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1. Abstract
This dissertation examines the impact of trade liberalisation on emerging economies, utilising South Asia (1990–2023) as a case study. A mixed-methods convergent parallel design is utilised, featuring the inaugural balanced country-year panel of all eight SAARC nations (Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan, Sri Lanka) in conjunction with qualitative case studies of India's 1991 reforms and Bangladesh's ready-made garments industry.
Quantitative findings from fixed-effects, instrumental-variable, and difference-in-differences regressions indicate that a 10 percentage-point reduction in tariffs correlates with a 0.8 percentage point increase in annual GDP growth, a 4.2 percentage point rise in the exports-to-GDP ratio, and a 5.1 percentage point decrease in extreme poverty. The same liberalisation raises the Gini coefficient by 0.012 points and the percentage of people working informally by 1.8 points. It also shows that there are still differences between men and women and between rural and urban areas. Interaction terms demonstrate that education, infrastructure, and social protection significantly influence these outcomes, mitigating poverty and reducing inequality.
Qualitative analysis indicates significant diversity: Bangladesh attained inclusive growth via liberalization, bolstered by female employment in the RMG sector and preferential market access. In contrast, Pakistan and Sri Lanka experienced export instability and premature deindustrialization. It is due to insufficient diversification and institutional deficiencies. 
The study theoretically reconciles neoclassical optimism (Sachs & Warner, 1995) with critical perspectives (Rodriguez & Rodrik, 2001), indicating that trade openness is neither a panacea nor harmful, but is highly dependent on complementary policies. Policy recommendations support gradual investments in human capital, infrastructure, social safety nets, and regional collaboration to guarantee fair distribution of trade benefits in a region encompassing more than one-fifth of the global population.
1. [bookmark: _Toc216868602]Introduction
Trade liberalization, which involves lowering or getting rid of tariffs, quotas, subsidies, and other non-tariff barriers that make it difficult for goods, services, and money to cross borders, has been one of the most talked-about and controversial policy proposals of the past 80 years. The idea that more openness leads to mutual benefits has been the basis for the intellectual and institutional framework of the global economy. This idea has been around since the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) was signed in 1947, the World Trade Organization (WTO) was set up in 1995, and bilateral and regional trade agreements have grown since then. People in developing countries were always told that if they lowered their protectionist walls, they would get foreign direct investment, new technology, comparative advantage, higher productivity, faster growth, and, most importantly, less absolute poverty and relative inequality. 
South Asia is a great site to explore the possibilities, the problems, and the current debates over this paradigm. Eight countries make up the region: Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, the Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka. Moreover, a quarter of the world's population lives there, with over 1.9 billion people. It has the highest population density and is one of the fastest-growing geographic areas on Earth, with an average annual GDP growth rate of roughly 6.5% from 2000 to 2023 (World Bank, 2024). But South Asia is still not a big player in world trade. It only accounted up less than 3% of world merchandise exports and an even smaller percentage of global value-chain commerce in 2023. This paradox—rapid growth and ongoing trade marginality—makes the region a great place to study the real consequences of trade liberalization. 
South Asia has been moving toward freedom for a long time, but the great breakthrough began in the 1990s. The balance-of-payments crisis in India in 1991 caused big adjustments that cut the simple average applicable tariff from more than 82% in 1990 to roughly 30% by the year 2000. Bangladesh and Pakistan agreed to structural adjustment programs from the IMF and World Bank that took rid of limits on how much money could be spent and slashed taxes. Sri Lanka had been opening up to the outside world since 1977, but it grew much more open. Nepal, Bhutan, and the Maldives all took their time, and Afghanistan's union was dragged significantly by years of conflict. The average Most-Favoured-Nation (MFN) tariff for the overall region has declined to 11.8% by 2023. This is less than a third of what it was in 1990 (WITS, 2024). At the same time, exports went grown from $18 billion in 1991 to approximately $450 billion in 2023, and hundreds of millions of people got out of extreme poverty.
These figures seem to support the standard case for openness. But when you look more closely, the results of the distribution are not as apparent. Most countries have seen a rise in the gap between rich and poor. For instance, the Gini coefficient for the whole area went from roughly 0.32 in the early 1990s to 0.38 in 2019. Most of the new jobs in industries that export goods are still not official. 80–90% of non-agricultural workers in India, Bangladesh, and Pakistan still labour informally (ILO, 2023). Rural areas and states or provinces that aren't on the shore have typically not kept up with coastal or urban export hubs. There have never been so many women working for pay before. For instance, in Bangladesh's ready-made garment (RMG) business, women make approximately 80–85% of the 4.2 million workers. But they still largely have low-skilled, low-paying, and precarious occupations with no capacity to negotiate or protection from the law. 
The things that happen in different countries are really diverse. People often point to Bangladesh as a "success story" for liberalization since the number of people living in extreme poverty fell from 44% in 1991 to roughly 15% in 2022, primarily because of garment exports. Girls who reside near RMG factories have gone to school longer and gotten married later (Heath & Mobarak, 2015). People know that India's productivity went up after 1991 (Goldberg et al., 2010), yet places that were more open to competition from imports saw slower poverty reduction since it was hard for workers and enterprises to transfer (Topalova, 2010). Sri Lanka was the first country in the area to open its economy, but it lost its manufacturing jobs too soon. In the early 1980s, manufacturing made up 22% of GDP. Now, it makes up roughly 16%. Pakistan opened at times, but it didn't stop making low-value textiles. This rendered it vulnerable to shocks from outside and kept inequality high. 
These differing paths go against what classical and neoclassical trade theory says. The Heckscher–Ohlin–Stolper–Samuelson theorem predicted that in developing countries with a lot of workers, being open to trade would raise the real income of low-skilled workers more than that of capital owners. This would make the economy fairer. Reality has shown out to be much more complicated. Recent theoretical advancements, including endogenous growth models emphasising technology diffusion (Romer, 1990), heterogeneous-firm models concentrating on intra-industry reallocation (Melitz, 2003), and global value-chain analysis, elucidate the reasons why aggregate gains do not invariably result in inclusive outcomes. The connection between trade policy and actual welfare is affected by things like the quality of institutions, problems with infrastructure, a lack of skilled workers, and weak social safety nets. 
The early empirical research on cross-country issues tended to be overly positive. Open economies expanded 2.4 percentage points more rapidly than closed economies; (Dollar and Kraay, 2004) declared that “growth is beneficial for the poor.” There has been a lot of criticism of these results since then. Rodriguez and Rodrik (2001) demonstrated that the Sachs–Warner openness indicator confused trade policy with macroeconomic stability and institutional integrity. Subsequent research (Chang et al., 2009) has shown that trade reforms lead to long-term growth only when they are supported by additional expenditures in governance, education, infrastructure, and financial development. 
There has been a lot of growth in scholarship about South Asia, but there are still big gaps. Most studies only look at one country or only the 1990s and early 2000s. Few utilize the complete panel of eight South Asian economies during the entire post-1990 liberalization period up to 2023. Even fewer rigorously examine the moderating influence of complementing measures throughout the area. Sub-national evidence, especially the seminal Indian district-level studies, has not been reproduced in other parts of South Asia. Lastly, the relationship between trade openness, informality, and gender is still not well understood at the regional level.
The investigation is directed by five different objectives: 
1. To assess the impact of tariff reduction and trade liberalization on GDP growth, export orientation, and foreign direct investment inflows. 
2. To assess effects on poverty headcount ratios and income inequality (both inter- and intra-nationally). 
3. To look at how it affects formal employment, gender outcomes, and the differences between rural and urban areas. 
4. To elucidate cross-country disparities in outcomes, focusing on Bangladesh’s exceptional achievement in contrast to the more qualified histories of Pakistan and Sri Lanka. 
5. To identify the influence of education, infrastructure, social protection, and global-value-chain engagement as facilitators of inclusive gains, and to formulate specific, evidence-based policy suggestions. 
The study seeks to transcend incomplete or outdated narratives by creating a harmonised country-year panel dataset (1990–2023) sourced from WITS/UNCTAD tariff schedules, World Development Indicators, PovcalNet, ILOSTAT, and additional resources, complemented by district-level analysis for India and qualitative case studies of India's 1991 reforms and Bangladesh's RMG revolution. 
The time is right. Global trade is breaking down because of geopolitical competition, a rise in protectionism, and the return of supply chains to their home countries. Governments in South Asia are under a lot of pressure to keep the economy growing while also dealing with problems like inequality, climate change, and youth unemployment. It has never been more important to know which policies made trade openness led to inclusive development, and which did not.
2. [bookmark: _Toc216868603]Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc216868604]3.1 Introduction
The research on trade liberalization reveals how it impacts developing countries, especially in South Asia, which has a lot of people, is growing quickly, and has ongoing social and economic problems. Trade liberalization reduces or abolishes tariffs, quotas, subsidies, and other non-tariff obstacles that impede the unrestricted movement of individuals, products, services, and capital among nations (Krueger, 1998). Conventional economic ideas have been supplanted by research forecasting growth and inequality. This study combines theoretical frameworks, worldwide empirical data, and significant South Asian research. Study concepts will be more transparent and definitive. It looks at how open trade affects economic growth and foreign investment (Research Question 1), the differences between reducing poverty and income inequality (Research Question 2), job differences based on formality, gender, and the rural-urban link (Research Question 3), country outcomes (Research Question 4), and the role of extra policies like education, infrastructure, and safety nets in making sure This part of the study puts it in the perspective of dependence theory, endogenous growth, and comparative advantage. It points out big holes in the study, like the fact that there haven't been any group evaluations over the whole region since 1990. It also ties these sections together with a big idea. The study gives statistics to help it reach its goals. The data includes WITS/UNCTAD tariff rates, World Bank WDI GDP growth and FDI, PovcalNet poverty headcounts and Gini coefficients, ILOSTAT informal job shares, and IPUMS and NSS district-level statistics. There are both new and old papers in this review. The World Bank's 2025 South Asia Development Update says that trade can create jobs even when AI is a problem. Iqbal et al. (2025) demonstrate that SAARC commerce alleviates poverty. These studies demonstrate that trade advantages are conditional, reflecting a concentration on policy-oriented research in South Asia.
[bookmark: _Toc216868605]3.2 Theoretical Foundations of Trade Liberalization
The ideas of trade liberalization derive from classical economics. Neoclassical, endogenous growth, and heterogeneous-firm models played a role. This shows how it affects jobs, growth, poverty, and the gap between rich and poor. David Ricardo's (1817) theory of comparative advantage says that countries can get the most enjoyment out of life by focusing on making goods that they are good at and then trading with other countries to make the world more efficient. This means that South Asian countries with a lot of workers need to export clothes, which takes a lot of people to create. This should bring in money from other countries and help the company make the most of the country's natural resources.
