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The Consortium for Applied Research on International Migration (CARIM) was created at the
European University Institute (EUI, Florence), in February 2004 and co-financed by the European
Commission, DG AidCo, currently under the Thematic programme for the cooperation with third
countries in the areas of migration and asylum.  

Within this framework, CARIM aims, in an academic perspective, to observe, analyse, and forecast
migration in Southern & Eastern Mediterranean and Sub- Saharan Countries (hereafter Region). 
 
CARIM is composed of a coordinating unit established at the Robert Schuman Centre for Advanced
Studies (RSCAS) of the European University Institute (EUI, Florence), and a network of scientific
correspondents based in the 17 countries observed by CARIM: Algeria, Chad, Egypt, Israel, Jordan,
Lebanon, Libya, Mali, Mauritania, Morocco, Niger, Palestine, Senegal, Sudan, Syria, Tunisia, and
Turkey. 
All are studied as origin, transit and immigration countries. External experts from the European Union
and countries of the Region also contribute to CARIM activities. 
 
CARIM carries out the following activities: 

- Mediterranean and Sub-Saharan migration database; 
- Research and publications; 
- Meetings of academics and between experts and policy makers; 
- Migration Summer School; 
- Outreach. 

 
The activities of CARIM cover three aspects of international migration in the Region: economic and 
demographic, legal, and socio-political. 
 
Results of the above activities are made available for public consultation through the website of the 
project: www.carim.org 
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Abstract 

Although female migration is on the rise, research studies with a gender perspective are scarce and 
fragmentary. Therefore, this paper represents a pioneer work aimed at analyzing female migration 
from Sudan. The emigration of Sudanese women to neighboring countries is addressed as it represents 
the largest share in Sudanese female emigration. Being historically family-driven, female emigration 
from Sudan is today increasingly characterized by independent women leaving the country with the 
hope of improving their work and life conditions. The recent shift from family- to labor-driven 
emigration is due mainly to the increase in the proportion of women enrolled in formal education, 
which in turn has meant a rise in their participation in the labor market. The scarcity of opportunities 
for newcomers in the Sudanese labor market is today the main reason for outward migration from 
Sudan. Meanwhile, war and civil conflicts have been an important trigger to female emigration 
creating, in most cases, refugees. The paper also discusses female emigration in non-African countries 
and argues that the push factors give impetus to migratory processes that cut across the regional and 
ethnic boundaries of Sudanese society. 

Résumé 

Bien que le phénomène de la migration féminine s’inscrive en pleine croissance, les analyses intégrant 
une dimension genre sont rares et fragmentaires. A ce titre, cette note représente un travail pilote 
visant à dresser une analyse de l’émigration féminine soudanaise. Cette émigration vers les pays du 
voisinage attire l’attention du chercheur, dans la mesure où elle représente la proportion la plus large 
parmi l’émigration féminine soudanaise. Fondée, dans un premier temps, sur des motifs d’ordre 
familial, l’émigration féminine soudanaise est aujourd’hui davantage caractérisée par le profil d’une 
femme indépendante quittant le pays d’origine avec pour objectif double l’amélioration des conditions 
de travail et de vie. Le glissement récemment opéré d’une émigration essentiellement fondée sur des 
motifs d’ordre familial à une émigration motivée par des impératifs lies à l’emploi s’explique 
essentiellement au regard de l’augmentation de la proportion de femmes éduquées avec un impact 
conséquent sur leur participation accrue au marché du travail. La rareté des opportunités pour les 
nouveaux immigrés au sein du marché du travail soudanais justifie hautement l’émigration en partance 
du Soudan. Parallèlement, les guerres et conflits civils ont constamment représenté un levier 
encourageant l’émigration féminine, allant jusqu’à acquérir le statut de réfugié. Cette note analyse, en 
outre, l’émigration féminine à destination de pays non-africains, et part du postulat que ces différents 
facteurs sous-jacents les mouvements migratoires agissent sur les processus migratoires à échelle 
régionale, et peu important les frontières ethniques traversant la société soudanaise. 
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Introduction  

The identification of gender-centered migration and its ramifications has always been of secondary 
concern to policy-makers and researchers in spite of its repercussions for a country’s demographics 
and its social effects on families experiencing female migration. There are, indeed, several concrete 
reasons why carrying out research into female migration makes sense. 

