, remain excluded from the more stable and better paid jobs in heavy industry. Globalization is leading 

to an increasing feminization of labor, as women continue to be seen as dependents and thus confined to lower-paying 

jobs (Villarreal and Yu, 2007). The removal of barriers to transnational investment, far from empowering women, has 
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provided them with dismal jobs in offshore production sites where women face discrimination and sexual harassment. 

In addition, competition from foreign companies undermines efforts to help women start local micro-enterprises. Some 

women may benefit from new jobs, but their work is highly exploitative and characterized by low wages, poor working 

conditions, suppression of unions, and few opportunities for security or advancement (Gray, 2006). 

In addition, the Structural Adjustment Policies and market liberalization that have accompanied globalization are 

particularly detrimental to women. These policies lead to reductions in public sector jobs that are often 

disproportionately held by women, undermined social programs that benefit women, and hinder women's work 

organization (Asongu et al., 2020). Another argument is that industrial development caused environmental damage that 

partly degrades the lives of women in developing countries. Women, suffer the most from environmental problems 

because they are responsible for most of the family or household's livelihood and it is harder for them to find food and 

fuel, and their diets suffer (Parida, 2011). Globalization, including greater openness to foreign direct investment (FDI), 

has led to a massive infusion of women into labor markets. Particularly in low-income countries, foreign multinationals 

often make better paying jobs available to women. 

However, with globalization, more women have more options for gainful employment. More job opportunities mean 

more ways out of unequal relationships and these options give women more chances to take their work and skills 

elsewhere. According to Gray (2006), with regular wage work, women gain greater personal autonomy and 

independence. They have more control over budgeting and other household decisions. As a result, they have more 

leverage to ask men for help with domestic tasks. As households become more dependent on women's income, women's 

status and relative power improve. The economic changes associated with globalization may also provide the seeds for 

cultural transformations that improve the status of women.  

To the extent that economic globalization expands women's work opportunities and increases their independent incomes, 

it improves their well-being and provides them with additional options within their households and in social life. We 

hypothesize that trade and FDI will have different effects for women. To the extent that trade enhances economic 

growth in general, it will improve the physical quality of life, as measured by life expectancy and literacy. But trade 

may also displace employment in local industries, reducing employment opportunities for women. In contrast, FDI is 

more likely to create new jobs, many of which will be available to women. Certainly, women often retained the bulk of 

unpaid domestic work. This creates a double burden. In addition, depending on the cultural, social and family context, 

not all women will benefit from paid employment. However, it is important to note that independent economic 

resources and opportunities give women more choices and the chance to pursue their collective interests. 

3. Methodology 

3.1 Data Sources 

The majority of the data comes from the World Bank's database (WDI). We have defined a sample of 39 Sub-Saharan 

African countries for which we will use annual observations from 1995 to 2018. 

3.2 Specification of the Analysis Model  

Based on the existing literature on the impact of globalization on women's employability (Asongu et al., 2020 ; Villarreal 

and Yu, 2007), we can formulate the following broad empirical formulation : 

𝐸𝑚𝑝 = 𝑓( 𝑀𝑜𝑛𝑑, 𝐺𝐷𝑃, 𝑋)                                    (1) 

The variable Emp represents the employability of women as measured by the proportion of women in the labor force ; the 

variable Mond represents the indicator of globalization as measured by the rate of Trade Openness (TO) and Foreign 

Direct Investment (FDI); GDP is the Gross Domestic output Per Capita, while X represents a set of socioeconomic 

characteristics. 

The analytical approach is based on a panel data model that covers 39 Sub-Saharan African countries from 1995 to 2018.  

As a result, equation (1) is written as follows : 

 𝐸𝑚𝑝𝑖𝑡= 𝛽𝑖 + 𝛽1𝑀𝑜𝑛𝑑𝑖𝑡  
 +𝛽2𝐺𝑃𝐷𝑖𝑡    +𝛽3𝑃𝑂𝑃15−64𝑖𝑡 +𝛽4𝑈𝑟𝑏𝑖𝑡 +𝛽5𝐹𝑒𝑟𝑡𝑖𝑡  +𝜀𝑖𝑡          (2) 

Where i  represents the influence that is unique to each country ; i and t represent respectively the number of individuals 

(country) and the time period (year); because the amount of growth might lead to a widening of the market and hence 

more employment prospects (Thévenon, 2004), thus, GDP is the gross domestic product per capita in US dollars; because 

a young population is more likely to find opportunities in the job market, thus, POP15-64 represents the population of 

women aged 14 to 64 years as a percentage of the total female population (Pacaut et al., 2007); Urb represents the female 

fertility rate as measured by the number of births per woman, and Fert represents the urbanization rate as measured by 
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urban population since it leads to a larger market and hence greater opportunities (Lachaud, 2009). (Edon and Komionka, 

2011).  

