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THE GLOBAL GIRL:  
HOW INTERNATIONAL TRADE LIBERALIZATION BENEFITS WOMEN 

 

Introduction 

 Although she is often unaware of it, the average American 
woman is affected daily by free trade and the lack thereof. Trade affects 
what we eat, wear, drive, and how much we pay for these items. 
Agreements that facilitate trade b etween the United States and other 
countries have benefited consumers, workers, and average American 
families.  As the U.S. Commerce Department notes, “The growth in 
trade over the past 50 years, fueled by falling  trade barriers, has 
contributed directly to the most ra pid sustained economic growth in 
U.S. history.”1  
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 Without exports, Ame rican producers would have fewer 
opportunities to sell their products since 96 percent of consumers live 
outside of the United States.  Trade barriers have a huge impact on 
American workers.  American farmers, for example, export one out of 
every three acres produced.  According to United States Trade 
Representative (USTR) Robert Zoellick, over the past decade, U.S. 
exports have supported an estimated 12 million jobs.2  

 Yet, in spite of the manifold benefits of trade, there are still 
many unnecessary barriers that prevent the free flow of commerce 
between countries.  These barriers come in many forms—from 
preferences provided to domestic producers to taxes imposed on those 
who seek to sell their products on U.S. territory.   

 The stubbornness of trade barriers has many causes.  A primary 
one is the failure to appreciate the benefits of trade that American 
citizens enjoy each day.   

 Unfortunately, most fe minist groups, such as the National 
Organization for Women and the Feminist Majority, have failed to 
include trade liberalization as a part of their economic empowerment 
agenda.     

 This paper explains how trade improves the products and 
services we enjoy in America and helps create better jobs and spur 
economic growth.  In particular, this paper focuses on how women 
benefit from the free flow of goods between countries and why they 
should support further efforts to liberalize the global market.  
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Comparative Advantage: Do It Yourself or Hire Someone 
Else? 

 The term “comparativ e advantage” is often used to explain the 
benefits of trade. Comparative advantage allows countries to specialize 
in what they’re best at and purchase the products that they aren’t so 
good at. In the groundbreaking free-trade manifesto, first published in 
1776, The Wealth of Nations, economist Adam Smith compared 
nations to households by saying: 

It is the maxim of every prudent  master of a family, never to 
attempt to make at home what it  will cost ….more to make than 
to buy. The tailor  does not attempt to make his own shoes, but 
buys them from the shoemaker… What is prudence in the 
conduct of every priv ate family, ca n scarce be folly in that of a 
great kingdom. If a foreign country can supply us with a 
commodity  cheaper than we ourselves can make it, better  buy 
it of them with some par t of the product of our own industry, 
employed in a way in which we have some advantage. 3
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nation’s 
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36 more time 
purchasing 
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to a time use 
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by the U.S. 
Department of 
Labor’s Bureau 
of Labor 
Statistics.   

In a way, free trade is just common sense.  Imagine that you’re a 
successful attorney but you have no aptitude for home improvement.  
You can take the time to learn how to install new kitchen cabinets 
yourself, or you can spend that time practicing law and billing your 
clients.  Your resources are more efficiently used if you import labor 
(hire contractors) to install your new cabinets while you spend extra 
hours at the office.  You have a comparative advantage in practicing 
law.  You are richer from the hours spent in the office, and the 
contractors are richer from improving your house.  There is no 
distinction between the theory of do mestic trade, hiring contractors, 
and international trade, i.e., purchasing a product or service from  a 
foreign source.  

 The United States does not have a comparative advantage in all 
of the products that we consume, thus it’s best to export what we’re 
best at and import what other countries produce more efficiently than 
we can.  The United States has a highly skilled labor force, so it has a 
comparative advantage in producing goods and services that require 
this skill and knowledge.  It doesn’t make economic sense for the U.S. 
to produce many labor-intensive goods, such as textiles, since it will 
cost U.S. producers more to hire from our domestic workforce than it 
will other foreign producers to pay a workfo rce that does not have the 
same investment in training and education.   

 

3 



 
 
 

THE GLOBAL GIRL:  
HOW INTERNATIONAL TRADE LIBERALIZATION BENEFITS WOMEN 

Higher Quality, Gr eater Di versity, and Lower Costs 

 Women are our nation’s consumers.  Women spend 36 more 
time purchasing goods and services than do men, according to a time 
use study conducted by the U.S. Department of Labor’s Bureau of 
Labor Statistics. 4  The stereotype denoting women as “shopping 
experts” could be derived from the fact that women influence “65 to 85 
percent of all purchasing decisions.” As consumers, women know that 
it is preferable to have more options in purchasing goods and a greater 
variety of goods available in order to get the highest quality at the best 
price.  As consumers, 
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 Trade makes U.S. businesses stronger since it encourages 
specialization and competition among manufactures worldwide, 
leading to better products. “Overall,  the U.S. economy has benefited 
from import competition, which has helped maintain the 
competitiv eness of many manufacturing enterprises and has dampened 
inflation co nsiderably,” 5 notes the U.S. Department of Commerce. In 
addition to motivating American prod ucers to offer better products at 
lower prices, trade makes available products that would only be 
available during certain seasons if consumers relied upon domestic 
production . 

