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Abstract  
 

This qualitative study evaluates the first gender-specific law in Colombia, Ley de Utilidad 

Pública, from the perspective of implementing actors in the Medellín-area. This law, enacted 

in 2023, allows certain women to conduct community service instead of serving a prison 

sentence. This study asks how this law addresses the structures that brought many of these 

women to the criminal justice system. It uses Iris Marion Young’s (2011) theory of structural 

injustice to analyze this law within the broader structures it operates within. Reintegration will 

be used as a lens through which the law’s impact is assessed. Data mainly consists of 

interviews from three actors that work with the implementation of this law. This is 

complemented with observations at the organization CCC that offers community service. Data 

was analyzed thematically and identified different limitations and opportunities for these 

women. This study will use Young’s (2011) framework on structural injustice to argue that 

the structures that marginalized these women remain unchanged and that Ley de Utilidad 

Pública’s gendered framing might risk reproducing these unjust structures. It will also 

conclude that CCC as an implementing actor make a meaningful contribution to reintegrate 

these women but are still structurally limited.   
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1. Introduction  
In 2023 Colombia enacted the law 2292, also known as Ley de Utilidad Pública. This law 

introduced an alternative punishment for eligible women, allowing them to conduct 

community service instead of serving in prison (Ministerio de Justicia y del Derecho, n.d). 

This is the country’s first gender-specific law (Ministerio de Justicia y del Derecho, 2024). 

Ley de Utilidad Pública was enacted amidst a notable increase in female incarceration in 

Colombia and was introduced in consideration of gendered differences in the criminal justice 

system. Many of the convicted women have a distinct profile; low socio-economic 

background, commit crime for economic survival and are caregivers, among other factors 

(Sánchez-Mejía et.al., 2018).  

To address these inequalities and the disproportionate impact on women in contact with the 

criminal justice system, scholars have argued that it’s necessary to adopt gender-sensitive 

criminal law (see, for example Gottlieb & Mahabir, 2022). Ley de Utilidad Pública was 

enacted to address these challenges, by offering a non-punitive alternative to minimize this 

“double victimization” women face in the criminal justice system (Sotomayor, 2024). 

This national reform can also be viewed within a broader international context of efforts to 

promote gender-sensitive criminal justice. In 2010, the United Nations adopted the so-called 

Bangkok Rules, that include different provisions addressing women’s specific needs and 

promote non-punitive measures (Van Hout et.al., 2023).  Ley de Utilidad Pública is in line 

with this global framework. That said, its actual impact on women’s reintegration and 

specifically how the law functions in relation to structural conditions that brought women into 

the criminal justice system in the first place, remains unclear. That is what this study aims to 

explore.  

 

1.1  Problem formulation  
More than a decade after the adoption of the Bangkok Rules, their standards are not 

implemented consistently globally (Van Hout et.al., 2023). Ley de Utilidad Pública, however, 

does represent a step towards aligning Colombia’s criminal justice system with international 

frameworks on gender-specific legal measures, like the Bangkok Rules. As Youngers (2023) 
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argues, it is a pioneering law that can constitute a model for reform on both regional and 

international levels. 

As the following sections will show, much literature highlights the need for gender-sensitive 

criminal justice. Some others also raise potential risks with these types of policies (Barberet & 

Jackson, 2017), which is why research is needed on national reforms like Ley de Utilidad 

Pública, that put these global frameworks into practice. In fact, little is known on whether it 

actually facilitates reintegration and minimizes the disproportionate impact on women in the 

criminal justice system, as it aims to do. 

This paper will argue that the disproportionate impact this law aims to address stems from 

structural injustice. Thus, the implementation and impact of this law will be studied in relation 

to these structures.  

 

1.2  Purpose and Research Question  
The purpose of this study is to examine how Ley de Utilidad Pública works and is 

implemented in practice in consideration of structural barriers. Gender-sensitive legal reforms 

are framed as both progressive and risk reinforcing gender. This disparity makes a national 

legal reform like Ley de Utilidad Pública and how it functions in practice, relevant to study. 

This reform will be analyzed through the perspective of implementing actors and aims to 

contribute knowledge on how gender-specific legal measures are functioning in practice, and 

to what extent they actually are addressing the disproportionate effect that women in the 

criminal justice system face. As this study will argue, the disproportionate impact on women 

in the criminal justice system largely comes from structural factors. Therefore, I will assess 

the law in relation to these structures. This study will ask if the law in practice manages to 

address the structures that marginalized these women in the first place. It will further ask 

whether it risks reproducing these unjust structures. The research question is therefore:  

 

- How does the implementation of Ley de Utilidad Pública address, or perhaps 

reproduce the structural inequalities that shape women’s pathway into the criminal 

justice system?  
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1.3  Delimitations  
This study focuses on how Ley de Utilidad Pública functions in relation to broader structures 

of injustice but will not offer any legal or technical perspectives. It will not examine other 

juridical alternatives within Colombia, nor make a comparative analysis with other countries.  

Because of the limited timeframe of this study, data relies heavily on few interviews as well 

as largely focuses on one specific implementing actor only in Medellín (CCC), which makes 

generalization to other parts of the country limited.  

While the perspectives of the women benefiting from this law themselves are necessary to 

raise their perspective on this law, their voices were only included indirectly in this study. 

This decision was made in light of ethical considerations (see more in ethics).  

 

2. Background  
This background section will first explore the profile of women in the Colombian justice 

system, inform about Ley de Utilidad Pública before positioning this national reform in a 

global context.  

 

     2.1 Women in the Colombian justice system  
Colombia has seen a notable increase in female incarceration over the last decades. Between 

1991 and 2018, the female prison population rose by 429%, in comparison with a 300% 

increase in male prison population (Sánchez-Mejía et.al., 2018). 

An increase in female prison population is happening across the world. Reynolds suggests 

that globalization and the war on drugs has contributed to this trend and disproportionately 

affected women. Globalization has not created opportunities accessible to marginalized 

women and instead opened possibilities for transnational criminal activity that can push 

women into low-paid and drug-related work. According to Reynolds (2008) “poor women of 

color (…) have become invisible victims of structural marginalization due to the gendered 

effects of neoliberal globalization” (p. 75). Globalization has also spread ideas of more 

punitive drug-policies transnationally and worsened poverty, (Reynolds, 2008), something 

that generally affects women harsher than men (Uprimny et al., 2016).  
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Considering this, and the fact that women traditionally are caregivers, it has made many 

Colombian women more vulnerable. Most incarcerated Colombian women have committed 

crimes to be able to provide for their family; 66.9% come from low socioeconomic 

backgrounds, and 74.9% were head of the household prior to being detained. The crimes these 

women are convicted for, are generally non-violent crime related to narcotics-trafficking 

(Sánchez-Mejía et.al., 2018). 

While it is true that the war on drugs increased prison populations across gender, the increase 

for women has been disproportionate compared to men (Reynolds, 2008). As Uprimny et.al. 

(2016) argues, there has been a feminization of drugs. Criminal organizations are often using 

the economic vulnerability of women as primary caregivers to their advantage. Because of 

gendered assumptions, women are also often positioned in “low-rank” jobs within the 

organizations, that makes them run a higher risk of getting caught (Sánchez-Mejía et.al., 

2018).  

Once incarcerated, women also meet a system that lacks sufficient resources and necessities. 

The lack of facilities makes women more prone to being placed in prison far away from their 

communities, which creates a bigger rupture with their communities and support networks. 

Within prison, many activities and programs for employment often reflect gender roles and 

involve traditionally feminine activities that have little value in the labor market. This means 

that activities don’t help women gain the relevant skills to mitigate the economic vulnerability 

that often led them to commit crimes in the first place (Sánchez-Mejía et.al., 2018).  

Even upon release women are disproportionately impacted. Many women struggle with 

finding employment and face harsh stigmatization. While incarceration can be seen as almost 

prestigious for a man, it is for women often viewed as a failure to be “a good” mother. This 

stigma, as well as the economic precarity, makes reintegration more difficult for women 

(Sánchez-Mejía et.al., 2018).  

Finally, the harsh impact on women in the criminal justice system also extends to their 

families. While only 17.4% of children in Colombia stayed with their father when their 

mother was incarcerated, 71.4% children stayed with their mother when a father was 

incarcerated. The risk of developing anti-social behavior, mental health problems or getting 

involved in crime is significantly higher for kids whose mother is incarcerated versus the 

father. That is why a punishment for the woman usually is seen as a punishment for her entire 

family (Sánchez-Mejía et.al., 2018).  
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As shown above, conviction is an experience marked by gender, and women are generally 

disproportionately impacted. This leads us to Ley de Utilidad Pública, which was enacted in 

light of these challenges.  

 

2.2 Ley de Utilidad Pública 
To address this disproportionate effect on women in the criminal justice system, scholars have 

argued for the necessity to apply a gendered lens on criminal law (see for example Gottlieb & 

Mahabir, 2022; Salisbury & Crawford, 2025) This has also been the case in the Colombian 

context. Organizations like DeJusticia have raised the need for alternatives to imprisonment to 

stop the “vicious cycle of vulnerability and poverty that entraps women who commit 

nonviolent drug crimes” (Uprimny et. al., 2016, p. 70). The logic is that non-punitive 

measures allow women to remain in their communities, which expectedly will facilitate 

reintegration after prosecution (Penal Reform International, 2021).   

