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ABSTRACT 
This study explores the role of Sudanese women’s initiatives in economic 
development between 1970 and 2020, with particular attention to their 
contributions, challenges, and policy implications. "This study adopts a qualitative 
perspective approach based on content analysis of secondary literature and 
institutional reports and applies thematic analysis to synthesise evidence from peer-
reviewed journal articles, books, institutional reports, and NGO publications. The 
review includes sources published during the study period that focused on women’s 
economic participation and women-led initiatives in Sudan. The findings reveal that 
Sudanese women made substantial contributions to agriculture, informal trade, 
small enterprises, education, healthcare, cooperatives, and community 
development despite persistent legal, social, financial, and conflict-related barriers. 
Women’s initiatives also contributed to household income generation, poverty 
reduction, and community resilience. The study concludes that strengthening legal 
protection, expanding access to finance and education, and formally recognising 
women’s economic roles are essential for promoting inclusive and sustainable 
development in Sudan. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Sudanese women have historically played a key role in 
their communities through agriculture, trade, education, 
and social work. However, their contributions to 
economic development have often been undervalued or 
overlooked due to legal restrictions, cultural norms, and 
limited access to financial resources1. Since the 1970s, 
Sudanese women’s organisations, cooperatives, and 
grassroots movements have attempted to bridge gender 
gaps by empowering women economically and socially, 
even under difficult political and economic conditions. 
Women’s economic empowerment is essential for 
achieving Women’s rights and gender equality. Women’s 
economic empowerment means ensuring that women 
participate equally and benefit from decent work, access 
markets, control resources, and participate meaningfully 
in economic decision–making at all levels. The UN 
Secretary General’s High-Level Panel on Women’s 
Economic Empowerment emphasises that empowering 
women boosts economic diversification and income 
equality2. When more women work, economies grow, & 
the women’s economic empowerment increases 
economic diversification and income equality for a shared 
prosperity. Moody’s Analytics states that closing the 
gender gap could add USD 7 trillion to the global economy. 
Gender inequalities in employment and job quality result 
in gaps in access to social protection acquired through 
employment, such as pensions, unemployment benefits, 
or maternity protection.  
 
Coverage of women lags behind men by 8 % (34.3 % and 
26.5 %, respectively)3. Gender gaps in food insecurity have 
grown from 1.7 % in 2019 to more than 4 % in 2021, with 
31.9 % of women moderately or severely food insecure 
compared to 27.6 % of men4. This is even more acute for 
older and indigenous women, women of African descent, 
gender-diverse persons, persons with disabilities, and 
those living in rural and remote areas. Also, there is a 
gender gap in access to financial institutions. This gender 
gap stands at 6% in developing countries compared to 4% 
globally¹⁷. These differences have made supporting 
women's contribution to development a necessity. 
 
In Sudan, Women are also highly marginalised from the 
labor market in general. Women's labor force 
participation was only 14.5% in 2022, compared to 
61.6% for men5. Rural women and youth are more likely 

to be employed than those in urban areas, but 
unemployment among women remains high. These 
disparities necessitate focused support for women’s 
roles in economic development6. The study explores 
this 50-year journey, tracking how Sudanese women's 
initiatives evolved amid changing governments, wars, 
and economic reforms. It focuses on how their roles 
shifted from informal contributions to structured 
economic participation.  Despite a growing body of 
literature on women’s empowerment in Sudan, few 
studies have systematically examined the long-term 
contributions of women-led initiatives to economic 
development across multiple sectors between 1970 
and 2020.  Existing studies often focus on specific 
issues such as gender inequality, informal labor, or 
women’s rights without providing a comprehensive 
qualitative analysis of women-led economic initiatives 
and their developmental impact over time. Therefore, 
this study seeks to address this gap by synthesising 
evidence from multiple institutional and academic 
sources to evaluate the economic and social 
contributions of Sudanese women during the study 
period. 
 

Drawing on Feminist Economic Theory, Women’s 
Empowerment Theory, and Human Capital Theory from 
a gender and development perspective that views 
women’s economic participation as a critical 
component of inclusive development. Rather than 
testing a formal hypothesis, the paper reflects on 
documented evidence from Sudanese and 
international sources to examine the social, 
institutional, and economic significance of women’s 
initiatives in Sudan. 
 
