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The fracturing of familial bonds and the exacerbation of psychosocial trauma are the
consequences of traditional incarceration for women, which transcends mere deprivation of
liberty. This underscores the necessity of a shift in penal policy toward community-based
sentencing. Nevertheless, the systematic investigation of the multidimensional lifeworld of
women and the relationship between legal structures and their social realities remains an
under-researched area. This study employs a meta-synthesis approach to investigate the
fundamental question of what semantic patterns regarding the functions and challenges of
this penal policy are revealed by the multifaceted experiences of women with non-custodial
sentences. This research employs a qualitative methodology to analyze and incorporate 14
domestic studies on the experiences of women with alternative punishments and
incarceration in order to reconstruct the semantic patterns of these lived experiences.
Community-based sentences enable the preservation of familial bonds, the improvement of
self-esteem, and the gradual reintegration into normal life, whereas women perceive prison
as a crisis-inducing, traumatic, and identity-altering event, according to the thematic analysis
of the accumulated literature. The meta-synthesis yielded five core themes: structural erosion
and re-entry crises within the prison-centric paradigm; patriarchal hegemony and the
reproduction of inequality in sentencing; new approaches to theorizing the transition from
incarceration; the supportive and reintegrative functions of alternative sentencing; and the
institutional requirements for implementing decarceration policies. These results describe a
multifaceted lifeworld in which criminal justice necessitates a profound, gender-sensitive,
and community-oriented redefinition that incorporates distinctively female perceptions of
both incarceration and social punishment, as seen from the perspective of women.
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Introduction

The constraints of prison-centered justice systems have emerged as a significant issue in criminal policy in
recent decades. The primary response to crime in many countries has been to reconsider incarceration due
to factors such as prison congestion, rising incarceration rates, high economic costs, and the psychological
and social harms of imprisonment. Research indicates that imprisonment frequently fails to effect
rehabilitation and instead contributes to stigma, family disruption, social exclusion, and recidivism.
Consequently, a growing number of justice systems have implemented community-based and non-
custodial sanctions that prioritize rehabilitation, reintegration, and restorative justice. Gender-sensitive
perspectives have become increasingly significant during this transition, as women’s pathways to criminal
activity are frequently influenced by structural inequalities such as poverty, domestic violence, abuse, and
caregiving responsibilities. Imprisonment can have particularly severe consequences for women by
disrupting maternal roles and family stability. In response, alternative sanctions, such as probation,
community service, and rehabilitation programs, have been advocated as more compassionate methods
that mitigate the negative consequences of imprisonment and facilitate social reintegration.

Methodology

In order to systematically integrate and interpret prior qualitative research on the experiences of women
with alternative sanctions in Iran, this study implemented a meta-synthesis methodology. The objective of
the investigation was to cultivate a more comprehensive and nuanced comprehension of the social and
restorative aspects of non-custodial punishments. The research was conducted in accordance with the
seven-stage framework that Sandelowski and Barroso (2007) proposed. Major Iranian academic databases,
such as Noormags, Magiran, SID, IranDoc, and the Judiciary Research Center, were consulted to compile
pertinent literature published within the past two decades, including academic books, theses, and journal
articles. The initial search produced 3,761 records by utilizing keywords such as “alternative sanctions,”
“convicted women,” and “restorative justice.” 14 studies were purposively selected for the final analysis
after undergoing a series of screening processes, including the removal of duplicate and irrelevant sources
and the assessment of methodological quality. The selected studies were analyzed through thematic
analysis using MAXQDA 2020 software. The analysis was conducted in accordance with the coding
paradigm established by King et al. (2018), which included descriptive, interpretive, and overarching
coding stages.