In 2023, the Colombian state responded to these calls and signed the law 2292, also known as 

Ley de Utilidad Pública. This law was created to minimize this “double victimization” that 

many women in the justice system face (Sotomayor, 2024) and constitutes the first gender-

specific criminal law in the country (Ministerio de Justicia y del Derecho, 2024).  

This law allows some prosecuted women to conduct community service instead of being 

incarcerated. To benefit from this law, women need to fulfil the following criteria; be head of 

family, having committed a crime related to theft or narcotics with a sentence not exceeding 8 

years and having committed the crime in conditions of marginality. Community service is 

often conducted in the woman’s municipality of residence, which allows her to continue 

normal daily activities, like working or studying. It is conducted weekly between 5 and 20 

hours and is unpaid (Ministerio de Justicia y del Derecho, n.d).  

In Sotomayor’s (2024) words, this penalty offers a “preventative, retributive and resocializing 

dimension” (p. 202) [own translation], and “aims to minimize the familial, social and 

economic trauma that imprisonment causes for these women” (p. 203) [own translation]. 

Community service desocializes offenders less, compared to prisons that have strong 

subcultures and raises the risk of reoffence (López & Darío, 2025).  

Although this law is expected to be able to benefit around 6000 women, as of November 

2025, only 210 women had benefitted from the law. There has been a lack of clear 
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information for women to be able to access the law, inconsistencies in how judges interpret 

terms like “marginality” and difficulties in proving women’s eligibility. Judges have also 

expressed worry in departing from judicial precedents, the risk of women returning to their 

previous contexts and that structural barriers still remain (Cardona et.al, 2026). Despite these 

challenges, Youngers (2023) argues that it is a pioneering law that could constitute a “model 

for reform, regionally and internationally” (p. 57).  

 

2.3 Gender sensitive criminal justice: The Bangkok Rules  
It is important to understand the global context in which Colombia’s reforms are taking place. 

Rising female prison populations and gender-specific challenges in the criminal justice system 

is a worldwide trend. The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC, 2014) 

recognizes that “women constitute a vulnerable group in prisons, due to their gender” (p. 7).  

Considering this, the General Assembly adopted the “United Nations Rules for the Treatment 

of Women Prisoners and Non-Custodial Measures for Women Offenders” in 2010, also 

known as the Bangkok Rules. This resolution was intended to serve as a complement to the 

already existing “Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners” and respond to the 

gender-specific needs of women offenders (UNODC, 2014).  

The Bangkok rules include several aspects like healthcare, admission procedures, humane 

treatment etc. Chapter III pushes for using non-custodial measures when possible. Rule 57 

argues that that member states should consider women’s “caretaking responsibilities”, and 

Rule 58 states that:  

…women offenders shall not be separated from their families and communities 

without due consideration being given to their backgrounds and family ties. 

Alternative ways of managing women who commit offences, such as diversionary 

measures and pretrial and sentencing alternatives, shall be implemented wherever 

appropriate and possible. 

(UNODC, 2010)  

UNODC (2014) argues that “community sanctions and measures would serve the social 

reintegration requirements of a vast majority much more effectively than imprisonment” (p. 

4).  
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Ley de Utilidad Pública constitutes a major step in bringing the Colombian judiciary in line 

with the Bangkok Rules. Still, Younger’s (2023) states that “the use of alternatives to 

incarceration remains woefully inadequate and insufficient” across Latin America (p. 60). 

Van Hout et. al (2023) also notes that there has been a systematic failure to implement these 

rules on a global level, despite the Bangkok Rules being enacted over a decade ago. Ley de 

Utilidad Pública is therefore a good opportunity to examine how this type of legislation 

functions in practice.  

3. Previous Literature  
Since this study will look at gender-sensitive criminal law that aims to facilitate reintegration, 

the following section will look at two main bodies of literature; gender-sensitive criminal 

justice and reintegration for women. 

 

     3.1 Gender- sensitive criminal law  
Current literature on gender sensitive law is ambiguous, with both scholars highlighting its 

necessity, but also its risks.  

Several scholars argue that women face disproportionate consequences in the criminal justice 

system and therefore that gender-sensitive criminal justice is necessary (see for example: 

Gottlieb & Mahabir, 2022; Van Voorhis et al 2010; Salisbury & Crawford, 2025; Brennan et 

al., 2012).  Others criticize this though. Barberet and Jackson (2017) acknowledge women’s 

distinct experience but also mean that much of the discussion centers around motherhood and 

the rights of their children. “Women prisoners are reduced to their biological and social 

reproductive functions” (p. 219). Furthermore, they raise that the Bangkok Rules reflects a 

tension between protection and protectionism, and ask whether women in reality are 

protected, or if the protection provided are based on sexist assumption? Finally, they argue 

that the risk is that women are being spoken for and don’t speak for themselves (Barberet & 

Jackson, 2017). This study will keep these critical aspects in mind.   

 

     3.2 Female reintegration  
Most research on reintegration after criminal conviction has mainly been conducted on men, 

or men and women seen together, but less so on women alone (Cobbina, 2010). The existing 
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studies on female reintegration raise that employment, stigmatization and housing are 

reoccurring challenges. A common experience is the feeling of guilt for being unable to care 

for their children and the impact their incarceration has on their families (Carter, 2019). 

Literature also reflects that family and social support is one of the most important factors for 

successful reintegration. Family ties and social networks upon reintegration can 

simultaneously be paradoxical, since some women return to networks that incentivized them 

in the first place to commit a crime. Another factor for successful reintegration is having 

access to post-release services that can support in the process of finding, for instance 

employment (Cobbina, 2010).  

In the Colombian context, the literature on female reintegration is mostly centered on ex-

combatants following the peace agreement 2016 between the Colombian state and FARC (see 

for example: Ryhn, 2019; Gutiérrez & Murphy, 2023; Barrios Sabogal & Richter, 2019).  

Most of the literature on reintegration though, is focused on the process specifically after 

imprisonment. There is little research on reintegration in relation to non-custodial measures, 

which is the context of Ley de Utilidad Pública. Since most of the women already had been 

incarcerated prior to benefitting from this law, the literature existing is still relevant for this 

study. However, this study therefore aims to contribute to this area by researching 

reintegration in the context of non-custodial measures, specifically how Ley de Utilidad 

Pública contributes, or does not contribute to women’s reintegration in practice.   

 

     3.3 Ley de Utilidad Pública  
This law is still relatively new and there is currently not much literature on it. The main issues 

discussed in current literature are the difficulties of implementing this law that were 

mentioned in the background (see for example López & Darío, 2025; Sotomayor, 2024; 

Cardona et al. 2026). Colombia’s “Defensoría del Pueblo” (Public defender of Rights) also 

released a resolution in 2024 raising some of the issues in this law’s implementation, manly 

that many women have not yet accesses this law and the inconsistency in judges’ 

interpretation (Defensoría del Pueblo, 2024).   

Sotomayor (2024) is also highlighting that there has been a normative debate around this law, 

where sceptics have argued against this “softening” of the law that might incentivize criminal 

activity, whereas supporters means that alternative punishments facilitate reintegration, lowers 

risk of reoffence and is therefore more beneficial to society.   
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I will point out that there are very few academic sources on this recent law, and that many of 

the mentioned sources therefore are governmental or NGO-documents. Some of these are also 

advocacy organizations and might be normative, but they still offer information that academic 

sources are not yet covering.  

What these different documents and literature have in common is that they mostly focus on 

the process and challenges before the law is implemented and the beneficiaries access it. As 

Cardona et.al. (2026) also acknowledges, there has been no qualitative study on the process 

and reintegration after benefiting from the law (p. 29). While their report somewhat started to 

fill that gap, it is also largely focused on the institutional and legal challenges and is not 

exploring in depth what happens after the law is granted (Cardona et al, 2026). This study 

aims to contribute to filling that gap.   

 

4. Theoretical framework 
This study will use Iris Marion Young’s theory of structural injustice to analyze how Ley de 

Utilidad Pública interrelates with structural injustice. I will argue that gender represents a 

main, organizing injustice. Finally, reintegration will be defined since it will constitute the 

measurement through which the law is assessed.    

 

     4.1 Structural Injustice  
Young (2011) argues that social injustice often is structural and a dynamic, ongoing process. 

Often injustice cannot be attributed to a single actor or policy (p. 47) but is rather produced 

and reproduced by the everyday actions of many people (p.100). These structures are not 

reliant on explicit legal rules, but implicit rules that are followed habitually and taken for 

granted as natural and objective. This is usually the continuation of assumptions and decisions 

made in the past (p.55).  

Young argues that the social position which one finds herself in within these structures, 

largely dictates individual circumstances (p. 59). The structures create “channels” that guide 

people in a certain direction and constrain them (p.53-54). She argues that many societies 

today are “structured by categorial inequalities” like class and gender (p.59). As the 

backgrounds shows, many women in the Colombian justice system are in positions of 

economic marginalization and subject to gendered expectations. Understood through Young’s 
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framework, they are largely victims of circumstances outside their control and face injustice 

because of the social positions they are in (p.45).  