 The availability of agricultural and horticultural products 
demonstrates this point. Consumers can purchase flowers and tropical 
fruits year round thanks to trade.  For instance, Pro-flowers, a San 
Diego-based company, ships flowers directly from growers in places 
such as South America and Holland.6

 Almost half of all flowe rs sold in the United States come from 
overseas, according to the Progressive Policy Institute (PPI). 7 PPI notes 
that Colombia and Ecuador have benefited from the Andean Trade 
Preference Act, which lowers U.S. tariffs on many prod ucts from South 
America,8 and are top flower suppliers for the United States.  
Additionall y, the United States is one of the largest markets for Dutch 
flower bulbs, according to the Netherlands’ Trade Ministry. 9  Flower 
aficionados have many choices, thanks to trade. 

 A trip to the grocery store also reveals the variety that trade 
brings.  The produce section displays grapes from Chile, kiwi fruit from 
New Zealand, and bananas from Ecuador, among other products.  The 
meat section has international products such as Australian lamb and 
Vietnamese seafood.  American consumers flock to stores like Trader 
Joe’s for imported food and to World Market for everything from Swiss 
chocolate to Indonesian furniture. 
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 As a result of trade, Americans not only enjoy more diversity 
and better quality products, but also reap significant savings.  For 
instance, according to a report by the Federal Reserve Bank of Dallas, 
most television sets now come from overseas, and their prices have 
dropped by nearly 10 percent in the past five years.  In the same time 
period, Americans pay 15 percent less for other video equipment and 
more than 25 percent less for computers and peripherals.10  Thanks to 
the recently signed Free Trade Agreement (FTA) with Australia, 
Americans pay lower prices on Australian products such as wine, fruit, 
and vegetables.11  Australians, in turn, will bu y more U.S. exports.  
Future free trade agreements will add to these benefits.   

  

Greater Job Oppor tunities 

 The benefits from trade aren’t limited to the grocery store.  
Imports to the United States range from goods and services to jobs.  
According to USTR, 6.4 million Americans have “in-sourced” jobs 
provided by foreign companies.12  Such jobs employ American workers 
in positions ranging from financial services to auto manufacturing.  
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While trade brings more opportunities to American workers, 
protectionism has the opposite effect.  The steel tariffs that were 
implemented in 2002 are an example of thi s reality. 13  Although the 
tariffs partially benefited a few po litically connected steel companies, 
they hurt the overall American economy by raising the overhead costs 
in steel-consuming industries. 

In fact, in 2003 the Consuming Industries Trade Action 
Coalition noted that for every employee in the steel-producing 
industry, 59 work in t he steel-using industry:  “The tariffs increased 
prices in these industries, lowering demand. …as many as 52,000 jobs 
have been lost in the steel-using industry since the tariffs were 
enacted.”14  

 Imports allow U.S. ind ustries to purchase raw and semi-finished 
materials at lower costs, reducing their overhead. Exports give U.S. 
producers an expanded clientele to sell to. Exports also help the 
American worker. For instance, worker s in jobs supported by exports 
receive an estimated 13-18 percent higher wages than the national 
average.15  
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Women have of course benefited from these gains. For instance, 
Wal-Mart sells many imported pr oducts. According to Wal-Mart’s 
website, women account for 60 percent of Wal-Mart associates and 40 
percent of managers.16  

 

A Safer, More Stable World 

 The benefits of trade extend beyond economics.  Trade promotes 
diplomacy and good relations because countries that trade with each 
other are less likely to engage in actions that would disrupt economic 
opportunity.  Trade agreements also often create forums for settling 
disputes, reducing tension among trade partners.17  Just weeks after 
September 11, US Trade Representative, Robert Zoellick wrote, 
“America’s trade leadership can build a coalition of countries that 
cherish liberty in all its aspects.” 18
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Trade can also bring much needed political change to the 
countries that we trade with.  Consider the case of Mexico.  According 
to Mary O’Grady of the Wall Street Journal , “NAFTA’s most important 
effect on Mexico was not more choice for consumers or a larger market 
for producers—although these are certainly significant—but rathe r a 
change in the ownership and control of the political economy. In a very 
real sense, it was NAFTA that brought Vicente Fox to power because it 
weakened the grip of the PRI.”19  

 
A prosperous southern neighbor is in America’s best interest.  