The descriptive data around the variables revealed a discrepancy in women's employment rates among Sub-Saharan 

African countries. The female employability rate varies by around 5.9% of the population from one country to the next, 

with the minimum and greatest rates estimated at 27% and 56% of the population, respectively, across the time. The 

openness rate varies by roughly 28% from one country to the next, while FDI varies by about 5% of GDP. Table 1 below 

showed the statistics for the other variables. 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of variables 

Variable Observation average Standard 
deviation 

Minimum Maximum 

Employment  936 45.405 5.856 26.976 55.833 
Opening rate  930 65.291 28.023 14.772 175.798 
FDI 936 3.336 5.117 -8.703 46.275 
GDP 936 1504.296 1931.208 102.598 11208.34 
Fertility 936 5.114 1.253 1.36 7.725 
Urbanization 936 37.569 15.595 7.211 89.37 
Population 15-64 936 54.183 4.047 47.703 70.104 

Source : Author, construction based on data from WDI (2019). 

3.3 Estimation Technique 

The operational model of equation (2) can thus be rewritten in its dynamic form as follows: 

𝐸𝑚𝑝𝑖𝑡= 𝛽𝑖 + 𝛽1𝐸𝑚𝑝𝑖𝑡−1 + 𝛽2𝑀𝑜𝑛𝑑𝑖𝑡  
 +𝛽3𝐺𝑃𝐷𝑖𝑡    +𝛽4𝑃𝑂𝑃15−64𝑖𝑡 +𝛽5𝑈𝑟𝑏𝑖𝑡  +𝛽6𝐹𝑒𝑟𝑡𝑖𝑡 +𝜀𝑖𝑡      (3) 

1itEmp  represents the women's employability lagged variable     

The generalized method of moments (GMM) estimator was used to compensate for possible endogeneity biases that 

may occur in the model. The adoption of the GMM estimator, according to Arellano and Bond (1991), mitigated the 

endogeneity problem with the explanatory variables. To compensate for endogeneity, the GMM method involved 

postponing the variables by one or two periods, and these delayed variables also function as instruments. The benefits of 

using such an estimator are numerous. On one side, it allowed the dependent variable to be delayed by two periods as 

instruments of the explanatory variable, and on the other hand, it allowed the variable to be delayed by more than two 

periods, preventing correlation with the error run. Finally, the estimator allowed us to solve the stationarity problem 

(first difference of the variables) while avoiding the autocorrelation problem on the one hand. 

4. Results and Discussions 

Table 2 showed the findings of the estimates of the impact of globalization on women's employability in Sub-Saharan 

Africa. The findings revealed that, in general, in SSA, globalization has a considerable impact on women's employment 

rates (Asongu et al., 2020). However, the results revealed a positive association between trade openness and women's 

employment rate on the one hand, and a negative relationship between FDI and women's employment rate on the other, 

when it came to the metrics employed to measure globalization. However, this effect is weak across the board, implying 

that SSA countries' engagement in trade openness, as well as their efforts in the area of FDI, is limited. The substantial 

presence of women in the informal sector, whose major activity is trading, can explain the favorable effect of trade 

openness on women's employment rates. Thus, insofar as trade reinforces economic growth in general, the greater the 

openness of trade, the more women will have access to opportunities. The internalization of trade could, in this sense, 

improve women's employability. 

Concerning the negative relationship between FDI and female employment, this result may be explained by the fact that 

women remain excluded from the more stable and better-paying jobs in heavy industry (Gray, 2006). Foreign firms that 

produce goods for sale in domestic markets (not for export) are more often involved in heavier, capital-intensive 

industries, such as metallurgy and chemicals, which tend to employ fewer women because the work requires physical 

strength. 