First, gender differentiated migration patterns reflect the gender division of labor which is largely 
motivated by uneven economic development. Second, a gender-based analysis of migration reveals the 
social dimensions of migration which, in turn, are reflected in the demographic structure of the 
migratory process itself. Third, cross-border female migrations, whether independent or family-driven, 
have the potential to configure and challenge gender relations and power inequalities. Migration can in 
fact provide women with good opportunities to improve their lives, escaping dependence on men and 
so reshaping the power structure within a family, while helping those left behind. However, female 
migrants are often more vulnerable than men in several contexts. Migrant women tend, in fact, to have 
a more precarious legal status in host countries compared to their male counterparts, especially those 
directed towards non-African countries. These women, who are, in large part, irregular, are more often 
subjected to exploitation and less protected by law. Being a ‘woman’ and a ‘migrant’ exposes female 
migrants to a kind of double discrimination, meaning that women are overrepresented in marginal, 
unregulated and poorly-paid jobs. It is common to find cases of gender and racial discrimination in the 
documents of human-rights organizations and even in court records. 

In addition, many studies have shown that developed host countries tend to create stratified patterns 
of migration, by selectively opening up entry points and providing differential rights and entitlements. 
This is especially true when we look at the dynamics of some groups of Sudanese women who were 
selectively given the chance to be relocated elsewhere. Sending countries also have their own stories 
of gender selectivity as to migration, especially emigration. Most developed countries, including Arab 
and Islamic countries have their own conditions as to female migration, especially when a female 
chooses to emigrate on her own. For example, a Muslim woman must have a male adult companion, 
whom she cannot marry by the tenets of Sharia'a – if her husband is not the one accompanying her – 
like a son, full brother, father or uncle. Conditionality is religious as well as social. This may, in part, 
account for the lower proportion of female emigrants in these countries. Customs, value systems and 
social norms may also hinder female emigration, but with global economic openness and liberalization 
sweeping the modern world, these traditional positions have begun to soften and female emigration 
has started to catch up with that of men, especially in areas experiencing wars, civil disorders and 
climatic changes.  

By the same token, female migration within developing countries, especially within African 
countries, is a salient phenomenon. But most of this is not linked to economic incentives, but rather to 
pressures resulting from civil conflicts in neighboring countries. The size of cross-border female 
migration within developing countries is not sufficiently documented in terms of statistics simply 
because the phenomenon itself cannot easily be recorded. But refugee camps abound with females, 
and foreign African female labor in other African countries remains a fact of life there.  

Most African countries including Sudan receive, however, female worker migrants from other 
African and non-African countries. These flows are officially organized from the sending countries by 
formal enterprises in the host countries. The percentage of female migrants brought in this way is, 
though, very small, particularly when compared to informal emigrants. Female emigrants working as 
housemaids are widespread in most North African countries and Sudan, whether they are brought 
legally or illegally.  
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The Mobility of Sudanese Female Migrants 

Sudanese women have emigrated since the time of independence. Temporary emigration was the norm 
in the early years where females used to accompany their male relatives on their emigration treks. 
From the 1960s to the 1980s, oil-rich Gulf countries were hungry for foreign labor to boost their socio-
economic development programs. Sudanese workers were among the first foreign labor to enjoy the 
employment bonanza in the Gulf countries. First, Sudanese male emigrants were single. Later though 
their spouses reached them or even new wives came to them. These female companion spouses were 
housewives not engaged in formal employment in the host countries. With the spread of educational 
opportunities at home, female companion spouses found employment opportunities with their 
husbands, in fields nursing, teaching and even as house-maids. Later a few found employment in the 
professions as, for example, engineers or medical doctors. But even this glimpse of professional 
independence was not enough to bring them to the level of men in terms of cross-border mobility. As 
stated earlier in the paper, religious tenets, socio-cultural norms and even emigration laws block free 
female cross-border mobility, and women are only allowed to cross the border freely in exceptional 
circumstances provided by law. Nevertheless, it is worth mentioning that these ‘social’ obstacles only 
apply to formal applications for emigration. Indeed, the complexities of socio-economic and political 
life in the country mean that it is impossible or at least very difficult for these obstacles to block 
female emigration. The civil war in Southern Sudan and the civil conflict in Darfur brought about 
circumstances that pushed women across the border as refugees: first to neighboring countries and 
then later around the world.  