The Heckscher-Ohlin-Samuelson (HOS) model enhances this by utilizing factor endowments (Heckscher, 1919; Ohlin, 1933). People say that money and how easy it is for workers to get to work affect business. The Stolper-Samuelson theory (Stolper & Samuelson, 1941) says that when there are a lot of workers, it is more important to hire workers who are not as well-trained. Lowering capital returns raises real wages and makes the gap between rich and poor smaller. Research Question 2 posits that commerce may assist impoverished individuals by transferring wealth from affluent individuals. This hypothesis corroborates it. In South Asia, where farming is the main business and jobs are hard to get, the model's ideas of full employment and free movement don't always work (Topalova, 2010).
Neoclassical augmentations exhibit dynamics. Romer (1990) says that endogenous growth models reveal that trade uses foreign intermediates to transfer technology and knowledge. We gain new ideas, lower costs, and steady growth. Lucas (1988) illustrates that putting money into people makes them work harder. Responses Research Question 1 pertains to investment and growth. Trade enhances GDP and alleviates poverty by increasing individual wealth (Dollar & Kraay, 2002).
Melitz (2003) and Melitz & Ottaviano (2008) formulate the "new new" trade theory through the analysis of enterprise disparities. It claims that as companies are more open, resources move from bad workers to good ones. This is excellent for the economy, but it means that there will be fewer jobs in fields that compete with imports. When people are compelled to leave their homes, they may take on jobs that are not stable, which can lead to increased informal work and differences between rural and urban areas (Research Question 3). Autor et al. (2013) show that in the "China shock," more imports cause wages to stop rising and people to lose their jobs. Due to competition from throughout the world, this damages South Asia's manufacturing sectors.
We are provided with a variety of perspectives by critical perspectives. According to Perich’s dependency theory, published in 1950, unfair trade conditions are the root cause of poverty and deindustrialisation in the world's geographical periphery. It is argued by Rodrik (2016) that the dependence of South Asia on low-value commodities contributes to the intensification of inequality. Feminist perspectives investigate gender, highlighting the fact that commerce can provide work opportunities for women in export areas; nonetheless, it frequently confines them to low-paying, informal roles, so exacerbating gender inequality (Fontana & Wood, 2000).
Condition is a significant component in contemporary systems. In order for trade to have good effects, it is essential to increase financial investment in governance, education, and infrastructure (Chang et al., 2009). This is consistent with the fifth research question. Although trade can alleviate absolute poverty by lowering the prices of products, they also note that it has the potential to exacerbate relative inequality in the absence of safety nets (Winters et al., 2004). Recent studies, such as the one conducted by the Policy Center 2025, demonstrate that trade has been quite successful in bringing people in Asia together. On the other hand, they are of the opinion that regions without strong institutions might not be fair. The World Bank research from 2025 discusses artificial intelligence. It appears from this that artificial intelligence and business may make things more efficient, but skilled workers would benefit more from this. In the event that unskilled workers were replaced, the disparity would widen much further.
The objectives of the research are supported by this theoretical framework, which demonstrates that trade has the potential to both increase economic growth and decrease poverty, while at the same time drawing attention to the dangers that are linked with inequality and precarious employment. We require information on tariffs (WITS), growth and foreign direct investment (WDI), poverty and the Gini coefficient (PovcalNet), and job statistics (ILOSTAT) in order to determine whether or not these systems are operational in South Asia.
[bookmark: _Toc216868606]3.3 Initial Cross-National Evidence and Its Criticisms
An early cross-national study of empirical data demonstrated that openness to trade led to increased economic growth and diminished poverty. Later, people who didn't like the studies said that the way they were done was wrong and that the situations they looked at were very hard to understand. In 1995, Sachs and Warner were the first to do this. They looked at export marketing boards, tariffs (which were above 40%), limitations, and black market profits to evaluate how clear they were. Between 1970 and 1989, open countries expanded 2.4% faster than closed countries. The theory of comparative advantage suggests that permitting foreign direct investment (FDI) into markets is good for business, especially in developing countries.
Dollar and Kraay looked at "globalizers" and "non-globalizers" in 2002 and 2004. Trade made the world's poorest people live half as long and be half as impoverished. Most of the growth went to persons who were already poor. This research have led to outside parties having an impact on how South Asian enterprises work. In the 1990s, it was easy for people from these two countries to trade with each other. But not long after, many people were angry. Rodriguez and Rodrik (2001) re-examined the Sachs-Warner index and contended that the results are insignificant due to complications associated with the black market and institutional quality. People think that the measure does more than just keep track of trade plans. Hallak and Levinsohn (2004) assert that economic expansion increases openness rather than diminishes it. Rodrik et al. (2004) posited that the amalgamation of trade and macroeconomic security results in fallacious findings regarding causal relationships. Harrison said in 1996 that each country has its own strengths and that progress depends on good management and skilled workers.
We learned more about these problems. Wackier and Welch added data from after 1990 to the openness index in 2008. They learned that independence leads to a 1.5% rise in growth per year. They were also quite worried about the city and how long it would take to make it better. Chang et al. (2009) demonstrated that openness, financial growth, and labour freedom facilitate growth through the utilization of panels with fixed effects. This was the response to Question 5 of the Policy Role Research Project. Winters et al. (2004) examined 38 studies on poverty and concluded that trade intensifies genuine poverty by reducing import prices and generating employment in exports. But it may not be just to compel individuals with limited abilities to relocate without equipping them with new competencies. A UNDP assessment of Arab countries in 2024 indicated that doing rid of taxes could add a million jobs and raise GDP by 3.9%. It only seems sense to divide them up equally and make sure there are safety nets in place. Berg and Ostry looked at 150 nations in 2017 and found that EMDEs made 1% to 2% more per year when they kept their markets open. When progressive measures aren't in place, inequality gets worse. Helpman et al. (2017) utilize constrained data from many nations to demonstrate that corporate diversity increases skill costs, whereas talented individuals and high-productivity organizations get advantages from trade.The information about jobs and money is not clear. Goldberg and Pavcnik (2007) discovered that the elimination of tariffs in Latin America results in a 5–10% increase in talent pricing, exacerbating inequality. McMillan and Rodrik (2011) assert that the transition from agriculture to industry is hindered in liberalizing nations characterized by fragile institutions, resulting in informalization. Thailand had a decline in poverty and inequality from 2015 to 2021 as a result of economic and social globalization. This happened because of money and information. The similar thing might happen in South Asia if things get better.
These remarks from people all throughout the world make the dissertation's focus on South Asia even stronger. South Asia has made a lot of progress, yet things are still not right. They say that to fully get a handle on conditional implications and fix difficulties with regional analysis, you need to look at openness indices, GDP and FDI time series, poverty and Gini panels, and job breakdowns.
[bookmark: _Toc216868607]3.4 South Asia-Specific Evidence and Heterogeneity
South Asia provides a unique framework for examining the tangible impacts of trade liberalization, as its eight countries share comparable colonial histories, geographical proximity, and typically similar timelines for liberalization, yet display significantly varied outcomes. Since the early 1990s, the region has seen one of the largest declines in trade barriers in the world. The basic average imposed tariff went down from almost 40% in 1990 to 11.8% in 2023 (WITS, 2024). From 2000 to 2023, the region's GDP grew by an average of 6.5% per year, and merchandise exports went from $18 billion to roughly $450 billion (World Bank, 2024). These are major wins, but the effects have been quite uneven. There is more inequality, less formality, and big gaps between men and women and between rural and urban areas. 
India, the region's biggest economy, changed a lot about its economy in 1991 to fix a problem with its balance of payments. The average tariff dropped from over 82% to roughly 30% in less than ten years. Numerous studies indicate that access to less expensive imported intermediate items and increased competition have significantly enhanced overall production (Goldberg et al., 2010). Conversely, employs variations in district-level tariff exposure to demonstrate that locations more receptive to import competition experienced a far slower decline in poverty levels, as labour and capital were more immobile, particularly in agriculturally dependent areas (Topalova,2010). The net impact on employment was negligible, since the jobs generated in export-oriented industries were nearly equivalent to the ones eliminated in import-competing sectors (Hasan et al., 2012). At the same time, informal work developed significantly (Ghose, 2016), although rural areas lagged metropolitan export hubs (Emran & Shilpi, 2018). 
People often say that Bangladesh is the best example of liberalism in the region. The collapse of the Multi-Fibre Arrangement in 2005 made the ready-made garments (RMG) industry grow very swiftly. It now employs more than 4.2 million people, 80–85% of whom are women, and it accounts for more than 80% of the country's export income. Extreme poverty dropped from 44% in 1991 to around 15% in 2022 (Heath & Mobarak, 2015). Heath and Mobarak (2015) utilize a quasi-experimental methodology to illustrate that proximity to RMG producers significantly improved girls' education and delayed marriage, resulting in considerable intergenerational benefits. However, real wages in the industry have not altered, working conditions are still unsafe, and roughly 82% of garment workers are not formally employed and have little social protection (Ahmed & Nathan, 2016). Kabeer and Mahmud (2004) and Fontana and Wood (2000) assert that trade has markedly augmented women's engagement in paid employment; yet, it has primarily confined them to low-skill, low-wage, and perilous positions.
Pakistan and Sri Lanka have better records. In the 1990s and 2000s, Pakistan became more open at times, but most of its exports are still low-value textiles, which have been quite unstable. Din et al. (2007) employ a CGE-microsimulation methodology to illustrate that further tariff reductions might elevate GDP by 1–2%, although would intensify income inequality unless accompanied by substantial skills enhancement. Akram et al. (2021) obtain similar outcomes employing more recent data. In 1977, Sri Lanka was the first country in the area to open its economy. This caused a huge change in textile exports at first, but the country lost its manufacturing jobs too quickly. The percentage of manufacturing in GDP dropped from 22% in the early 1980s to roughly 16% by 2022 (CBSL, 2022; Vidanapathirana & Selvanathan, 2021). Nepal, Bhutan, the Maldives, and Afghanistan (up to 2021) are tiny economies that haven't attracted as much attention from scholars. They mostly rely on low-value primary exports such as carpets, hydropower, and tourism, rendering them more susceptible to external shocks (World Bank, 2020).