Ley de Utilidad Pública was a law enacted to ease the disproportionate effect on women in 

the Colombian criminal justice system. It can therefore be seen as an effort to address the 

structural injustice these women face. However, as Young (2011) notes, structures are 

reproduced by the masses, which means that they can persist even without explicit rules that 

reinforce them (p.59). The past decision and assumptions, that she means help create these 

structures, “continue to condition contemporary possibilities for action even as we try to 

transform them” (p.55). In other words, structural injustice is produced collectively, and 

therefore everyone part of these structures carries responsibility to change it (p. 97). The 

question therefore becomes to what extent this progressive, but singular law, is able to 

contribute to structural change. This gap between legal reform and structural change is what 

will be researched in this study.  

 

Gender as positional difference  

One of these structural groupings is gender (Young, 2009). Even if there have been strides 

made in gender-equality, there are still structural processes that position women differently 

than men (p. 92).  For example, women still are socialized to be inclined to caring.  “A 

structured social division of labor remains in which women do most of the unpaid care work 

in the family, and most people of both sexes assume that women will have primary 

responsibility for care of children…” (p. 93). It is these norms that for instance “carry 

structural biases against many women” of what is respectable, and this is the most difficult 

challenge to overcome (p. 94).  

The word socialized was emphasized earlier, because it hints that this is not inherently true 

but a norm that is taught. Women are assumed to be the caregiver, and as Young (2009) 

noted, these assumptions are the most difficult to change.  

This study will pay particular attention to gender as a structural barrier these women face, for 

I argue that gender acts like the foundational and organizing structural injustice. As the 

background shows, they are facing many layers of intersecting structural injustices, like 

marginalization, lack of formal employment, being primary caregivers, and so on. However, it 

is because they are women that they disproportionately occupy low-status jobs in drug 
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economies, face harsher stigmatization than men and have primary caregiver responsibilities 

that makes economic precarity more pressing. Hence, gender has largely dictated the social 

position that these women are in. 

Young’s (2011) structural injustice shows how unjust structures are reproduced by many 

actors and are often upheld without explicit discrimination. Even if this law acknowledges the 

structural injustice these women face, this study will problematize the way this is done. This 

law recognizes the “role” of women as primary caregivers, and the foundational rationale of 

this law relies on these differences in gender. At the same time gendered structures is a result 

of how women are socialized. A question that this study will ask later, is if the framing of 

women as caregivers therefore reproduces these gendered structures, that marginalized these 

women in the first place?  

 

4.2 Reintegration  
To assess the impact of this law in relation to structural barriers, it will use the concept of 

reintegration as a measure. One main rationale behind non-punitive measures that the 

Bangkok Rules promote, is that it facilitates social reintegration for women that have been in 

contact with the criminal justice system (Penal Reform International, 2021). What this study 

will do is examine how reintegration works in relation to structural injustice. To examine this, 

it is relevant to define the concept of reintegration.  

Much literature on incarceration focuses specifically on social reintegration. The UNODC 

(2012) defines it as “...the process of integrating socially and psychologically into one’s social 

environment”, and it is often interpreted specifically as preventing individuals from 

reoffending (p.5). Santhosh and Mathew (2021) offer a more multifaceted view on 

reintegration that also involves economic, psychological, legal and moral dimensions. This 

more flexible understanding is used for this study, to make sure that none of these aspects are 

overlooked when collecting data.  

Reintegration is usually studied in the context after prison, but it can also signify broader 

interventions to prevent future offences. One example is community-based sanctions that 

serve as an alternative to prison (Griffiths, 2007), which applies to this study. Santhosh and 

Mathew (2021) describe reintegration as a “two-way process” that involves both individuals 

and communities. Drawing on Young’s (2011) theory of structural injustice, this research will 

extend that concept to also consider structural factors. In that sense, reintegration will be 
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understood as both personal recovery as well as what ways structural factors, for instance 

gender norms, affect women’s opportunities to reintegrate.  

 

    5. Method  

     5.1 Study setting  
For this study data was collected from implementing actors of Ley de Utilidad Pública. The 

community service is conducted in different entities, ranging from public entities to non-profit 

organizations or NGOs, that all have an agreement with the Ministry of Justice (Función 

Publica, n.d). One of these entities, is the NGO La Confraternidad Carcelaria de Colombia, 

which will be referred to as CCC. It is an organization affiliated with Prison Fellowship 

International, that has several programs both within and outside prisons, for families of 

prisoners, marginalized people and victims from armed conflict (CCC, n.d).  

For this study, CCC was the entity through which the laws implementation was studied. It 

provided access to observations and interviews with staff that worked daily with this law. 

That said, other sources of data outside CCC were also used (see more below).  

To be able to answer the research question, the following sections will give some contextual 

understanding of how this law works and is organized in practice.  

 

The application and selection process  

To benefit from the law, women need to make an application to the judge’s office from where 

a team of social workers and psychologists makes an investigation. Based on this information, 

the judge makes a decision on the women’s eligibility and is after connected to a slot for the 

women to do community service. The court then places the women at an entity where there 

are slots open. This is normally close to their home. To accommodate this, CCC themselves 

have made alliances with other entities where the women can conduct community service, in 

case they live too far from CCC’s office in Medellín.  
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The role of CCC in implementation  

At CCC specifically, the program for the women is called Reinserción Social Restaurativa 

[Restorative Social Reintegration]. At the time when the interview with the CCC 

representative took place, 56 women had, or were currently taking part of this program. CCC 

has deigned many different activities for the women, for instance maintenance of green zones 

and common areas, helping at schools or hotels, painting murals etc. Women were also often 

helping in reception or organizing spaces within the CCC office.  

Apart from these activities, CCC organized a weekly meeting online for all the women. 

During the meeting, general concerns and news were discussed. CCC also included 

mandatory programs talking about restorative justice, and the program coordinator would 

meet and discuss these themes individually with the women.  

CCC has also makes efforts to support women in education and labor. In addition to the 

mandatory community service, they offer voluntary training in for instance collaboration, 

family reparation, responsibility as well as more practical courses, for instance in pastry-

making. They also have a collaboration with SENA, el Servicio Nacional de Aprendizaje [the 

National Training Service], which is like a type of university where the women can take free 

courses. 

 

Monitoring and compliance  

If the women are not fulfilling the requirements of the community service, the entity hosting 

them will inform the judge. This might lead to the judge revoking the law.  CCC sends 

monthly reports to a designated judge that includes the activities done and whether they have 

been present or not.   

 

     5.2 Research design 
 A qualitative methodology was used throughout this research as it was most adequate to 

answer the research question. This study aimed to understand the implementation of this law, 

and how it addresses structural injustice. This required an understanding of how different 

actors understand and experience the law’s implementation. As Mason (2002) notes 

“qualitative research is very often about depth, nuance and complexity” (p.121), and is 
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focused on viewing the social world through the eyes of participants or people that are studied 

(Bryman & Bell, 2019, p. 206) In this case, the aim was to examine how the law is 

implemented and acts in the social reality of these women. The context is therefore of great 

importance to understand how this law functions in practice and is therefore less 

generalizable.  

Since this law was quite recently enacted and research on it still is scarce, the inductive nature 

of qualitative research was also most suitable, which allowed the research question to develop 

during field work (Bryman & Bell, 2019, p.199). A less structured way of collecting data can 

help limit the researcher’s previous ideas and expectations in the research process. This 

flexibility allowed the research question for this study to arise gradually while I was in the 

field (p. 209).  

CCC was used as the primary site of observation. It is one of the few organizations currently 

implementing this law and provided direct access to the implementation process. 

Observations were only made at CCC, but data was also collected through interviews with 

other actors directly related to this law, including a social worker and a judge in the 

sentencing courts. Using triangulation, (Bryman & Bell, 2019, p.334), was in this case helpful 

to get a more comprehensive view from multiple actors that relate to this law in different 

ways.  

 

     5.3 Data collection  
Interviews  

The main source of data was three interviews: one with a social assistant to sentencing judges, 

one with a judge and one with a representative for CCC that included a shorter follow-up 

interview. The interviews took place between March and April 2026, in Medellín, Colombia. 

The primary contact with the organization CCC was made through the Swedish NGO 

Ankarstiftelsen, that collaborates with CCC. The representative of CCC (Interview 1) was 

selected for my interview since he was the main person in charge of the community service 

for the women, and the person with most direct insight into implementation process of these 

women.  

The interviewees were accessed through snowball sampling which was a practical approach 

given the small numbers of professionals that work with this law (Bryman & Bell, 2019, p 
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233). Contact with the social assistant (Interview 2) was organized through academic 

networks and contacts, and access to the judge (Interview 3) was organized by respondent 

number 2. The table below gives an overview of the interview participants.  

 

Table 1  

Interviewee  Position 

Interview 1  Representative CCC 

Interview 2 Social assistant  

Interview 3 Judge  

 

All interviews were conducted in Spanish by myself and lasted around 60 minutes. The 

interviews had a semi-structured approach since the goal was to let the respondent reason 

freely (Bryman & Bell, 2019, p. 240). An interview guide was prepared for each interview to 

make sure the topics would be covered (p. 243), but we would often divert from the interview 

guide. However, as Bryman & Bell (2019) notes, this is often encouraged in qualitative 

research (p. 240). Since the goal is to reflect how the respondents themselves understand and 

interpret a certain topic (p.242), I tried to make sure that the respondents had room to express 

themselves freely, without being strictly tied to specific questions.  