This study seeks to answer the following questions: To 
what extent have Sudanese women been able to 
overcome gender disparities and inequality, and 
contribute to economic development between 1970 
and 2020? What challenges have they faced, and what 
key roles have women-led initiatives played in Sudan’s 
economic growth? How did conflict, economic policies, 
and cultural norms shape the impact of women’s 
economic engagement? Finally, what lessons can be 
drawn from Sudanese women’s experience to support 
future economic policies? The objectives are to identify 
the key challenges facing Sudanese women in 
contributing to economic development and to analyse 
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their role in economic growth and development during 
the study period. The study provides evidence on how 
women’s initiatives contribute to economic resilience 
and national development. It underscores local 
answers pushed by women to tackle poverty, disparity, 
and restricted economic entry. By analysing the effect 
of these initiatives, the study hopes to advise policy 
changes and aid strategies that better integrate women 
in national development schemes. As stated by UN 
Women 2, backing women's economic involvement can 
speed up economic expansion, lessen poverty, and 
advance inclusive progress. For Sudan, where over 60% 
of the population resides in poverty, female labor force 
participation is amongst the lowest globally6. This 
investigation has critical developmental significance. 
 
METHODS 
This paper adopts a qualitative perspective approach 
based on narrative analysis of published academic 
articles, institutional reports, and NGO documents. 
The purpose is to synthesise existing evidence and 
provide a reflective interpretation of women’s 
economic roles in Sudan between 1970 and 2020, 
barriers, and contributions to development. This 
approach is consistent with established qualitative 
research methods used in social science research7. 
 
The study aimed to examine the role of Sudanese 
women’s initiatives in economic development between 
1970 and 2020. Clear inclusion and exclusion criteria 
were applied to ensure relevance, and the review was 
organised around a defined research question focused 
on women’s economic participation. Sources included 
only documents published within the study period that 
addressed women-led initiatives, economic activity, 
and gender-related development issues in Sudan. 
Materials that were not directly relevant to women’s 
economic participation or that focused mainly on male-
led activities were excluded. The coding process 
involved identifying recurrent concepts, grouping 
similar ideas into categories, and synthesising these 
categories into broader themes. 
 

Research design 
"This study adopted a qualitative perspective approach 
and employed qualitative content analysis to examine 
evidence from secondary sources. Explore the role of 

Sudanese women’s initiatives in economic 
development between 1970 and 2020. A qualitative 
approach was chosen because the aim was to interpret 
patterns, meanings, and contextual developments 
across published sources rather than to test a 
statistical hypothesis. This design is appropriate for 
synthesising evidence on women’s economic 
participation, barriers, and contributions to 
development over time. Qualitative systematic reviews 
are specifically suited to identifying themes and 
constructs across studies, while content analysis 
provides a rigorous way to organise and interpret 
textual evidence. 
 

Research question 
The study was guided by the following main research 
question: How did Sudanese women’s initiatives 
contribute to economic development between 1970 
and 2020, and what structural, social, and institutional 
factors shaped the scope and effectiveness of these 
contributions? The review also considered three 
supporting questions: what forms of economic 
participation were most common, what barriers limited 
impact, and what policy lessons can be drawn. A clearly 
defined question helped maintain focus and 
methodological coherence. 
 
Data sources 
Data were collected from published secondary 
sources, including peer-reviewed journal articles, 
books, institutional reports, and policy documents. 
Searches were conducted in Google Scholar, JSTOR, 
Scopus, and relevant institutional repositories such as 
the World Bank, UN Women, FAO, ILO, and UNESCO. 
These sources were selected because they provide 
credible evidence on women’s economic participation 
and development in Sudan. 
 
Inclusion and exclusion criteria 
The study included documents published between 
1970 and 2020 that directly addressed women-led 
economic initiatives, women’s economic participation, 
or gender and development in Sudan. Documents were 
excluded if they focused mainly on male-led activities, 
were unrelated to economic development, or lacked 
sufficient analytical relevance. Applying explicit criteria 
improved consistency, reduced bias, and ensured the 
review included only relevant material. 
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Figure 1. Flow Diagram of the Literature Selection Process. 

