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Introduction 

The Blue Economy is defined by the World Bank (2017) as the “sustainable use of ocean 
resources for economic growth, improved livelihoods, and jobs while preserving the health of 
ocean ecosystem.” The concept, which was discussed at the United Nations Conference on 
Sustainable Development in 2012, has been increasingly referred to on a global level (United 
Nations General Assembly, 2012, as cited in Senaratne, 2021). Not only does the concept 
outline a hopeful approach to the use of ocean resources, but it also has the potential to 
positively impact several of the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (United Nations, 
2015). Specifically, Goal 14 ties directly to the oceans, with its intent to “conserve and 
sustainably use the oceans, seas, and marine resources” (United Nations, 2015, p. 26). Other 
goals related to blue economy activities focus on achieving equity for women, ending poverty 
and hunger, promoting well-being, and ensuring education.  

As development in the blue economy continues around the world, an opportunity exists to 
create a blueprint for the Arctic that establishes best practices for upholding the intentions 
outlined in the definition. This is an opportune time to develop such a blueprint given that 
consistent blue economy practices are not being implemented across countries (Wenhai et al., 
2019). The blueprint should identify ways to achieve sustainability by balancing people, planet, 
and profit (3Ps) throughout all activities associated with the blue economy. This approach, also 
referred to as a Triple Bottom Line (TBL) framework, focuses on measuring the social, 
environmental, and economic impacts of partnerships and products related to blue economy 
activities (Elkington, 1998).  

Exploring existing research on the global blue economy can assist in creating a blueprint for the 
Arctic blue economy that is underpinned by the 3Ps and TBL principles. This article provides an 
overview of this literature and highlights two critical elements that stood out in the research as 
crucial to creating a thriving blue economy: focusing on communities and including women. 
Specifically, it discusses the foundational nature of communities in the blue economy and the 
invisible role women have played. From there, it offers suggestions for how to chart the course 
forward in establishing a blueprint for a blue economy that incorporates these two critical 
elements. 
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Communities are the Foundation of the Blue Economy 

A review of literature on the blue economy highlights the significant role that communities play 
in creating a thriving blue economy. For the blue economy to be successful in achieving its 
definition, implementation cannot be directed from a generalized global level. Instead, it must 
be built from the ground up, from the communities in which the activities of the blue economy 
have been being carried out for generations (Chen et al., 2020). 

To emphasize this, Campbell et al. (2021) suggest reframing the mindset of the blue economy 
to “blue communities.” They suggest that with this approach and by educating and including 
community members in decision-making, there is potential to create a blueprint that focuses on 
sustainability. Prioritizing communities creates a bottom-up approach that puts residents at the 
center of blue growth. This “bottom-up management” referred to by Butler et al. (2015) and 
Chen et al. (2020), as cited in Okafor-Yarwood et al. (2020), has the potential to positively 
impact blue growth. Because “there is no one-fits-all approach” (Chen et al., 2020, p. 11) to 
blue economy development, focusing on the unique needs and challenges within communities 
is necessary (Campbell et al., 2021). With this “focus on communities” approach, the blue 
economy concept can be tailored to provide the most aligned activities for different 
communities (Chen et al., 2020).  

These findings in the literature offer suggestions for creating a blueprint for the blue economy 
that is achievable and sustainable. In addition to insight gained from the limited existing 
literature, knowledge has also been gained from recent research in coastal North Atlantic and 
Arctic communities. Two studies, which were conducted in Maine and Greenland, offer 
additional perspectives on the value of women’s work in coastal communities and the lived 
experiences of individuals in those communities.  

In Maine, where warming Arctic waters are increasingly impacting coastal communities that 
rely on ocean activities (McClenachan et al., 2020) findings from a study of women 
entrepreneurs indicated that women are seizing opportunities to create sustainable livelihoods 
in the interest of supporting their families and contributing to their communities (Luken, 2022). 
To thrive, however, they rely on infrastructure and resource support from their communities 
and social capital from entrepreneurial networks.  

