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ABSTRACT

This paper studies the impact of trade on the price-elasticity of aggregate labour demand.
The analysis is based on the idea that a variation in the cost of (a given type of) labour has
an effect on the sectoral trade specialisation of an economy, at the expense of the domestic
productions using this factor intensively. This is true even when the trade is balanced. As
this effect is more important the more open the economy, trade openness induces an
increase in the associated labour-demand elasticity, at least if the country has a comparative
disadvantage in the industries using intensively the type of labour considered. This
argument is illustrated by a simple model, using the Armington hypothesis, with an empirical
assessment for France.

JEL Classification: F16.

Keywords: International trade; Labour-demand elasticity; Sectoral trade specialisation.
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RÉSUMÉ

L'intensification du commerce international, qui exacerbe la concurrence sur le marché des
biens, est également susceptible d'accroître la sensibilité de la demande de travail. Cette
question est importante, car une élasticité-prix accrue de la demande de travail est
susceptible de modifier le partage des coûts non salariaux entre employés et employeurs, de
réduire le pouvoir de négociation des syndicats, et d'augmenter la volatilité de l'emploi.

L'influence du commerce international sur l'élasticité-prix de la demande de travail a jusqu'à
présent été analysée essentiellement au travers de deux approches. D'après la théorie
factorielle des échanges, cette élasticité est infinie au niveau agrégé, pour un petit pays en
libre-échange. Les études récentes, en revanche, se sont focalisées sur l'effet induit par
l'ouverture sur l'élasticité des demandes individuelles des firmes, par l'intermédiaire de la
réduction de leur pouvoir de marché. Ces approches nous semblent insatisfaisantes : la
première aboutit à des résultats peu réalistes; la seconde est centrée sur des effets qui
concernent l'élasticité des demandes individuelles de travail, alors que c'est l'élasticité de la
demande agrégée qui importe pour la politique économique, et qu'il n'existe pas de lien
systématique entre les deux.

L'analyse proposée ici est intermédiaire. Elle se base sur l'idée qu'une augmentation du coût
d'un facteur de production influe sur la spécialisation commerciale de l'économie, au
détriment des secteurs utilisant intensivement ce facteur. Ce mécanisme est d'autant plus
important que l'ouverture de l'économie est grande, car le partage des marchés entre
producteurs nationaux et étrangers est alors plus sensible aux prix relatifs. Ces arguments
sont illustrés par un modèle simple, utilisant l'hypothèse d'imparfaite substituabilité entre
biens nationaux et biens importés (hypothèse d'Armington). Dans ce contexte, nous
montrons que le coût en termes de chômage d'une contrainte sur le salaire réel des non-
qualifiés est d'autant plus important, pour une économie présentant un avantage comparatif
dans les secteurs intensifs en main-d’œuvre qualifiée, que l'économie est ouverte aux
échanges. Un chiffrage sommaire pour la France montre que cet effet est loin d'être
négligeable : le commerce international est susceptible d'expliquer plus de la moitié de l'effet
de volume associé à une hausse du coût du travail non qualifié. Encore faut-il souligner que
cette influence du commerce international serait nettement plus importante dans d'autres
pays riches, comme les Pays-Bas ou la Belgique par exemple, dont le degré d'ouverture aux
échanges est beaucoup plus élevé.
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The Effect of International Trade on Labour-Demand
Elasticities :  Intersectoral Matters

Sébastien Jean1

INTRODUCTION

The impact of international trade on the labour market is not only a problem of absolute
levels: it is also worth evaluating the modifications induced in the functioning of the labour
market. In particular, as argued by Rodrik (1997), the strengthening of competition in goods
markets may increase the sensitivity of factor demands.

A first illustration is provided by the factor proportions theory, which concludes that the
price-elasticity of labour demand turns out to be infinite for a non-specialised, small
economy in a situation of free trade. Through the weakening of mark-ups, new trade theories
also show that this elasticity might rise. However, the result of the traditional approach
appears somewhat caricatured, while the main available assessment of the impact linked to
the lowering of mark-ups (Slaughter, 1997) provides "mixed support, at best", as the effects
highlighted are not robust.

The analysis developed here is intermediate, and focuses on the intersectoral factor
relocations induced by an exogenous change in the cost of a production factor. The
intuition is that an increase in the cost of a production factor has an effect on the sectoral
trade specialisation of an economy, at the expense of production using this factor most
intensively, and that this effect is more important, the more open the economy is. This effect
is finite as soon as price-elasticities of trade flows are finite, and its existence is not linked to
imperfect competition.

This mechanism is illustrated with a model of perfect competition, using the Armington
hypothesis. Starting from an initial competitive equilibrium, we study analytically how the
employment cost of imposing an exogenous rise in the real wage of unskilled labour (above
its competitive level) depends on trade openness. An empirical assessment is then
presented for France.