Likewise, building relationships t hrough trade will benefit America by 
promoting stability.  Since women like men have benefited from trade, 
our gains would be much greater if more trade barriers were 
eliminated.  Barriers to trade limit  our choices, regulate and tax our 
purchases, and stifle economic growth. 
 

Taxing Your Purse—Barriers to Trade 

 Trade barriers cost money.  As trade economist Daniel Gaske 
has noted, “Barriers to trade all have essentially the same impact—they 
Since women 
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raise prices to the domestic consumer; assist the protected domestic 
producer and industry by al lowing it to obtain higher prices or more 
sales; reduce world productive efficiency by forcing production away 
from its most efficien t lowest-cost locations, and harm the foreign 
producer by reducing its sales or forcing it t o lower its own price in 

 6 



 

I N D E P E N D E N T  W O M E N ’ S  F O R U M  

order to remain competitive.” 20  Trade barriers include tariffs, quotas, 
tariff-rate quotas, and non-tariff barriers. 21  

 Simply put,  tariffs are hidden taxes.  The United States has a 2.5 
percent tariff on imported cars, mini  vans, and sport utility vehicles 
(SUVs), and a 25 percent tariff on pickup trucks.  If you’re driving an 
imported pickup truck, you paid 25 percent more for it because of U.S. 
policy.22  Higher prices on Toyotas and Nissans moreover, allowed 
Ford and Chrysler to raise their own prices on domestic vehicles.  In 
the end, everyone pays. 

 These tariffs are not just imposed on major purchases, such as 
an automobile, but affect everyday items, such as clothes and shoes. 
According to Edward Gresser of the Progressive Policy Institute, shoes 
and clothes make up only one-fifteenth of America’s merchandise 
imports, but bring in nearly half o f America’s annual tariff revenue.23 
Additionall y, “while virtually no b ras are made in the United States,” 
there is a 17 percent tax on imported bras. 24  The bra tariff 
demonstrates that U.S. policy has ventured to tax the most personal 
areas of a woman’s life.  

 From bras to infant formula, Congress doesn’t care that a taxed 
product might compete with a good that is domestically produced; 
anything is fair game when it comes to tariffs.  Several members of 
Congress are seeking to implement a tariff on milk protein 
concentrates (MPCs), a product produced abroad and used in products 
ranging from frozen pizza and infant formula to dog food.  Such a tariff 
could make a long list of products more expensive and invite a trade 
dispute with Australia and New Zealand.25

If all tariffs on consumer and indu strial goods were eliminated, 
the average family of four would gain about $1,600 per year in 
savings.26  Moreover, the elimination of these tariffs could expand the 
U.S. economy by $95 billion, according to USTR.27   

Tariffs are just one of the many protectionist measures that 
hinder free trade.  Quotas, which regulate how much of a given good 
can be imported, also increase the cost of products:  “When an absolute 
quota is filled, further entries are prohibited during the remainder of 
the quota period.  Some quotas are worldwide while others are 
allocated to specific foreign countries.”28  Once the quota is filled, the 
goods may be sent back, destroyed or stored in a warehouse, according 
to U.S. Customs.29  
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Textiles are one example of the products on which the United 
States has maintained quotas.  On January 1, 2005, the WTO’s Multi-
Fiber Agreement, an agreement that assigned quotas to developing 
countries that were exporting textiles  to the U.S. and Europe, expired.  
This agreement was a wall of protection for the U.S. textile industry. 
But, the U.S. textile industry has not given up and has filed several 
petitions asking the government to reimpose quotas on Chinese 
clothing imports.  

As Consumers for World Trade has noted, “When faced with a 
quota, to make the most money an exporter will insist o n selling U.S. 
importers his more expensive adult-sized sweaters, rather than lower-
cost children’s sweaters, because both would  count equally against the 
quota level.”30  Eliminating this barrier, like an y other barrier, spurs 
competition, increases choices, and lowers prices.  The United States 
doesn’t have a comparative advantage in textiles.31  Yet, despite this 
fact, the domestic textile lobby’s influence on Capitol Hill is strong. The 
U.S. government should not reinstate these counterproductive 
measures. 

 Tariff-rate quotas (TRQ) are the combination of a tariff and a 
quota.32  With a TRQ, once the quota limit is exceeded, a tariff is 
imposed.  The United States has a TRQ on sugar; this barrier limits 
imports thus protecting domestic producers and allowing them to 
charge high prices for their product. Americans pay two to three times 
more than the rest of the world fo r sugar. A recent study by Promar 
Internation al suggests that in the last six years, as many as 10,000 U.S. 
confectionary jobs have been eliminated because of the high price of 
sugar.33  Removing this barrier would drastically reduce prices for 
American consumers and force American sugar producers to become 
efficient.  

Tariffs are but  
one way that  
protectionists  

block trade.  

