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Scope of this Paper 
 
This paper will focus on gender biases within criminal justice systems globally, 
exploring this issue within the realm of Soroptimist International’s five strategic pillars. 
 
Current global overview 

Gender biases within criminal justice systems globally hinders women’s and girls’ 
reintegration into society. The CEDAW Committee notes that gender-based 
discrimination – based on stereotypes, stigma, harmful cultural norms and gender-
based violence – undermines the ability of women and girls to access justice on an 
equal basis with men and boys (CEDAW Committee, General Recommendation 33, 
para. 8). 

Key challenges include discriminatory criminal laws and procedures, the 
underrepresentation of women among criminal justice professionals, and persistent 
gender bias, stereotyping and impunity. Criminal justice systems also predominantly 
tend toward the needs of male offenders and prisoners, although the global number of 
women and girls in prison is growing at a faster rate than men. Women and girls, 
particularly those in lower socio-economic positions, are at a disadvantage within 
criminal justice systems, and are more likely to be criminalised for petty, minor and 
non-violent offences. 
 
Soroptimist International’s Position 
 
Soroptimist International recognises that, despite two decades of reports calling for 
reform, gender-based discrimination in criminal justice systems still disproportionately 
affect women and girls worldwide. Systemic failure to address these discriminatory 
practices violates their fundamental human rights, perpetuating cycles of 
marginalisation for them and the children they have been forced to leave behind. 
 
Soroptimist International affirms that quality, equitable, lifelong education has 
preventative and transformative benefits within criminal justice contexts. Education 
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and vocational training address the drivers of criminalisation for women and girls, 
including poverty and a lack of economic opportunities and resources. 
 
Soroptimist International also supports comprehensive reintegration for women and 
girls leaving custodial facilities by advocating for social and financial support systems, 
combating employment discrimination, and promoting restorative justice approaches 
that prioritise rehabilitation over punishment. 
 
Soroptimist International Calls to Action 
 
Under Soroptimist International’s five strategic pillars, our key calls to action to all 
States are: 
 
Education: Lack of education often precedes criminalisation, while access to quality 
education during and after detention is essential for rehabilitation and reintegration.  

• Provide legal literacy and legal empowerment programmes that enable all 
women and girls to understand their rights, navigate justice systems, and 
advocate for themselves during and after detention. 

• Support educational continuity for children of incarcerated mothers, 
safeguarding their access to education and maintaining mother-child bonds. 

• Implement trauma-informed educational programmes tailored to the needs of 
all detained women and girls, integrating mental health support and recognising 
prior learning and experiences. 

• Ensure educational credentials earned during detention are recognised and 
portable, reducing stigma and barriers to further education or employment. 

• Train criminal justice professionals, including judges, prosecutors, police and 
corrections officers on gender equality, human rights and the specific needs of 
all women and girls in conflict with the law. 
 

Empowerment: Economic pathways are essential to support reintegration, reduce 
reoffending, and provide viable alternatives to criminal activity. 
 

• Implement economic empowerment programmes as crime prevention 
measures, ensuring all women and girls have access to decent work, financial 
services, property and inheritance rights, and entrepreneurship opportunities 
as alternatives to criminal activity. 

• Provide vocational training and skills development in all custodial settings to 
prepare all women and girls for employment upon release, focusing on market-
relevant skills and barriers to participation. 

mailto:hq@soroptimistinternational.org


 
 

 
SI (SOROPTIMIST INTERNATIONAL) LIMITED 

REGISTERED OFFICE: SUITE 1, 28 ST THOMAS PLACE, ELY, CB7 4EX, COMPANY NUMBER 08670477 
E-mail: hq@soroptimistinternational.org  Website: www.soroptimistinternational.org 

In General Consultative Status with the Economic and Social Council, United Nations (ECOSOC); Operational Relations with the United Nations Educational, Scientific & Cultural 
Organisation (UNESCO); Special List of the International Labour Organisation (ILO), Official Relations with the Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO); Consultative Status with the United 

Nations Industrial Development Organisation (UNIDO); Consultative Status with the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) 
 

• Eliminate employment discrimination against all women and girls with criminal 
records by implementing fair-chance hiring practices and supporting inclusive 
employers, including women-led and social enterprises that provide sustainable 
employment pathways for formerly incarcerated women and girls. 

• Address the economic drivers of women's and girls’ criminalisation, including 
poverty, lack of access to resources, and economic coercion, through 
comprehensive social protection systems. 
 

Environment: Climate change exacerbates women’s and girl’s vulnerability to 
criminalisation related to displacement, disasters and resource scarcity, heightening 
risks of trafficking, survival crimes, and migration-related offences. 
 

• Ensure detention and custodial facilities for all women and girls are climate-
resilient, with emergency preparedness plans addressing their specific needs 
and safety during climate disasters. 

• Decriminalise climate-induced survival activities and provide support for all 
women and girls affected by displacement, rather than punitive responses. 

• Protect indigenous and rural women from criminalisation when defending lands 
and natural resources, recognising their critical role in climate action. 

• Address the intersection of environmental crimes and gender-based violence, 
preventing further victimisation of all women and girls affected by extractive 
industries or environmental degradation. 

 
Health: Women in detention have distinct health needs that are often unmet. 
 

• Ensure access to comprehensive healthcare for all women and girls in 
detention, including preventive care, treatment for acute and chronic 
conditions, mental health and reproductive health services, in line with the 
Bangkok Rules. 

• Address the needs of pregnant women and nursing mothers, prioritising 
alternatives to detention, ensuring childbirth in appropriate medical facilities, 
and supporting mother-child contact in the best interest of the child. 

• Prohibit practices that violate physical and mental integrity, including shackling 
during pregnancy and childbirth, solitary confinement and humiliating or 
degrading strip searches. 

• Ensure continuity of care upon release, including uninterrupted treatment, 
referral pathways and access to health insurance and community-based 
healthcare services. 
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Violence Against Women and Girls: Violence against all women and girls can lead to 
criminalisation and impacts women's experiences in criminal justice systems. 
 

• Recognise and address the criminalisation of survivors of violence by ensuring 
all women and girls who offend in contexts of abuse, coercion or self-defence 
receive protection and support. Self-defence cases should be handled through 
an informed understanding of abuse dynamics to prevent re-victimisation. 

• Eliminate all forms of gender-based violence in detention, including sexual, 
physical, and psychological abuse with robust accountability mechanisms and 
access to justice and redress for survivors. 

• Train all criminal justice professionals on gender-based violence, trauma-
informed practices, and the specific vulnerabilities of all women and girls in 
conflict with the law. 

• Review and reform discriminatory laws, including those criminalising adultery, 
“moral crimes”, dress code violations, or acts not criminalised for men, in line 
with CEDAW obligations. 

• Implement alternatives to detention for primary caregivers, pregnant, or 
survivors of violence, prioritising non-custodial measures such as community 
service, restorative justice and social support interventions. 

• Provide comprehensive post-release support, including safe housing, 
counselling, legal assistance and protection from further victimisation. 

Conclusion 

Achieving gender equality and access to justice for all women and girls requires 
comprehensive reform of criminal justice systems. Soroptimist International 
advocates for alternatives to incarceration and for detention that uphold dignity and 
human rights. True justice requires eliminating discrimination, addressing root causes, 
supporting rehabilitation and reintegration, and recognising the inherent worth of 
every woman and girl. States must implement these recommendations urgently, 
recognising that justice delayed is justice denied. 
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