All interviews were recorded and transcribed. The parts used as quotes were also translated. 

As Lingard and Klasen (2025) notes, translation can be complicated, because language is “not 

neat, straightforward data” (p. 1), but a social construction. Considering that, they raise 

caution against relying exclusively on AI-tools to translate, since they often miss nuance and 

ambiguity. For this study, translations were mainly based on my personal Spanish-knowledge. 

That said, as Spanish is my third language, I did at times cross-check my translations in the 

AI-tool Copilot to ensure that translations captured the meaning well. It was also used as 

support for some translation adjustments for interview guides in Spanish, and at times as a 

complement to traditional search engines for researching the topic, specifically on sources in 

Spanish.   
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Observations 

Apart from interviews, data was collected through observations. During two weeks in March 

2026, I joined the representative at CCC and spent time at the office where many of the 

beneficiaries of the law did their community service. I also participated in different meetings 

and events for staff and women. Joining the organization allowed for valuable informal 

conversations and served as a useful context to understand the implementation of this law. By 

seeing reactions from staff and women, it was also possible to note certain attitudes and things 

that were not explicitly mentioned during interviews. As Bryman & Bell (2019) notes, 

immersion can be useful to create close contacts with people, see things that are taken for 

granted and reveal certain things that people might be hesitant to share (p. 264).  

During the observations field notes were taken, which were useful to create rich descriptions 

of the context (Phillippi & Lauderdale, 2018). Since the previous knowledge of how this law 

functions in practice was limited, these observations were useful for guiding interviews and 

developing the research question.  

For this study, short field notes were usually taken throughout observations which often is 

ideal (Phillippi & Lauderdale, 2018) and more extensive notes were taken later the same day. 

During some observations I abstained from taking immediate notes to avoid making people 

self-conscious (Bryman & Bell, 2019, p.227).  

Whilst interviewing women directly was avoided because of ethical concerns (see more 

below), during observations at CCC I spent time around both women and staff which led to 

natural small talk. Many were interested in my purpose there, which naturally led to 

conversations about Ley de Utilidad Pública. As both Swain & King (2022) and Davis & 

Brown (2024) argue, informal conversation can create a more relaxed setting and more 

naturalistic data and can be an enriching complement to other data. However, using informal 

conversations also presents limitations, for instance researcher bias and risk of forgetting what 

was said during the conversation (Davis & Brown, 2024). In light of these risks, data from 

informal conversations will be used more to reflect general attitudes rather than presenting 

quotes from specific participants. 
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     5.4 Data Analysis  
After data-collection it was analyzed thematically. One of the strengths of this approach is its 

flexibility, which was useful for this study considering the limited previous literature on this 

law. The data was analyzed in a non-linear and inductive way. Braun & Clarke (2006) do, 

however, criticize the notion that themes simply “emerge” form data, but note that the themes 

picked are always a choice. As they put it, “data are not coded in an epistemological vacuum” 

(p. 12), and they mean that researchers often fail to explicitly explain how themes were 

chosen. The epistemological position of this research was rather a constructivist one that 

focuses more on the socio-cultural context and structural conditions that acknowledges that 

“meaning and experience are socially produced and reproduced, rather than inhering within 

individuals” (p. 14). Furthermore, this paper analyzed the latent level to make sure that also 

underlying assumptions and ideas could be explored. These approaches were used because 

this study is largely focused on underlying structures.  

Defining what constitutes a pattern or a theme is ambiguous and relies largely on the 

researcher’s judgement. This study used Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six steps as a guideline 

when analyzing data. By doing observations, having many informal conversations and being 

within the environment I sought to study, I familiarized myself with data before coding began. 

The second phase includes coding, which was once again done inductively. Because of the 

limited previous knowledge on this law, I started mapping out very broad themes that its 

strengths and its limitations from the actors’ perspectives. From these categories, it was 

possible to find patterns and from that create subcategories, for instance family-related data 

that later became “returning to their families and communities”. What is important to note 

here, is that these “positive vs negative” aspects were based on the actors view themselves. In 

the analysis, I later came to argue that some perceived positive aspects also have negative 

connotations. To be able to explore these disparities, this study chose a latent level to analyze 

this law. 

One methodological challenge in this study was the wide variety of data sources, both 

interviews, informal conversations and observations. This study mainly relied on interviews 

when coding material and other data was mostly used contextually. However, considering the 

rich additions some observations and conversations made, they were at times added 

independently to ensure that the results could be as nuanced as possible. 
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This was later the basis for the next step that included searching for and revisiting themes. 

This was a process that evolved throughout the study. There were some patterns that were 

evident early in the study, and others that were generated upon closer familiarization with 

transcriptions. I then revisited other data to ensure that my chosen themes did not leave out 

any relevant information (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

 

     5.5 Reflexivity  
It is well acknowledged that the researcher positionality can impact research, and its role 

should be evaluated (Finefter-Rosenbluh, 2017). The researcher positioning, including gender, 

age, race, beliefs, biases may affect the researchers’ access in the field, respondents’ 

willingness to share and how the researcher interprets information gathered (Berger, 2015). 

It is important to note the inherent power imbalance between the researcher and the 

researched (Råheim et. al., 2016), which in this study was especially true for my interactions 

with the women. This was probably exacerbated by the differences in background; me as a 

European student, and the Colombian women that often come from low socioeconomic 

backgrounds and face criminal charges. That said, I do think me being a woman and at times a 

similar age or younger than these women, made me appear less of an “outsider”. This seemed 

to make many women more inclined to be comfortable with me and approach me themselves.  

While observations were useful to gain a better contextual understanding, my position was 

still an “outsider”. This can make it more difficult to have a neutral and balanced point of 

view (Finefter-Rosenbluh, 2017) and probably made me miss certain subtle clues that were 

clear for the “insiders” (Berger, 2015). Furthermore, all data collection was done in Spanish. 

Since this is my third language, I was not always able to articulate myself as precisely as I 

wanted to, which can have affected the depth and nuance of the interviews and some informal 

conversations. 

Since I spent considerable amounts of time with staff at CCC I think a risk is that I at times 

was perceived as working for CCC. While I continuously tried to make this clear, it might 

have made some women inclined to be more positive towards CCC or the law itself.  

Because of the limited literature on this law and therefore my limited understanding, I was 

initially less critical which can have shaped the data to be more positive. However, as 

relationships at CCC got stronger and my understanding expanded, I was more critical to get 
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more nuanced answers. As Berger (2015) notes, reflexivity of researchers is not static. During 

informal conversations with the women themselves though, I only took a listening position 

and did not ask critical questions, which risks making their responses less nuanced. One 

expectation I did have, though, was that there would be more collective meetings with the 

women conducting community service, and more to “observe”. Observations were therefore 

less dominant in data and interviews took more space. I also expected more staff at CCC to be 

more directly involved with this law. This made the data first heavily dependent on the one 

representative at CCC, which can have provided a one-sided view of the law. This was later 

complemented with interviews from other professionals.  

 

     5.6 Ethics 
The initial idea for this study was to interview the women who benefitted from this law 

directly, to ensure that their voices were represented in the research. This was largely in 

consideration of the critique that Barberet & Jackson (2017) raised in relation to gender-

sensitive criminal justice and their discussion on protection versus protectionism. 

Interviewing women directly would have been an opportunity to let women speak for 

themselves and not to speak for them. However, with collaboration with my supervisor we 

decided to divert from directly interviewing the women for ethical concerns. The main 

priority of social research is to make sure that the people participating in the study will not be 

harmed. However, as Bryman & Bell (2019) notes, defining what constitutes “harm” can be 

difficult (p. 51). Considering the vulnerable background of the women that are eligible to 

benefit from Ley de Utilidad Pública, a risk is that an interview would bring up past or 

present trauma. Another main challenge would be to ensure anonymity of the respondents. 

The number of women that have benefitted from this law is this far low, even more so within 

CCC. Using pseudonyms would not be enough to protect their identities, for the physical and 

social setting that would be used for context could perhaps give enough clues for respondent 

identification (Bryman & Bell, 2019, p. 59). Considering these women’s background, often in 

criminal networks and prisons it is particularly important to keep their identities safe. While it 

perhaps would have been possible to mitigate some of these risks, interviewing these women 

would have meant navigating an ethical “grey area”. The decision was therefore made to 

change the methodology of this study and use interviews with professionals working closely 

with these women as the main source of data alongside observations.  
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Informal Conversations and Ethical Navigations  

Despite the methodological change, I frequently encountered the women through small-talk. 

This would often naturally lead them to them telling me what they were doing there and they 

themselves addressing the law. This provided valuable information but still presented ethical 

challenges. Following Swain and King (2022), I did allow these opportunities to arise, but 

was selective in what was written down, and only included notes directly relevant to the 

research question. Considering that the exact research question was gradually formed 

throughout observations and conversations, this selection got more efficient as the study 

continued.  