In summary then, Sudanese female emigration is complex and characterized by multiple profiles. 
While, in the beginning, Sudanese female emigration was prompted by male emigration, later, highly-
educated women experienced emigration in their own right thanks to their academic attainments and 
were driven by the desire to improve their work and life conditions. Meanwhile, war and civil conflicts 
have been important triggers to female emigration, creating refugees. Finally, it is worth mentioning 
that female refugees have been relocated to countries such as Canada, Australia and US often with the 
help of UNHCR (see, for example, the UNHCR Cairo Office) . 

Female emigration patterns from Sudan: the quantitative dimension 

Sudanese emigrants are unevenly distributed across host countries. In 2007, the majority resided in 
Arab countries, mainly in Saudi Arabia (50.0% for males and 50.9% for females), Libya (respectively 
17.8% and 17.0%), in Qatar (7.0% and 5.7%) and Egypt (3.3% and 1.9%) (table 1). The spatial 
distribution of Sudanese emigrants seems thus not to be differentiated by sex. 
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Table 1. Sudanese population residing abroad by country of residence and sex (in %), 2007 

Country of residence 
Sex 

Males Females 
Egypt  3.3 1.9
Libya  17.8 17.0
Saudi Arabia 50.0 50.9
Qatar  7.0 5.7
Oman  1.6 0.0
Yemen  3.3 1.9
Iraq  1.3 0.0
Syria  1.3 0.0
Lebanon  0.7 0.0
Other African Countries 1.3 0.0
Other Asian Countries  3.0 1.9
Europe 3.6 5.9
North America  1.3 3.8
Other Countries 0.3 0.0
Unspecified 4.2 11.0
Total 100.0 100.0

Source: Ministry of Labor  

Most Sudanese women emigrate to Saudi Arabia due to ease of entry for Hajj or Omra to perform 
religious rituals, or to work as house-maids for Muslims. Sudanese women also work as doctors, 
nurses, school teachers or as helps to their husbands and relatives. Table 2 shows the distribution of 
Sudanese emigrants residing abroad in 2007 according to age and sex.  

Table 2. Sudanese population residing abroad by age group and sex (in %), 2007 

Age group 
Sex 

Males Females 

Younger than 25 29.0 32.1

25-39 54.0 58.5

40-49 7.6 5.7

50+ 3.6 1.9

Age not specified 5.9 1.9

Total 100.0 100.0

Source: Ministry of Labor 

The concentration of female emigrants in the youngest age groups tallies perfectly with the 
tendency of young, newly-married males to take their wives with them. Despite the high concentration 
of women in working ages, culturally (and practically) these young women are not expected to seek 
employment especially in Arab countries.  

By and large, the following reasons were given to account for the decision to migrate (table 3). 
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Table 3. Sudanese population residing abroad by reason to migrate and sex (in %), 2007 

Reason to migrate 
Sex 

Males Females 

Seeking for job 62.2 50.9

Going back to work abroad after a period spent in Sudan 15.1 1.9

Companionship 8.9 39.6

Study 11.5 5.7

Others  2.3 1.9

Total 100.0 100.0

Source: Ministry of Labor 

It is evident that the home labor market might have acted as a push factor for the majority of 
migrants (67.3% for males and 52.8% for females). However, as expected the percentage of females 
emigrating for family reasons is higher than that for men (39.6% vs 8.9%) 

Table 4 shows the distribution of Sudanese population residing abroad by level of education and sex.  

