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Barriers to female labor force participation impede economic development and growth. In
contrast, labor market opportunities for women improve the allocation of labor and talent in the
economy, spurring structural transformation and economic growth, providing women enhanced
financial independence and access to peers and networks, and improving outcomes for future
generations. In this project, we use innovations in the digitization of marketplaces to test an
intervention focused on increasing women’s entrepreneurship and income. Specifically, we will
test the effect of digital marketplace access on women’s ability to sell and market their crafts in
Punjab province, Pakistan.

Pakistan, the 6th most populous country in the world, has the third worst index of women's
well-being (Georgetown Institute of Women Peace and Security 2019). Female income and labor
force participation is low. Twenty percent of ever-married women aged 15-40 have experienced
intimate partner violence and 23% have suffered an episode of major depression (Jacoby and
Mansuri 2010). Providing vulnerable women an opportunity to generate income could improve
women’s position in their household and society; women's psychological and economic
well-being and empowerment (Haushofer et al. 2019, Majlesi 2016); and economic growth
through strong positive externalities on siblings (Qureshi 2018), birth outcomes (Currie et al.,
2003), and the nutrition (Thomas et al., 1991), education (Haveman and Wolfe, 1995), and test
scores (Rosenzweig and Wolpin, 1994; Moore and Schmidt, 2007) of future generations.
Women's labor force participation and income has other inter-generational consequences, as sons
of working mothers are more likely to have working wives, generating implications for positive
cultural change (Fernandez, Fogli and Olivetti, C. 2004).

Intervention. This study will use an RCT to measure the effects on female labor force
participation, financial independence, and time use of a government program designed to
integrate vulnerable women into digital marketplaces in Punjab, Pakistan. Currently, the Punjab
Social Welfare Division (SWD) trains women through District Industrial Homes (DIH) on crafts
like dress making, embroidery, knitting, and cooking/baking – skills that they can use in securing
employment or selling products independently. Yet, only about one third of women who
complete the training course use their skills in the labor market or to set up a business. Many
women report that they cannot participate in the formal labor market or interact with buyers
because of social norms that limit female mobility and formal employment. What if women
could both work and sell their products without having any undesirable interactions? Digital
marketplaces have the potential to transform these women’s lives.

Our study is a tripartite partnership between the government, a major Pakistani e-commerce
company, and researchers. Our e-commerce partner will set up online seller shops for randomly
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selected women who have already completed their DIH training course. These shops are part of a
large digital platform that is often used to buy and sell similar craft-work. Online shops will
allow women to list products and market them to all visitors to the e-commerce website. These
women will additionally receive an orientation on how to use their online shop, e.g., how to
upload pictures, manage and deliver orders, and transfer their earnings from the e-commerce
account to their bank accounts. In addition, they will receive training and support on digital
marketing, e.g., how to name and display the products in photos, how to price products based on
market conditions, and how to use social media and search engine tags to enhance the visibility
of their products. By digitizing the labor market for basic handcrafts, women will be able to
interact with many more buyers than would be possible in a physical shop and in a more
culturally sensitive way that will not interrupt other household obligations.

Empirical Strategy. The primary conceptual difficulty in assessing the effect of access to digital
marketplaces on outcomes is the typical non-random assignment of that access. By implementing
an RCT, identification is a straightforward regression comparison of outcomes between the
treatment and control group. We will use an intent to treat design. If women express interest in
the online shop and additional online training but do not complete the training, we will
additionally use an instrumental variables approach with assignment to treatment as an
instrument for completing the additional training.

Our outcomes of interest are (i) digital platform use and digital and non-digitial sales, (ii) future
career aspirations for self, (iii) educational and career aspirations for children; (iv) empowerment
outcomes as measured by decision-making power, physical mobility and exposure to domestic
violence (as used in Field et. al. 2016); (v) social indicators (female mobility/safety), perceptions
and values about female roles, time use and psychological well-being and; (vi) effect on
husband's labor supply outcomes. In addition to these, we intend to measure how women share
resources with male members of their household using a behavioral game.

To measure empowerment and perceptions, we will use existing validated instruments and
behavioral games developed and implemented by economists and psychologists. We will adapt
the questions compiled by Glennester, Walsh, and Diaz-Martin (2017) to construct an instrument
for measuring women's ability to make choices, protecting the subjects' identity and responses
and limiting reporting bias. We will include a time use survey to gauge women's
decision-making power and status within their households. We will use vignettes and adapt the
instruments used by Diva, Jain, and Jayachandran (2015) to measure values and perceptions
about female roles.

Sample Selection and Randomization. The study will occur in 10 districts. Women will be
recruited from graduates from the DIH training courses. Based on piloting, interest in this
training is high and exceeds the training capacity of our government and e-commerce partners.
We will use this excess demand to randomly select women to participate as the initial study



cohort, stratifying on district and baseline demographic characteristics. We anticipate an overall
sample of 1076 individuals with 538 individuals assigned to each of the treatment and control
groups. This sample size would allow us to detect an effect size of about 0.25 standard deviations
(SD) with 80% power.

Data Collection. Prior to receiving any training or access to their online shops, we will conduct
a short baseline survey to collect demographic information. Our follow-up survey will occur
after women have completed the training and had time to sell their products.

Use of NBER Money. We have secured funding from the International Growth Center (IGC) for
some aspects of data collection. We are requesting additional funds from the NBER for PI travel,
a field RA, and additional survey expenses.

Conclusions. Women are marginalized in many contexts because of household based
responsibilities and social norms against women participating in the formal labor or goods
market. This study will test a novel way of integrating women into a digitized craft marketplace,
effectively allowing them to virtually sell their labor. As this program is in partnership with both
the government and a prominent e-commerce company, it has the potential to be scaled to reach
many vulnerable women, improving their lives and those of their families.



Proposed Budget

Total Budget Requested: $15,000

● Travel for two trips: $5000
○ Airfare (2000*2)
○ Lodging (1000)

● Field RA support: $2500
● Survey Costs: $7500
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