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[bookmark: _Toc231977698]1. Introduction, Background and Research Problem
International trade continues to play a significant role in economic development as it provides a link between domestic production and larger markets, foreign currency earnings and increased competition. In developing regions, exports are often associated with growth as export activity can lead to production, firms can be encouraged to be more productive and countries can benefit from demand outside their domestic economy. The export-led growth hypothesis provides the rationale for this as it posits that export expansion can contribute to national output through scale effects, learning effects and improved access to international markets (Balassa, 1978; Adelakun, 2025). This dissertation proposal aims to examine if that argument is discernible in South Asia in a recent period that has been defined by the COVID-19 shock and the recovery that ensued.
South Asia is an appropriate setting since it includes a number of developing economies with varying degrees of export dependence, but common external shocks of demand and supply, inflation and trade conditions. The World Bank (2026a) says that the growth prospects of South Asia continue to be tied to trade reforms and new export industries, and are also influenced by global headwinds. This implies that exports are not only a general economic issue, but also a current policy issue for the region. Export performance is important for countries like Bangladesh, India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Nepal, Bhutan and Maldives as it can have an impact on foreign exchange earnings, employment, manufacturing, tourism related services and overall economic confidence.
The research problem is that the export-growth nexus is a much talked about issue but in recent studies on South Asia, the focus is on trade openness and not on export dependence per se. Typically, trade openness is measured as the sum of exports and imports as a share of GDP, which is helpful but does not focus on the export side of the equation. For instance, Ahmadi, Rabin and Qadamshahi (2025) examine the relationship between trade openness and growth in South Asian countries over a long period and Hemat et al. (2026) investigate the relationship between international trade and growth in selected South Asian economies through various variables. While these studies are valuable, there is still scope for a simpler dissertation level study which takes export dependence as the independent variable and GDP growth as the dependent variable.
The topic is also timely as the time frame of 2015-2024 provides a comparison of pre-pandemic and post-pandemic conditions. The pre-pandemic period is defined as the years 2015-2019 and the pandemic/recovery period as the years 2020-2024. This is significant as COVID-19 affected international trade, demand, logistics and domestic production. An analysis of the export-growth relationship based on open World Bank data for these two periods can reveal if the relationship seems to be stable, weaker or stronger after the pandemic. Hence, the proposed dissertation is valid as it is based on a clear problem, a simple model, readily available data and a contemporary regional context.
[bookmark: _Toc231977699]2. Research Aim, Objectives and Questions
The aim of this study is to examine whether export dependence has a statistically significant effect on economic growth in seven South Asian countries using World Bank secondary data from 2015 to 2024.
The objectives of the study are: 
1. To collect World Bank secondary data on export dependence and GDP growth for Bangladesh, India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Nepal, Bhutan and Maldives from 2015 to 2024.
2. To examine the trend of export dependence and economic growth in the selected South Asian countries during the pre-pandemic period of 2015 to 2019 and the post-pandemic period of 2020 to 2024. 
3. To test whether export dependence has a statistically significant relationship with GDP growth. 
4. To evaluate whether the findings support the export-led growth argument in the South Asian context.
The main research question is: 
· Does export dependence significantly affect economic growth in South Asia from 2015 to 2024? 
The supporting questions are: 
· What are the trends in export dependence across the seven selected South Asian countries? 
· What are the trends in GDP growth across the same countries and period? 