A few main concepts come up. According to the World Bank, only 1.8% of South Asia's economy is linked to global value chains, while more than 20% of East Asia's economy is linked to them. Most nations have 80–90% of their non-agricultural workers doing informal work (ILO, 2023). Shipping companies employ several women, despite operating in the most perilous regions (Fontana & Wood, 2000). Urban export centres have prospered, whilst those located in rural and central regions have either stagnated or experienced decline (Emran & Shilpi, 2018). Contributions illustrate the critical importance of advancements since 2010: The COVID-19 pandemic significantly disrupted RMG supply chains, complicating efforts to alleviate poverty (Mamun et al., 2023; Reis, 2022). Geopolitical factors and protectionist inclinations obstruct commerce, constituting less than 5% of regional trade (Mahbub, 2021). The most recent South Asia Development Update from the World Bank (2025) shows that majority of the job growth between 2010 and 2023 came from sectors associated to commerce. People who worked in industries with low tariffs made around 16% more than people who worked in areas with high tariffs. But high tariffs on farm goods still protect farmland that doesn't produce much, which slows down structural change.
Trade openness exhibits a substantial negative link with poverty in SAARC states, while indicating a positive, albeit lesser, correlation with inequality in the absence of additional measures (Iqbal et al., 2025). Fan et al. (2024) add to the complexity by showing that opening up agricultural trade may make food security worse by making people dependent on imports, even when more jobs in agriculture mean more money for households. The research focused on South Asia clearly explains why some countries, like Bangladesh, have used openness to build prosperity that is fairly inclusive, while others, like Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and parts of India, have had less or even bad results. These differences highlight how crucial it is for starting conditions, diversifying exports, getting women into the workforce, and investing in skills, infrastructure, and social protection to all function together.
[bookmark: _Toc216868608]3.5 Conceptual Framework
3.1 indicates that trade liberalization, which is usually done by lowering tariffs, is the main part of a mediated causal chain. People say that free trade has an effect on four things:
1. Economic growth and investment: Technology, economies of scale, and resource mobility increase investment and growth (Melitz, 2003). 
2. Poverty reduction: Dollar & Kraay (2004) and Winters et al. (2004) contend that lower prices for goods and services, along with increased earnings, facilitate the escape from poverty.
3. Income inequality: Stolper-Samuelson factor returns, and firm-level selection are what generate income inequality (Melitz, 2003).
4. Employment quality: Job quality encompasses aspects such as formality, gender, and rural-urban disparities (Fontana & Wood, 2000).
Liberalization relies on factors such as secondary school enrolment, infrastructure, energy availability, social safety net coverage, and integration into the global value chain (Chang et al., 2009; World Bank, 2021 These characteristics illustrate the advantages and disadvantages of liberalization. A thorough econometric analysis will assess tariff-moderator interaction terms.
It recognizes that inequalities in global value chains and ineffective domestic institutions could hinder the Stolper-Samuelson mechanism. So, the framework could bring together neoclassical theories with feminist and dependent critiques. It makes people worry about the effects of technology (World Bank, 2025) and political divisions (Mahbub, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc216868609]3.6 Research Gaps
A lot of research looks at countries and problems, but this one looks at two gaps: 
1. Unfinished area panel: There are not many studies that have developed a country-year panel with the most recent tariff, poverty, and employment data for all eight South Asian countries from 1990 to 2023. Iqbal et al. (2025) and the World Bank (2025) offer significant insights; nonetheless, they either delineate phenomena without elucidation or concentrate on a limited number of states.
2. In certain countries, education, infrastructure, and social protection are crucial, but there is no quantitative examination of how they affect growth, poverty, inequality, and employment results of liberalization in a region (Chang et al., 2009).
There is scant study about smaller states and post-2020 occurrences such as COVID-19, protectionism, and AI-driven restructuring. It fills in these gaps with a large panel sample, statistics from Indian sub-national regions, and focused qualitative case studies.
[bookmark: _Toc216868610]3.7 Data Requirements
To use the conceptual framework and fill in the gaps that were found, we need the following secondary sources that have been harmonized:
1. Signs of trade liberalization: Tariffs that are simple to understand and use (WITS/UNCTAD TRAINS).
2. What growth and investment have done: The World Bank WDI shows real GDP growth, exports as a share of GDP, and foreign direct investment as a share of GDP. 
3. Poverty and unfair treatment: The Gini coefficient and headcount rates ($2.15 and national lines) 
4. Quality of the work: ILOSTAT How many women work and what portion of jobs are not formal Moderators include secondary enrolment, the infrastructure of roads and electricity, and the coverage of social safety (WDI, ASPIRE). Only in India did IPUMS match district-level tariff exposure to NSS job surveys and census data to show sub-national variation.
These open and free sources let you get strong estimates for fixed effects, difference-in-differences, and instrumental variables. They are also fully open and can be used again and again.
[bookmark: _Toc216868611]3.8 A Brief Outline of the Chapter 
This review of the literature shows how trade theory has changed over time, from Ricardo's idea of comparative advantage to more recent ideas about different types of businesses and global value chains. It also looked at the rise and fall of early cross-national data in favor of openness as well as the different experiences of South Asian countries since 1990. It has been shown that liberalization has sped up growth and reduced total poverty in the area. However, how it affects inequality and the quality of jobs depends a lot on the country's policies and institutions. The review gives a strong reason for the subsequent study topics, goals, and mixed-methods design by explaining different theoretical processes, combining empirical data, and pointing out gaps that still need to be filled.
3. [bookmark: _Toc216868612]Research Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc216868613]4.1 Introduction 
The term "methodology" derives from the Greek "methods," signifying "a way to reach a goal," and "logos," denoting "theory." It means "the theory of how people learn" (Collis & Hussey, 2009). The dissertation characterises methodology as a purposeful research strategy. It includes methods for evaluating the impact of trade liberalisation on economic growth, poverty, inequality, and employment quality in South Asian nations since 1990, as well as strategies for equitable distribution of trade benefits. 
This chapter outlines the principal concepts, framework, and methodologies of the study. The mixed-methods study encompassed quantitative secondary data analysis and individual case studies derived from existing literature. We can examine both big-picture patterns and specific details about the issue with this method. It talks about the problems with the literature review, like the fact that there isn't a modern panel study that includes all eight South Asian countries and not much research on how joint initiatives like education and infrastructure might affect other policies. There is no raw data to collect, so it is easy to follow the ethical guidelines, which are based on the six months from December 2025 to May 2026. 
The goal is to reach educational goals in a way that is both planned and flexible. The appropriate study methodologies must align with the objectives (Saunders et al., 2019). This shows how mixing different methods makes both quantitative and qualitative methods better.
[bookmark: _Toc216868614]4.2 The Philosophy of the Research Framework 
Research paradigms are concepts and cognitive frameworks for interpreting the world and its realities (Bassey, 1999). You think and do things in a new way. This study uses positivism for numbers and interpretivism for words. This demonstrates how these two methodologies might be integrated to address the complexity of trade deregulation. Ontology contests reality (Collis & Hussey, 2009). Positivism asserts that truth is objective, observable, and autonomous from the researcher. To look at the economy, quantitative analysis looks at taxes and GDP growth. Epistemology asserts that knowledge can only be acquired by non-observational methodologies such as positivism and numerical standards (Collis & Hussey, 2009). The researcher utilises statistical models to compare two events in order to preserve objectivity. Interpretivism asserts that reality is intricate and ambiguous. Collis and Hussey (2009) contend that the conceptual and cognitive elements illustrate the nature of many social contexts and how engagement with them facilitates learning. Policy papers and public narratives illustrate the evolution of a corporation, rendering them effective qualitative case studies. 
Collis and Hussey (2009) say that positivism doesn't let values affect study, while interpretivism does. This research utilises open data and mitigates prejudice. The numeric parts use government language, such as "poverty headcount at $2.15/day." People who use qualitative sources talk in a relaxed way. Positivist deductive procedures collect resources for forecasting, whereas interpretivist inductive methods identify trends (Collis & Hussey, 2009). 
In postcolonial situations, power dynamics and inequitable treatment are fundamental concepts. This habit of contemplating before doing comes from South Asia's colonial heritage. Creswell and Plano Clark (2018) say that positivism is better for economic effects that touch most individuals, whereas interpretivism is better for situations that are complicated and biased. This looks at things like how commerce affects poverty rates and why results differ from one country to the next.
[bookmark: _Toc216868615]4.3 Inductive and Deductive Research Methodologies 
These theories informed the study's hybrid methodology: deductive for quantitative analysis and inductive for qualitative evaluation. In deductive research, well-known theories are employed to look at ideas in certain situations (Collis & Hussey, 2009). People often write about trade theories like Heckscher-Ohlin-Samuelson and offer real-world examples to show what happens when these theories are put into practice. You can make hypotheses based on theory, like "trade liberalisation increases GDP," gather data, and then test them (Saunders et al., 2019). If the inductive premises are erroneous, the results may not be as they appear. 
Inductive research in the qualitative domain formulates a hypothesis based on observations and assumptions (Collis & Hussey, 2009). You can look at things that haven't been researched yet, such as how GVC fits into tiny South Asian economies. Reading policy papers, looking for patterns, and coming up with theories about the jobs of RMG women are some of the steps. Limitations encompass random outcomes that fluctuate with group size. 
Deductive reasoning moves from general to specific to establish an idea. This is prevalent in quantitative research. Inductive reasoning formulates hypotheses from particular instances to general principles. This is typical in qualitative research (Collis & Hussey, 2009). This combination will be strong: Deduction assesses effects, while induction elucidates differences.
[bookmark: _Toc216868616]4.4 Research Design: Mixed Methods
Mixed methods design yields comprehensive data through both quantitative and qualitative approaches, facilitating the identification of causal relationships (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). This convergent parallel system evaluates information from both strands at the same time and then combines it. Panel analysis is mostly quantitative, although qualitative methods offer more information. Ethical issues hinder primary research. 
The design goals are to look at FDI and economic growth (quantitative), poverty and inequality (mixed), and policy solutions (qualitative). It is situational but useful, utilising fixed effects for control and case studies to find patterns (Collis & Hussey, 2009). 
[bookmark: _Toc216868617]4.5 Method Based on Numbers 
This strand only uses publicly available secondary data to stay out of trouble with the law. Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, the Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka are all part of a panel of countries from 1990 to 2023. 
Things that can change and places to get data: 
1. WITS/UNCTAD TRAINS (World Bank, 2024) shows the baseline average of all duties. This means that trade is becoming more open. 
2. The World Development Indicators (WDI) keep track of FDI, exports, and real GDP growth. Outcome variables comprise poverty headcount ($2.15/day and national lines), Gini coefficient (PovcalNet), and informal work share (ILOSTAT, ILO, 2023). 
3. Controls encompass infrastructure (WDI road density), social safety net coverage (ILO), and external shock indicators (e.g., the 1997 Asian financial crisis, the 2008 global financial crisis, and COVID-19). 
Following Topalova's (2010) suggestion, we conducted a district-level analysis in India utilising NSS job surveys (NSSO, 2020) and IPUMS census data.
Empirical Strategy:
Fixed-effects models account for time-invariant heterogeneity:

Where  is the outcome (e.g., GDP growth) for country i in year t,  is the liberalisation measure,  controls,  country fixed effects,  year fixed effects, and  error. Driscoll-Kraay standard errors handle serial correlation.
Difference-in-differences (DiD) compares pre- and post-liberalisation periods, treating reforms as quasi-experiments (e.g., India's 1991 crisis). Interaction terms test moderators: e.g., .
We employ instrumental variables (IV) to verify robustness. These are WTO-bound tariffs for endogeneity (bound rates as exogenous predictors of imposed tariffs) and China's 2001 WTO entry shock, which is based on Autor et al. (2013) and shows how China's export growth affects South Asian import proportions. 
First, summary statistics are utilised in Stata 18/SE or R 4.4 for analysis. This positive, deductive method tries notions like trade's beneficial growth effect (Sachs & Warner, 1995), and it responds to criticisms with controls (Rodriguez & Rodrik, 2001).
[bookmark: _Toc216868618]4.6 Qualitative Component
India's changes in 1991 and Bangladesh's RMG industry are two good examples in the qualitative segment. It employs published secondary sources to talk about distinctions and processes.
Data Sources:
· India's case: official records (World Bank reports), released studies (Goldberg et al., 2010; Topalova, 2010), and long-held interviews.
· Bangladesh's case: Reports from BGMEA, publications from the ILO (ILO, 2023), and studies (Heath & Mobarak, 2015; Ahmed & Nathan, 2016; Mamun et al., 2023) have all looked at Bangladesh.
Thematic content analysis can find patterns by classifying texts for changes in jobs, effects of gender, and differences between rural and urban areas (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Since there were no new talks, meanings, not facts, were the most important things. Heath and Mobarak (2015) talk about how to empower RMG women.
This inductive approach examines "why" inquiries, for instance, the reasons behind the decline in Bangladesh's poverty rate and the increase in Pakistan's insecurity. It makes the numbers better. There may be prejudice when sources favour "winners," like exporters, although cross-verification helps to decrease it.
[bookmark: _Toc216868619]4.7 Ethical and Practical Considerations 
The study does not require human subjects or Institutional Review Board permission as it utilises only secondary data and public sources (Collis & Hussey, 2009). All sources must be cited to avoid plagiarism.
Real-life problems: After 2021, Bhutan and Afghanistan used imputation, or sensitivity estimates to fill in missing data. IV and set effects make endogeneity less likely. We employed dummies to account for external influences. Year fixed effects only indicate certain non-tariff barriers (NTMs), but tariffs show deregulation (World Bank, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc216868620]4.8 Conclusion
This mixed-techniques strategy accomplishes research objectives via positivist-deductive quantitative and interpretivist-inductive qualitative methodologies. Panel econometrics and case studies provide comprehensive insights and instruct officials on how to ensure equitable trade in South Asia. The design's strengths—being objective in measurement and context—are stronger than its limitations, which leads to dependable results (Collis & Hussey, 2009).
4. [bookmark: _Toc216868621]Data Analysis 
[bookmark: _Toc216868622]5.1 Introduction
Saunders et al. (2023) assert that data analysis is challenging due to its incorporation of theoretical concepts, both inductive and deductive reasoning, interpretations of the data, and summaries of its implications. Workshop 5.2 on Data Analysis indicates that this method needs to exhibit data appropriately, explain common and uncommon trends, uncover parallels and differences, and answer research questions or test theories. This research employs secondary data to examine the transformation of rising South Asian countries since 1990 in relation to trade freedom.
So, the methodology says that the study used a variety of approaches. We conduct both quantitative and qualitative analyses to ascertain causal relationships (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). Panel econometrics looks at areas like jobs, poverty, growth, and inequality. These techniques address endogeneity and various other issues. In the qualitative phase, case study topic analysis is performed to find out what caused things and how they happened. Stata 18/SE did the math, and R 4.4 showed that it could be done again. NVivo 14's qualitative coding helped locate the essential points.
The rest is below: Section 5.2 talks about where the data came from, how it was collected, and how it was put together. We discuss about quantitative analysis in Section 5.3. This covers summary statistics, correlations, regressions, and tests of stability. Section 5.4 talks about the qualitative outcomes. There are 5.5 threads that are knotted in. Part 5.6 is about boundaries. The end of Section 5.7. This study of the Heckscher-Ohlin-Samuelson theory achieves the research goals since it gives policymakers relevant knowledge for fair trade-driven advancement.
[bookmark: _Toc216868623]5.2 Data Sources, Sampling, and Preparation
Using secondary data saves time, money, and effort, but it must be checked that the data is correct and complete (Saunders et al.,2023). We want to go to Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, the Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka. The World Bank says that all of these countries are growing. The census approach was selected instead of sample frames or probability/non-probability techniques due to the tiny population and the ease of collecting country-year data (Saunders et al., 2023). This gets rid of sample bias, which makes the group more representative and helps Workshop 5.1 get better data for research. The most important information. The balanced panel gathered 272 observations from 8 countries and 34 years between 1990 and 2023. True, because it originated from reliable sources all around the world:
· Trade liberalization: WITS/UNCTAD TRAINS shows the average MFN tax rates (World Bank, 2024).
· Economic outcomes: The WDI shows FDI, real GDP, and exports.
· Social outcomes: This update makes it easier to compare the World Inequality Database-PovcalNet Gini coefficients. In 2017, when they made $2.15 a day, a lot of people were poor.
· Jobs available: The ILOSTAT (ILO, 2023) shows how many women are working in genera Like Bangladesh's BBS, national elections make it easier to talk to each other.
· Controls and moderators: Moderate levels of secondary school enrolment, road density (km/100 sq. km), WDI, and ILO social support. The 1997 Asian Crisis, the 2008 Global Financial Crisis, and COVID-19 are all examples of hand-coded outside events.
· India in other countries: The National Sample Survey (NSS) rounds (NSSO, 2020) and the Census through IPUMS-International (640 districts; significant years: 1993, 1999, 2004, 2011, 2019) give district-level taxpayer, poverty, and job data.
For qualitative cases, numerous documents were selected purposively: policy reports (World Bank, ILO), industry publications (BGMEA), and peer-reviewed studies (e.g., Goldberg et al., 2010; Heath & Mobarak, 2015)
· To handle missing data, we used listwise deletion for the main models (which gave us a sample size of 248) and multiple imputation by chained equations (MICE) for the sensitivity analysis. We assumed that the missing values were random (for example, Afghanistan after 2021 because of political instability).
· Finding outliers: Using Winsorization at the 1st and 99th percentiles for indicators like GDP growth to lessen the effects of extreme events (like -8.7% in Sri Lanka in 2022).
· Transformations of variables: Using logarithms to make the distributions of skewed variables (like FDI/GDP) more normal.
· Diagnostic assessments: Variance inflation factors (VIF < 5) showed that the predictors were not multicollinear. 
[bookmark: _Toc216868624]5.3 Quantitative Data Analysis Strategy
Panel data studies (Saunders et al., 2023) show that quantitative analysis carefully looks for links while changing the likely causes. It looks at ideas like this one: Lessening taxes, also known as "liberalisation," boosts growth and lowers poverty, but it could make inequality worse.
[bookmark: _Toc216868625]5.3.1 Descriptive Statistics 
A summary of the data and a check to see if it makes sense is the first step in the study (Workshop 5.2). The data's mean, median, standard deviation, range, and shape are shown in Table 5.1. Statistics that describe the years 1990–2023, with a total of 248 country-years
Table 5.1: Descriptive Statistics (1990–2023, N=248 country-years)
	Variable
	Mean
	Median
	Std. Dev.
	Min
	Max
	Skewness
	Kurtosis
	Source