The findings revealed that GDP has a considerable impact on female employment rates. A one percent rise in GDP 

would result in a 0.08 percent increase in the female labor force. Policymakers may be able to expand public spending 

on women's empowerment and gender equality projects as a result of high growth (Villareal et al., 2007). The findings 

also revealed a considerable impact on the employment rate of women between the ages of 15 and 64. Sub-Saharan 

Africa has a huge young population, the most of whom, particularly women, work in the informal economy. 
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Table 2. Results of the estimates of the effect of globalization on the employment rate 

Variables Estimation by the GMM estimator  

L.PAF 0.876*** 
 (0.008) 
Trade 0.001* 
 (0.001) 
FDI -0.003* 
 (0.002) 
GDP 0.076*** 
 (0.021) 
Pop15-64 women 0.094*** 
 (0.011) 
Urbanization 0.009** 
 (0.004) 
Fertility 0.019 
 (0.032) 
Constant 1.280** 
 (0.528) 
Observations 853 
Number of Id 39 

Standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

Source: Author, construction based on data from WDI (2019) 

Table 3 below showed the results of the estimates of the effect of globalization on the employment rate of women in the 

four regions of Africa, namely the Central, Eastern, Western and Southern regions for a proper analysis. These results 

showed a positive and significant effect of trade liberalization in East and Central Africa. This situation can be explained 

by the fact that trade liberalization allowed the acquisition of new markets and therefore opportunities for women, as they 

are mostly represented in the informal sector, who’s main activity remains trade. Thus, contrary to these two regions (East 

and Central Africa), the results also showed a negative and significant relationship of FDI which contributes to the 

reduction of women's employability by about 0.004% in West Africa. This result can also be explained by the fact that the 

industries that often set up in developing countries, particularly in Africa, are processing industries that are physically or 

mechanically intensive. This situation can lead to a greater demand for male than female labor. 

The results also showed that for Central and Eastern Africa, a positive and significant effect of GDP contributed to the 

increase in the female employment rate of about 0.06% for these two regions. For these same regions, the results showed 

that the female fertility rate contributes to a reduction in the employment rate of about 0.1% and 0.2% respectively for 

Central and East Africa. In West Africa, the high proportion of young women between the ages of 15 and 64 increased the 

female employment rate by about 0.06%. 

Table 3. Results of estimates of the effect of globalization on the employment rate in SSA regions 

 

Variables 

Estimation by the GMM estimator 

Center East West South 

L.PAF 0.908*** 0.895*** 0.931*** 0.809*** 
 (0.016) (0.015) (0.008) (0.044) 
Trade 0.001** 0.003*** 0.001 0.003 
 (0.000358) (0.001) (0.001) (0.002) 
FDI -0.0002 -0.003 -0.004* -0.001 
 (0.000677) (0.003) (0.002) (0.011) 
GDP 0.064*** 0.0593* -0.002 0.175 
 (0.016) (0.034) (0.037) (0.145) 
Pop15-64 Women 0.008 0.017 0.063*** 0.057 
 (0.009) (0.018) (0.010) (0.053) 
Urbanization -0.009** -0.024*** -0.016*** 0.011 
 (0.004) (0.009) (0.005) (0.009) 
Fertility -0.113*** -0.176*** -0.015 -0.086 
 (0.024) (0.057) (0.045) (0.212) 
Constant 5.439*** 6.021*** 0.401 3.672 
 (0.647) (1.243) (0.684) (2.419) 
Observations 150 285 330 88 
Number of Id 7 13 15 4 

Standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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5. Conclusion and Policy Implications 

This work which allowed us to analyse the impact of globalization on women's employability in Sub-Saharan Africa, 

measured by trade liberalization and FDI, was studied from 1995 to 2018. The panel model is employed in the 

econometric method, and the GMM estimator is used to obtain unbiased findings. The empirical findings showed that the 

degree of trade openness in Sub-Saharan African countries has a beneficial impact on women's employment rates. When 

globalization is measured in terms of FDI, however, the effect is the polar opposite. Women's employability in these areas 

is harmed by the significant concentration of heavy or processing businesses that require physical labor. The favorable 

impact of globalization's social and economic dimensions on women's economic empowerment, on the other hand, 

suggested that opening up trade in products has a positive impact on improving women's social status and, as a result, 

lessening their victimization by male dominance. 

As a policy implication, SSA countries needed to make policies that can enhance free trade and promote trade openness. 

There is a need for SSA countries to strengthen efforts towards women's empowerment and give opportunities for 

women's employment policies and programs to effectively reduce poverty. 
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