Table 4. Sudanese population residing abroad by level of education and sex (in %), 2007 

Level of education 
Sex 

Males Females 

Illiterate/ can read and write 13.5 17.0

Primary 10.5 11.3

Intermediate 11.8 18.9

Secondary 36.8 39.6

Tertiary 27.3 13.2

Total 100.0 100.0

Source: Ministry of Labor 

The selectivity of migrants according to education level is correct in the Sudanese case. Indeed, the 
proportion of those having a medium-high level of education (secondary/tertiary) is the highest one 
both for males (64.1%) and females (52.8%).  

The marital status of migrants may be of interest here. After all, family members are more likely to 
drive a bread-winner to migrate so as to benefit from his or her remittances. The table below displays 
the marital status of the migrants (table 5).  

Table 5. Sudanese population residing abroad by marital status and sex (in %), 2007 

Marital Status 
Sex 

Males Females 

Never married before 49.0 37.7

Married 50.7 60.4

Divorced 0.0 0.0

Widowed 0.3 1.9

Total 100.0 100.0

Source: Ministry of Labor 
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The table above evidently shows the importance of marriage in the decisions to migrate, especially 
for women.  

The distribution of Sudanese citizens abroad by occupation (table 6) shows that female migrants 
are on the lowest rung of the occupational ladder when compared to males. Given the similar 
educational profile of Sudanese citizens residing abroad according to sex, this result refutes the 
theory that educational attainment is the strongest vehicle for the realization of migrant 
aspirations.  

Table 6. Sudanese population residing abroad by occupation and sex (in %), 2007 

Occupation 
Sex 

Males Females 

Managers/ Administrators 0.9 0.0

Specialists 22.1 7.1

Technicians 13.2 7.1

Clerks 9.4 3.6

Sales and service workers 11.7 17.9

Agricultural workers 14.1 17.9

Crafts 15.0 17.9

Operators 8.0 25.0

Marginal workers  5.6 3.6

Total 100.0 100.0

Source: Ministry of Labor 

Less educated migrants are always jacks of all trades. This may explain the high percentage of 
agricultural workers and craftsmen in the occupational spectrum. The percentage of marginal workers 
is low because these workers are usually illegal immigrants, therefore, they cannot be surveyed easily. 
Statistics on this type of workers are always rare and largely unreliable.  

Labor market dynamics in Sudan: a main trigger to emigrate? 

According to the main important labor-market indicators, the gender bias in Sudan is self evident. In 
2006, the participation rate equaled 76.0% for men vs 30.0% for females while the unemployment rate 
was respectively 12.0% and 23.4%. 

Table 7. Participation rate (%) and unemployment rate (%) of the Sudanese population  
by sex, Sudan, 2006 

Participation Rate Unemployment Rate 

Males Females Males Females 

76.0 30.0 12.0 23.4

Source: Labor Force Survey, Sudan, 2006 

To complete the picture other indicators are needed. Table 8 and 9 show that as a whole, the 
education level of the Sudanese population improved from 2006 to 2008 for both sexes.  
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Table 8. Net enrollment ratio (*) in the basic educational level for Sudan by sex, 2006-2008 

Year 
Sex 

Males Females 
2006 69.8 59.2
2007 72.0 60.2
2008 73.9 63.4

Notes: (*) Net enrollment ratio in the basic educational level = (number of pupils in the theoretical age group 
who are enrolled in the basic educational level/total population at this theoretical age)*100 
Source: The National Quarter-Century Strategic Report 

The net enrollment ratio in the basic educational level passed from 69.8% in 2006 to 73.9% in 2008 
for males and from 59.2% to 63.4% for females over the same period (table 8). 

