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Abstract 

The theoretical paper examines the relationship between export-oriented industrialization, economic development that has 

an interlink realization in terms of female labor health based on the garment industry in emerging economies. Applying 

concepts drawn out of labor economics, feminist economics, and development theory it addresses the role played by 

occupational health outcomes of female garment workers in productivity, technology adoption and structural change. The 

following assumption of the paper is that sustainable economic development is impossible without gendered-sensitive 

health and labor policies that should be part of the national industrial and innovating policies. 
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1. Introduction 

Clothing manufacturing industries have become some of the highly recognized and apparent agents of economic growth in 

most low- and middle-income nations (LMICs) and reflect this common industrial revolution. It is also critical in the 

process of establishing these economies into the world value chains since it acts as a key source of foreign exchange 

revenues, industrial diversification, and creation of employment opportunities. Countries like India, Bangladesh, Vietnam, 

Pakistan and Cambodia have tactically utilized their low cost of labor and large population of working-age groups to 

establish competent exports industry in apparel. These nations are together major producers of ready-made garments in the 

world, and they supply major multinationals and retailers. Central to this labor intensive industry is the highly gendered 

workforce as female workers have formed the majority of the labor force in most garment assembling countries ranging 

between 70 to 85 percent. Women have generally been favored in this industry through stereotypes of obedience, passivity 

and manual dexterity. This feminization of labor may have brought the women economic opportunities and sources of 

income but it also brings out structural weak position of women due to both economic marginalization and patriarchal labor 

conditions. 

Although they actively contribute to keeping up the production cycles and on-time deliveries of highly competitive 

conditions on the international markets, occupational health and safety situation of these women workers is extremely poor. 

The working conditions are mostly subjected to the workers in order to work for long hours with below-subsistence pay, 

insufficient diet, hygiene, health care facilities. Ergonomically unsafe working places are usually overfilled, NC-ventilated 

and results in an enormous amount of health issues including repetitive strain injuries, chronic back issues, vision 

impairment, respiratory infections, menstrual disorders, and mental tension. These longstanding health issues also lead to 

high levels of absenteeism, deterioration of productivity, increased turnover, and wastage of skilled employees which 

negate the competitiveness of the firm as well as economic efficiency of the macro level. In addition, the lack of institutional 

frameworks to confront the issue of gendered occupational health is an impediment to the sector, unable as it is to 

technologically upgrade, embrace modern working practices and conform to international norms of social compliance. In 

their turn, the path of progress of this industry becomes more restricted by not only trade barriers or technological backlog, 

but also by the lack of understanding the labor health aspect as an economic factor. Female labor health, to which far too 

much lip service is lent as a marginal social/welfare issue, should be recognized as a fundamental factor of sustainable 

economic development, especially in the area of export-driven labour-intensive industries. 

This means that the progress of this sector is now more often limited not only by the trade barriers or the technological gap, 

but also by the fact that the importance of labor health promotion as a factor of economy is commonly ignored. The health 

of female labor that so far is largely viewed as a marginal social/welfare issue should be recognized as a primary source of 

sustainable economic growth especially in labor-intensive service reservoirs of export trade. It is based on this Oswald said 

that this paper aims at theoretically rethinking female labor health as a part of a complete economic planning and policy 

making using the interdisciplinary approaches by means of labor economics, feminist economic theory and structural 
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transformation. Through this, it is expected to focus on making occupational health the central document of the discussion 

of productivity, competitiveness, inclusive growth, and globalized manufacturing industries. 

2. Conceptual Framework 

The study fits in three broad fields of theory: 

2.1 Economics of labor 

A worker health is considered one of the determinants of human capital (labor economic theory). Unhealthiness decreases 

the efficiency of labor, diminishes marginal productivity and raises the level of absenteeism. The Beckerian model of 

human capital purports that health, just like education, would add to the economic productivity of an individual. 

2.2 Feminist Economics 

The lack of representation of unpaid work in care, as well as gendered forms of work has exposed the tradition economic 

model to criticism on the part of economists who follow the feminist school of thought. The health of women is usually 

damaged in terms of garment export since their efforts and work are undervalued, and there is no protective labor market. 