                                                                
1 Economist, CEPII (e-mail:  s.jean@cepii.fr). I am grateful to Lionel Fontagné and Jean-Louis Guérin for
helpful comments on an earlier version of this paper. I also benefited from comments of the participants
at the Conference on Trade and Labour Market Adjustment, organised by the Centre for Research on
Globalisation and Labour Markets, University of Nottingham, and of participants at the TEAM-CNRS
seminar, where earlier versions of this paper were presented.
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I. INTERNATIONAL TRADE AND LABOUR-DEMAND ELASTICITY IN THE MAIN

THEORIES

A rapid analysis highlights the importance of the potential consequences of an increased
price-elasticity of labour-demand. It is therefore useful to return in detail to the analysis of
this topic provided by international trade theories.

A. What is at stake?

Rodrik (1997, pp. 16-27) describes three important consequences of an increase in the
absolute value of the price-elasticity of labour demand. Firstly, it modifies the sharing of
non-wage cost. The fact of imposing social protection and/or an improvement in working
conditions, which increase labour cost, would induce a stronger decrease in firms’ labour
demand in an open economy. Be it through their employment levels or through their wages,
employees would then be constrained to bear a larger part of the adjustment. As it is
presented by Rodrik, this argument is questionable, because it relies largely on the
hypothesis that labour supply only depends on wages, and not on non-wage advantages.
Nonetheless, it does highlight a first channel through which the position of employers may
be weakened.

More generally, Rodrik argues that more elastic labour demand weakens the bargaining
power of unions vis-à-vis employers. Rent sharing is consequently distorted at the expense
of workers, while the influence of unions is weakened. Thus, the functioning of the
regulations of the labour market may be altered.

A more elastic labour demand would also imply increased volatility in the labour market.
Indeed, an exogenous shock to labour demand has a stronger effect on wages when the
elasticity of demand is higher. Let us add, from a more “European” perspective of wage
stickiness, that the sensitivity of employment to exogenous shifts in labour costs is higher
when the elasticity of demand is higher. The elasticity of labour demand thus acts as a
leverage, which determines the magnitude of labour market effects of exogenous shocks of
different origins (technological, demographic, institutional or fiscal). As a consequence, the
success of various reforms planned and/or carried out in various European countries (like
reducing working hours with wage compensation, or of lowering social charges on low
wages), depends partly on this elasticity.

Whereas Rodrik describes convincingly the consequences of a more elastic labour demand,
he is rather quick to justify the impact of trade. His analysis is closer to that of intuition than
demonstration, when he explains that “the reason is that employers and the final consumers
can substitute foreign workers for domestic workers more easily -either by investing abroad
or by importing the products made by foreign workers” (p. 16). A more complete and
rigorous analysis seems useful. Let us specify, however, that we will focus in what follows
on the influence of international trade, without dealing with the influence of FDIs.
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B. Lessons from the neo-classical theory of international trade

In the HOS neo-classical framework, the price-elasticity of labour demand is infinite for a
non-specialised small economy in a context of free trade: the FPE theorem stipulates that real
and relative factor rewards are determined by international goods prices. This extreme result
does not apply to the case of a large country, because its influence on international terms of
trade reduces the price sensitivity of its labour demand. However, this sensitivity remains
higher than under autarky. Davis (1996) illustrates this by studying the case of free-trade
between two economies identical in their consumer preferences, their production functions,
and their endowments in skilled and unskilled labour. One (assimilated to the US) is
supposed to have a perfectly competitive labour market, while the other (Europe) sets a
minimum wage for unskilled labour, superior the full-employment equilibrium level. Davis
shows that under these conditions,2 the unemployment caused by the minimum wage
doubles under free-trade, with respect to autarky.

Indeed, in a perfect competition framework with two goods and two production factors and
with a given production function, a given minimum wage is only compatible with one
relative price for goods (the one-to-one correspondence between relative prices and relative
factor rewards is a corollary of the Stolper-Samuelson theorem). In turn, for given
preferences, this relative price is only compatible with one level of the relative employment
of production factors. And, in autarky, this level is reached by the unemployment of a part
of the unskilled workforce. Under free-trade, the same causal relationship prevails for the
integrated economy constituted by both countries. The country which wants to maintain its
minimum wage is then constrained to "manipulate" international terms of trade in order to
set back the relative goods price to its autarkic level. But this requires the relative
employment level of production factors to be identical to the one prevailing in Europe, under
autarky. As the minimum-wage economy is the only one likely to carry out the adjustment, it
experiences a doubling of its unemployment. In other words, free-trade doubles the
employment effect of a given gap between the actual level of unskilled wage and its full-
employment level.

If, in addition, the opening to trade with low-wage countries reduces the demand for
unskilled labour, Davis shows that the minimum-wage economy has to bear the whole of the
adjustment, at least as long as it is not completely specialised in the production of skill-
intensive goods. More generally, the same conclusion would apply to any exogenous shock
involving a lowering of unskilled labour demand. For the minimum wage economy, openness
then magnifies the consequences of the shock, with respect to autarky. In order to maintain
its minimum wage, the "European" area has to modify accordingly (through its
unemployment rate) the relative employment of production factors in the integrated
economy, and not only in its own territory. This implies a doubling of the unemployment
impact of an exogenous shock.