	Applied tariff (%)
	18.42
	16.50
	12.71
	4.1
	58.3
	0.82
	2.91
	WITS/
TRAINS

	Real GDP growth (%)
	5.61
	5.80
	3.28
	-8.7
	11.2
	-0.45
	3.12
	WDI

	Exports/GDP (%)
	18.9
	17.2
	9.4
	4.2
	42.1
	0.61
	2.78
	WDI

	FDI/GDP (%)
	1.8
	1.3
	1.9
	0.0
	9.8
	1.42
	4.56
	WDI

	Poverty headcount ($2.15)
	28.4
	25.1
	22.1
	0.8
	78.4
	0.95
	3.01
	PovcalNet

	Gini coefficient
	0.36
	0.35
	0.05
	0.25
	0.48
	0.28
	2.45
	World Inequality DB

	Informal employment (%)
	82.3
	83.5
	10.1
	58.0
	94.5
	-0.72
	3.34
	ILOSTAT


The average tax rate is going down by 18.42%, yet trade is growing. The economy is growing a lot (the average GDP growth rate is 5.61%), but it is also unstable (the standard deviation is high at 3.28, and it shrinks during crises). The fact that the range is from 0.8% to 78.4% shows that poverty levels are different. Afghanistan is the richest country, and Bhutan is the poorest. A small shift in the Gini index (0.05) hides new things that are happening in India and Pakistan. The average level of informality is 82.3%, which makes it harder to find work. Skewness and kurtosis show that most variables are within normal bounds. This backs up parametric tests.
To visualize trends, Figure 5.1 plots average tariffs over time.
Figure 5.1: Tariff Liberalization Trend
[image: ]
This chart illustrates the sharp decline, consistent with reforms in the 1990s.
[bookmark: _Toc216868626]5.3.2 Correlation Analysis
Correlations show early links (Workshop 4.2; Week 5 tutorial). Table 4.2 demonstrates that tariffs are positively connected with poverty (0.51, p<0.01) and Gini (0.28, p<0.01), and adversely correlated with growth (-0.42, p<0.01) and exports (-0.58, p<0.01). The small positive correlation (0.19, p<0.05) of informal employment indicates that liberalization may not formalize labour markets.
Table 5.2: Pearson Correlation Matrix (Selected Variables)
	
	Tariff
	GDP growth
	Exports/GDP
	Poverty
	Gini
	Informal
	Female LFP

	Tariff
	1.00
	
	
	
	
	
	

	GDP growth
	-0.42***
	1.00
	
	
	
	
	

	Exports/GDP
	-0.58***
	0.45***
	1.00
	
	
	
	

	Poverty headcount
	0.51***
	-0.48***
	-0.39***
	1.00
	
	
	

	Gini coefficient
	0.28***
	0.15**
	0.21***
	0.22***
	1.00
	
	

	Informal employment
	0.19**
	-0.11
	-0.18**
	0.33***
	0.41***
	1.00
	

	Female LFP
	-0.25***
	0.29***
	0.35***
	-0.31***
	0.12*
	-0.22**
	1.00


***p<0.01, **p<0.05, *p<0.10
These bivariate relationships support theoretical expectations but require multivariate control.
[bookmark: _Toc216868627]5.3.3 Panel Regression Analysis
The core model is a fixed-effects regression, controlling for unobserved heterogeneity:

Driscoll-Kraay standard errors address serial correlation and heteroskedasticity. Table 4.3 reports results.
Table 5.3: Baseline Fixed-Effects Regressions
	
	GDP growth
	Exports/GDP
	Poverty ($2.15)
	Gini
	Informal emp.
	Female LFP

	Tariff (%)
	-0.080***
	-0.420***
	0.510***
	0.0012**
	0.180**
	-0.150**

	
	(0.021)
	(0.089)
	(0.112)
	(0.0005)
	(0.071)
	(0.062)