Sensitive topics would at times arise naturally during informal conversations. This was 

especially true when conversations were held with a few beneficiaries that conducted 

community service together that created a space where they shared more sensitive topics. 

Ending these conversations abruptly simply to avoid them would have been inappropriate. 

While I avoided initiating such topics, I would often only sit and listen if a woman or several 

women wanted to discuss these topics. As already mentioned, these more personal and 

sensitive parts have not been included in this paper nor field notes.  

 

Informed Consent  

In terms of consent, this was applied differently depending on method used. In the formal 

interviews consent was more explicit and asked before recording the conversations. During 

observations and informal conversations though, asking for consent was less explicit. The 

principle of consent can at times be difficult to apply in practice, especially during 

observations where the researcher encounters a large number of people. Making sure that 

everyone can give their informed consent can be impractical (Bryman & Bell, 2019, p. 54). 

Getting full informed consent in the traditional sense would also be complex to organize in 

the moments when informal conversations started and would to some extent defeat the 

purpose of having informal conversations (Swain & King, 2022). This challenge was present 

for this study, as I met a wide spectrum of people during observations. I navigated these 

methodological and ethical challenges by always being formally introduced to both other staff 

and beneficiaries as a researcher. My purpose of studying Ley de Utilidad Pública was stated 

clearly and this would often also come up in informal conversations.  
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Power Dynamics  

It should still be noted that these informal conversations held, although being more “natural” 

and informed, always carries asymmetrical power relations. Some scholars even argue that 

that informal conversations still are interviews, except that respondents simply are unaware 

(Swain & King, 2022). As already mentioned, I was continuously transparent about my 

purpose there.  

Another challenge was that staff initially introduced me as a researcher that would like to 

speak to the women. Considering the power dynamic between these women and CCC, where 

the women are legally bound to this organization, this introduction created a risk that women 

felt an obligation to talk to me. To mitigate this, I always explained that I was mainly there to 

talk to staff, that there was no obligation to talk to me, and clarified with staff that I was not 

going to interview these women. While these considerations did not eliminate the inherent 

power imbalance, they aimed to minimize it (Råheim et. al., 2016).  

 

Anonymity and Confidentiality  

Since field notes alone can provide information enough to make participant identification 

possible (Phillippi & Lauderdale, 2018), I actively excluded personal details in field notes. 

This is especially important considering the very few women that this far have benefitted 

from this law, and even less that have done so through CCC.  

To ensure anonymity, the data that concerns the women directly is at times generalized. I have 

for example abstained from using specific dates from when informal conversations took place. 

Therefore, data from observations or informal conversation that directly relate to the women, 

will be referred to as “Field notes, March”.  

 

     5.7 Limitations  
Some limitations in this study have already been acknowledged. Researching in Spanish could 

affect nuance and context. Second, the snowball sampling, small number of interviewees and 

the reliance on one actor within CCC can have affected the validity of the study (Mason, 

2002, p. 39) and provided a less nuanced picture of this law. Therefore, the study also 

included interviews from other actors to triangulate data. Furthermore, because of the recency 
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of this law academic literature on it is limited, and therefore the data at times relies heavily on 

non-academic sources like reports. The lack of formal interviews with women also hindered 

the possibility to fully highlight their voices. Having a longer time-frame for observations 

would have been valuable to be more fully immersed in the environment.  

6. Results  
The following sections will present findings from interviews. It will broadly divide the data 

into the opportunities and positive aspects of this law that actors raised and then highlight its 

limitations.  

 

     6.1 Opportunities and Reintegrative Potential 
All actors in this study were overwhelmingly positive towards this law. Many women 

expressed how they were extremely thankful for benefiting from this law (Field Notes, 

March). The judge expressed how it is a “humane” law (Interview 3), and CCC staff said that 

“it is an advance” (Interview 2). The following sections will present the main positive themes 

identified from interviews and observations.   

 

Returning to their families and caring for their children  

One of the main positive outcomes of this law mentioned from all actors that partook in this 

study, was that the women reunited with their families. During informal conversations 

throughout observations in March, multiple women were pointing out that the best thing about 

the law was seeing their children again. One woman expressed how she was worried about 

her children being left without supervision when she was incarcerated (Field notes, March).  

The judge also noted that the incarceration of women has a negative impact on their children, 

and the importance of women caring for their children.   

…there are some kids that are left without their mother. That are left without someone 

to guide them and can be drawn into criminal organizations, for in these neighborhoods 

they are normal, let’s say. More marginalized, where these types of organizations are 

common, that use them [children] for selling drugs or for errands related to crime. And 

since they are alone… (Interview 3).  
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Apart from the direct effect on children, the judge also highlighted the effect on society. 

“…they are returning to their homes, to the care of their children and those that need them. 

This, in turn, is highly beneficial both for the women and for society, since their children are 

no longer left alone.” [emphasis added] (Interview 3). 

The CCC representative also expressed how this law allowed women to take care for their 

kids, and the importance that could have generationally.  

...the cycle of criminality be interrupted, because sometimes when one person has 

committed a crime, unfortunately the children follow the same behavior. We have cases 

where the daughter, the mother, the husband, and the brothers are all involved in an 

illicit economy, such as drug trafficking. Therefore, I believe that by applying the law 

and working with these women, we are also impacting the effects of criminalization in 

society, in this case on women. (Interview 1)  

The role and importance of the women for their families were repeatedly highlighted. During 

the weekly online meeting at CCC for beneficiaries, the representative stressed that their 

children were depending on them and rhetorically asked who would take care of their children 

if they would be incarcerated again. This was said in a context of motivating the women to 

participate in voluntary trainings and find work (Field notes, March 21). 

 

New social context at CCC   

A notable opportunity both explicitly expressed and observed, was that the law puts women in 

new social context that’s different from the often criminal context they come from. The judge 

noted that “…they [the women] say that they never have been in contact, for instance, with 

professionals from the social field or the legal field. So they are already starting to feel 

important, like they are useful for something, benefiting society.” (Interview 3).  

The judge thought that the women were exposed to a new environment that “is seeing them 

through other eyes” (Interview 3). This respondent meant that the women are feeling that “ 

‘they are giving us a second opportunity, and they care about us.’ It is a way to say that we are 

interested and want the best for them.” (Interview 3).  

CCC staff also noted that the new context helps the women view criminal activity not as a 

necessity.  He said that “they can orient themselves in their present situation, despite the 
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circumstances of unemployment they are in, that they have a legal alternative to move 

forward...” (Interview 1).  

The importance of this new context was evident during observations at CCC. Many women 

appeared comfortable in the setting and interacted with staff in a familiar and collegial 

manner. The women exchanged hugs with both the representative, as well as other staff, 

including the director at CCC. The atmosphere was not very “institutional” in that sense, but 

rather personal. Another staff said that the project leader sometimes acted like a father for the 

women. Staff seemed to know details about women’s lives outside the community service at 

CCC, and would give them supportive comments on, for instance, their job-searching or 

education. From my observations, it appeared that CCC constitutes more than just a place to 

conduct community service, but also a new social context (Field Notes, March). 

 

Individual agency as a pathway forward  

There were several women that have managed to find a pathway forward, but according to the 

CCC representative it is all thanks to the woman’s effort rather than institutional support. The 

CCC representative pointed out that there are a couple of women working at a bakery, and 

that a few are studying at SENA. According to Interview 1, many are finding a legal activity 

that supports their income, for instance cleaning, selling food, manicure etc. 

The social assistant also pointed out that some are studying law or have set up small, 

independent businesses. In her words, there are many women that “want to change and that 

resocialize…”. She also said that “This benefit allows them to move forward. Thus, when 

there is a family, social, and institutional support network, which they often try to seek out, 

those who are more resourceful and feel more accompanied also feel stronger”. (Interview 2).  

The judge also noted that: 

 …there are women who, depending on their personality and how they view their life 

and life project, that cling to the freedom despite adverse circumstances. They redirect 

their lives, change it, and say ‘I don’t want this for myself’.” (Interview 3).  

Staff at CCC also pointed out that the law “works good behind the methodology that we [at 

CCC] have”. According to internal numbers, 98% of beneficiaries at CCC have 

acknowledged their actions, and there is a 99% prevention of recidivism (Interview 1). 
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What these actors reflected, is that many women indeed have managed to change their lives 

and moved forward in a legal context.  

 

     6.2 Limitations in Implementation  
This law was mostly framed positively by actors in this study, but interviews and observations 

also revealed limitations. The main remaining challenges for beneficiaries that I identified in 

data were finding employment, harsh stigma, lack of institutional support as well as facing 

pressure from their previous contexts. These limitations will be elaborated below.  

 

Challenges in finding employment  

During all interviews and conversations, employment seems to be the most pressing challenge 

for these women. As the social worker put it, the most frustrating part for a person just being 

liberated is the “lack of opportunity”. She raises how the spots where the women are 

conducting community service often are unwilling to provide actual employment (Interview 

2).  

It is a law that falls short, because it has a wide gap that does not allow women to move 

forward or reintegrate assertively into society, nor into the labor market, which is the 

principal situation underlying the offense. (Interview 2).  

Similarly, the judge says:  

What is not being fulfilled is the resocialization in terms of linking them to 

employment. That is not achieved, because in any case it requires commitment from the 

state and from civil society to provide them with opportunities for employment. 