 
Qualitative technique 
The qualitative technique used in this study was 
thematic analysis. This technique was selected 
because it allows the researcher to identify, compare, 
and interpret recurring patterns across diverse textual 
sources. Thematic analysis is suitable for organizing 
large amounts of qualitative evidence into meaningful 
categories that answer the research question. 
 
Thematic coding procedure 
The analysis followed a structured thematic coding 
process. First, the selected documents were read 
repeatedly to become familiar with the content. 
Second, meaningful text segments were assigned initial 
codes such as women’s economic participation, 

barriers, informal work, cooperatives, education, 
health, leadership, and policy influence. Third, similar 
codes were grouped into broader themes. Fourth, the 
themes were reviewed and refined to ensure internal 
consistency and relevance to the research question. 
Finally, the themes were interpreted and synthesised 
into a coherent account of Sudanese women’s 
contributions to economic development. Thematic 
synthesis and content analysis were employed. The 
thematic coding process enabled the identification of 
recurring patterns related to women’s economic 
participation, structural barriers, informal labor, and 
community development across the selected 
literature. 
Trustworthiness or rigour 
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To enhance rigour, the study used source triangulation 
by comparing evidence from academic publications, 
institutional reports, and NGO documents. The 
inclusion and exclusion criteria were applied 
consistently, and the coding process was conducted in 
a systematic and transparent manner. Theme 
refinement was used to improve internal coherence 
and reduce interpretive inconsistency. These 
procedures strengthened the credibility and 
dependability of the findings. 
 
Ethical considerations 
Because the study relied exclusively on publicly 
available secondary sources, no human participants 
were involved. Therefore, no primary data were 
collected, and formal ethical approval was not 
required. All sources were cited appropriately, and the 
review was conducted in line with academic integrity 
standards. 
 
RESULTS 
The thematic analysis revealed that Sudanese women 
played a substantial role in economic development 
between 1970 and 2020 despite structural and 
institutional barriers. The findings identified five major 
themes related to women’s economic participation, 
informal labor, social development, community 
leadership, and structural challenges. 
 
Table 1. Main themes and coding categories used in the 
analysis 

Main Theme Sub-theme Example of 
Evidence 

Economic 
participation 

Agriculture and 
trade 

Women’s role in 
food production and 
local markets 

Structural 
barriers 

Legal and 
cultural 
restrictions 

Public Order Act and 
gender norms 

Informal 
economy 

Microbusinesses 
and home-based 
work 

Informal labor 
participation 

Social 
development 

Education and 
healthcare 

Women teachers 
and health workers 

Empowerment 
and leadership 

NGOs and 
cooperatives 

Women-led 
associations and 
advocacy 

Table 2. Labor Force Participation by Gender in Sudan 
(1970–2020) 

Year Female 
Participation (%) 

Male 
Participation (%) 

1970 12.3 59.5 
1980 13.7 60.4 
1990 13.9 61.1 
2000 14.0 61.3 
2010 14.2 61.5 
2020 14.5 61.6 

Source: World Bank. Labor Force Participation Rate, 
Female (% of Female Population Ages 15+) – Sudan. 
World Bank, 2023. 
 

Women’s Participation in Agriculture and Small 
Enterprises 
The findings indicate that Sudanese women 
contributed significantly to agricultural production and 
household food security, particularly in rural areas. 
More than 70% of rural women participated in 
agricultural activities, including subsistence farming, 
livestock care, food processing, and seasonal 
agricultural labor⁶. Despite limited land ownership and 
restricted access to financial resources, women 
remained central to rural economic survival.  In urban 
areas, women operated micro and small enterprises 
such as tailoring, food vending, handicrafts, beauty 
services, and home-based businesses3. These 
activities generated household income and supported 
local markets. Women also established informal 
savings groups and cooperative associations to 
overcome limited access to formal credit and banking 
services¹3. The analysis suggests that women’s 
economic participation functioned as an important 
survival mechanism during periods of economic 
instability, inflation, and political crisis9. 
 