· Is the relationship between export dependence and GDP growth positive, negative or statistically insignificant?
· Is the relationship different between the pre-pandemic and post-pandemic periods?
The proposed hypothesis is: 
· H1: Export dependence has a statistically significant positive effect on economic growth in South Asian countries.
The null hypothesis is: 
· H0: Export dependence has no statistically significant effect on economic growth in South Asian countries.
[bookmark: _Toc231977700]3. Preliminary Literature Search and Research Gap
This study is based on the export-led growth hypothesis. Balassa (1978) suggested that exports can help in the economic growth by providing greater market opportunities and inducing more efficient production. This theory is still being discussed in recent research, with varying results in different areas and using different methods. Adelakun (2025) revisited the export-led growth hypothesis in African regional economies and pointed out that the export-growth relationship is an important issue in development economics. This makes the study of export dependence in South Asia relevant, particularly given the presence of developing economies in the region where export earnings may play a significant role in the growth and stability of the economy.
As is evident from the recent literature in South Asia, there is a close relationship between trade and growth, but the scope is not necessarily as narrow as the one suggested in this dissertation. Ahmadi, Rabin and Qadamshahi (2025) examine the relationship between trade openness and economic growth in South Asian countries during the period 1980-2023 and conclude that there is a long run relationship between trade openness and economic growth. Their study is valuable because it validates the relevance of trade, but it is not based on export dependence alone, but on trade openness. Hemat et al. (2026) also analyze the international trade and economic growth of selected South Asian countries, but their model incorporates exchange rate, population, and the study period is up to 2020. These decisions render their work more useful for more general macroeconomic analysis, but less useful for the direct export dependence-growth relationship during the most recent recovery years.
Other recent studies also reveal that the South Asian growth discourse is expanding and diversifying. Khan et al. (2025) explore the concept of sustainable development in the selected South Asian economies with various explanatory variables such as economic and social indicators. This broader perspective is helpful in the understanding of development, but it is not a simple two-variable model that can be applied transparently with open data in a bachelor's dissertation. The proposed study is not therefore intended to be a substitute for more sophisticated econometric studies. Rather, it provides a narrow and tractable analysis that directly examines the hypothesis that countries that are more export-oriented have higher GDP growth rates during the period studied.
The research gap is thus apparent. The existing literature on South Asian studies generally adopts the total trade openness, long time series, multiple control variables or time periods that do not fully capture the post-pandemic recovery up to 2024. There is limited recent work that focuses on export dependence as exports of goods and services as a percentage of GDP and examines the direct link between export dependence and GDP growth across seven South Asian countries using World Bank data from 2015 to 2024. This gap is significant because the export-growth relationship might have shifted after the pandemic as a result of disruption in global supply chains, inflationary pressures, and shifts in demand and recovery in services and manufacturing. The study will provide a gap between pre-pandemic and post-pandemic years in a current and practical manner, and not just repeat the older export-led growth debates.
[bookmark: _Toc231977701]4. Conceptual Model and Variables
The conceptual model is kept simple as the dissertation is intended to be a quantitative, secondary data study at the bachelor's level. The model is grounded on export-led growth theory which posits that exports have a positive impact on the national output through demand, productivity and foreign exchange earnings (Balassa, 1978; Adelakun, 2025). The study will thus involve only one independent variable and one dependent variable.
Figure 1: Proposed conceptual model
	Independent variable
	Expected relationship
	Dependent variable