Meanwhile, in a separate study, preliminary results from interviews conducted with community 
members from a Maine island community and several coastal communities in Southern 
Greenland indicate that women contribute valuable work to their communities and that 
communities depend on ocean-related activities for their survival, thus sustainability is critical. 
Also notable from this study is the importance of researchers building relationships with 
individuals in the communities they are studying.   

Data from the second study are still being analyzed and prepared for publication, yet anecdotal 
findings support the recommendation that a blueprint for the blue economy in the Arctic must 
include women and must focus on communities. As analysis of the data is completed and 



3 
 

articles are published, they will contribute to filling the gap in the literature on the dynamics of 
coastal communities and the contributions of women to the blue economy in the Arctic. 

 

The Invisible Women of the Blue Economy 

Recognizing that communities are the foundation of the blue economy is one essential element 
in the blueprint for a blue economy. Making women visible in the blue economy is also 
essential. A review of literature on the blue economy reveals a gap in the research on women in 
the blue economy. This lack of literature indicates limited studies have been conducted to 
explore the experiences of women in the blue economy. The sparse research that does exist 
related to women in the blue economy indicates that the work of women has not been 
recognized and, in instances when it has been recognized, data has not been consistently 
recorded. It also indicates that women have not been provided equal opportunities to 
participate in governance and policymaking.  

A consistent theme in the literature is the lack of recognition of women’s work in the blue 
economy. While women have played a strong role for generations, their work has been invisible 
(Ben-Hassen, 2021; Bennett et al., 2021; United Nations Economic Commission for Africa, 2016; 
Engen et al., 2021; World Bank & United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 
2017). The United Nations (2022) also acknowledges that women are not equally represented 
in ocean-related activities including the blue economy.  

Further, the limited research that does recognize the value of women in the blue economy fails 
to provide consistent data on their contributions. This is attributed to the difficulty in 
quantifying the “non-market values” (Spalding, 2016, p. 17) from indirect and direct work that 
is conducted by women largely behind the scenes, such as household management, child-
rearing, fish processing, and marketing (United Nations Economic Commission for Africa, 2016; 
World Bank & United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2017).  

Not only is their work inconsistently recognized and tracked, Bohler-Muller et al. (2019) noted 
the omission of women from blue economy policymaking discussions and highlighted the need 
for women to be included in this process. In line with this, Pauly (2018) found a disparity in that 
small-scale fisheries, an area of the blue economy largely supported by women (World Bank et 
al., 2012; OECD, 2016, as cited in Cohen, et al., 2019), often adhere to the conditions of the 
blue economy as being sustainable yet they are not given attention by policymakers. Instead, 
policymakers focus on industrial fishing, which may be less likely to meet the criteria for the 
blue economy. Operations and initiatives that align with the blue economy must be supported 
by inclusive governance and policy discussions (Cohen et al., 2019) that include women.  

Beyond these issues directly related to the blue economy, inequities for women also exist in the 
application of the SDGs that fall under the umbrella of the blue economy, namely, social equity 
and inclusion (United Nations, 2015). To relieve these inequities, the United Nations Economic 
Commission for Africa (2016) states that opportunities must be provided for women and other 
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marginalized groups to assist in the development of the blue economy. Bohler-Muller et al. 
(2019) echo this stating that for the SDGs to be adhered to, women cannot be left behind.  

A gap in the literature, unrecognized work, inconsistent data, and omission from policy 
discussions highlight inequities for women in the blue economy. The existence of these 
situations indicates that the marginalization of women continues across ocean-related 
activities. As a blueprint is created for the blue economy, these issues must be addressed. 

 

Charting the Course Forward 

Charting the course forward for the blue economy requires acknowledging two critical points. 
First, that the blue economy has been and will continue to be driven by the work conducted in 
communities, and second, that women have been and will continue to be integral contributors 
to this work. Thus, a blueprint for the blue economy must focus on communities and include 
women. If the blueprint of the blue economy is to support the SDGs and focus on sustainability, 
economic growth, livelihoods, and ocean health, the course must be carefully charted from the 
bottom up, incorporating the expertise of the women and community members closest to blue 
economy activities. Suggestions for how to implement this are outlined below. 