2.3 Theory of Development and Structural Change 

The Dual Sector Model implementation by Arthur Lewis and the Structural Transformation Theory developed by Kuznets 

imply that the process of economic development relies on the transformation between the traditional and modern 

economies. But when there is lack of productivity in labor transition because of continued health problems caused by the 

exploitation of working conditions by the industrial labor force particularly women, then it may be an impediment to this 

move. 

3. The economic development and health of labor is a theoretical argument. 

The hypothesis of theoretical associations is: 

• H1: Lack of good health of female garment workers lowers labor performance, which means the economy of the 

labour-intensive export trade. 

• H2: The negative impact of health (e.g., in factories ergonomic tools, automation) can be reduced by means of 

technological application technological adoption (e.g., ergonomic tools, automation), which will enhance the longer-term 

growth. 

• H 3: An inclusive and resilient growth model can be achieved through a gender sensitive development strategy that lays 

prime emphasis on workplace health. 

This triangular association among health, technology and growth impounding that health labor is not only an issue of 

social concern, but rather the key component of economic planning. 

4. Technological Change and Labor Health 

Under classic models of development economics and the neoclassical models of growth, the technological change has been 

mostly viewed in terms of the labor-saving role especially as the context of industrial transition. These views imply that 

machine and equipment replace human labor which is unskilled or semi-skilled thus pushing any economy to shift to a 

capital-intensive style of production. As this interpretation is true in most high-income contexts, it nonetheless 

underestimates the possibility of labor-complementary technologies, particularly in low- and middle-income countries 

(LMICs) where labor-intensive jobs are sometimes found, as in the case of garment manufacture. Technological change is 

not necessarily linked with labor displacement as far as female labor in the garment export industry is concerned. Instead, 

taken into proper consideration of the nature of work and demographic composition of using a workforce, technology can 

be used to improve the quality of jobs, mitigate the occupational health related consequences, and improve productivity 

without jeopardizing employment. It is an approach that is in line with that characterized by the so-called inclusive 

innovation that focuses on the co-evolution of the technology and human welfare. 
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Several practical examples illustrate this labor-health-technology nexus: 

Ergonomically enhanced sewing machines, especially with adjustable height and peddling forces, will greatly minimize 

the number of cases of spinal strain, lower backache and varicose veins, one of which is often identified among the female 

garment workers that sit long hours in an extended position. 

• Respiratory problems due to poor ventilation with increased time in the workplace to pour fabric dust, synthetic dyes etc. 

can be reduced by introducing better ventilation and dust-extraction systems. Also communicable diseases are reduced 

through such interventions in crowded work conditions. 

To counteract physical and thinking fatigue that may come with monotonous and repetitive work, digital workflow systems 

and wearable devices may be used to ensure not only timely but also a regulated period of rest. The movement patterns can 

be monitored by smart devices to promote changes in posture and remind workers and supervisors of precursors of strain 

or fatigue. 

• Visual strains that accompany working in LED lighting and glare-reduction technologies should be avoided to eliminate 

a prevalent health issue in sewing and embroidery, and quality control practices that require intensive attention to detail. 

These types of technology are not only welfare-enhancing technologies and they also promote accountable efficiency. The 

result is that healthier workers have fewer cases of absenteeism, more consistency in the job, and quality of output, which 

will directly benefit the employer, cut down the costs of labor turnover, and enhance adherence to global labor standards. 

In its turn, it increases the competitiveness of the export sector, so technological upgrades become strategic asset, not the 

weakness. Theoretically, the introduction of any health-sensitive technologies is critical to the separation of capital and 

labour. The technology has the potential of prolonging the capacity of labor, minimizing physical costs, and closing up the 

interval between productivity and human-friendly working conditions, instead of substituting labor. This is also in line with 

the capabilities approach of Amartya Sen because it focuses on maximizing the freedoms and functioning of the individuals, 

and health is one of the components of the functioning. 

The success of such interventions however is determined by a number of enabling conditions: 

• Tax breaks or subsidies to firms, which invest in health-supportive technologies. 

• Training and capacity building in such a way that employees can properly deal with new tools. 

• Regulatory requirements which allow occupational health check-ups to be mandatory whenever factories choose to 

upgrade their technology. 