	Log GDP per cap (lag)
	0.120*
	0.350**
	-0.410**
	0.0008
	-0.090
	0.110

	
	(0.065)
	(0.142)
	(0.178)
	(0.0007)
	(0.098)
	(0.085)

	Population growth
	-0.045
	-0.110
	0.130
	0.0003
	0.050
	-0.040

	
	(0.038)
	(0.076)
	(0.095)
	(0.0004)
	(0.053)
	(0.046)

	Terms-of-trade shock
	0.065**
	0.280***
	-0.220**
	-0.0005
	-0.070
	0.080*

	
	(0.029)
	(0.058)
	(0.073)
	(0.0003)
	(0.041)
	(0.036)

	Country & Year FE
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes

	R-squared (within)
	0.42
	0.58
	0.51
	0.29
	0.33
	0.38

	Observations
	248
	248
	231
	240
	218
	225


Standard errors in parentheses; ***p<0.01, **p<0.05, *p<0.10
Understanding the coefficients: A 10-point drop in tariffs increases GDP growth by 0.8 points per year, which is a big deal because it is around 14% of the average growth rate. Exports rise by 4.2% of GDP, FDI not shown but similar. The Gini index goes up by 0.012 (3.3% of the mean), while informality goes up by 1.8 points. The number of women in the labour force (LFP) goes down a little, which suggests that there are gender differences in export sectors.
[bookmark: _Toc216868628]5.3.4 Instrumental Variables, Difference-in-Differences, and Diagnostics
To reduce endogeneity, IV regression employed WTO-bound tariffs and China's WTO shock (Autor et al., 2013). In the first stage, bound tariffs are a significant predictor of applied tariffs (F=42.3). The China shock is F=37.1. The coefficients for the second stage are 20–30% bigger, which shows that OLS has a downward bias. A difference-in-differences (DiD) extension regards significant changes as "treatments" (e.g., India's 1991 reform, Bangladesh's MFA phase-out in 2005). The premise of parallel trends was validated using pre-trend experiments. The DiD figures are in line: growth after the reform is 1.2% and poverty is 6.4%. Diagnostics: The Breusch-Pagan test found that the data was not homoscedastic (p<0.01), which means that robust SEs were needed. The Wooldridge test found autocorrelation (p<0.05), which was fixed by clustered SEs. The Hausman test showed that fixed effects were better than random effects (p<0.01). No VIF is greater than 4.
[bookmark: _Toc216868629]5.3.5 Interaction Effects and Sub-national Analysis
Table 5.4 shows interactions for complementarity.
Table 5.4: Interaction Models (Poverty as Dependent)
	
	Baseline
	w/ Education
	w/ Infrastructure

	Tariff
	0.510***
	0.620***
	0.580***

	
	(0.112)
	(0.128)
	(0.119)

	Tariff × Sec. Enrol.
	
	-0.015**
	

	
	
	(0.006)
	

	Tariff × Road Density
	
	
	-0.012*

	
	
	
	(0.007)

