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“Women on the Move” is a project for women in South Sudan, 
who are suffering from the effects of war, displacement and 

violence. In partnership with local NGO South Sudan Psycho-
social Program (SSPP), SAD supports affected women in dealing 

with traumatic experiences, offers psychosocial support and 
promotes the development of social groups. Sport and play 

activities serve not just as a framework and an incentive butare, 
rather, a way of dealing with the past and with daily life.
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“When I discovered ‘Women on the 
Move’, I began talking to other women. 
I realised that they struggle with similar 
difficulties to me. That helped me to 
better deal with my own problems.” 
Esther* is 28 years old, married and the 
mother of five children. She is one of 
the 668 women currently participating 
in “Women on the Move”. Twice a week, 
she meets other women at the Kaetep 
playground, one of the eight project 
playgrounds in Kajo-Keji County, close 
to the Ugandan border. On the sandy 
ground, that only has grass during the 
rainy season, the women play football 
under the supervision of a trainer. The 
SAD-trained play leader doesn’t just 
focus on passing and dribbling, but 
focuses on play activities that help 
the women to deal with experiences 
of violence, and with the challenges of 
daily life.

Women are particularly affected 
by the effects of war and violence

2014 was the third year of South Suda-
nese independence. But nearly 40 years 
of war of secession, and the flare-up 
of a new conflict since late 2013, have 
left their mark on the population. 
Women are particularly affected by war, 
displacement and domestic violence. 
Two-thirds of the “Women on the Move” 
participants are victims of physical 
violence. Over ten percent of them have 
been abused sexually, and before the 
project began, over 80 percent were 
suffering from post-traumatic stress 
disorders, such as problems sleeping, 
anxiety and physical pain. It can be 
deduced that the real figure is far 
higher. This is because there is a taboo 
surrounding violent experiences, and it 
is difficult for many to talk about them.
Esther was subjected to violence by her 
alcoholic husband. After the birth of 
their first child, he began drinking, and 
looking after his family less and less. 
Full responsibility for food, medical 
care, clothing and childcare fell to 
Esther. “I was completely unprepared 
for this situation. He stopped me from 
sleeping, hit me, and wouldn’t let me 
eat or go to the doctor.” Despite the 
threatening situation, Esther made an 
effort to concentrate on bringing up 
the children. She sought support at the 
church, and the local women’s group. 
When she heard about “Women on the 
Move”, she didn’t hesitate long: “When 
I heard about a project that wanted to 
help women through sport and play, 
I signed up straight away.”
Alcohol problems are common in South 
Sudan. Many men and women try to 
drown their despair, fear of existing, 

and painful past in alcohol. Often, 
problems of addiction and pent-up 
frus tration result in domestic violence. 

“Women on the Move” takes this 
situation into account – SSPP provides 
general advisors and therapists, who 
can work with individuals, families 
and whole communities. In addition to 
regular group advice sessions, affec-
ted people can also request individual 
discussions or family therapy. At public 
events, which are often attended by 
community decision-makers, people 
are also made aware of themes such 
as domestic violence, HIV/AIDS, child 
rights and alcoholism. In 2014, over 
1,000 people made use of the events 
and advice.

The sports ground as a school for life

At the heart of “Women on the Move”, 
alongside the psychological advice, 
are the sport and play activities: foot-

ball, netball, traditional dance, singing, 
role-play and skill-based games. It is 
clear that the women aren’t helped 
by simply having a ball and a sports 
ground made available and being told 
to play. Working with traumatised 
women requires a gentle approach, 
and appropriate training of the sports 
trainers. SAD and SSPP select coaches 
carefully, and teach them the basic 
principles of working in a trauma- 
sensitive manner. In their training, 
the play leaders learn what trauma is, 
how it manifests, and how they can 
deal with it as coaches. They learn to 
create a safe, protective atmosphere 
and to build trust with and between the 
affected people, because only mutual 

support makes it possible for the trau-
matised women to develop confidence, 
to describe their feelings, and to regain 
control of their actions. In addition, the 
coaches help the women to recognise 
their strengths and to develop future 

“My husband stopped me 
from sleeping, hit me, 

and wouldn’t let me eat 
or go to the doctor.”

 “The traumatised women 
aren’t helped by simply 
having a ball available 

and being told to play.”
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96 %Who are the “Women on the Move”?

Two thirds of the 
“Women on the Move” 
are between 18 and 25. 

The youngest 
participant being 13, 

the oldest 60.

90 % of the “Women 
on the Move” have 

children. On average, 
every mother has 

three children.