Through the constraint introduced over relative good prices, trade openness is thus likely,
in the traditional trade theory, to modify the price-elasticity of labour demand. However, this
analysis remains somewhat schematic. In particular, the notion of an infinite elasticity of

                                                                
2 However, this result is valid only if the free-trade equilibrium leads to an incomplete specialisation of
both economies.
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labour demand under free-trade seems unrealistic. As a matter of fact, recent studies have
focused more on the analysis through new trade theories.

C. Lessons from the new trade theories

So far, we have been reasoning in terms of the price-elasticity of aggregate labour demand,
for the whole economy. Instead, the analysis through new trade theories focuses on the
price-elasticity of an individual firm's labour demand. Such an elasticity can be decomposed
in two components.3 The first, always negative, corresponds to the pure substitution effect.
The second is the scale effect. It reflects the fact that a wage increase raises the firm's
production cost, hence a negative effect on its output, which implies a lowering in labour
demand, except under exceptional configurations of labour demand.4 Generally speaking, the
scale effect reinforces the substitution effect.

From this decomposition, Slaughter (1997) highlights two influences of international trade
on labour-demand elasticities. The first one concerns the substitution effect: if the
production process of a firm is decomposed vertically into various stages with different
factor intensities, then this firm has the possibility, consecutively to increased wages, to
relocate production or to use foreign outsourcing for the most labour-intensive production
stages. This widening of substitution possibilities is likely to increase the elasticity of
substitution between labour and other production factors.

The second influence of international trade put forward by Slaughter concerns the scale
effect. This effect is higher when the firm's output level is more price-sensitive, and this
sensitivity depends negatively on firms' mark-ups. Now, different international trade models
predict that trade openness lowers mark-ups. By increasing the elasticity of goods demand
addressed to each firm, trade thus increases the price-elasticity of their labour demand.

Empirical estimates of these effects would require working on firms individual data. Given
the lack of satisfactory individual data for this type of estimate, Slaughter works on the
basis of industries defined at a detailed level of classification (4-digits SIC), which he
assimilates to firms, before grouping them into "aggregated industries". His estimates
provide only little support to the hypotheses formulated: for production workers as well as
for non-production workers, several trade variables have a significant explanatory power,
with the expected sign, when only industry dummies are considered, but their significance
disappears when time dummies are introduced. The variation in labour-demand elasticities
are therefore mainly explained by a temporal trend. Interestingly, this trend is upward, in
absolute terms, for production workers, whereas it is downward for non-production workers.

A similar methodology has been applied by Faini et alii (1998) for Italy, with elasticities
estimated on the period 1985-95, distinguishing 14 manufacturing industries. It is difficult to
conclude from these 14 points, but a weak correlation appears between the degree of

                                                                
3 For a more detailed description, see for example Hamermesh (1993) or Cahuc and Zylberberg (1996)
4 If the relative use of labour decreases strongly with the output level, this effect can be inverted. This
however corresponds to exceptional configurations and it is incompatible with the hypothesis of
homogeneity of the production function.
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openness to trade and the labour demand elasticity.5 Greenaway, Hine and Milner (1998)
introduce, in their dynamic equation of labour demand, a term corresponding to interactions
between the wage rate and import or export intensities. They also find a weak, positive
impact of import and export volumes on the labour-demand elasticity in manufacturing
industries, but this impact is not significant.6

In sum, this second approach is more realistic than the neo-classical one, but it has so far
received weak empirical support. Moreover, it deals with firms' individual labour-demand
elasticities. It is therefore concerned with firms' reactions to firm-specific shocks. From an
economic policy standpoint, however, the central problem is rather to understand the
behaviour of the aggregate labour demand.

D. An intermediate approach: aggregate scale effect and sectoral
specialisation, in a context of finite elasticities

In spite of the fact that the aggregate labour demand is the sum of individual labour
demands, the price-elasticities of these demands are not necessarily linked in a simple way,
as emphasised by Slaughter (op. cit., p. 8). In the neo-classical model, for example, trade
openness radically modifies the aggregate labour-demand elasticity, without modifying
firms' individual labour-demand elasticity which, in the context of perfect competition, was
already infinite in autarky.

The aggregate labour-demand elasticity is therefore a subject on its own, which cannot be
studied merely through the study of the individual labour demand function. Just as
individual labour-demand elasticities, this elasticity can be decomposed in two effects. The
substitution effect corresponds to the consequences of within-firm factor substitutions, as a
consequence of a shift in relative factor costs: it is a weighted sum of firms' individual
substitution effects.