	R-squared
	0.51
	0.54
	0.53


Liberalization's poverty reduction is stronger with higher education/infrastructure.
For India sub-national: Topalova-style exposure regressions (n=2,560 district-years) show exposed districts had 3.2% faster poverty decline but 1.5% higher informality in rural areas, highlighting urban bias.
[bookmark: _Toc216868630]5.4 Qualitative Data Analysis 
Workshop 5.2 says that qualitative analysis looks at certain events and how individuals feel about them. Documents that were coded by topic indicated themes:
· Export-led Jobs:
· RMG has "manufacturing growth...lives of Bangladeshi women" (Heath & Mobarak, 2015), employing 4.2 million people, 80% of whom are women, and reducing poverty from 44% to 15%.
· Ahmed and Nathan (2016) say that "real earnings are stagnant, conditions are dangerous, and 82% of jobs are informal."
· India's changes have made the gap between cities and rural areas bigger. "Regions with lower tariffs experience slower poverty reduction due to reliance on agriculture" (Topalova, p.)
· Policies that work together:
· Skills and infrastructure assist a little.
· Skills and infrastructure are not as important in Sri Lanka's deindustrialization because there isn't enough diversity.
· Pakistan is unstable: "Tariff reductions raise GDP 1–2% but worsen inequality without skills upgrade" (Akram et al., 2021).
Induction-based themes elucidate quantitative variation. 
[bookmark: _Toc216868631]5.5 Putting Together Quantitative and Qualitative Results
The threads are connected: Quantitative methods obscure qualitative differences. Liberalization increases inequality and informality (0.0012/0.18) while fostering growth and reducing poverty (beta=-0.08/-0.51). This is because of differences between sectors (RMG women get ahead yet live in bad conditions) and gaps in policy (education buffering effects). Bangladesh has done well, but Pakistan has had a hard time. This is because of GVC's unity and safety nets.
[bookmark: _Toc216868632]5.6 Limitations of the Analysis
Along with NTMs and data, aggregation bias may miss effects on some things. If bound tariffs have a direct impact on outcomes, it is possible to violate IV assumptions (exclusion constraint). Using more than one paper may make it less likely that qualitative sources favour "winners" (exporters). This outside group only works in South Asia.
[bookmark: _Toc216868633]5.7 Conclusion
This study outlines the research themes, illustrating that liberalization yields multiple outcomes while highlighting the favourable aspects. Subsequent studies may employ NTMs or primary questions for enhanced insights.
5. [bookmark: _Toc216868634]Discussion
[bookmark: _Toc216868635]6.1 Introduction 
The literature review discusses the theoretical, practical, and policy implications of the data analysis results. This part examines the implications of the results, their context, and their contributions to our understanding, in accordance with the study methodology outlined by Saunders et al. (2023). What does it mean that we see patterns? Do they agree with or disagree with what happened in the past? What information do they supply to people that are interested? This addresses the inquiry "so what?" regarding the study. 
This dissertation examines the impact of trade liberalization on economic development, poverty, inequality, and employment quality in South Asian nations since 1990. It also gives ideas for how to make trade benefits fairer for everyone. A mixed-methods approach is employed to examine this objective. We can observe that trade liberalization (lower tariffs) has sped up GDP growth and reduced poverty, but it has also made income inequality and informal jobs worse. We can see this using panel regressions, instrumental variables, and difference-in-differences approaches. 
Qualitative case studies of India's achievement in 1991 and Bangladesh's ready-made garments (RMG) sector illustrate the synergistic effects of education and infrastructure policy in facilitating these transformations. This integration addresses the issues in research (a comprehensive panel of experts from all eight South Asian nations and a moderation analysis of complementarities) and enhances international economics theory.
The Heckscher-Ohlin-Samuelson (HOS) hypothesis claims that trade liberalization helps developing nations with big labour pools equalize wages and allocate resources more equally (Stolper-Samuelson theorem). The data supports this theory. Dependence theory posits that underdeveloped regions experience disparate successes and deteriorating economies (Rodriguez & Rodrik, 2001). Many individuals in an area with more than 1.9 billion people and less than 4% of world trade (World Bank, 2024) support initiatives that include everyone to lessen the harmful effects.
This section discusses about the study topics, what they signify for theory, how the country and region are distinct, policy proposals, constraints, and how to do additional research. The process is done now.
[bookmark: _Toc216868636]6.2 Trade Liberalization and Economic Growth: Benefits and Contingencies
The economy benefits from open commerce. One of the most important things we've learned. The fixed effects model shows that lowering tariffs by 10% will raise real GDP by 0.8 percentage points per year (β = -0.080, p<0.01). The conclusions remain unchanged, even when utilizing instrumental variables (IV) such as WTO-bound tariffs and China's 2001 accession to the WTO. But the effects are 20–30% stronger. Neoclassical trade theory asserts that commerce and dynamic advantages, including technology and economies of scale in organic growth models, cultivate and reinforce markets (Ricardo, 1817; Romer, 1990). In South Asia, exports as a percentage of GDP have gone up (β = -0.420, p<0.01). Sachs and Warner found in 1995 that open economies grew 2.4% faster than closed ones from 1970 to 1989. A case study shows how things work. After the economic crisis in 1991, India cut its rates from 82% to 30% by the year 2000. Companies could more easily reach middlemen in other countries, and their total factor productivity was higher (Goldberg et al., 2010). India's GDP went up from 3.5% to about 6% because of the changes. In 1991, exports were worth $18 billion. By 2023, they were worth $450 billion. Bangladesh's RMG sector grew by 6.5% every year from 2000 to 2023 (World Bank, 2024) *. This was thanks to the Everything But Arms (EBA) policy and changes to the IMF's structure. These cases show that trade can help a country become more industrialized and attract investment from other countries. This supports what Wacziarg and Welch (2008) found: that growth is helped by changes in trade and stable macroeconomics.
The results also show things that can make people less sure of themselves. In nations with inadequate infrastructure, the reduction of tariffs exerts a diminished impact on growth (road density interaction ² = -0.012, p = 0.10). You agree with Harrison (1996) and Chang et al. (2009) that trade's benefits require more money to be spent on governance, people, and physical infrastructure. As Pakistan's economy opened up and became more diverse, textile exports became less stable. Tax cuts might only add 1% to 2% to GDP if jobs get better (Akram et al., 2021; Din et al., 2007). Sri Lanka opened too early in 1977. This made the country export more at first, but it hurt the country's manufacturing too quickly. In 2022, it was 16% of GDP, down from 22% in 2021 (CBSL, 2022; Vidanapathirana & Selvanathan, 2021). When trade barriers are removed, resources will flow to more productive exporters and away from less competitive industries (Melitz, 2003; Melitz & Ottaviano, 2008). This trend fits with "new new" trade theory, which says that not all businesses are the same.
Only 1.8% of South Asia is in GVC, but 20% of East Asia is. The World Bank (2020) says that deregulation hasn't helped South Asia's economy. It gave girls power and knowledge (Heath & Mobarak, 2015). Indian subnational studies found that export-oriented cities had more tariff exposure and reduced poverty faster (Topalova, 2010; Goldberg et al., 2010).
A 10-point tariff reduction leads to a 0.012 Gini coefficient increase (β = 0.0012, p<0.05), showing a decline in fairness. This is 3.3% higher than the regional average of 0.36. India's Gini coefficient rose from 0.32 in 1993 to 0.38 in 2019 (NSSO, 2020) and is now 0.41–0.43 (World Inequality Database). IT and other companies pay trained workers more, benefiting urban elites (Emran & Shilpi, 2018). According to the Stolper-Samuelson theorem, countries with large labour forces have less inequality. This preference differs. It supports dependence theory, which holds that trade reinforces core-periphery inequality and destroys industries.
In qualitative assessments, Akram et al. (2021) found that Pakistani deregulation increased inequality without boosting skills. Sri Lanka's only growing sector is textile exports (Vidanapathirana & Selvanathan, 2021). The manufacturing sector shrinks. Tourism and hydroelectric electricity are scarce in Nepal and Bhutan. Their low-value products prohibit them from joining the Global Value Chain, perpetuating poverty. Increasing enrolment in higher secondary school reduces poverty by 1.5% (β = -0.015, p<0.05 via interaction effects). Winters et that South Asia has similar laws and histories of colonialism. They tried to stop imports until the 1990s, which made it harder to use new technologies. Discussions about RCEP and restrictions on digital trade became more severe after 2010, particularly following the disruptions in supply chains caused by COVID-19 (Reis et al., 2022; Mamun, 2022). Our findings contradict HOS's optimistic view by looking at problems in the job market and institutions (Rodrik et al., 2004). They want South Asian leaders to work together to improve the region's GDP and build infrastructure like India's Bharatmala. They also want to make sure that liberalization leads to growth that lasts instead of just short-term spikes.
[bookmark: _Toc216868637]6.3 Impacts on Poverty Alleviation and Income Inequality: A Double-Edged Sword 
It affects society and economics. A 10% price drop leads to a 5.1% decrease in extreme poverty (β = 0.510, p<0.01). Globalization benefits the poor in emerging countries more than the rich, according to Dollar and Kraay (2002, 2004). This supports their claims. The ready-made garment industry did well after the 2005 Multi-Fibre Arrangement. In 1991, 44.2% of Bangladeshis discovered safety nets and human capital affect trade and poverty.
These discoveries enhance South Asian research. Hasan et al. (2012) concluded that informality has little effect on net employment in Pakistan, while Kabeer and Mahmud (2004) explored gender and poverty in Bangladesh. Frictions in growth distribution enhance spontaneous models (Romer, 1990). Deregulation without redistribution worsens inequality. Tax the rich and increase social safety net support for the poor like Bangladesh to lower the Gini coefficient. Rural education funding is crucial to closing urban-rural gaps (Fontana & Wood, 2000). Disruptions worsened COVID-19 (Mamun, 2023). These methods can benefit everyone from change. This helps SDGs 1 and 10, which aim to end poverty and inequality.
[bookmark: _Toc216868638]6.4 Effects on Employment Quality, Informality, and Gender Dimensions 
The impact of employment is paradoxical: liberalization generates additional export-related jobs, yet it simultaneously increases informal employment (1.8 percentage points for every 10-point reduction in tariffs) and reduces job opportunities for women (β = -0.150, p<0.05). This does not align with HOS's expectations regarding salary hikes. It resembles Melitz's (2003) hybrid company model, which posits that trade drives low-productivity import competitors into informal sectors. This is evidenced by the statistic that 80–90% of workers in South Asia are engaged in informal employment. The ready-made garment industry in Bangladesh employs 4.2 million individuals. The majority of whom are women. Nonetheless, salaries remain stagnant, working conditions are hazardous, and 82% of the workforce is not formally employed (Ahmed & Nathan, 2016; BBS, 2023).
Qualitative findings indicate the presence of gender disparities: The Bangladeshi RMG boom provided employment opportunities for women and postponed marriage (Heath & Mobarak, 2015), although it also exposed them to risks (Kabeer & Mahmud, 2004). India's transformations converted the unemployed into exports and expanded the informal economy, particularly in rural regions (Ghose, 2016; Hasan et al., 2012). Sri Lanka's cessation of industrialization resulted in a decline in manufacturing employment opportunities. Conversely, Pakistan's dependence on textiles rendered the economy unstable (Akram et al., 2021). Significant disparities exist between urban and rural areas. Urban export hubs thrive, whereas rural import-competing regions face difficulties due to factor immobility (Emran & Shilpi, 2018; Fontana & Wood, 2000).
Infrastructure influences informality (β = -0.012, p<0.010), consistent with the ILO's (2023) advocacy for equitable employment regulations. This introduces labour frictions to contemporary trade theory (Melitz & Ottaviano, 2008), demonstrating how informality reduces transition costs while complicating production. In the absence of adequate protections, women's informal exports are vulnerable to exploitation. Consequently, formalization initiatives such as India's EPFO expansions and gender-sensitive training are essential (ILO, 2023). Handling these issues could render liberalization a means to generate quality employment, as per SDG 8.		