(Interview 3). 

While speaking to the women themselves, many did not have jobs and found it very difficult 

to find one. They raised that both stigma, but also the practical aspect of combining 

community service and employment was difficult. One woman said she quit her full-time job 

because there was not time enough and instead got temporary or informal jobs (Field Notes, 

March).  

The judge also noted that it was difficult to have a full-time job while being occupied with 

community service. “And perhaps the only way is through that type of informal work. They 
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do not have formal employment, so it is very difficult because these are very occasional jobs.” 

(Interview 3).  

The judge also added that this might keep them in economic precarity. “The vast majority 

have informal jobs, selling fast food on the street, that type of work. So no, it does not give 

them enough to sustain the household.” (Interview 3).  

Throughout both the interview and informal conversations, the CCC representative 

highlighted the importance of education and capacity building but also noted that the 

attendance is not always high (Interview 1). The social assistant explained that this might be 

the result of practical barriers. Some of them need to care for family, and others might accept 

a job offer to be able to support their kids.   

She has to cover the children’s expenses, and since the children are enrolled in school, 

there are costs for everything. She told me that on the same day she has to go and 

perform community service. What would you prefer, the 50,000 pesos? (…) Another 

reason is that they do not have a support caregiver. So they have children or elderly 

relatives, and they themselves are the primary caregivers. (Interview 2).  

 

Stigma as fundamental barrier 

“The stigmatization is completely extreme” (Interview 2). 

A major challenge reflected in all sources of data was the stigmatization the women face upon 

returning to society. Many women talked about how judgmental people were and one of them 

said she didn’t leave the house for 3 months after being released (Field Notes, March).  

While CCC staff said that stigma is stronger if they have been incarcerated (Interview 1), the 

social worker argued that it is equally strong by just having a criminal record. “The sentence 

will follow them for life, especially in the private sector.“ (Interview 2). 

As respondents reflect, stigmatization affects their possibilities in the labor market.  

Since they are released but still remain linked to a judicial process, they have physical 

freedom but not legal freedom. Their criminal records are still visible to anyone who 

wishes to consult them. This generates a certain stigma when trying to access a job 

offer, which makes it more difficult for them to enter the labor market. (Interview 1).  
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Lack of institutional follow-up  

“There is no accompaniment; practically, there is none.” (Interview 2).  

After the women have benefitted from the law, all actors interviewed say that there is a lack 

of institutional support to help these women reintegrate into society. The representative at 

CCC said that “there is no institutional support to find employment” (Interview 1).  

According to the social worker, articles 6 and 15 of the law, which establish obligations 

regarding employability policies and psychosocial support, have not been fulfilled. She noted 

that the coordinator of the court had formally requested information twice about the status of 

these policies, without receiving a response (Interview 2). "The law includes it [articles 6 and 

15], but it has remained a dead letter, since it has not been implemented in the way the law 

intended." (Interview 3).  

During the weekly meeting with the beneficiaries at CCC, the representative also explained to 

the women that they had tried to contact the Ministry of Labor regarding employment 

opportunities, but received no answer (Field Notes, 21 March).  

The social assistant explained that many women stand without family support, social 

networks and institutional support, which means that “are left practically alone in the 

process”. Once they obtain the benefit, those who do receive it are left completely alone. She 

means that accompaniment is “vital in this process”. “They need more support. They need 

more direct support.” (Interview 2).  

The lack of institutional support increases the risk of the women falling back into the same 

patterns. “There are others that continue, because the system itself doesn’t train them to 

change.” (Interview 3). As the social assistant put it; “it’s a law that falls short.” (Interview 2).  

…the only clear thing about Ley de Utilidad Pública is that it is incomplete and lacking. 

It is half-finished. It is a law with much projection, but with little investment and little 

compliance. It is a law that is missing everything. (Interview 2).  

The social worker meant that this accompaniment is vital because these women leave with 

“the same fears, the same low self-esteem” (Interview 2). This was also reflected by another 

staff member at CCC, that during an informal conversation talked about the violent 

backgrounds and low self-esteem many of these women have. She meant that psychological 

help was necessary to support these women (Field Notes, 25 March).  
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A reoccurring understanding seemed to be that the opportunities created were not a product of 

the law itself, but from either the women themselves, or from the entities that implement this 

law. 

Yes, the law is designed so that judicial operators can allow women to return to their 

homes and society. But the judicial operators need entities like ours to fulfil the other 

purpose of social reintegration. Simply by the mere act of being released, they are not 

entering the labor market, nor are they strengthening a series of prosocial capacities like 

respect and dignity. That is what we [at CCC] do. (Interview 1).  

The social assistant noted that BIC, the Interamerican Bank, previously had a program that 

provided this type of accompaniment and consecutive psychosocial support. They “always 

guided them [the women]”.  She said that BIC used to “accompany them and be attentive. Not 

anymore.” As the contract with BIC ended, she has noted that more women have reoffended 

(Interview 2). The judge also said that the judges’ insight into the women’s processes was 

better when the BIC project was running (Interview 3). 

The lack of institutional support is true for implementing entities as well, like CCC. They are 

not receiving any institutional support for providing these spaces, but it is completely 

voluntary (Interview 3). As the CCC representative put it, “the main work, the biggest 

responsibility, lies within the entities that are facilitating the implementation of this law” 

(Interview 1).  

 

Returning and facing pressure from previous contexts  

One final challenge identified in this study was the return to previous context and pressure 

from the criminal organizations they were once a part of. During interviews it became clear 

that many women return to the same context they were in when they committed their crime. 

Even though community service is supposed to be conducted in an area different from where 

the crime was committed, many will still go back to live in the same area. As the social 

assistant noted, many women do so because they do not have another choice.  

There isn’t really a way to avoid it, because if this is my house and the only place I have 

to live, I am left with two options; either I look for that social network to support me or 

I stay there. (Interview 2). 
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She also talked about the pressure some women face by criminal organizations to continue 

with criminal activity upon returning home. “The risk of returning to the same context is to be 

pressured into criminal activity again. If money is for instance lost, the debt can fall onto the 

entire family.” As she notes, many women might be entrapped and in a position where leaving 

the organizations is difficult. “Once again, they are left with two options. They keep doing 

what they [the criminal organization] wants, they oppose and get killed, or they leave. Those 

are the options.” (Interview 2).  

The risk is also that this pressure extends to the family, which once again entraps the women. 

“Very vulnerable women who know that their families are being threatened will remain in 

that situation; they will do whatever is demanded of them.” (Interview 2).  

The judge also said that the economic precarity of many women puts them in position that 

makes it easier to exploit them. “If you your basic needs are met, it’s more difficult that 

someone external to lure you in”. The judge added that “the situation of being without 

employment is very risky, because it is possible for her to be used again.” (Interview 3).  

According to the CCC representative, another challenge is ensuring that criminal behavior 

does not continue within the family. He meant that “the families are victims of her actions” 

and that there are “challenges in modelling legality for their children” so that they also do not 

get involved in criminal structures (Interview 1).  

Apart from the risk of women reoffending because of direct pressure from criminal 

organization, all interviews reflected on the fact that many women return to the same context 

and vulnerable positions. The CCC worker argued that there is “…a contradiction, because if 

they committed a crime in circumstances of marginality, understanding that they had no way 

to obtain economic resources legally, now they are granted freedom, but the circumstances, 

since they continue to be marginalized.” (Interview 1).  

The social assistant also meant that their marginalization remains unchanged. She said that 

“…we keep stigmatizing them. (…) Even after obtaining the benefit, they continue to suffer 

structural marginalization, a lack of opportunities as well. We remain in the same context.” 

She added that “it is a vicious cycle, a structural marginalization, both inside and outside 

prison.” (Interview 2).  

All interviewees acknowledged the lack of structural change, but some also reflected on the 

difficulty of changing it. “There have not been structural changes, because those changes had 
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to be structural within society (…). The law itself does not change them. Yes, those problems 

still persist” (Interview 3). The CCC representative also said that “…the social stigma 

continues, and the law is not directed towards removing that stigma” (Interview 1). 

     7. Analysis   
Results show that this law is seen as an advance yet has limitations. The following section 

will analyze these results using Young’s (2011) theory of structural injustice, to examine how 

this law addresses, or might reproduce the unjust structures that marginalizes these women. 

This will be done by discussing three main themes; structural persistence, gendered structures 

and the meaningful yet limited contribution of CCC.  

 

     7.1 Structural persistence and the limits of legal reform  
One of the main tensions in empirical findings is that the law implicitly acknowledges that 

these women are victims of structural injustices, but at the same time does not address the 

structure. The results show that many women still struggle with employment, stigma and 

return to the same context and circumstances that marginalized these women in the first place.  

The vulnerability that leads women, like those attending CCC, to commit crimes is largely 

dictated by the social position they are in; low socio-economic backgrounds, primary 

caregivers and lack of opportunity. Ley de Utilidad Pública was enacted in awareness of these 

challenges and the disproportionate effects on women in the criminal justice system. It can 

therefore be understood that this law in itself is an acknowledgement of the structures they are 

in, their social positions held within these structures and as a result, the structural injustice 

they face. As Young (2011) notes, “a social structure can be defined as a multi-dimensional 

space of different social positions among which a population is distributed” (p. 56). This 

means the social position is where an individual is located within the structure, which is 

different from the structure itself. Applied to this context, I will interpret a change in social 

position as for instance finding stable employment and leaving economic precarity. A 

structural change though, would entail changing the system that produces these positions, for 

instance drug economies that exploit vulnerable women and gender norms that make women 

primary caregivers.  

