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Prost i tut ion  po l i cy  
re form and  the  causa l  
ro le  o f  ideas
A  comparat ive  s tudy  o f  
po l i cy making  in  the  
Nord i c  countr ies

G R E G G  B U C K E N - K N A P P  –  
J O H A N  K A R L S S O N 1

1.  Nordic  prost i tut ion 
pol ic ies a t  the crossroads
Over the past decade, public policies aim-
ing at regulating and combating prostitu-
tion in the Nordic countries have been
subject to drastic change, but not conver-
gence. Until 1999, the Nordic countries
regulated prostitution similarly: buying
and selling sexual services was legally tol-
erated, with pimping and procuring being
illegal. Yet, in that year, Denmark opted
for substantial liberalization, while Swe-
den became the first country in the world
to criminalize the purchase of sexual serv-
ices, though not the sale. This so-called
Swedish model has generated global inter-
est and resulted in similar proposals in
other countries. In 2006, the Finnish par-
liament rejected a bill closely modeled on
the Swedish law; while in the summer of
2007, the Norwegian justice department
presented a draft bill that would ban the
purchase of sexual services, increasing the

likelihood that Norway will follow in
Swedish footsteps. Against this backdrop,
our aim is to account for cross-national
differences in prostitution policy out-
comes in four Nordic states: Denmark,
Finland, Norway and Sweden.

In this study, we focus on the causal
role of ideas for understanding how pro-
ponents of a given prostitution policy re-
form are able to secure support from poli-
cymakers. Over the past decade, the use
of an ideational approach has shifted
from the margins to the mainstream in
comparative public policy analysis. Idea-
tional approaches emphasize how policy
entrepreneurs are able to portray desired
reforms as being consistent with broader
ideational frameworks held by key decisi-
on makers. Thus, by carefully studying
how actors use ideas to achieve policy
change, the ideational approach is an ad-
vance over approaches that have chiefly
focused on the strategic resources held by
actors within varying institutional con-
texts. Given that a central feature of the
prostitution policy reform process in all
four settings has been exceptionally hea-
ted national debates in which societal
norms, expert knowledge and cultural va-
lues have figured prominently, we argue
that an ideational approach is particularly
fruitful for analyzing cross-Nordic varia-
tion in policy outcomes.

Drawing upon diverse public policy,
comparative political economy, interna-
tional relations, and feminist comparative
policy scholarship, we employ an ideatio-
nal approach to account for why it is that
only Sweden has prohibited the purchase
of sexual services.

1.2 Previous research on prostitution 
policy reform
The Swedish law prohibiting the purchase
of sexual services has received substantial
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attention from scholars across the hu-
manities and social sciences. While certain
analyses of the 1999 law have been de-
scriptive and atheoretical (Kilvington,
Day & Ward 2001; Munro 2005; Gould
2001; Gould 2002; Dodillet 2005), many
focus on the role of Sweden’s powerful
radical feminist movement in the policy
reform process. Some scholars have cou-
pled a description of this role with explicit
advocacy for the abolitionist stance, such
as Ekberg (2004), who attributes the
adoption of the new policy to “feminists
and dedicated female politicians (that) un-
derstood the importance of and fought
for the right of all women to have full
control of their bodies.” While rich in de-
tail, these studies lack any meaningful
connection to theories on policymaking
and do not generate conclusions that con-
tribute to a more general understanding of
prostitution policy reforms.

Prostitution policy research that has fo-
cused on other reform settings similarly
lacks an explanatory ambition. Kantola
and Squires (2004), who examine debates
in the United Kingdom and the Nether-
lands about prostitution and trafficking in
women, conclude that sharply different
discourses dominated the debate in these
two countries. While noting the distinc-
tion between dominant discourses in the
UK and the Netherlands, Kantola and
Squires (2004: 92) do not provide an ex-
plicit account for why such sharply diffe-
rent ideas prevailed, speculating rather
that outcomes are “clearly determined by
the differing legal and cultural frame-
works.” Similarly, Allwood’s analysis
(2004) of French prostitution debates
during the period 1997–2002 explores
how key actors framed prostitution as a
political issue and how prostitutes are
constructed within these frames. Yet, All-
wood’s description of the key discourse

central to the French prostitution debate
lacks any explicit methodological guideli-
nes for assessing how prostitution can be
successfully reframed in order for policy-
makers to achieve their desired reforms.
Finally, Skilbrei’s overview of Norwegian
prostitution policy reform in the 1990s fo-
cuses on representations of prostitutes in
the media and political debates (2001: 63).
However, Skilbrei concludes that no real
causal pattern can be detected. Rather, the
market for sexual services, public percep-
tion of prostitutes, and the way in which
policymakers “relate” to these percep-
tions are all mutually constituted.