68 % of the “Women 
on the Move” have 
completed primary 

school. 30 % 
have finished 

secondary school.

78 % of the “Women 
on the Move” have lost 
close family member or 
friends during war. Al-

most half of the women 
saw someone being 
killed or badly hurt.

96 % of the “Women 
on the Move” ex pe-

rienced acts of sexual 
and gender-based  

violence. 62 % expe-
rienced physical and 
11 % sexual violence.
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prospects. “Here at the playground I 
learnt to work in a group, to resolve 
conflict and to communicate well,” said 
Alice*. For the 32-year-old participant, 

“Women on the Move” is a place for 
learning, much of which she can apply 
to her daily life. “We respect each other 
here, not like before, when women 
gossiped about each other. That’s why 
I didn’t talk about my problems before, 
and why I couldn’t imagine talking 
about them. Through the discussions 
and games, I’ve found the strength to 
deal with my family problems and to 
make important decisions.”
Something that shows how “Women on 
the Move” promotes team spirit and 
increases women’s confidence is the 
chosen sport. At all the playgrounds, 
the participants decided to play foot-
ball, even though women’s football 
is taboo in South Sudan. Or perhaps 
because football isn’t considered as 
being for women. “What men can do, 
women have been able to do for a long 
time,” said Josephine*, one of the play 

leaders. “Football is a good example 
of that. Before, it was forbidden for 
women to play football, and now it is 
the ‘Women on the Move’ participants’ 
favourite sport. Slowly but surely, 
things are changing.” 

From team mates to business partners

In light of the succes of the one-year 
pilot phase of “Women on the Move”, 
in 2014, SAD and its partner SSPP 
decided to extend the project by three 
years. At the participants’ request, the 
programme now also includes activities 
that help to ensure a basic standard of 
living. The women use the social groups 
and friendships developed through 
“Women on the Move” to develop their 
business ideas in groups. SAD and SSPP 

support the women through training 
sessions, and the development of 
saving and credit groups. At the end of 

2014, 203 women had made 29 groups 
and were generating their own income 
as seamstresses, pig farmers or corn  
sellers. Rejoice* founded a small 
business with three women. The 37- 
year-old has been taking part in 
“Women on the Move” activities for 

almost three years now. Before, she 
was struggling with serious alcohol 
problems, and even brewed her own 
beer at home. “My husband and I 
spent all our money on alcohol, and 
couldn’t afford to buy food or pay the 
children’s school fees anymore.” Since 
then, thanks to training sessions and 
discussions with other women, Rejoice 
has been able to alter her behaviour. 
“Discussing experiences with other 
women, and the games relevant to 
daily life really helped me. I didn’t just 
change myself – my relationship with 
my husband and the harmony in my fa-
mily have improved too.” Together with 

In the game “human knot” the participants 
form a circle, reach out their arms to the 
centre, close their eyes and walk towards the 
centre. Each participant’s hand has to grab 
someone else’s, so that the participants’ 
arms form a knot. They try to form a circle 
again by disentangling their arms without 
separating hands. Teamwork is essential for 
loosening the “human knot”. The women 
have to communicate with each other and 
solve the problem collectively.

“What men can do, 
women have been able 
to do for a long time.”

“Before, it was forbidden 
for women to play football, 
and now it is the ‘Women 
on the Move’ participants’ 

favourite sport.”

“With her business 
partners, Rejoice now sells 

food such as fish, sugar 
and cooking oil at the 

village market.”
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Project
“Women on the Move” – psychosocial 
support for traumatised women in 
South Sudan

Duration
2012 – 2016

Partners
South Sudan Psychosocial Program (SSPP); 
JTI Foundation, Canton Bern, Stanley Thomas 
Johnson Foundation

her three business partners, Rejoice 
now sells food such as fish, sugar and 
cooking oil at the local market. Rejoice 
is enthusiastic when she talks about her 
business. Finally her and her husband 
can afford to send their children to 
school again, and to buy sufficient food 
and clothes. “I hope that ‘Women on 
the Move’ will continue for many years, 
that I’ll earn lots of money from my 
business and that I’ll never miss any 
of the training sessions.” 

* Name changed

Sport and play means also to dance, sing 
and tell stories. That way, delicate topics can 
be tackled in a playful manner and traumatic 
experiences digested. In one of their self- 
composed songs, the “Women on the Move” 
use football to fight for more gender equali-
ty: “Now the ball is here to be kicked, open 
your mind women, wake up and kick the ball 
as a sign of your equality with men!”
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