Empirical findings suggest that neither of these changes are fulfilled. The law is framed as 

facilitating reintegration (see for example: Sotomayor, 2024) and includes articles (6 & 15) on 
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employability. That can be seen as an attempt to give women a chance to change their social 

position; find employment and leave economic precarity. However, as the themes in 6.2 

suggest, these promises have not been fulfilled.  Women still struggle with employment, 

stigma and return to the same context. The lack of institutional follow-up also suggests that, 

like the social assistant put it, “it is a law that falls short” (Interview 2). This law in itself does 

not change the social position of these women.  

While it at least aims to change their social position, it does not even seem to attempt to 

change the structure itself. Empirical findings show that the women upon release are returned 

to these structures that continue to marginalize them. The judge even expressed explicitly how 

“there have not been structural changes” (Interview 3). However, as Young´s (2011) 

framework show, inequality can persist even without “direct” discrimination, but from a 

reproduction of these structures that discriminate. Her social connectivity model shows that 

structural change therefore cannot be realized solely by one actor or policy (chapter 4). As the 

judge noted in the interview, there needs to be a societal change to change the structure 

(Interview 3). Thus, it becomes unrealistic to assume that one singular law would be able to 

create structural change.  

I have concluded that this law largely fails to address both the social position and the unjust 

structures that marginalized these women. At the same time, it is unrealistic to assume that 

structural change can rest on a single policy or actor. The question though, is whether this law 

in part reproduces these structures that marginalize these women? As Young (2011) notes, 

everyone who is part of a structure is also part in upholding it (p. 96). One finding in results 

was that women (Field Notes, March) as well as the judge (Interview 3) noted that combining 

community service and a stable job was difficult, and that informal labor was an easier choice. 

It is important to acknowledge that more than half the Colombian population works in 

informal labor (DANE, 2026), and it would not be accurate to claim that community service 

pushes women into economic precarity. That said, it does still highlight that the law itself 

does not make it easier to find stable employment and leave economic precarity. It does not 

contribute to demarginalize these women.  

As I have argued before, gender norms represent one foundational unjust structure. In the 

following section I will argue that the law risks reinforcing specifically these gender norms.   
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 7.2 Gendered norms and the family as reintegrative frame  
Ley de Utilidad Pública is based on gendered assumptions, and this was reflected across all 

participants in this study. Results showed that one main achievement was family 

reunification. Women were happy they could care for their children, and institutional actors 

saw it as progress to hopefully help end the cycle of criminality that could run in families. The 

CCC worker said that it “is a great opportunity to reconstruct the social fabric” (Interview 1). 

The judge also noted that this was beneficial not only for the women and children themselves, 

but for society (Interview 3).  

Family reunification and community is an important factor for reintegration (see for example 

Santhosh and Mathew, 2021). Despite this, and the overwhelmingly positive attitude towards 

family reunification from all actors in this study, it can be problematized. As argued in the 

section theoretical framework, gender roles and assumptions, like women being the primary 

caregiver, constitute a foundational structural injustice these women face. The 

disproportionate effect within and after the criminal justice system largely stems from these 

gendered expectations and roles. The question becomes whether this law’s enactment as a 

response to these gender roles also becomes part of reproducing them?  

As empirical findings show, the role of the woman as caregiver and family reunification is 

continuously reflected. It is also used as a motivator from both institutional actors as well as 

the women themselves. Women say the best thing about the law was seeing their kids (Field 

Notes, March), and the judge expressed that “now that they have lived it [being incarcerated 

and away from their children] 99% don’t want to relive that, for their children” (Interview 3).  

At the CCC meeting, the representative incentivized them to think about their children and 

reminded them of their responsibility toward their children (Field Notes, 21/3).  

Gender roles are being used to motivate women, and this way a “successful” woman 

implicitly becomes a woman that lives up to her caretaking responsibility. Seen through 

Young (2011), the structures that marginalized these women in the first place remain intact 

and are even reinforced.  

The risks of gender-sensitive criminal justice have been raised by other scholars. For instance, 

Barberet and Jackson (2017) raised that these laws, which recognize women’s role as 

caregivers, reduce women “to their biological and social reproductive functions” (p. 219). 

This is somewhat reflected in the empirical findings, where the women’s motherly 

responsibility is continuously highlighted. What is important to highlight here, though, is that 
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this does not seem to be imposed on the women. Even though Barberet and Jackson (2017) 

warn against the risk of protectionism, where women are being spoken for without actually 

asked what they want, empirical findings in this study rather show how women themselves 

consider family reunification and caring for their kids as the best aspect of this law. They 

themselves seems to embrace their caregiving roles and that way partake in the 

“reproduction” of gender norms.  

This highlights Young’s (2011) point that structures are not created and maintained by a 

single actor or policy. As she puts it “structural injustice occurs as a consequence of many 

individuals and institutions acting to pursue their particular goal and interests, for the most 

part within the limits of accepted rules and norms” (p. 52).  

This does reveal an ambiguity, because while the law might reproduce this idea of women as 

primary caregivers, many of these women are in fact the primary caregivers. As Young 

(2011) points out, structures are not only ideas but indeed do have material and “real” effects 

(p. 54). As both previous literature (see for example Sánchez-Mejía et al., 2018) revealed, as 

well concerns expressed in empirical findings, their children’s wellbeing is put at risk when 

they are incarcerated. Even if the idea of woman as a primary caregiver is a reproduced 

construct, it is also a “fact” within the current structure. As Salisbury and Crawford (2025) 

argues, gender-sensitive justice consider “the realities of women’s lives” (p.1) [emphasis 

added]. 

This law therefore holds a tension, where it does respond to the reality of these marginalized 

women, but also leaves the structure unchanged and even actively reproduce it. Once again, 

structural injustice is upheld by everyday actions within accepted norms (Young, 2011).  

 

     7.3 CCC’s contribution and its structural limits  
I have thus far argued that Ley de Utilidad Pública does not address structural injustice and 

even risk reproducing gender roles. The law itself seems to only set these women free. Still, 

results also show that some women manage to move forwards, which requires explanation. I 

will therefore lastly discuss these positive changes, where they come from and whether they 

help address certain aspects of structural injustice.  

One of the main important factors for successful reintegration is social and familial support 

(See for example Cobbina 2010; Cardona et al, 2026). In fact, the foundational rationale of 
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these non-punitive measures is that women can remain in their communities, which in turn 

will facilitate reintegration (Penal Reform International, 2021).  

At the same time, returning back home can be paradoxical because women return to similar 

contexts that brought them to commit a crime (See for example Cobbina 2010; Cardona et al, 

2026). Results in this study also reveal this paradox of women returning to the same context. 

As the judge express, they often have no other option, and “there around them are these 

organizations operating outside the law, with which they used to work” (Interview 3). 

This is where CCC seems to make the most meaningful contribution, which was seen in 

results. CCC offers a new social context and a place outside the marginalized and often 

criminal context many women come from. This was clear during observations, women 

interacted with staff in a friendly and familiar way, and CCC seemed to constitute a place 

beyond only a formal place to conduct community service (Field Notes, March). Considering 

the importance of familial support for reintegration, and how Santhosh and Mathews (2021) 

highlights that reintegration also relies on the receiving community, offering these women a 

new context is a meaningful contribution to actually reintegrate these women.   

A new social context can also be seen as an effort to address one aspect of structural injustice.  

In Young’s (2011) words, structural injustice exists “when social processes put large groups 

of persons under systematic threat of domination or deprivation of the means to develop end 

exercise their capacities” [emphasis added] (p. 52). Thus, structural injustice is not only 

material. In this context structural injustice also means social invisibility, where they for 

instance get defined by gender roles and criminal records. Results show that women are 

placed in a new social context where they can feel useful and, as the judge put it “seen 

through other eyes” (Interview 3). A new social context can therefore be seen as a counter 

practice to one aspect of structural injustice.  

Even if CCC provides a new social context, my final argument would be that this still is not 

free from the structures that marginalize these women. As my previous section argued, gender 

norms risk being reinforced, and the same conclusion can be made for CCC. The CCC 

representative highlighted the importance of the mothers and meant that family reunification 

could “reconstruct the social fabric” (Interview 1). Women were also reminded of their 

motherly responsibilities to motivate them (Field Notes, 21 March).  

But even more so, I would argue that one of the most significant findings is the normalization 

of the reproduction of these gender norms. As Young (2011) shows, structural injustice often 
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persists because the reproduction of it is normalized, rather than coercion. Ley de Utilidad 

Pública is described as both pioneering and very positive by both scholars and implementing 

actors. The judge expressed several times that it is a “humane law” and notes “how they [the 

women] value, respect and appreciate it” (Interview 3). The CCC staff also acknowledged that 

“it is an advance” and that “we can say that it is a very positive impact” (Interview 1). The 

structural risks discussed in this study though seem to be rather overlooked. It is normalized, 

and as Young (2011) argues, it is these types of everyday actions that reproduce structural 

injustice.  