In contrast to these descriptive ac-
counts, Joyce Outshoorn’s edited volume
The Politics of Prostitution (2004) offers the
sole attempt at systematic comparative
analysis of prostitution policy outcomes.
Scholars contributing to the Outshoorn
volume focus on prostitution policy in
twelve national settings, drawing upon an
explanatory model developed by the Re-
search Network on Gender Politics and
the State (RNGS). The RNGS model am-
bitiously includes a broad range of pos-
sible causal factors shaping policy outco-
mes, including characteristics of the wo-
men’s movement, the policy environment
and relevant policy agencies. However,
such a comprehensively detailed model
necessarily sacrifices explanatory parsi-
mony. Employing the qualitative RNGS
model requires that scholars code data on
multiple independent and intervening va-
riables. Such richness in terms of explana-
tory factors is not matched by explicit
methodological guidelines specifying how
researchers should assess the relative sig-
nificance of different variables for under-
standing prostitution policy outcomes.

Hence, applying the model to each of
the national cases results in chapters that
can only serve descriptive purposes.
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Svanström’s (2004: 239-244) review of
the 1999 Swedish law provides an ex-
ample of how this volume fails to live up
to its promise when confronted with a
crucial case of policy reform. In addres-
sing the role of policy frames, Svanström
notes that both supporters and oppo-
nents of criminalization were active in the
debate. However, the analysis is not deve-
loped beyond documenting that differing
views existed. Left unanswered is the
question of how and why a policy frame
in which competing perspectives over the
future of Swedish prostitution policy mat-
tered for the eventual policy outcome, if
at all.

Thus, existing research has failed to
provide a compelling analytical frame-
work for understanding why only Sweden
has, thus far, passed a law criminalizing
the purchase of sexual services. In the fol-
lowing section, we focus on the broad ide-
ational literature, which has become in-
creasingly central in both public policy
and international relations over the past
decade. After detailing the core features
of this literature, we specify how an idea-
tional approach can fruitfully be em-
ployed to analyze prostitution policy.

2.  Project  descr ipt ion

2.1 Theoretical framework: The role 
of ideas
Scholars adhering to ideational approach-
es within political science maintain that
successfully translating ideas into policy
requires a synergy between ideas and the
relevant institutional and cultural features
of the polity (Béland 2005, Berman 2001,
Cox 2001, Walsh 2000). Thus, ideational
scholars do not deny that actors, their lev-
el of strategic resources, and institutional
design are crucial elements in understand-

ing policy outcomes. Where an ideational
approach differs is in emphasizing the
need for actors to “embed their argu-
ments in persuasive ideational frame-
works” (Hansen & King 2001). Indeed,
placing ideas alongside more traditional
explanatory variables, such as actors’ re-
sources and the institutional framework,
is a defining feature of contemporary inte-
grated approaches to public policy, in-
cluding Sabatier’s (1998) advocacy coali-
tion framework and Baumgartner &
Jones (1993) emphasis on punctuated
equilibrium. Successfully nesting ideas for
policy reform can be regarded as the mobi-
lization of consent for policy (Gourevitch
1989). Within the field of international re-
lations, the concept of grafting is used to
describe a similar attempt at achieving
policy change: entrepreneurs graft their
reform idea onto existing international
norms in order to improve the odds that
governments will enact their proposals
(Price 1998). A complementary argument
is put forward by Kingdon (1995), who
specifies how policy proposals need to
“fit with the dominant values and current
national mood” in order to be adopted.
Taken jointly, these scholars stress that
ideational accounts must demonstrate an
explicit linkage between policy ideas and
relevant ideational frameworks within the
broader polity.