Table 9. Net enrollment ratio (*) at secondary level for Sudan by sex, 2006-2008 

Year 
Sex 

Males Females 
2006 26.2 25.3
2007 26.9 25.7
2008 29.6 26.3

Notes: (*) Net enrollment ratio at secondary level = (number of pupils in the theoretical age group who are enrolled in the 
secondary school’s level /total population at this theoretical age)*100 

Source: The National Quarter-Century Strategic Report 

Moreover, the net enrollment ratio at the secondary level grew from 26.2% in 2006 to 29.6% in 
2008 for men and from 25.3% to 26.3% for women (table 9). 

As both sexes are offered the same educational opportunities and employment opportunities 
are equal for both sexes by law, the statistics show us another side of the story.  

Entrance into the public service in Sudan is administered by the National Public Service 
Recruitment Board (NPSRB), a Government entity entitled to register and assign graduates who seek 
public-service employment opportunities in the different public-service institutions. The table below 
shows the number of graduates registered for public-service employment and the number actually 
selected for employment in public-service institutions.  

Table 10. Registered and selected graduates for public service employment by sex and type of 
educational degree, Sudan, 2006, 2008 

  

Type of educational degree 

Applied Colleges 
Social Sciences 

Colleges 
Total 

Males Females Males Females Males Females 
2006 

Registered (A) 1,830 1,780 1,273 1,799 3,103 3,579
Selected (B) 1,424 1,538 458 112 1,882 1,650
Rate of selection (A/B*100) 77.8 86.4 36.0 6.2 60.7 46.1

2008 
Registered (A) 4,312 5,061 849 980 5,161 6,041
Selected (B) 975 1,410 114 179 1,089 1,589
Rate of selection (A/B*100) 22.6 27.9 13.4 18.3 21.1 26.3

Source: The National Quarter-Century Strategic Report 
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The total selection rate for males in 2006 is 60.7% compared to 46.1% for females. In 2008, the 
rates were much lower for both (respectively 21.1% and 26.3%). The relative worsening in labor-
market performance of Sudanese young population over time is, however, contrasted by the 
improvement in the gender gap for the sake of females 

Conclusion 

The demographic receptiveness of the Sudanese society to globalization is much reflected in the great 
outflow of migrants in general and female migrants particularly in the last three decades in search of 
employment in the globalized international market.  

Being historically family-driven, female emigration from Sudan is today increasingly characterized 
by independent women leaving the country with the hope of improving their work and life conditions. 
The recent shift from family- to labor-driven emigration is mainly due to the increase of the proportion 
of women enrolled in formal education institutions which in turns means more women in the labor 
market. The scarcity of opportunities for newcomers in the Sudanese labor market is the main reason 
today for outward migration from Sudan, where the presence of women has grown in importance. 

However, even this glimpse of professional independence on the part of Sudanese women has not 
given them equality with men in terms of free cross-border mobility. Religious tenets, socio-cultural 
norms and even emigration laws block free female cross-border mobility, and women are allowed to 
cross the border freely only in exceptional circumstances provided for by law . 

As to their profiles Sudanese women characterized by multiple and complex profiles. In the last 
twenty years, highly-educated women have started to emigrate on their own thanks to their academic 
attainments and improvement in their work and life conditions. Meanwhile, war and civil conflicts 
have been an important trigger to female emigration ending with women becoming refugees. It is 
evident that the home labor market might have acted as a push factor for the majority of migrants 
whereas more than half (52.8%) emigrated for working reasons. Most Sudanese women emigrate to 
Saudi Arabia due to ease of entry for Hajj or Omra to perform religious rituals, or to work as house-
maids for Muslims. Again, the selectivity of migrants according to the level of education works for 
Sudan. Indeed, the proportion of those having a medium-high level of education (secondary/tertiary) is 
the highest both for males (64,1%) and females (52,8%). The distribution of Sudanese citizens abroad 
by occupation (table 6) shows that female migrants are on the lowest rung of the occupational ladder. 
Given the similar educational profile of Sudanese citizens residing abroad according to sex, this shows 
that educational attainment in not the strongest vehicle for the realization of migration aspirations with 
strong discrimination patterns in the labor markets of host societies.  
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