In contrast, the scale effect, i.e. the effect resulting from the variation in outputs,
corresponds to mechanisms different from those described at the individual level. On the
one hand, the problem is no longer to describe the reactions of firms with respect to each
other, but rather to analyse the global evolution of national output. On the other hand, the
output level is no more a unidimensional variable when considered at the aggregate level.
Intersectoral differences in output variations can modify relative factor demand, especially
when these differences are linked to initial factor intensities. And there are good reasons for
this to be the case: a shift in production factors' relative costs modifies trade specialisation
determinants.

Assume for example that the cost of unskilled labour is increased exogenously. The ex-ante
effect is to increase goods prices, in a higher proportion for the most unskilled-intensive
good (as a consequence of the Shepard lemma). This will depress the domestic demand, but
it will also reduce the competitiveness of domestic producers, and this loss of
competitiveness will thus be higher for the most unskilled-intensive industries. As a
                                                                
5 The correlation is stronger when internationalisation is measured by the share of foreign affiliates in the
employment of national entreprises, but this measure is linked to the question of FDIs.
6 Note however, that only a short term effect is in question in this case, as the estimates are based on
annual variations, with two lags.
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consequence, domestic producers will suffer losses in market shares, which will be higher,
the more unskilled-intensive the industry is (except if the elasticity of substitution between
domestic and foreign goods is systematically higher for skilled-intensive goods, which does
not seem to be the case in practice). Moreover, these losses in market shares will be higher,
the more exposed domestic production is to foreign competition.

Such a shock also induces general equilibrium effects, through the constraint on the total
employment of the other factor (say skilled labour), through the evolution of national
income, or through the trade balance constraint. However, these effects do not present, a
priori, the same kind of systematic bias with regards to factor intensity. Thus, the global
effect of an exogenous increase in the cost of unskilled labour is likely to be a change in the
trade specialisation of the economy, at the expense of the most unskilled-intensive
industries.

It is known, since Berman, Bound and Griliches (1994), that the increase in the relative
employment of skilled workers mainly occurred within industries (for detailed calculations
on the French case, see Jean, 1999, p. 41). This does not mean, however, that the between-
industry movements were negligible: they contributed up to 30% of the total raise in the
relative employment of skilled workers in U.S. industry during the eighties.7 Moreover, the
classifications used gather productions which differ by their factor intensities. On the basis
of firms individual data, Bernard and Jensen (1997) show that the between-firm contribution
was far more important: in the U.S., between 1979 and 1987, it explains nearly half the
increase in skilled relative employment, and nearly two thirds of their relative wage. In
addition, Bernard and Jensen show that exporting firms played a dominant role in this
between-firm contribution. In sum, these stylised facts show that changes in trade
specialisation are indeed likely to have played a significant role in the evolution of the
relative demand for unskilled labour.

This would mean that trade openness increases the elasticity of unskilled-labour demand,
by reinforcing the scale effect following an increase in the cost of unskilled labour.
However, different complex mechanisms are at stake, and the economy undergoes various
constraints. A more detailed analysis is thus necessary, and the next section aims at
illustrating the argument put forward above, through a simple model. In order to avoid the
crude aspect of the results obtained with the pure neo-classical theory, however, we will
work with finite elasticities of substitution between domestic goods and foreign goods.

II. TRADE OPENNESS AND THE AGGREGATE SCALE EFFECT: A SIMPLE MODEL

This section uses a simple model describing a small economy, producing N goods with two
factors, say skilled labour (S) and unskilled labour (U). There is perfect competition between
domestic producers, and trade flows are represented using the Armington hypothesis. As
we want to focus on the scale effect, it is assumed for the sake of simplicity, that the

                                                                
7 This contribution is inferior in the French case: around 10% of the total within the industry, and around
20% for the whole economy, according to our calculations carried out with the NAP 600 classification.
But this classification has less industrial sectors than the SIC 4-digits (around 300, against 450), and this
may explain part of the difference.
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production factors are perfectly complementary, thus implying that the substitution effect is
equal to zero.

We will first present the model and describe rapidly the static equilibrium obtained when
wages are perfectly flexible. We will then determine analytically what the consequences are,
for unskilled labour, of imposing on it a real wage superior to the competitive level.

A. The set-up

The demand side is modelled through a representative consumer, which maximises a two-tier
utility function:

(1) ( )[ ]∏
=

−−− −+=
Nto1k

ã1)ó/(ó1)/ó(ó
Dk,F,k

1)/ó(ó
Dk,D,k

k

)Xä(1XäU

Where index k = 1 to N refers to industry, XD,k,D (resp. XF,k,D) is the quantity of good k
produced domestically (resp. abroad) and sold in the domestic market,8 δk and γk are share
coefficients (with Σγk = 1), and σ is the elasticity of substitution between domestic and
foreign goods.