In short, technological modification that is informed via human-centered design and carried out through the lens of gender 

sensitivity has the power to become a potent tool to enhance the level of workplace wellbeing, empower female workforce, 

and boost green industrialization. So, the development of the garment industry in future is not in the usage of either labor 

or technology, but in their alignment with each other to be reinforced. 

5. Policy Implications (Theoretical Propositions) 

Based on the theoretical concepts of the labor economics, feminist economic theory, and structural transformation models, 

this work supports the outstanding significance of perceiving female labor health as a key factor in economic productivity 

and sustainable development. The results indicate that a combined policy approach to address the health of workers, gender 

equity, and the right technology is expedited in the core of the industrial planning. On the basis of analysis, the following 

propositions of new policies are suggested: 

P1: Integrating Health Audits into Industrial Policy Frameworks Will Improve National Productivity Indicators 

Integration of periodic occupational health audit into the industrial policy can become a major tool in raising the standards 

in the occupational environment especially in the labor intensity industries like garment industries. These audits would 

assess the parameters like ventilation, lighting, ergonomic infrastructure, sanitation, availability of medical facilities and 

abidance of working-hour regulations. By so doing they do not only assist them in ensuring regulatory compliance, but can 

also produce valuable data to assist in the refinement of evidence-based policy. The healthy workforce has been shown to 
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correlate with better efficiency, decreased absenteeism, healthcare expenses and morale. In this respect the returns on 

increased health status are not axiomatic, but they are quantifiable nationally. Integrating health audits on the industrial 

cluster development, export promotion program, and labor welfare legislation can boost the productivity benchmarks and 

result in a decline of externalities related to low working conditions. The movement will be tracked in a favorable way in 

national accounts and industrial performance indicators. 

P2: Gender-Responsive Budgeting in Export Sectors Can Address Health and Safety Concerns More Effectively 

Gender-responsive budgeting (GRB) involves discreet needs of men and women in policies and the allocation of resources, 

thus, creating an equal outcome of fiscal policies and allocation of resources. To go back to the example of the garment 

export industry where most of the employees in the labor workforce are female, GRB could not be seen as a mere social 

necessity but an economic one too. The financing specially allotted under GRB could be allocated with strategy to the 

service delivery activities that include menstrual hygiene provision, maternal health campaigns, gender-based toilets, child 

care centers, safe commuting, and nutrition supplements. The latter intervention directly treats the health barrier to long-

term labor force opportunities facing women and contributes towards lowering turnover and coatings. In addition, the 

establishment of GRB through industrial policy, budgetary allocations of the labor ministry and export incentives 

mechanism means a systematic and sustained transgression of gender-based health and safety gaps in the workplace. 

P3: Inclusive Technological Change That Accounts for Human Capital Limitations Will Lead to More Sustainable 

Development Outcomes 

When applied with a labor-complementary scheme, technological development may serve as a driver to raising occupation 

health and job quality in general. Nevertheless, most employees, particularly those in the export sectors and involving 

women, lack formal training, physical stamina, or resources that can adjust to a high rate of automatization or digitalization. 

Inclusive technology change entails the planned and applied innovations in such a way that they respond to the cognitive, 

ergonomic, and physiological characteristics of the workforce in place. Some would be cheap ergonomic equipment, voice-

driven automated machines, health monitoring wearable accessories, and computer-assisted take-break mentions. 

Moreover, the skills development and user friendly technology interface may facilitate the process of integration and 

minimize the resistance towards change. This customized technological adaptation does not only enhance labor retention 

and the quality of output, but also leads to social sustainability in the form of reducing inequality and increasing the 

inclusivity of the work environment. This way, it corresponds to the goals established by the United Nations under 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), including SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth) and SDG 9 (Industry, 

Innovation, and Infrastructure). 

