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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Uruguay is a small upper-middle-income country
whose demographic, economic, and social welfare
profile is closer to developed rather than developing
nations. Similar to other Latin America countries, the
Uruguayan economy has moved from an inward-
looking strategy to an outward-looking one that
prioritizes the market as the resource allocation
mechanism and exports as the engine of growth. This
study examines how trade liberalization and related
shifts in the productive structure in Uruguay have
affected women’s access to employment. The study
presents an economic profile of the country and an
overview of its gender situation, the process of trade
integration, and the current trading scenario, before
assessing the impact of trade on gender-related
outcomes.

Uruguay has a low level of poverty and high life
expectancy and literacy levels, and is a very urbanized
country with a high level of human development. It has
significantly less income inequality than the average
developing country and has the most equal income
distribution among the Latin American countries.
Trade reforms, launched first in 1974, occurred at a
much more gradual pace than in many other countries
in the region, though in the context of recurring
economic crises and long-term high inflationary
pressures. During the reform period, growth of the
Uruguayan economy was quite volatile, with periods
of relatively high growth rates, modest growth, and
severe contractions.

The Uruguayan economy has grown steadily since the
1999-2002 crisis, with average real GDP growth of 5.4
per cent per annum during 2003-2010. The services
sector traditionally has been the leading sector in terms
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reform period from 1974 to 2011 was also associated
with a sharp depression of the income of the
population, although the gender wage gap improved.
However, contrary to most Latin American countries
— where employment has been created mainly in the
informal sector — the bulk of jobs created in Uruguay
have offered wage employment in the private sector,
with a moderate and a relative stable component of
informal, non-registered workers.

Uruguay has stood out in the region as a strong
example of high human development and progressive
thinking, and its approach to gender equality mostly
reflects this. Uruguay is an exemplar in terms of
gender equality in the areas of education and health,
and the country also fares well in the economic
participation of men and women, although progress
is needed to ensure greater political empowerment of
women. Gender equality has been achieved in basic
education (literacy and primary education), and there
is even a gender gap in favour of girls and women
in secondary and tertiary education. Despite the high
level of education achieved by Uruguayan women
and girls, educational segregation remains a problem:
science and technology remain male-dominated fields,
while social and art studies are female-dominated.
This phenomenon is then reflected in labour market
segregation. Uruguayan women continue to face
a “glass ceiling.” Afro-Uruguayan women live in
particularly adverse conditions that reflect gender- and
race-based discrimination.

In recognition of the need to level the playing field
between men and women, legislation was passed in
2005 on equality of opportunities, and more recently on
maternity leave, sexual harassment in the workplace,
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