This utility function is a nesting of a Cobb-Douglas function, describing the choice of
consumption between industries (γk is the share of industry k in the consumption in value),
and of a CES function for the trade-off between domestic and foreign products. The latter
function corresponds to the Armington hypothesis (1969): goods produced in the home
country are homogenous, but they are differentiated from foreign goods, with a constant
elasticity of substitution σ > 1. This is a rough hypothesis, but it is a convenient way to
account for the finite elasticities observed in trade flows, without the complexity inherent to
the models with imperfect competition. The imperfect substituability is an evidence,
empirically; it stems essentially from products differentiation, but possibly also from the
special attachment of consumers to domestic products, from the degree of adaptation to the
national specificities of demand or from the possiblities of access to distribution channels.

This modelling relies on two important hypotheses. The first one is to take into account this
imperfect substitutability only between goods from different geographical origins, because
we are not concerned here with interactions between domestic producers9. The second one,
usual, is to assume that the elasticity of substitution between domestic and foreign goods is
constant. For the sake of simplicity, we assume in addition that this elasticity of substitution
is the same for all industries.

                                                                
8 Index D refers to the "domestic"country, and F to the "foreign" country. In the three subscripts of
quantity variables, the first one indicates the country of production, the second one the industry, and the
third one the country of consumption.
9 Usually, this hypothesis also reflects the idea that the substitutability between domestic goods is higher
than the substutability between goods from different origins. This aspect is not relevant here, merely
because the question of substituability between domestic goods is not raised: they all undergo the same
price variation.
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If R is the total income spent on consumption, then the resolution of the consumer's
problem is summarised through the two following equations, for each industry:

(2) RkDk,F,kF,Dk,D,kD, ãXpXp =+

(3) )
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The foreign demand for domestic goods is assumed to be:
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Where XD,k,F is the foreign demand for domestic goods in industry k, µk is a constant, and
pD,k (resp. pF,k) is the price of domestic (resp. foreign) goods in industry k, in domestic
currency. The demand for exports has thus a constant price-elasticity equal to σ. This is the
case, in particular, if the elasticity of substitution between foreign goods and domestic
goods is the same abroad as it is domestically, and if in addition the market share of
domestic producers is assumed to be negligible in the foreign market.

On the supply side, production is represented through a Leontief function:

(5) N1,...,k,
a
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a
UMINQ
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k

kU,

k
k =∀










=

Where Qk is the domestic output in industry k, Uk (resp. Sk) is the input of unskilled labour
(resp. skilled labour) used in industry k, aU,k and aS,k are technical coefficients. Production
factors are thus perfectly complementary, and there are constant returns to scale. The
average (and marginal) cost is equal to:

(6) N1,...,k,wawaC skS,ukU,k =∀+=

Where wu (resp. ws) is the wage rate for unskilled (resp. skilled) labour. As there is perfect
competition between domestic producers, the price of domestic goods is equal to their cost
(pD,k= Ck).

The closing rules are the following. The economy is assumed to be small, so the price of
foreign goods expressed in foreign currency (p*F,k) is exogenous. Trade is supposed to be
balanced, so that consumption expenditure R is exactly equal to income:
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(7) SwUwRXpXp su

N

1k
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Where U=ΣUk and S=ΣSk are the total inputs of unskilled labour and skilled labour in the
economy. The nominal exchange rate e (e = pF,k / p*F,k) is therefore endogenous. Factor

supplies ( U  and S ) are assumed to be exogenous. Finally, one of the prices in domestic
currency has to be chosen as the numeraire.

Assuming in addition that both skilled and unskilled labour markets are perfectly
competitive (and therefore that these factors are fully employed10), the set-up described
above enables the static equilibrium of the economy to be determined without difficulty: for
given prices, the maximisation of utility under income constraint sets the demand for goods;
domestic prices are directly linked to wages for skilled and unskilled labour, given the zero-
profit condition, and the level of the exchange rate is set through the constraint of balanced
trade.

B. The employment cost of a wage constraint for unskilled labour:
comparative statics for small changes

Now that the model and its static equilibrium have been presented, let us address the
following question: what is the employment-cost of imposing a real wage for unskilled
labour (which is assumed to be the scarce factor here, in the sense specified below) above
its competitive level? Such a constraint could, for example, be the result of a minimum wage
constraint, or of an increase in the cost of unskilled labour (because of labour standards, for
example), in a context of real rigidity of this wage. Whatever the reason, we will thus assume
the real wage for unskilled labour to be set exogenously above its competitive level, while
the wage for skilled labour remains perfectly flexible. A new equilibrium is then obtained,
where skilled labour is still fully employed, but where unskilled employment has decreased.

As we aim at studying analytically the consequences of this constraint, we will assume the
differences between the constrained wage and the competitive wage to be small. We can
then consider that the changes studied are sufficiently small in order to make first order
approximations appropriate. More specifically, we will use log-linearised equations to
analyse the changes between the previous competitive equilibrium and the new equilibrium
obtained imposing exogenously the increase in the unskilled wage.