Women in the Informal Economy 
The results demonstrate that women played a 
dominant role in Sudan’s informal economy. Women 
were heavily involved in home-based work, informal 
trade, domestic labor, and small-scale service 
activities⁷. The informal sector provided economic 
opportunities for women excluded from formal 
employment due to legal restrictions, limited 
education, and social norms³.  Although informal 
employment offered income opportunities, it was 
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associated with low wages, poor working conditions, 
and limited legal protection⁷. Women working in 
informal sectors often lacked social security, labor 
rights, and financial inclusion¹5. Nevertheless, informal 
economic activities contributed substantially to 
household resilience and poverty reduction15. The 
findings further reveal that women’s participation in 
informal labor increased during periods of conflict and 
displacement, particularly in conflict-affected regions 
such as Darfur, Blue Nile, and South Kordofan⁸. 
The available World Bank data also illustrate the 
persistent gender gap in labour force participation in 
Sudan over time. Figure 2 presents the female and male 
labour force participation rates used in this study. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 2. labor force participation by gender in Sudan 
(1970 - 2020). The data.worldbank.org. Source: World 
Bank. Labor Force Participation Rate, Female (% of 
Female Population Ages 15+) – Sudan, World Bank. 
Labor Force Participation Rate, Male (% of Male 
Population Ages 15+) – Sudan. World Bank Data. The 
above chart highlights the consistent gap between male 
and female participation 
 
 

 
 
Figure 3. Distribution of women’s employment across 
economic activities further illustrates the importance 
of informal and sector-based employment in women's 
livelihoods in Sudan, as shown in Figure 3. Source: 
International Labour Organisation (2022). Report. 
Source: Authors. The chart shows a strong 
concentration in agriculture and informal trade, which 
indicates the weakness of women's contribution to the 
formal sectors. 
 
Women’s Contributions to Education, Healthcare, 
and Community Development 
The analysis revealed that Sudanese women 
contributed significantly to social and human capital 
development through their participation in education, 
healthcare, and community services. Women 
represented a large proportion of teachers, nurses, 
midwives, and community health workers, particularly 
in underserved rural areas¹².  Women-led NGOs and 
community organisations also played an important role 
in literacy programs, vocational training, microfinance 
initiatives, environmental awareness, and 
peacebuilding activities⁵. Organisations such as 
women’s cooperatives and local development 
associations contributed to improving community 
welfare and supporting vulnerable populations¹¹. The 
findings indicate that women’s social contributions 
extended beyond income generation and played an 
important role in strengthening community resilience 
and local development capacity¹⁰. 
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Structural and Institutional Barriers 
Despite their contributions, Sudanese women faced 
multiple structural barriers that limited their economic 
participation. The thematic analysis identified that 
structural and institutional barriers continue to 
constrain women’s economic participation in Sudan. 
Legal restrictions, patriarchal norms, limited access to 
education and finance, and conflict-related 
displacement all reduce women’s ability to expand 
their activities and gain recognition in formal 
development systems. These constraints operate 
together and reinforce one another, making it difficult 
for women to move from informal survival strategies to 
stable economic empowerment. Legal restrictions 
historically limited women’s mobility, property 
ownership, and economic independence¹˒¹6. Cultural 
norms and patriarchal practices further restricted 
women’s participation in leadership and formal 
employment³. Women also experienced lower access 
to education, financial institutions, and business 
opportunities compared to men¹2˒¹⁵˒¹6. Conflict and 
political instability intensified these challenges by 
increasing displacement, poverty, and economic 
insecurity⁸. Many women became primary household 
providers during periods of conflict without receiving 
adequate institutional support⁴. 
 
Women-Led Initiatives and Economic Resilience 
The findings demonstrate that women-led initiatives 
contributed directly to poverty reduction, household 
income generation, and community stability. Women’s 
cooperatives and grassroots organisations provided 
vocational training, small loans, agricultural support, 
and social services to women in both rural and urban 
areas⁵˒¹¹. Women-led economic activities 
strengthened local resilience during economic crises 
and periods of armed conflict⁴. The evidence suggests 
that empowering women economically contributes not 
only to individual welfare but also to broader social and 
economic development¹⁰. Overall, the thematic 
analysis confirms that Sudanese women played a 
critical role in sustaining economic and social systems 
between 1970 and 2020 despite persistent institutional 
and structural barriers¹⁴˒¹⁵. 
 
