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Spillover Effects from the
Nordic Model of Prostitution
Legislation

In recent years several European countries alongside Canada and Israel have adopted
the so-called Nordic model of prostitution legislation to try and reduce the risk of
sexual exploitation. While the reforms directly affect the regulation of the domestic
sex market, their effects may also spill over to other outcomes in nearby areas and
internationally — for example affecting sex tourism flows. Making use of data on
tourism flows and Google searches, a new study examines the causal effect from the
implementation of the reform in four different countries on sex tourism in popular
destinations. The findings indicate that domestic reforms increase sex tourism, calling
for the design of policies to account also for these adverse effects.



Introduction

Since 1999, when Sweden introduced the so-called
Nordic model of prostitution legislation, similar
legislation has been introduced in Canada, Iceland,
Ireland, France, Norway, and most recently Israel.
While the legislation design differs between
countries (for an overview see Perrotta Berlin and
Spagnolo, 2019), the common foundation is to
effectively criminalize the purchase but not the
selling of sexual services. The introduction of such
reforms aims at battling human trafficking and
reducing the risk of exploitation. While the effect
from the asymmetric prostitution legislation has
been found to increase rape incidence in Sweden
(Ciacci, 2018), when it comes to the sex market the
Nordic model is mainly thought to affect it in two
contrasting ways. Firstly, it may suppress domestic
supply, which could result in people travelling to
destinations where prostitution is not criminalized.
Secondly, it might affect the general view on
prostitution (Kotsadam and Jakobsson, 2011), thus
reducing domestic demand as well as international

sex tourism.

Sex tourism is associated with human trafficking,
child exploitation and increased spread of sexually
transmitted diseases (Herold and Van Kerkwijk,
1992; Brooks and Heaslip, 2019; Newman et al.
2011). Despite this, few studies have explored the
impact of prostitution laws on the practice —in part

due to measurement difficulties.

This brief presents evidence from a forthcoming
paper by Perrotta Berlin and Latour on sex tourism
patterns following the implementation of the

reform in four different countries.

Quantifying Sex Tourism

Perrotta Berlin and Latour use tourism patterns
and Google searches to quantify sex tourism flows,
in order to evaluate the effect from changes in
prostitution legislation in Canada, France, Ireland
and Norway. Specifically, they use data on the
number of monthly tourist arrivals to Thailand and
The Philippines, and weekly Google searches
originating from the above-mentioned reform
countries for popular sex-tourism and other
tourism destinations, including attractions within
cities. German tourism data and Google searches
originating from France as well as Google searches
originating in the US are used to estimate the
effect on sex tourism to bordering countries
and US

respectively). To evaluate the respective effects,

(France to Germany to Canada,
they identify treated and control groups for each
considered setting, and proceed to compare data
between these groups before and after the reform
(in line with the so-called difference-in-differences
specification, as pioneered by Card and Krueger,
1994). In the following sections, each of these
specifications and the subsequent results are

discussed.

Evident Spillover Effects

Thailand and The Philippines

For Thailand and The Philippines, monthly data
was available on tourist arrivals differentiated by
country of origin from 2013 to 2020 and from 2008
to 2020, respectively. The underlying assumption is
that, absent a prostitution legislation reform in the
four considered countries (Canada, Ireland, France
and Norway), the tourism flows from the country

in question to Thailand and The Philippines would



have remained the same over time. Thus, the
change in the number of tourist inflow (out of
which an unknown number are sex tourists) from
the country in question — when compared to the
number of tourists from other countries used as
the control group — can be interpreted as a causal

effect from the legislative reform on sex tourism.

The results show that, when compared to tourists
arriving from other countries, the number of
tourists arriving from one of the countries having
recently implemented the Nordic model increased
by 0.312 and 0.158 standard deviation points for
The Philippines and Thailand respectively. Figure 1
below illustrates the results from an event study
specification, in which the reform dates in the four
different countries are aligned at 0, depicting how
the increase is spread over the two years following

the reform.

Figure 1. Number of tourists before and after
the reform, The Philippines to the left and
Thailand to the right.
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Notes: The horizontal axis is the time variable. Time is
normalized such that 0 is the month when the reform came
into force. On the left panel the vertical axis is the number of
tourist arrivals to The Philippines from reform countries in
deviation from control countries. On the right panel the
vertical axis is the number of tourist arrivals to Thailand from

reform countries in deviation from control countries.

France-Germany Border

In Germany, the legislative status of prostitution is
determined at the level of municipality. For the
analysis, German municipalities where prostitution
is to some extent legal were considered to form
the treatment group and municipalities where it is
illegal constituted the control group. The
outcomes of interest were i) tourists travelling to
German municipalities of interest, and ii) Google

searches from France for the same municipalities.

The analysis shows an increase in foreign tourism
to the treatment municipalities following the
Nordic

prostitution legislation in France.

implementation of the model of
At the same
time, no changes in domestic tourism was
detected. The conclusion that the increase in
foreign tourism is driven by an increase in French
tourists, by which one could then argue the
implemented reform to increase cross-border sex
tourism, was validated by the analysis of French
Google searches. In these data it can be seen that
distant German municipalities where prostitution is
legal become relatively more interesting in French
Google searches after the reform compared to

municipalities where prostitution is illegal.



Figure 2. Searches of German municipalities
originated in France relative their distance
from the French border.
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Notes: The vertical axis is the weekly index of Google Trends
for searches for municipalities in Germany originated in
France. The horizontal axis is distance from the French border.
The red line shows that the slope decreased, i.e. distance
became more salient for municipalities with illegal prostitution

after the reform.