 

Focus on Communities 

For generations, communities have depended on ocean-related activities to sustain their 
people. From obtaining food, to enabling transportation, to providing work and sustainable 
livelihoods, the activities of a blue economy serve as a lifeline to the people in those 
communities.  

Three ways to chart the course forward by focusing on communities are: 

1. Change the narrative to focus on blue communities. Campbell et al. (2021) propose 
shifting toward a “blue communities” concept for a more holistic approach to 
sustainable use of ocean resources. This reframe recognizes the aspects of the blue 
economy beyond financial, such as social, cultural, and environmental. Although the 
definition of the blue economy speaks to these other elements, utilizing the term “blue 
communities” broadens the scope and acknowledges that community well-being, not 
just economic growth, is foundational to the blue economy. 

2. Include community members in policymaking. With the focus on communities and a 
shift from top-down, global and national direction, stakeholders closest to the resources 
gain agency over their futures. Community members who are directly engaged in 
activities of the blue economy in their local areas should be involved in decision-making 
and policy development. Giving them agency in the decision-making process keeps the 
community at the foundation of blue economy activities. This approach enables 
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community residents to work collectively while advocating for resources and ensuring 
ocean activities remain sustainable. 

3. Educate community members. Including community members in decision-making 
requires education. For decisions to be made in the best interest of a community, 
transparency, trust, and communication are necessary (Chen et al., 2020). Education 
must be inclusive of all community members, especially those in underrepresented 
groups including women, Indigenous people, and youth. Making sure women and 
Indigenous people are included in educational conversations is critical to a sustainable 
blue economy, as is including youth, who are the decision-makers of the future blue 
economy.  

Chen et al. (2020) shared three examples of socio-economic benefits that can occur when 
communities participate in the development of the blue economy. In China, fishers in a 
community worked together to restore seagrass beds and expand aquaculture which led to 
increased incomes for the local community members and expansion of other blue economy 
activities including tourism. In Samoa, the restoration of a coral reef by villagers led to 
increased fish capacity, resulting in an average weekly income increase of 100% for those 
fishers. This project increased awareness of the environment for the villagers who now come 
together to develop, monitor, and enforce the rules established for their community. And 
finally, in Vietnam, a community came together to develop rules and regulations for fishing 
which resulted in no violations in their community and a significant decrease in violations in 
surrounding communities. As Chen et al. (2020) state, “local challenges often benefit most from 
local solutions” (p. 12).  

 

Include Women  

Within communities, all work must be recognized, including those of women and other 
marginalized people. To facilitate this important aspect of equity in the blue economy, 
communities and researchers can engage in specific actions.  

Communities can: 

1. Acknowledge the invisible work of women. It is time to recognize the work women have 
been doing for generations. Thank the women in your community for the unrecognized 
contributions they and their families have made to the blue economy. 

2. Recognize how women’s work has impacted communities. Chen et al., (2020) note that it is 
important to share with community members the blue economy work that is being done. 
While a global blueprint that contains “internationally accepted principles of the blue 
economy” (Chen et al., 2020, p. 13), can be helpful, implementation occurs on the local 
level. Thus, ensuring community members witness the impacts of the work being done 
within their communities, especially the work of women, can create a more supportive blue 
economy environment (Chen et al., 2020).  
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3. Facilitate networking and partnerships among women working in the blue economy. Bohler-
Muller et al. (2019) suggest that partnerships and the development of “transnational 
women’s networks” (p. 4) could contribute to equity in the blue economy. Wenhai et al. 
(2019) substantiate this, recommending establishing “global blue partnerships” (p. 1) 
between public and private entities to support growth in the blue economy. Further 
research indicates that professional networks play a critical role in business and economic 
development for communities (Fukuyama, 1996; Hidalgo, 2015; Hidalgo & Hausmann, 2009, 
as cited in Qi, 2022). Senaratne et al.’s (2021) findings align with this, concluding that local 
communities can benefit from entrepreneurial ecosystems, which they define as “the 
cluster of all stakeholders and resources which contributes to entrepreneurship within a 
localized community.” This research supports the value of providing women with 
opportunities to network and form partnerships with others.  