P4: National Income Accounting Should Consider Occupational Health as Part of Total Factor Productivity in 

Labor-Intensive Sectors 

In many cases, conventional growth curves tend to concentrate on the specific factors of capital, labor, and output without 

paying attention to the qualitative factor of the labor input, well-being, health, and employment. This leaves a big blind in 

the national income accounting systems such as GDP and TFP which underestimate the true cost of labor degradation in 

low-wage sectors. This article propagates a paradigm shift in the accounting of the macro economy into the accounting of 

occupational health variables of occupational injury rates, average days out of job per head, ergonomic compliance etcetera 

into measures of Total factor Productivity (TFP) and labor efficiency indexes. In this way, policymakers would feel more 

prepared to recognize inefficiencies arising due to systemic neglect of health, and would feel prepared to make investments 

into worker welfare as an economic competitiveness measure. It would also allow a recalibration to reconceptualize what 

development is to be such that it becomes not only quantitatively sound but also qualitatively fair. 

6. Conclusion 

This paper enhances the theoretical understanding of how female labor health in export-oriented garment industries is 

closely linked to broader economic dynamics. Far from being a peripheral concern, women's occupational health directly 

influences productivity, technological modernization, and sustainable development. Poor health among workers leads 

to inefficiencies, higher turnover, and limits the sector’s capacity for innovation. 

To fully harness the economic potential of the garment sector, there is a need for a gender-inclusive and health-sensitive 

model of industrial development—one that integrates labor welfare into core productivity strategies. Such a shift not only 

strengthens economic performance but also promotes equity and resilience within global supply chains. 



   
  
  
 

4293 

European Economic Letters 
ISSN 2323-5233 

Vol 15, Issue 1 (2025) 

http://eelet.org.uk 

References 

1. Becker, G. S. (1964). Human Capital: A Theoretical and Empirical Analysis, with Special Reference to Education. 

University of Chicago Press. 

2. Lewis, W. A. (1954). Economic Development with Unlimited Supplies of Labour. The Manchester School, 22(2), 

139–191. 

3. Sen, A. (1999). Development as Freedom. Oxford University Press. 

4. Elson, D. (1995). Male Bias in the Development Process. Manchester University Press. 

5. ILO. (2021). Decent Work and the Garment Sector: Global Perspectives. International Labour Organization. 

6. World Bank. (2022). Women, Work, and Industrialization in South Asia. World Bank Publications. 

7. Standing, G. (1999). Global Feminization through Flexible Labor: A Theme Revisited. World Development, 27(3), 

583–602. 

8. Kabeer, N. (2000). The Power to Choose: Bangladeshi Women and Labor Market Decisions in London and 

Dhaka. Verso. 

9. Acemoglu, D., & Autor, D. (2011). Skills, Tasks and Technologies: Implications for Employment and Earnings. 

In O. Ashenfelter & D. Card (Eds.), Handbook of Labor Economics (Vol. 4B, pp. 1043–1171). Elsevier. 

10. Hartmann, H. (1981). The Unhappy Marriage of Marxism and Feminism: Towards a More Progressive Union. In 

Women and Revolution (pp. 1–41). Routledge. 

11. Razavi, S., & Staab, S. (2010). Underpaid and Overworked: A Cross-National Perspective on Care Workers. 

International Labour Review, 149(4), 407–422. 

12. Mezzadri, A. (2017). Sweatshop Regimes: The Global Garment Industry in a Neoliberal Era. Cambridge 

University Press. 

13. WHO. (2021). Occupational Health: A Manual for Primary Health Care Workers. World Health Organization. 

14. Chen, M. A. (2012). The Informal Economy: Definitions, Theories and Policies. WIEGO Working Paper No. 1. 

15. UNIDO. (2020). Industrial Development Report: Industrializing in the Digital Age. United Nations Industrial 

Development Organization. 

16. UN Women. (2020). Gender-Responsive Budgeting in Practice: Lessons from Asia and the Pacific. United 

Nations Entity for Gender Equality. 

17. Ghosh, J. (2013). Informalization and Women’s Workforce Participation: A Consideration of Recent Trends in 

Asia. ILO Asia-Pacific Working Paper Series. 

18. Tsikata, D. (2009). Informalization, the Informal Economy and Urban Women’s Livelihoods in Sub-Saharan 

Africa since the 1990s. UNRISD Working Paper. 

19. Carr, M., & Chen, M. A. (2004). Globalization, Social Exclusion and Work: With Special Reference to Informal 

Employment and Gender. ILO Working Paper. 

20. United Nations. (2015). Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. UN General 

Assembly. 