Findings

A comprehensive understanding of the multidimensional lifeworld of women in their interactions with the
criminal justice system, particularly in the context of alternative sanctions and imprisonment, is provided
by the meta-synthesis of 14 carefully selected studies. The synthesis of primary themes led to the
development of 16 organizing themes and five overarching themes, suggesting a conceptual shift from the
detrimental effects of imprisonment to the empowering and rehabilitative characteristics of community-
based sanctions. The present meta-synthesis follows the trajectory of women's experiences from their
initial involvement in the criminal justice system to their engagement with alternatives to imprisonment
and the subsequent broader social and institutional repercussions. The findings suggest that the lifeworld
of women who have been sentenced to non-custodial sanctions can be comprehended through a
multidimensional network of themes. This network demonstrates the potential for a transition to
decarceration-oriented and community-based penal policies, while simultaneously reflecting structural
erosion and a crisis of reintegration within the prison-centred paradigm. The evidence suggests that
imprisonment frequently fails to achieve its intended rehabilitative objectives. Rather, it is frequently
linked to the persistence of social stigma, intensified psychological distress, compromised self-concept,
and unsuccessful social reintegration. The significantly impeded by these repercussions. Imprisonment
frequently results in the disruption of emotional connections, particularly the weakening of the mother-
child relationship, which in turn has broader social and familial repercussions at the family level. The
analysis also demonstrates that the criminal justice system's structure and culture are significantly
influenced by patriarchal assumptions and male-oriented institutional models. Historically, numerous
penal institutions and practices have been constructed to accommodate male offenders, which means that
they do not adequately address the physical, psychological, and social needs of women. Within this
context, the punishment process frequently disregards the prior experiences of women of domestic
violence, poverty, and social marginalization, which leads to the perpetuation of gender disparities within
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the penal system. This discovery is in accordance with feminist criminological perspectives that regard
gender as an analytical framework that influences criminalization, punishment, and penal experience
(Chesney-Lind & Morash, 2019; Heidensohn & Silvestri, 2012). The results underscore the potential of
alternatives to imprisonment as mechanisms for transitioning from prison-centered policies to community-
based and dignity-oriented justice approaches in response to these challenges. Community sanctions can
be more effective in facilitating social reintegration by preserving family relationships, sustaining
caregiving duties, and strengthening women's sense of responsibility and self-esteem when they are
designed with gender-sensitive considerations. These results are consistent with gender-justice
perspectives that underscore the necessity of customizing sentencing and punishment to the care
responsibilities and lived experiences of women (Carlen & Worrall, 2013; Gartner & Kruttschnitt, 2017).
Nevertheless, the attainment of these results is contingent upon the establishment of suitable institutional
and supportive infrastructures. The effective implementation of decarceration policies and the promotion
of gender justice within the criminal justice system necessitate the integration of gender considerations
into penal policymaking, the expansion of empowerment programs, and the strengthening of cooperation
among judicial institutions, social workers, and civil society organizations (Gelsthorpe, 2022; Greig &
Dickinson, 2022).

Conclusion

The results suggest that the experiences of women with punishment cannot be merely attributed to a legal
response to criminal behavior. Rather, these experiences are the result of a multidimensional lifeworld in
which penal structures, gender relations, family dynamics, and socio-economic conditions interact and
influence one another. The synthesis of accumulated knowledge indicates that the prison-centered
paradigm is severely constrained in its ability to achieve its rehabilitative objectives and, in numerous
instances, contributes to structural erosion and a crisis in the social reintegration of women. The most
significant consequences of imprisonment for women are psychological distress, a weakened self-concept,
social stigma, and social exclusion, which make it increasingly difficult for them to reintegrate into
ordinary social life. Furthermore, the familial repercussions of imprisonment are especially severe for
women, as the disruption of the mother-child relationship and the threat to family cohesion may result in
enduring emotional and social repercussions. In a more profound sense, the findings indicate that the
criminal justice system's structure and culture have been significantly influenced by patriarchal patterns,
and numerous penal policies and mechanisms fail to adequately address the biological, psychological, and
social requirements of women. This condition not only contributes to the perpetuation of gender
inequalities in the processes of criminalization and penal response but also in the lived experiences of
punishment of women. Simultaneously, numerous women are incarcerated as a result of poverty, domestic
violence, and social marginalization. Consequently, an analysis of women's criminal behavior that
disregards these structural contexts would yield an incomplete comprehension of the matter. In contrast,
alternatives to imprisonment can expedite the transition from prison-centered policies to community-
oriented and dignity-based approaches when they are designed and implemented in a gender-responsive
manner. The effective implementation of such policies necessitates the strengthening of institutional
infrastructures, the expansion of community-based reintegration programs, the strengthening of family
relationships, the provision of specialized training for criminal justice actors, and the enhancement of
cooperation among judicial institutions, social workers, and civil society organizations. This approach has
the potential to promote gender justice and sustainable reintegration for women.
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