4. Provide women with resources to succeed. The United Nations Economic Commission for 
Africa (2016) states that “achieving the full benefits of a blue economy will be greatly 
enabled by empowering women to allow them to participate fully in and contribute to their 
own development and success” (p. 35). For this to happen, they need to be supported with 
resources necessary to create and operate businesses, including mentoring, training, and 
financing (United Nations Economic Commission for Africa, 2016; Senaratne et al., 2021). By 
providing women with opportunities to gain skills and obtain resources, they can operate 
businesses and thus contribute to their communities (Okafor-Yarwood et al., 2020). 

The TRY Oyster Women’s Association in The Gambia is an example of what can happen when 
these suggestions are implemented (United Nations Economic Commission for Africa, 2016). 
Through a participatory process that recognized and included women oyster harvesters, 
provided necessary financial and technological resources, and incorporated collaboration 
between governmental entities and other experts, the women in the association have become 
empowered and economic growth has occurred in communities throughout the region. In line 
with the definition of the blue economy, the livelihoods of these women have improved as has 
the community’s focus on environmental sustainability.     

Researchers can also contribute to creating equity in the blue economy. Specifically, they can: 

1. Build relationships with women in the blue economy. The research approach of dropping 
into a community, gathering data, and leaving without developing relationships is 
antiquated. Qualitative research must be reciprocal and from a human-to-human 
perspective. Ask community members, especially women, about their lived experiences. Ask 
what makes them thrive, what challenges they encounter, and what they need to do their 
work better. Their stories provide context for the human aspect of sustainable development 
and are thus critical for the blueprint of a blue economy. If balancing people, planet, and 
profit is truly a priority and if social equity is a key component of the blue economy, 
qualitative research must be conducted to understand social dynamics.  
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Bercht (2021) discusses the value of qualitative research in sustainability research, noting 
that some insights can only be gained from qualitative inquiry. She states, “Overall, 
qualitative approaches urgently matter in climate and ocean change research because 
climate and ocean solutions are conditional on individual and group behaviours (shaped by 
identity salience), institutional settings and governance structures that are impossible to 
fully understand in solely quantitative studies (p. 11). 

Bohler-Miller et al. (2019) also identify the value of qualitative research noting the 
importance of exploring lived experiences to inform sustainable development.  

With communities at the center of the blue economy and relationships established with 
individuals in those communities, qualitative research exploring the lived experiences of 
those working in the blue economy can produce valuable insights that cannot be gained 
through quantitative methods. By increasing research using qualitative methods and 
including women in the studies, substantive data can be gathered, insights can be gained, 
and the gap in the literature can begin to close. 

2. Include women’s contributions in the data. Researchers must explore and document the 
contributions of women in the blue economy. Specifically, there is potential to add value by 
exploring: the role women have historically played in the blue economy; their experiences 
operating businesses, working in organizations, and living in communities connected to the 
blue economy; and opportunities for women in the blue economy moving forward.  

If the intent of the blue economy is truly to make life better for humans, the contributions 
of women must be accounted for. Without it, an accurate understanding of the blue 
economy is not possible. Spalding (2016) suggests creating a “balance sheet for ocean 
resources” (p. 17) to measure long-term sustainability. Because the literature indicates data 
related to the contribution of women in the blue economy has not been recorded 
consistently to this point, their work must be documented, tracked, and included in this 
balance sheet. We know that women have supported families and contributed to 
communities through ocean-related activities for generations. The blueprint of the blue 
economy must recognize and account for these contributions going forward.  

 

Conclusion 

Women have been doing invisible work under the umbrella of the blue economy for 
generations. It is time to make the invisible visible and include them in the blueprint for a blue 
economy. Additionally, it is time for community members to recognize their work, provide 
critical resources, and facilitate the creation of networks and partnerships to support them in 
maintaining sustainable livelihoods and positively impacting their communities. Further, to 
achieve these goals, researchers must build relationships with these women and include their 
experiences and contributions in the data on the blue economy. In addition to giving women 
the recognition they deserve, growth of the blue economy must focus on communities with a 
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“bottom-up” approach that leverages the expertise of those actively engaged in the activities of 
the blue economy. A blueprint that includes these elements has the potential to positively 
impact the growth of the blue economy in the Arctic and around the world. 
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