To begin with, for this comparative statics exercise, let us choose as the numeraire the GDP
price index, based on an arithmetic average with the weights from the initial equilibrium:

                                                                

10 We assume that there exist at least two industries k0 and k1 such that 
1
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(8) 1pQ
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Where Qk
0 is industry k 's output in the initial equilibrium. Instead of being one single price,

the numeraire is thus a linear combination of various prices (with constant weights, of
course): this has no influence on the evolution of variables in real terms. Now, for a small
change from the initial equilibrium, this implies that (see annex for details on calculations)

(9) 0p̂ë
N

1k
kD,k =∑

=

Where the parameter λk = Qk
0 pD,k0 / (ΣQj

0 pD,j0) is the share of industry k in GDP, in the initial
equilibrium. A dot above a variable refers to logarithmic changes. This also implies that the
nominal change uŵ  in the wage for unskilled labour is equal to the real change

exogenously imposed (assuming that the deflator used is a Laspeyres index for GDP price).

Given (6), the price change for industry k is:

(10) N1,...,k,ŵ)á(1ŵáp̂ skukkD, =∀−+=

Where αk = aU,k wu
0 / pD,k

0 (the subscript 0 refers to the initial equilibrium) is the share of
unskilled labour in the price of good k, in the initial equilibrium. If we note by α = Σ λk αk the
weighted mean of αk, which is equal to the share of unskilled labour in the initial GDP, then
equation (9) implies that:

(11) us ŵ
á1

áŵ
−

−=

And (10) can be re-written:

(12) N1,...,k,ŵ
á1
áá

p̂ u
k

kD, =∀
−
−

=

On the other hand, the changes in import prices are only the consequence of the variations
in the nominal exchange rate (given the hypothesis of small economy):

(13) N1,...,k,êp̂ kF, =∀=

The output of industry k is
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(14) Fk,D,Dk,D,k XXQ +=

Thus, if xk = XD,k,F
0 / Qk

0 is the export intensity of industry k in the initial equilibrium, the
logarithmic variation of the industry's output can be written, as a first order approximation:

(15) Fk,D,kDk,D,kk X̂xX̂)x(1Q̂ +−=

The changes in exports are obtained directly from equation (4):

(16) )p̂p̂ó(X̂ kF,kD,Fk,D, −−=

For the variation of the domestic output sold on the domestic market, note first that
differentiating relations (1) and (2) yields:

(17) R̂)p̂X̂m()p̂X̂m)((1 kF,Dk,F,kD,Dk,D, =+++− , and

(18) )p̂p̂ó)((1)p̂X̂()p̂X̂( kF,kD,kF,Dk,F,kD,Dk,D, −−=+−+

Where mk = (pF,k
0 XF,k,D

0) / (pD,k
0 XD,k,D

0 + pF,k
0 XF,k,D

0) is the penetration rate of imports in
industry k, in the initial equilibrium. Rearranging, these two equations give:

(19) )p̂p̂ó)m((1p̂R̂X̂ kF,kD,kD,Dk,D, −−+−=

Note, in particular, that this relation shows that the higher the penetration rate of imports in
an industry, the more sensitive domestics sales on the domestic market are to the relative
price of imports. In this sense, it reflects the market power that domestic producers taken as
a whole have in the domestic market, due to the imperfect substitutability between domestic
and foreign goods. Now, relations (15), (16) and (19) enable the variation in the domestic
output to be written:

(20)

[ ] [ ] kD,kkkkkF,kkkkkkk p̂1)xmx1)(m(óp̂x)xmx1)(m(óR̂)x(1Q̂ +−+−−+−+−+−=

Given the above expressions of price changes ((11) and (12)), this implies:
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(21) [ ] [ ] u
k

kkkkk ŵ
á1
áá

11)t(óêx1)t(óR̂)x(1Q̂
−
−

+−−+−+−=

Where we have noted, for the sake of simplicity, tk = mk + xk - mk xk = (1-xk) mk + xk. The second
expression of tk shows that it refers to the average market share of foreign producers in the
markets where domestic firms sell their products (assuming that the market share of
domestic producers in foreign markets is negligible): this market share is 1 in the foreign
market, where domestic producers sell xk% of their output, and it is equal to mk in the
domestic market, where domestic producers sell (1-xk)% of their output. tk can thus be
interpreted as the degree of exposure of domestic production to foreign competition or, in
the words of Orléan (1986), as the internationalisation rate of the industry.