 
 

DISCUSSION 
Summary of Key Findings 
This study demonstrates the important contribution of 
Sudanese women’s initiatives to economic 
development between 1970 and 2020. Despite 
persistent gender discrimination, limited access to 
financial resources, political instability, and prolonged 
conflict, Sudanese women continued to participate 
actively in agriculture, informal trade, cooperatives, 
education, healthcare, and community development 
initiatives. The findings indicate that women have 
played a critical role in supporting household 
livelihoods, strengthening community resilience, and 
contributing to local economic development. These 
results highlight that women are not merely 
participants in the economy but important agents of 
social and economic transformation. 
 
Strengths and Limitations of the Study 
One of the main strengths of this study is its 
comprehensive qualitative synthesis spanning five 
decades of women's economic initiatives in Sudan. By 
integrating evidence from academic publications, 
institutional reports, and international organisations, 
the study offers a broad understanding of women's 
contributions across different sectors and historical 
periods. The use of multiple theoretical perspectives 
also strengthens the interpretation of women's 
economic participation.  However, the study has 
several limitations. It relies entirely on published 
secondary sources and therefore does not include 
primary empirical evidence from women directly 
involved in these initiatives. In addition, the availability 
of historical data varies across the study period, making 
it difficult to compare developments consistently 
between different decades. These limitations should be 
considered when interpreting the findings. 
 
Comparison with Previous Studies 
The findings are consistent with previous studies that 
recognise the significant contribution of women to 
economic development despite structural inequalities. 
Badri and Al-Bedri reported that Sudanese women 
continue to face legal, social, and institutional barriers 
while making substantial contributions to household 
welfare and community development.7 Similarly, UN 
Women has emphasised that women's economic 
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empowerment contributes to poverty reduction, 
economic growth, and inclusive development.2 The 
World Bank has also highlighted the importance of 
increasing women's labour force participation and 
improving access to financial services to support 
sustainable economic development in Sudan.5,16,17 
These findings reinforce existing evidence that 
strengthening women's economic participation is 
essential for achieving inclusive and sustainable 
development in Sudan. 
 
Interpretation of the Findings 
The findings suggest that Sudanese women's economic 
contributions have often remained under-recognised 
because much of their work occurs within the informal 
economy and unpaid household activities. Although 
women continue to face structural barriers, they have 
developed adaptive strategies through community 
organisations, small enterprises, and informal 
economic networks. These findings support Feminist 
Economic Theory, which argues that conventional 
economic systems frequently overlook women's 
productive and reproductive labour. They also reinforce 
Women's Empowerment Theory by demonstrating that 
increasing women's access to economic resources 
enhances both household welfare and community 
development. From the perspective of Human Capital 
Theory, expanding women's access to education, 
training, and financial opportunities can further 
strengthen national economic performance. 
 
Implications of the Findings 
The findings have important implications for policy and 
practice in Sudan and other African countries. 
Governments should strengthen policies that improve 
women's access to education, financial services, land 
ownership, vocational training, and formal labour 
markets¹⁶˒¹⁷. Expanding support for women-led 
cooperatives, microenterprises, and community 
development programmes can increase economic 
resilience, particularly in fragile and post-conflict 
settings. Furthermore, national statistical systems 
should better recognise women's informal and unpaid 
economic activities to ensure that development 
policies accurately reflect their contribution to 
economic growth. Future research should complement 
the present qualitative synthesis with empirical studies 
involving women entrepreneurs, community 

organisations, and policymakers to provide deeper 
evidence on the long-term impact of women's 
initiatives on economic development. 
 
CONCLUSION 
This study has shown that Sudanese women have 
played a central role in economic development through 
agriculture, informal trade, small enterprises, 
cooperatives, education, health, and community-
based initiatives. Their contributions have supported 
household resilience, improved local welfare, and 
strengthened social and economic stability despite 
persistent legal, financial, cultural, and conflict-related 
barriers. The findings also indicate that women’s 
economic participation in Sudan reflects a broader 
African pattern in which women’s work is essential to 
livelihood security and community development, yet 
remains undervalued in formal policy and statistical 
systems. This suggests that gender-sensitive 
development strategies are not only important for 
Sudan but also for the wider African context.  The study 
therefore recommends stronger legal protection for 
women, greater access to finance and education, and 
more support for women-led enterprises and 
cooperatives. Recognising women’s economic roles 
more fully will be critical for inclusive growth, poverty 
reduction, and long-term development in Sudan. 
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