	Export dependence
Exports of goods and services (% of GDP)
	Positive effect
	Economic growth
GDP growth (annual %)


Export dependence is defined as exports of goods and services as a percentage of GDP and is the independent variable. The World Bank (2026b) defines this indicator as the value of goods and market services supplied to the rest of the world, which includes merchandise and services like transport, travel, communication and financial services. The dependent variable is economic growth (GDP growth annual percentage). This indicator is presented as annual percentage change in GDP (at constant local currency prices) from the World Bank (2026c). These two indicators are appropriate because they are publicly available, they are comparable across countries, and they are directly related to the research question proposed.
Table 1: Variables and measurement
	Variable type
	Variable name
	Measurement
	Source

	Independent variable
	Export dependence
	Exports of goods and services (% of GDP)
	World Bank WDI

	Dependent variable
	Economic growth
	GDP growth (annual %)
	World Bank WDI

	Period grouping
	Pre/post-pandemic
	2015-2019 and 2020-2024
	Created by researcher


[bookmark: _Toc231977702]5. Research Methodology, Data Collection and Ethics
This study will be based on secondary data analysis using quantitative approach. It will not involve surveys, interviews, focus groups or other primary data collection techniques. This is methodologically consistent with the topic as the study focuses on economic indicators at the country level which are already collected and published by the World Bank. The study is quantitative in nature as both variables are numerical and the study is to test a measurable relationship between export dependence and GDP growth. This is a deductive approach as the study starts with the export-led growth theory and then checks if the positive relationship is found in the selected data.
The study population is the South Asian population. Seven countries will be included in the sample – Bangladesh, India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Nepal, Bhutan and Maldives. The countries are chosen because they are usually considered as South Asian economies and have similar World Bank economic indicators. Afghanistan will not be included as the data coverage is not consistent in recent years and may lead to missing data issues in the selected period. The time period will be 2015-2024 as this will provide 5 years prior to the pandemic and 5 years during the pandemic and recovery. This provides a well-balanced and comprehensible framework for trend comparison.
Data collection will be done by downloading the two indicators from the World Bank World Development Indicators. The first indicator will be exports of goods and services as a percentage of GDP (NE.EXP.GNFS.ZS). The second indicator will be GDP growth annual percentage (NY.GDP.MKTP.KD.ZG) and will be downloaded in excel or csv format and sorted by country and year. The data will then be screened for missing data, outliers and inconsistencies in country names and years. If a few values are missing, this will be made transparent and analysis will be based on the observations available and not on artificially generated values.
Data analysis will be done through the use of Excel, SPSS or R. Descriptive statistics will be used to summarise the mean, minimum, maximum and standard deviation of export dependence and GDP growth, first. Second, trend analysis will be used to compare the changes of both variables from 2015 to 2024. Third, the study will compare the pre-pandemic period with the post-pandemic period by looking at the average export dependence and GDP growth in each period. Fourth, a correlation analysis will be used to determine the direction and strength of the relationship between the two variables. Finally, simple linear regression will be employed to determine if export dependence is a predictor of GDP growth. The regression equation to be proposed is: GDP Growth = beta0 + beta1 Export Dependence + error.
The analysis will be simple to correspond with the research design and level of the dissertation. The regression coefficient will indicate if the relationship is positive or negative. The p value will indicate if the relationship is statistically significant. The R-squared will indicate the proportion of the variance in the GDP growth that is explained by export dependence. The results will then be analyzed based on the export-led growth theory and the latest literature. If the relationship is positive and significant, the results will be in favor of the export-led growth argument. If the relationship is weak or insignificant, the study will explain that export dependence alone may not be enough to explain growth in South Asia.
The ethical risk is low as the data used in this study is secondary data from publicly available country-level data. There will be no use of human subjects or personal information or confidential organisational records. But, ethical issues are still applicable as the assessment specification states that ethical issues should be considered in both primary and secondary research projects. The primary ethical obligations are to properly cite all sources, to use the data accurately, to not selectively report the data, to store the data files securely, and to present the data honestly. The study will also recognize its limitations such as the limited number of countries, potential missing data and the inability of simple regression to establish full causality.
Table 2: Data inclusion criteria
	Region
	South Asia

	Countries
	Bangladesh, India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Nepal, Bhutan and Maldives

	Period
	2015-2024

	Data source
	World Bank World Development Indicators

	Variables
	Export dependence and GDP growth

	Inclusion criteria
	Countries and years with available World Bank data for both variables

	Exclusion criteria
	Countries or years with unavailable or unreliable data
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The first risk is that of data loss. Not all small economies will have full data for all years, particularly in 2020 and 2021 when the pandemic has impacted economic reporting. This risk will be addressed by examining the data prior to analysis and reporting any missing data. The second risk is that there are many other factors that can affect GDP growth other than exports such as domestic consumption, public spending, remittances, inflation, tourism and political stability. This risk will be mitigated by being cautious in the conclusion and not saying that export dependence is the sole driver of growth.
The third risk is that this is a small sample size. Seven countries for 10 years is a manageable amount of data, but is too small for complex statistical modelling. This is the reason that the study will not employ an overly complex model. The fourth risk is the impact of extreme events, e.g., Sri Lanka's economic crisis, that can affect outcomes in the region. This will be discussed descriptively and if necessary, at the country level. The fifth risk is that of methodological inconsistencies. This will be controlled by only using secondary data from the World Bank, and excluding all primary data methods.
[bookmark: _Toc231977704]7. Timeline
The research will be carried out in a phased approach. The first stage will be to complete the proposal, research gap and ethics form. The second stage will complete the literature review and confirm the theoretical basis. The third stage will involve downloading, cleaning and organising World Bank data. The fourth stage will involve analysis of the data using descriptive statistics, trend comparison, correlation and regression. The last step will be to write, edit and submit the dissertation.
Table 3: Proposed Gantt chart
	Activity
	Jun
	Jul
	Aug

	Proposal, ethics and supervisor approval
	X
	
	

	Literature review and theoretical framework
	X
	X
	

	Data collection and cleaning
	
	X
	

	Data analysis and findings
	
	X
	X

	Discussion, conclusion and final editing
	
	
	X
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