In order to express the endogenous variation of the exchange rate as a function of other
variables, we have to take into account the fact that trade remains balanced. This implies

that the logarithmic variation in the consumption expenditure (R̂ ) is equal to the variation
in the national income, that is the value of the national production:

(22) R̂)Q̂p̂(ë k

N

1k
kD,k =+∑

=

Using equations (9) and (21) and rearranging, we then obtain:

(23) u

N

1k

k
kk ŵ

á1
áátë

x1)t(ó
1óR̂

x1)t(ó
xê 








−
−

+−
−

+
+−

= ∑
=

In this expression, [ ] [ ]∑∑ ==
k

kk
k

kk xëxandtët  refer respectively to the average

degree of exposure to foreign competition and to the average export intensity of the
economy.11

On the other hand, the national income is also the sum of the wage bill of unskilled labour
and skilled labour, as expressed in the right hand side of equation (7). As a consequence
(knowing that total skilled employment is constant),

(24) su ŵá)(1)ŵÛá(R̂ −++=

Or, given equation (11):
                                                                
11 Note, however, that the degree of exposure to foreign competition is not additive. As a consequence,
the calculation of this indicator at the level of the whole economy would not give the same result as the
weighted average used here.
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(25) ÛáR̂ =

Sectoral output variation can now expressed as a function of uŵ,Û , and of the

characteristics of the initial equilibrium:

(26)
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Now, as the initial share of industry k in unskilled total employment is λkαk, the variation in
unskilled employment is, as a first order approximation (see annex for further details),

(27) ∑
=

=
N

1k
k

kk Q̂
á
áëÛ

Replacing sectoral output variations kQ̂  by their expression obtained in (26) and
rearranging, we are finally able to characterise the elasticity of unskilled employment with
respect to an exogenous increase in the real wage for unskilled labour:

(28)
ϕ1)t(óá1

tø
á1
áááë

á
1

ŵ
Û

N

1k

k
kk

u −−−

+
−
−

−=
∑

=

Where we have noted 
á1

)á~á)(á(á
t
të1)(óø kk
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=
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jj
jj x1)t(ó
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kk x1)t(ó
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As α and á~  are two weighted averages of the αk (a mixed measure of openness enters the
weight in the second one, in addition to the share of the industry in GDP), ψ will be positive,
except under very particular circumstances. As far as the sign of ϕ is concerned, it should be
remembered that we assumed the country in question to have a comparative advantage in
skill-intensive industries. This means that, on average, the more unskilled-intensive an
industry, the less export-oriented it is. As soon as this is the case on average, ϕ is positive.
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Note in addition that ψ and ϕ are both homogenous of degree zero in the variables of
openness (t or x): they depend on the sectoral structure of the degrees of openness but, for
a given intersectoral structure (i.e. for tk/t and xk/t fixed), they do not depend on t, the degree
of exposure of domestic production to foreign competition.

Thus, equation (28) shows that uŵ/Û−  is an increasing function of t. This means that, for

a developed country, the higher the degree of exposure of domestic production to foreign
competition, the bigger the employment cost of a given constraint on the real wage for
unskilled labour. In other words, the scale effect linked to an exogenous increase in the cost
of unskilled labour is higher, the more open the economy.

This conclusion illustrates the mechanisms mentioned before. An increase in the cost of
unskilled labour increases the cost of unskilled-intensive goods compared to skill-intensive
goods. For an open economy this implies losses of market shares in the unskilled-intensive
industries, compared to skill-intensive industries. The sectoral specialisation of the
economy is thus modified, in a sense that is unfavourable to unskilled-intensive industries,
and therefore unfavourable to unskilled-labour demand. Moreover, the more open the
economy, the more important this mechanism is.

It is no surprise to observe that this effect is stronger, the higher the elasticity of
substitution between domestic and foreign goods. What is perhaps more surprising is that
the more pronounced the comparative advantage the economy has in skill-intensive
industry, the stronger the effect of openness on unskilled labour demand elasticity (because
in (28), ϕ will be higher). This is due to the fact that the more export-oriented an industry is,
the less it will suffer from the negative impact on the national consumption observed here.

C. Empirical assessment

What is the practical importance of this effect of international trade on the price-elasticity of
unskilled-labour demand? Equation (28) enables the described effects to be assessed, on the
basis of real data. As the mechanisms described concern mainly the industrial sector, we will
limit the analysis to this part of the economy. A reservation has first to be made: such an
assessment depends on the sectoral classification chosen. The data used here come from
the classification NAP 100 of French national accounts. The field of industry, excluding
energy and quarrying, is disaggregated into 39 sectors. The definition for unskilled labour
includes manual workers and employees, as opposed to intermediate and superior
professions, which are supposed to be skilled.

For simplicity, intermediate consumption is not considered in the analysis. Implicitly, the
production has so far been assumed to be totally integrated vertically. In order to fit this
hypothesis more closely, it would be necessary to include direct and indirect national,
unskilled-labour input, and to base the calculation on the share of its wage bill in production
costs. A plainer calculation is made here, as a proxy; it only takes into account direct
employment and is therefore based on its share in value added.

Table 1 displays the results obtained for uŵ/Û− , on the basis of equation (28), for the

French industry in 1977, 1985 and 1993. As a basis of comparison, we also show the results
obtained with this equation, without taking into account the terms related to trade. The
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result depends strongly on the choice made for the Armington's elasticity, which is assumed
to be identical for all industries. With a fairly low elasticity of 1.2, the scale effect linked to
trade is rather small. With an elasticity of 1.5, however, it already corresponds to 25 to 30%
of the "autarchic" effect, and international trade accounts for more than half the total scale
effect when the elasticity is assume to equal 3 or more. Precisely, various recent studies
suggest that the average value of this elasticity could be high, and that values of 4 or 5 are
far from unrealistic (for a recent and detailed discussion, see Erkel-Rousse and Mirza, 2000).