 Tariffs are but one way that protectionists block trade.  Non-
tariff barriers come in many forms, ranging from subsidies to 
regulations to corruption.  For instance, the United States and Europe 
subsidize agriculture, making it ha rder for developing countries to 
compete with them because they cannot afford the 
machinery/technology and are not shielded from the vo latility of the 
market through government intervention. 34  Agriculture is the 
mainstay for most developing economies, and many women in 
developing countries are farmers.  While the United States and Europe 
give aid to the developing world with  one hand, their farm policies slap 
them across the face with the other. 
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 Of course, developing countries maintain their own barriers as 
well.  Many have corrupt customs systems that impose regulations or 
fines that vary from day to day.  For example, according to the U.S. 
Department of State, in Central Africa, “customs fraud is endemic in 
Equatorial Guinea and protracted negotiations with customs officers 
over the value of imported goods is common.”35  

 Other countries, developed and developing, have unnecessarily 
astrict health standards, called sani tary and phyto-sanitary standards, 
on agricultural products.  While some countries use a science-based 
approach to determine what may be imported, many others seek to 
protect domestic industries and use health as an excuse.  Such barriers 
hinder trad e and cost American exporters money.  “Countries regularly 
deny access for U.S. agricultural products for many reasons, including 
non-scientific barriers for U.S. beef, grains and fruits and vegetables,” 
according to a statement from the House Agriculture Committee. 36  Yet 
the U.S. Customs system has faults too.  Many countries complain that 
their products, ranging from dry goods to livestock, are unfairly 
detained in U.S. customs.37  

 Trade barriers do not promote efficiency or prosperity.  Barriers 
to American exports hurt American producers while ba rriers to 
imports stifle competition, raise pric es, and limit choice.  Additional ly, 
American barriers hurt the developing world.  The United States needs 
to advance free trade by reducing barriers. 

 

Eliminating Barriers—What Does It Take? 

 According to Christopher Padilla, assistant United States trade 
representative, “Our recent trade agreements cut hidden import taxes, 
cleared away bureaucratic red tape, and saved every working family in 
America as much as $2,000 a year. Our new agreements could save 
families more.” 38  

 USTR is initiating a host of new free trade agreements (FTAs). 
Since Congress granted Trade Promotion Authority (TPA) to President 
Bush in 2002, President Bush has signed agreements with Australia, 
Chile, Singapore, and Morocco and has completed negotiations for 
agreements with Bahrain and Central America. 39  Additionally, UST R 
is negotiating with the  South Afri can Customs Union, Thailand, United 
Arab Emir ates, Oman, Panama, and Latin America (Free Trade 
Agreement of the Americas) to name just a few.  

9 
Trade barriers do  
not promote 
efficiency or 
prosperity.  
Barriers to 
American exports 
hurt American 
producers while 
barriers to 
imports stifle 
competition, raise  
prices, and limit 
choice. 



 
 
 

THE GLOBAL GIRL:  
HOW INTERNATIONAL TRADE LIBERALIZATION BENEFITS WOMEN 

USTR also played a key role in the launch of the World Trade 
Organization’s Doha Round in 2001.  The WTO’s last round, the 
Uruguay Round, greatly benefited American producers and consumers. 
While the Doha Agenda made ambitious promises to help the 
developing world by li beralizing agriculture,  little has been done. 
Agriculture has been a sticking point because Europe and the United 
States refuse to reduce farm subsidies. 

Without free  
trade, women  
are forced to 

spend more on 
basic needs 

such as food 
and clothing.  

 The United States should advance free trade by all possible 
means.  For example, the Bush administration should: 

• Take the lead in the WTO by unilaterally cutting agricul tural 
subsidies and tariffs. Such initiatives would pressure other 
countries to do the same, give increased market access to the 
developing world, and lower grocery prices for American 
families. 

• Continue to initiate bilateral and regional free trade agreements. 
U.S. producers continue to face high tariffs around the world, 
despite the liberalization achieved in past agreements. 

• Put everything on the table in trade negotiations. The United 
States needs to abandon its policies to protect textiles, sugar, 
and other sensitive products. American women should not have 
to pay high prices for items such as sugar, bras, and children’s 
clothing. 
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• Reform Americas unfair and prot ectionist anti-dumping laws. 

 Without free trade, women are forced to spend more on basic 
needs such as food and clothing.  In the interest of helping the 
American family, the Bush administ ration should advance trade by 
lowering barriers, seeking new free trade agreements, and remaining 
engaged in the WTO.  To sustain the prosperity America has enjoyed 
for the past 50 years, we must remain committed to open global 
markets.  
The Bush 
istration  
 advance 

 lowering  
, seeking  
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ents, and 
emaining  
ged in the 
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Sara F. Cooper is a visiting fellow with the Independe nt Women’s 
Forum and was formerly a trade po licy anal yst at the Center for 
International Trade and Economics at The Heritage Foundation. 
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