We argue that prostitution policy out-
comes can be fruitfully analyzed by focus-
ing on three categories of ideas: policy po-
sitions, expert knowledge, and ideational
frameworks. Policy positions are relatively
narrow in scope and are only intended to
capture proposals for policy reform with-
in a single issue area. They specify the
content (either generally or detailed) of
desired policy alternatives. One should, of
course, not expect that actors will succeed
in achieving desired reforms simply by de-
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tailing their desire for policy reform or
policy continuity. Yet, this does not imply
that policy stances are trivial. We maintain
that such positions represent a concrete
goal held by actors and offer a rallying
point around which proponents, allies
and reform opponents can mobilize. Our
second category of ideas is expert knowl-
edge: the knowledge and information
produced by epistemic communities re-
garded as possessing authoritative claims
to expertise within given policy areas
(Haas 1992). This category of ideas is not
mere “raw data”. Rather, it represents the
analysis of different social or physical phe-
nomena, accounts of their possible inter-
relationships and claims as to conse-
quences. As such, expert knowledge dis-
seminated by epistemic communities is
one strategy in the construction of “causal
stories”, in which policy problems are
identified, alleged causes are located, and
policy solutions are prescribed (Stone
1989). Ideational frameworks form the fi-
nal category of ideas relevant to this study.
Unlike expert knowledge, ideational
frameworks are not necessarily specific to
policies in one issue-area. Instead, they are
the broad cognitive and moral frames
held by individuals, facilitating the organi-
zation and interpretation of political phe-
nomena such that normative judgments
and policy prescriptions for the relevant
spheres of society can result.

We hypothesize that actors seeking
prostitution policy reform stand the great-
est likelihood of success when they are
able to graft policy positions onto prevail-
ing ideational frameworks that will reso-
nate with policymakers. As used in the in-
ternational relations literature, grafting
(Price 1998: 628) is a strategy in which
policy entrepreneurs explicitly highlight
the persuasive force of established norms
when they argue that specific policies

should be adopted. Thus, grafting in-
volves demonstrating a suitable fit be-
tween policy proposals and the normative
content of ideational frameworks within
the polity. Grafting also requires that ac-
tors strategically deploy expert knowl-
edge. Policy entrepreneurs will use expert
knowledge selectively, highlighting specif-
ic information most likely to substantiate
their claims that a given policy proposal is
the only viable option. Yet, attempts at
grafting do not take place in a vacuum.
Most notably, proponents of competing
policy proposals are likely to engage in
similar efforts at grafting. Thus, we also
hypothesize that actors seeking prostitu-
tion policy reform must pursue a comple-
mentary strategy of attempting to discred-
it opponents. Discrediting is a strategy in
which alternative policy positions are
called into question, on the basis of both
the ideational frameworks and expert
knowledge used to underpin those posi-
tions. In short, prostitution policy reform
is a contest of ideas, some of which diag-
nose a societal problem and justify a given
course of action, while others cast doubt
on those seeking to persuade policymak-
ers that other reform measures are advisa-
ble.

2.2 Process tracing
While existing scholarship on prostitution
policy reform tends to be descriptive, or
has neglected a systematic exploration of
the relationship among variables, we aim
to trace the process through which policy
entrepreneurs use ideas to further their fa-
vored policy position. The technique of
process tracing attempts to identify and
test causal mechanisms by focusing on
how “various initial conditions are trans-
lated into outcomes” (George & McK-
eown 1985), and the approach emphasiz-
es developing “analytical explanation(s)
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couched in theoretical variables that have
been identified in the research design”
(Bennett & George 2001). Process tracing
is particularly well-suited for evaluating
ideational arguments, as it provides a tool
for verifying the extent to which ideas
played a crucial role in the arsenal of poli-
cy entrepreneurs seeking reform in a giv-
en issue-area.

2.3 Data collection and analysis
In order to test our hypotheses, we will
gather and analyze a broad range of data
from the four different policy reform
processes. The analysis will primarily fo-
cus on the events of the past fifteen years,
as this time-frame covers both the key
policy reform debates and relevant mobi-
lization efforts leading up to them.
Our data collection and analysis process
relies on two complementary strategies:
■ Qualitative text analyses of primary and

secondary source documents to record
how the debates on prostitution policy
reform have evolved. We focus on
three types of sources: (1) Public docu-
ments, such as government bills, offi-
cial reports, and parliamentary
minutes; (2) Internal and public docu-
ments from central actors, such as
political parties, interest groups and
epistemic communities; (3) News, opi-
nion and commentary in the media.