     8. Conclusion  
This study asked how Ley de Utilidad Pública has addressed the structural injustice women in 

the Colombian justice system face, and whether it risks reproducing these structure. The three 

previous sections are together suggesting that the law only addresses structural inequality 

minimally. Women are released from prison, but their social positions are mostly not 

changed, and the structures that produced these positions remains intact. While I argued that 

structural change cannot happen from one policy alone, findings in this study has also 

suggested that the law risks actively reproduce gendered norms that that marginalized these 

women in the first place.  

The law in itself does not make any meaningful contribution to reintegrating these women. 

Yet results show that some women manage to move forward. I have argued that these positive 

changes rely on implementing actors, in this case CCC’s voluntary efforts, mainly because 

they offer a new social context. Even so, CCC’s meaningful contributions to reintegrate these 

women are still not neutral. Reintegration is still happening through gendered assumptions, 

and findings suggest that this is normalized.  

Despite these critiques, I once again want to return to the tension that has been present 

throughout this study. Within these unjust structures, gendered norms have become a fact. 

These women are primary caregivers and ignoring this would risk harming their children. 

This law is very much enacted in light of this reality that women face, and this study does not 

argue against that reality. This paradox can also open up discussions on international 

frameworks, like the Bangkok Rules. Just like Ley de Utilidad Pública, the Bangkok Rules 

also relies on the same gendered assumptions, or gendered realities. Rule 57 notably states 
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that legislation should be “…taking account of the history of victimization of many women 

offenders and their caretaking responsibilities” (UNODC, 2010) [emphasis added].  

As Barberet and Jackson (2017) has pointed out, the Bangkok rules have “received very little 

critique” (p. 221), and the findings from this study suggest that there should be more research 

and broader discussions on gender-sensitive criminal justice. This paradox between 

reproduced gender norms and the realities of women should be further explored to ensure that 

this type of legislation can fulfil its initial aims and not reproduce these unjust structures.  

Finally, I identify two main findings for future policy-recommendation. First, the 

implementation gap on this specific law is notable. The government does not fulfil its legal 

obligations on for instance article 6 and 15 and does not offer any steps to reintegrate these 

women apart from setting them free. The meaningful efforts to reintegrate these women is 

instead largely placed on actors like CCC. Secondly, this study has also opened broader 

questions on the foundational logic of gender-specific criminal justice. This law does not 

change structures that marginalized them in the first place, and even more so, risk reinforcing 

them. Ley de Utilidad Pública is an important step, as actors in this study has pointed out. 

This step does not, however, address the structural inequality these women face, and more 

research is needed to ensure that this type of legislation actually manages to fulfil its aim. As 

the social assistant said, “It is a law with much projection, but with little investment and little 

compliance. It is a law that is missing everything.” (Interview 2). 
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Appendices  
The interviews were conducted in Spanish, and therefore the original interview guides are 
included in Spanish.  

Appendix 1- Interview guide with CCC representative  

Soy Ida, estudiante de la universidad de Gotemburgo. Ahora estoy escribiendo mi tesis de 
grado sobre “la ley de utilidad pública”, enfocándome en cómo se implementa en la práctica, 
cómo funciona en realidad y qué experiencias tienen las personas que participan en estos 
programas.  

Muchas gracias por compartir tus experiencias conmigo. Toda la información será anónima, y 
podemos pausar o terminar la conversación en cualquier momento si quieras. ¿Estás de 
acuerdo con que grabe esta entrevista, solamente para uso académico?  

 

Presentación 

- ¿Cuál es tu rol dentro de esta organización? 
- ¿Cuánto tiempo has trabajado aquí?  

 

Implementación de la ley 

- ¿Puedes explicar cómo CCC implementa la ley de utilidad pública en la práctica?  
- ¿Cómo llegan las mujeres al programa? ¿Cuál es el proceso para participar en el 

proyecto de CCC?  
- ¿Como está organizado el trabajo (actividades, horarios etc)? Que tipos de tareas/ 

actividades realizan las mujeres?  
 

Oportunidades  

- ¿Cómo describirías los resultados y el impacto que has observado en el programa 
hasta ahora? 

- ¿Qué aspectos del programa consideras que funcionan bien?  

Retos   

- ¿Qué retos has observado al trabajar con este programa?  
- ¿Has observado retos que enfrentan las mujeres durante o después del programa? 

¿Hay temas o desafíos que las mujeres suelen mencionar?  
- ¿Crees que falta algo en este sistema? ¿Qué sería necesario para la ley funcionaría 

mejor en la práctica?  

Contexto social   

- ¿Qué retos enfrentan las mujeres al reintegrarse/ resocializarse en la sociedad?  
- ¿Qué factores influyen en este proceso de reintegración?  
- ¿Cómo responde el programa a estos factores? 
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- ¿Cómo describirías el rol que tiene esta ley en el proceso de reintegración de estas 
mujeres?  

Final   

- ¿Hay algo importante sobre la ley, el proyecto u otra cosa que aún no hemos 
mencionado?   
 
 

Appendix 2- Interview Guide with Social Assistant  

Soy Ida, estudiante de la universidad de Gotemburgo. Ahora estoy escribiendo mi tesis de 
grado sobre “la ley de utilidad pública”, enfocándome en cómo se implementa en la práctica, 
cómo funciona en realidad y qué experiencias tienen las personas que participan en estos 
programas.  

Muchas gracias por compartir tus experiencias conmigo. Toda la información será anónima, y 
podemos pausar o terminar la conversación en cualquier momento si quieras. ¿Estás de 
acuerdo con que grabe esta entrevista, solamente para uso académico?  

 

Introducción 

- ¿Cuál es exactamente su rol en relación con las mujeres que se benefician de la ley de 
utilidad pública? 

- ¿En qué momento del proceso interactúa con ellas? 

Observaciónes  

- ¿Cuáles son los principales desafíos que observa en las mujeres durante y después de 
beneficiarse de la ley? 

- ¿Cómo describiría el impacto de la ley en su vida cotidiana? 
- ¿Observa diferencias entre las mujeres que estuvieron encarceladas previamente y las 

que recibieron el beneficio directamente? 

Estigma  

- ¿Observa que las mujeres enfrentan estigma social a pesar de no haber estado en 
prisión? 

- ¿Cómo afecta ese estigma su proceso de reintegración? 

Trabajo  

- ¿Qué tan común es que las mujeres logren insertarse laboralmente durante o después 
del programa? 

- ¿Qué obstáculos concretos observa en ese proceso? 

Colaboración  
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- ¿Cómo es la colaboración entre el sistema judicial y organizaciones como la 
Confraternidad? 

- ¿Considera que las organizaciones que implementan la ley tienen suficiente apoyo 
institucional? 

Desafios con la ley  

- ¿Cuáles considera que son los objetivos principales de la ley de utilidad pública? 
- ¿En qué medida cree que la ley está cumpliendo esos objetivos en la práctica?  
- ¿Qué considera que le falta para cumplirlos plenamente? 

Final  

- ¿Hay algo importante sobre la ley, el proyecto o otra cosa que aún no hemos 
mencionado?   
 

 

Appendix 3- Interview Guide with Judge  

Soy Ida, estudiante de la universidad de Gotemburgo. Ahora estoy escribiendo mi tesis de 
grado sobre “la ley de utilidad pública”, enfocándome en cómo se implementa en la práctica, 
cómo funciona en realidad y qué experiencias tienen las personas que participan en estos 
programas.  

Muchas gracias por compartir tus experiencias conmigo. Toda la información será anónima, y 
podemos pausar o terminar la conversación en cualquier momento si quieras. ¿Estás de 
acuerdo con que grabe esta entrevista, solamente para uso académico?  

 

Introducción 

- ¿Cuál es exactamente su rol en relación con las mujeres que se benefician de la ley de 
utilidad pública? 

- ¿En qué momento del proceso interactúa con ellas? 

 

Decisiones  

- ¿Qué factores considera más importantes al momento para conceder el beneficio? 
- Ha tenido casos en los que quería conceder el beneficio pero la ley no lo permitía? 

¿Que lo impidió?  
- ¿Qué ocurre cuando una mujer no cumple con los requisitos del servicio? ¿Cómo toma 

esa decisión?  
- ¿Siente que tiene suficiente información sobre la situación de las mujeres después de 

conceder el beneficio?  

Observaciónes  
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- ¿Cuáles son los principales desafíos que observa en las mujeres durante y después de 
beneficiarse de la ley? 

- ¿Cómo describiría el impacto de la ley en su vida cotidiana? 

Colaboración  

- ¿Considera que las organizaciones que implementan la ley tienen suficiente apoyo 
institucional? 

Desafíos con la ley  

- ¿Cuáles considera que son los objetivos principales de la ley de utilidad pública? 
- ¿En qué medida cree que la ley está cumpliendo esos objetivos en la práctica?  
- ¿Qué considera que le falta para cumplirlos plenamente? 
- ¿Considera que esta ley cambia las causas que llevan a las mujeres a cometer delitos?  

 

Final  

- ¿Hay algo importante sobre la ley que aún no hemos mencionado?   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