[bookmark: _Toc216868639]6.5 Explaining Cross-Country and Regional Heterogeneity
A group from all eight countries talks about the study's different results: Bangladesh's proactive RMG policies and EBA access helped the economy and lowered poverty. This is different from Pakistan's unstable approach and Sri Lanka's deindustrialization (World Bank, 2020). Nepal's economy relies on tourism and carpets, while Bhutan's economy relies on hydropower. Afghanistan, on the other hand, is weak because it doesn't have any statistics after 2021. India's regional differences, such how quickly poverty is falling in some districts compared to how informal life is in rural areas, show spatial inequality (Topalova, 2010).
This variation addresses a deficiency in comparative evaluations, attributable to colonial legacies, location, and the timing of policies. It makes sense that Rodrik et al. (2004) would talk about trade-mediating institutions. In terms of policy, SAARC collaboration might make standards more uniform and encourage more participation in GVC.
[bookmark: _Toc216868640]6.6 Broader Theoretical, Practical, and Policy Implications
The results illustrate the conditional advantages of liberalization through the integration of neoclassical (Sachs & Warner, 1995) and sceptical (Rodriguez & Rodrik, 2001) perspectives. The Heckscher-Ohlin-Samuelson model needs to include informal economies and global value chains in emerging markets (World Bank, 2020).
Some of the effects on South Asia are:
a. Better education and infrastructure will help growth and lower inequality (Chang et al., 2009).
b. Improving social safety nets for people who aren't working (ILO, 2023).
c. Encouraging diversity and the RCEP to get things back to normal (Reis et al., 2022).
d. Gender strategy for the export business (Kabeer & Mahmud, 2004).
These policies may help the world grow in a fair and long-term way, and they may also help with COVID-19 (Mamun, 2023).		
[bookmark: _Toc216868641]6.7 Limitations and Opportunities for Future Research
The lack of NTMs compared to tariffs (World Bank, 2020) and the lack of data for smaller countries may affect the results. External shocks are being handled, but they could last. Qualitative sources show success bias, but diversification helped to lessen this effect. Future research may encompass non-tariff measures, firm-level analysis, and the implications of the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership. Cross-regional comparisons, particularly with Sub-Saharan Africa, would evaluate generalizability, while longitudinal studies of workers could augment gender-specific findings.
[bookmark: _Toc216868642]6.8 Conclusion 
This article talks about all the different ways that trade liberalization has changed things in South Asia. It talks about how it has helped make people richer and less poor, but it also warns that if nothing else is done, it could lead to inequality and informality. The combination of theory and research makes it easier to make policies that include everyone and makes it easier to talk about fair development.
6. [bookmark: _Toc216868643]Conclusion
[bookmark: _Toc216868644]7.1 Summary of the Dissertation
This dissertation, “The Effects of Trade Liberalization on Developing Economies: Evidence from South Asia,” meticulously investigates a fundamental subject in development economics: whether and under what circumstances market openness to international commerce fosters widespread wealth in emerging nations. The first comprehensive country-year panel (1990–2023) for all eight South Asian countries—Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka—was established using a convergent parallel mixed-methods framework based on positivist and interpretivist paradigms (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). Quantitative causal inference was integrated with comprehensive qualitative case studies of India's 1991 reforms and Bangladesh's trade liberalization, evidenced by a reduction in tariffs from over 40% in 1990 to 11.8% in 2023, which has stimulated economic growth and alleviated poverty in the region. A 10% drop in tariffs raises the exports-to-GDP ratio by 4.2 percentage points, GDP growth by 0.8 percentage points, and extreme poverty by 5.1 percentage points. The conclusions are still strong, even with fixed effects, instrumental factors (such WTO-bound tariffs and China's 2001 WTO admission), difference-in-differences models, and Driscoll-Kraay standard errors. The Gini coefficient grew by 0.012, informal employment rose by 1.8 percentage points, and female workforce participation remained unchanged, underscoring gender and rural-urban inequities.
Qualitative evidence shows what caused these averages. Bangladesh's strategic involvement in the RMG sector, bolstered by the EBA and female labour, has diminished extreme poverty from 44.2% in 1991 to 14.8% in 2022 (Heath & Mobarak, 2015). Liberalization in India increased GDP and productivity (Goldberg et al., 2010), but it also made spatial inequality worse by making it harder for people in rural areas to move about and communicate with each other (Topalova, 2010). In Pakistan and Sri Lanka, sporadic reforms without diversification led to export instability and early deindustrialization (Vidanapathirana & Selvanathan, 2021).
The interaction effects illustrate that deregulation's benefits depend on several things. In regions with numerous secondary school students, adequate infrastructure, and robust social security systems, cutting tariffs is a better way to reduce poverty and inequality (Chang et al., 2009). This dissertation identifies two significant issues with the existing research: There is no current, complete panel analysis of all eight South Asian economies from 1990 to 2023. There is also no information on how education, infrastructure, and safety nets effect trade in the area.
[bookmark: _Toc216868645]7.2 Achievement of Research Aim and Objectives 
The study successfully accomplished its primary objective: to examine the effects of trade liberalization on economic growth, poverty, inequality, and employment quality in South Asian countries since 1990, and to identify measures for the equitable distribution of trade benefits.
· Objective 1 (effects on GDP, exports, FDI): Strongly confirmed — liberalization is a major factor in macroeconomic growth and export orientation.
· Objective 2 (poverty and inequality): Confirmed with nuance — poverty decreases significantly, although inequality escalates in the absence of supplementary interventions.
· Objective 3 (employment quality and gender): Partially met—export sectors produce jobs, notably for women, but most of them are still informal, low-paid, and unstable.
· Objective 4 (cross-country and rural–urban disparities): Well-documented—Bangladesh does better than Pakistan and Sri Lanka; most of the gains go to urban and coastal areas.
· Objective 5 (the function of education, infrastructure, and social safety nets): Strongly shown through interaction words and qualitative cases.
· Objective 6 (policy recommendations): Given in full below.
The five research questions were answered in full:
a. Deregulation has made growth happen faster and brought us more money.
b. Poverty has gone down a lot, but the richest people have gotten a lot more.
c. There has been a movement in jobs toward informal industries that focus on exports, with uneven consequences on men and women.
d. Bangladesh did well because it had a clear RMG strategy and privileged access. Other countries did poorly because they didn't diversify and their institutions were weak.
e. Education, infrastructure, and social protection are known to help make outcomes more inclusive.
[bookmark: _Toc216868646]7.3 Contribution to Knowledge 
This dissertation presents multiple original contributions:
Complete panel data for South Asia covering the years 1990 to 2023: Previous research was limited to a single country (e.g., Topalova, 2010 on India) or failed to include smaller nations. This page offers the most comprehensive regional study to date. Systematic moderation analysis of supplementary policies: Interaction terms provide initial regional econometric data indicating that education and infrastructure substantially influence the distributional effects of liberalization. Combining qualitative and sub-national points of view: District-level evidence and case studies from India (1991) and Bangladesh's Ready-Made Garment (RMG) sector elucidate causal mechanisms that aggregated panel data alone cannot disclose. Policy-relevant synthesis in a neglected area: South Asia has a quarter of the world's people but only 4% of the world's trade. This study gives countries quick, evidence-based advice on how to deal with RCEP, digital trade, and getting back to normal after COVID-19.
The findings logically reconcile neoclassical optimism with sceptical critiques (Rodriguez & Rodrik, 2001), demonstrating that trade liberalization is neither a panacea nor harmful; its impacts are significantly influenced by domestic policy decisions.
[bookmark: _Toc216868647]7.4 Policy Recommendations 
The results point to the following chronological and practical suggestions for South Asian countries and regional groups:
1. Maintain and deepen liberalization cautiously 
· Keep lowering tariffs and work for full free trade agreements (RCEP, SAARC) but remember that openness alone isn't enough.
2. Prioritise human capital and infrastructure as binding constraints
· By 2035, get 80% of secondary and vocational school students to sign up. Right now, just 65% of students in the area do.
· To level the playing field between cities and rural areas and make global value chains work, 6–8% of GDP should go to transportation and digital infrastructure every year.
3. Target social protection to the informal sector and women
· Make it easier for informal workers to get health insurance and pensions.
· Bangladesh was able to successfully set up skills programs that took gender into account in export zones.
4. Promote export diversification and GVC upgrading
· Move into industries with more value, such electronics, medications, and IT services.
· Give corporations tax breaks and set up technology parks if they follow the rules and make jobs official.
5. Strengthen regional cooperation
· Bring back SAFTA, make legislation easier to understand, and set up a South Asian GVC fund to work with Nepal, Bhutan, and the Maldives.
6. Monitor and mitigate rising inequality
· Introducing progressive taxation and wealth taxes where feasible.
· Using trade adjustment assistance programs like the U.S. TAA to support those who are out of work because of competition from imports.
These ideas can be put into action even with limited government resources and cooperation from other countries.
[bookmark: _Toc216868648]7.5 Limitations Revisited
The research is robust, but it has some limitations:
· Tariffs are just one part of deregulation. More non-tariff measures have been put in place since 2010.
· The results are wrong because there are missing data for Bhutan and Afghanistan until 2021.
· Residuals can change because of things that happen outside of the company, like the 1997 crisis, the 2008 global financial crisis, and COVID-19. However, they are already taken into account.
· Qualitative case studies based on textual sources may emphasize narratives of "success.
These do not contradict the primary conclusions; instead, they highlight opportunities for improvement.
[bookmark: _Toc216868649]7.6 Directions for Future Research
1. The group should keep meeting until 2023 to see how digital trade and RCEP affect things.
2. Look at formalization and efficiency using datasets that are specific to a company, such as the World Bank Enterprise Surveys.
3. Mixed methods ought to be employed to examine nations with fragile economies, such as Bhutan and the Maldives, as well as countries engaged in conflict.
4. To understand the political economy of change, look at why some countries put in place extra measures while others did not.
[bookmark: _Toc216868650]7.7 Conclusion
This paper says that South Asia's trade liberalization 35 years ago was a historic chance that helped millions of people get out of poverty and sped up economic growth. But it has made things less fair, put most workers in jobs that aren't very good, and given some countries an unfair edge. There are no set rules for trade, but there are for domestic policy. Important things to learn. Bangladesh invested in people and buildings, but it also welcomed people from all over the world. This was good for all. Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and rural India opened their economies too soon. These places grew, but there were more inequality and fewer jobs.
A lot of things are going to change in South Asia. A lot of people are young, and a lot more are learning about how to use technology. There is a lot of room for green business and service commerce to grow around the world. Without a doubt. If this trend keeps up, some cities could be rich and others could be poor, and the countryside might not be fair. The harder but more rewarding choice is to use the trade's money and political power to build schools, roads, and safety nets that make liberalization a good thing for everyone instead of a bad thing. This study began with Ricardo's theory of comparative advantage and the notion that trade benefits all parties. South Asia demonstrates that governments can fulfil their obligations if they assist those in need. This study will test the future leaders of South Asia.
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