■ Semi-structured interviews with leading
politicians and representatives of key
organizations – mainly political par-
ties and interest groups – in each of
our cases.

We will analyze the combined data in or-
der to provide answers to the following
questions:
Policy positions:
■ What prostitution policy positions did

policy entrepreneurs favor in each
case?

Grafting and ideational frameworks:
■ To what extent did policy entrepre-

neurs attempt to graft their policy
position onto a specific ideational
framework?

■ What was the normative content of
the chosen ideational framework?

■ How did policy entrepreneurs seek to
demonstrate a fit between their policy
position and the chosen ideational
framework?

Grafting and expert knowledge:
■ To what extent did policy entrepre-

neurs deploy expert knowledge in
pursuit of their policy objective?

■ What was the content of expert know-
ledge deployed by policy entrepre-
neurs?

■ How did policy entrepreneurs seek to
demonstrate a fit between their policy
position and the chosen expert know-
ledge?

Discrediting
■ To what extent did policy entrepre-

neurs attempt to discredit the expert
knowledge and ideational frameworks
of policy opponents?

■ What arguments were deployed in sup-
port of attempts at discrediting?

2.4 Case selection
We will test our hypotheses on the cases
of Sweden, Denmark, Norway and Fin-
land. Sharing many essential features,
these four Nordic countries offer rich op-
portunities for employing a most-similar
case design. Given their many common
traits, it is all the more puzzling why policy
entrepreneurs advocating criminalization
of the purchase of sexual services suc-
ceeded in Sweden, yet not in other Nordic
countries.

As the first country to adopt this path-
breaking stance on prostitution, the
Swedish policy reform process merits in-
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depth examination in order to identify
those factors crucial to the policy out-
come. The case of Denmark is chosen to
provide a contrasting outcome concur-
rent to the Swedish experience. In 1999,
Denmark substantially liberalized policies
governing prostitution, repealing laws
prohibiting prostitution as the sole source
of economic subsistence and one banning
soliciting, despite the preferences of femi-
nist lobbying organizations.

Norway and Finland offer intriguing
possibilities for exploring how ideas mat-
ter in prostitution policy debates after the
adoption of the Swedish law. The Swed-
ish example has figured prominently in
both countries, with policy entrepreneurs
advocating the criminalization of the pur-
chase of sexual services. In Finland, the
government introduced a bill that would
have resulted in criminalization, yet after
heated debate, the parliament rejected the
bill in 2006. In Norway, a justice depart-
ment working group rejected adoption of
the Swedish model in 2004. The issue re-
surfaced in 2007 as the Norwegian Labor
Party congress passed a resolution in fa-
vor of criminalizing the purchase of sexu-
al services. In July 2007, the justice depart-
ment presented a draft bill which, if
adopted, will penalize the purchase of sex-
ual services. Assessing how competing
policy entrepreneurs made use of the
Swedish policy in their grafting and dis-
crediting strategies will be invaluable for
understanding how timing and sequence
influenced the adoption of prostitution
policy reforms (Pierson 2004).

3.  Relevance
Our study contributes to prostitution pol-
icy research in particular and more gener-
ally, to comparative public policy scholar-
ship. First, we believe that by focusing on
the causal role of ideas, we provide a cru-

cial explanatory component for untan-
gling the puzzle of prostitution policy re-
form processes in the Nordic countries
and potentially elsewhere. Surprisingly, a
predominantly ideational approach has
been absent in previous research on pros-
titution policy reform, although this ap-
proach has been fruitfully applied in other
areas of feminist comparative policy anal-
ysis (Mazur 1999, 2002). Secondly, our
study contributes to the burgeoning
scholarly literature on the impact of ideas
on economic, social and welfare reform in
other policy settings. Specifically, our fo-
cus on discrediting augments claims with-
in the ideational literature that support for
policy reform is achieved primarily by
demonstrating relevant linkages between
complementary categories of ideas. Ideas
do not simply legitimate, they de-legiti-
mate as well. Thirdly, debates over the
regulation of prostitution continue to be
salient in the Nordic countries. Our study
contributes to an understanding of why
prostitution policy has come to be the fo-
cal point of intense political controversies
in societies that many international ob-
servers regard as having relatively homo-
geneous political cultures.
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