Table 1 :
Assessment of the price elasticity of unskilled labour demand associated with the scale effect

for French industry in 1977, 1985 and 1993

1977 1985 1993

Scale effect without taking into account effects linked to
foreign trade (elasticity) - 0,043 - 0,062 - 0,043

Total scale effect (elasticity)
with an elasticity of substitution between
domestic goods and foreign goods equal to 1.2: -0,047 -0,071 -0,051

1.5: -0,053 -0,081 -0,059
2: -0,062 -0,098 -0,071
3: -0,081 -0,132 -0,096
4: -0,100 -0,165 -0,121
5: -0,118 -0,199 -0,145

For information :
Share of unskilled labour wage bill in value added (%) 33,1 28,2 22,3 

Average export intensity (%) 23,3 29,2 32,0 
Average import penetration rate (%) 20,5 26,7 30,6 
Average degree of exposure to foreign competition

(weighted average of sectoral degrees) (%)
(direct calculation for the whole industry) (%)

38,0 
39,0 

46,3 
48,1 

50,1 
52,8 

Source : French national accounts, INSEE ; Enquêtes sur la structure de l'emploi, INSEE ;
Déclarations Annuelles de Données Sociales (DADS), INSEE-DARES. All data are based on
the classification NAP 100 of the French national accounts.
Field : The data presented concern all industries, excluding energy and quarrying.

These calculations can only give orders of magnitude. They are sufficient, however, to
show that trade openness explains an important share of the scale effect linked to a variation
in unskilled labour cost, for a country like France. In other words, the price-elasticity of the
relatively scarce factor demand is significantly higher than it would be under autarky.



The Effect of International Trade on Labour-Demand Elasticities:  Intersectoral Matters

20

CONCLUSION

The influence of international trade on labour-demand elasticities has so far been analysed
essentially through two approaches. According to the neo-classical theory of trade, this
elasticity is infinite at the aggregate level, for a small economy under free-trade. Recent
studies, on the other hand, have focused on the effect induced by trade openness on the
elasticity of individual firms' labour demand, through the lowering of their mark-ups.

The analysis proposed here is intermediate, and focuses on the intersectoral dimension of
the scale effect linked to a variation in the cost of a production factor. The intuition is that
an increase in the cost of a production factor has an effect on the sectoral trade
specialisation of an economy, at the expense of the production using this factor intensively.
This effect is more important the more open the economy is, because the market share of
domestic producers taken together is then more sensitive to their relative price, compared to
imports. This is not linked to imperfect competition: it is rather the consequence of the
imperfect substitutability between domestic and foreign goods, which enables domestic
producers taken together to enjoy some kind of market power, with respect to foreign
producers.

This mechanism is illustrated through a model of perfect competition, using the Armington
hypothesis. Starting from an initial competitive equilibrium, we showed that the employment
cost of imposing an exogenous rise in the real wage of unskilled labour (above its
competitive level) is increasing with trade openness. This result is proved to hold, except in
very particular configurations, as soon as the economy has a comparative advantage in
skill-intensive industries. The interest of the latter condition is linked to the fact that the
more export-oriented an industry is, the less it will suffer from the negative impact on the
national consumption observed here. The empirical assessment for France shows that trade
openness can indeed have a significant effect on labour-demand elasticities through this
mechanism. And this effect would be far higher for small rich countries, like Belgium or the
Netherlands for example, that are far more open to international trade.

This work does not pretend to reach definitive conclusions. Further research is needed, for
example to assess the empirical relevance of the mechanisms described here. However, it
aims at progressing in the analysis of the influence of international trade on labour market
functioning. This question is important, notably for the definition of adequate labour market
policies. Underlying, for European countries, is the problem of the desirable level of co-
ordination in this type of policies.
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ANNEX:  SOME DETAILS ABOUT THE CALCULATIONS

•• From equation (8) to (9):

A simple differentiation of equation (8) gives
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As we have assumed the changes to be small, we can make the following first order

approximations: 0
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ë = , this gives equation (9).

The approximation made corresponds to the hypothesis that the logarithmic change (i.e.
approximatively the growth rate) of the sum is the weighted average of the logarithmic
changes of the terms, with the weights equal to the ratio of the term to the sum, in the initial
equilibrium.

A similar approximation is made in other cases in the text: to obtain equation (10) from the
differentiation of equation (6); to obtain equation (15) from the differentiation of equation
(14); to obtain equation (17) from the differentiation of equation (2).

•• Equation (27)

The expression of U&  in (27) is obtained in a similar way. Note first that
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As we have assumed the changes to be small, we can make the following first order
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kkU, = . Using these three equations in the previous expression gives equation

(27).
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