Canada-US Border

Data on Google searches for Canadian
municipalities from one year before to one year
after the reform in Canada were considered for the
analysis. Searches originate in different US states,
which also differ in the extent to which purchase of
sexual services is legally punishable. The length of
imprisonment in each US state determines
whether a state was considered treated — when the
length of imprisonment equals or exceeds that in
Canada following the reform — or control. Results
show that after the introduction of the Canadian
reform, Google searches for Canadian
municipalities dropped, in particular, in US states
with high punishments for purchase of sexual
services — most likely those where sex tourism to
Canada used to originate before the reform. The
results from the event study is depicted in Figure 3

below.

Figure 3. Number of searches of Canadian
cities before and after the reform,
deseasoned.
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Notes: The horizontal axis is the time variable. Time is
normalized such that 0 is the month when the reform came
into force. The vertical axis is the number of searches from US

states with high punishments in deviation from control states.

Sex Tourism Destinations

Finally, Google Searches for sex tourism
destinations were considered as the outcome
variable with the underlying idea being that — in
the absence of a legislative change in the four
considered countries — the difference in number of
searches for sex tourism vs tourism destinations
would have been the same over time. Sex tourism
destinations were defined in two alternative ways:
first, a list of popular destinations was selected
within countries where prostitution is legal;
second, this list was augmented with information
from websites that list popular destinations for sex
of the legal status of

tourism, regardless

prostitution in that country.

The results from this analysis are less clear, varying
with the definition of sex tourism destinations and
with the country of origin. But by and large they
showed, if anything, that the interest in sex tourism
destination countries decreased after the reform.

This might indicate a change in attitudes towards



lower acceptance of sex trade in general in the

countries where the reform was implemented.

Conclusion

Prostitution legislation reforms affect the domestic
sex market and have potential cross-border and
international spillover effects. One such impact
from criminalizing the purchase of sexual services
domestically is increased levels of sex tourism,
which might in turn impose adverse effects on the

destination countries.

Filling a research gap by studying the effect from
introducing asymmetric prostitution laws on sex
tourism, Perrotta Berlin and Latour find evidence
suggesting that harsher domestic regulation, while
potentially changing attitudes in the general
population (as indicated by Google Searches) also,
in specific cases, increases, the outflow of tourists

to destinations with less stringent laws.

After the introduction of the Nordic model,
Norway has imposed legislation prohibiting their
citizens to purchase sexual services even in
countries where it is legal and implemented
awareness campaigns on the detrimental effects of
sex tourism on local populations. Given that sex
tourism is associated with human trafficking, child
exploitation and increased spread of sexually
transmitted diseases, the results call for other
countries to follow suit with domestic prostitution
legislation taking on a more global approach to

achieve greater effectiveness.

References

Brooks, A.and Heaslip, V. (2019). Sex trafficking and sex
tourism in a globalised world. Tourism Review, 74(5): 1104-
1115. https://doi.org/10.1108/TR-02-2017-0017

Card, D. and Krueger, A. (1994). Minimum Wages and
Employment: A Case Study of the Fast-Food Industry in New
Jersey and Pennsylvania. American Economic Review, 84(4):
772-793,
https://ideas.repec.org/a/aea/aecrev/v84y1994i4p772-
93.html

September

Ciacci, R. (2018). Banning the purchase of prostitution

increases rape: evidence from Sweden.

https://ideas.repec.org/p/pra/mprapa/100393.html

Herold, E. S. and Van Kerkwijk, C. (1992). Aids and sex tourism.
AIDS society, 4(1):1/8.

Kotsadam, A. and Jakobsson, N. (2011). Do laws affect
attitudes? an assessment of the norwegian prostitution law
using longitudinal data. /nternational Review of Law and
31(2):103-115.
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S01448188
11000196

Economics,

Newman, W., Holt, B., Rabun, J., Phillips, G. and Scott, C. (2011).
Child sex tourism: Extending the borders of sexual offender
legislation. International journal of law and psychiatry, 34:116—
21. doi: 10.1016/j.ijlp.2011.02.005

Perrotta Berlin, M. and Spagnolo, G. (2019). The Nordic Model
of Prostitution Legislation: Health, Violence and Spillover
Effects. FREE Policy Brief.
https://freepolicybriefs.org/2019/04/21/the-nordic-model-
of-prostitution-legislation-health-violence-and-spillover-

effects

Perrotta Berlin, M. and Latour, C. (2023). Cross-Country
Impacts of Prostitution Legislation: Evidence from Reforms in

five Countries. Unpublished manuscript.


https://doi.org/10.1108/TR-02-2017-0017
https://ideas.repec.org/a/aea/aecrev/v84y1994i4p772-93.html
https://ideas.repec.org/a/aea/aecrev/v84y1994i4p772-93.html
https://ideas.repec.org/p/pra/mprapa/100393.html
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0144818811000196
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0144818811000196
https://freepolicybriefs.org/2019/04/21/the-nordic-model-of-prostitution-legislation-health-violence-and-spillover-effects
https://freepolicybriefs.org/2019/04/21/the-nordic-model-of-prostitution-legislation-health-violence-and-spillover-effects
https://freepolicybriefs.org/2019/04/21/the-nordic-model-of-prostitution-legislation-health-violence-and-spillover-effects

Maria Perrotta Berlin

Stockholm Institute of Transition Economics
maria.perrotta.berlin@hhs.se
https://www.hhs.se/en/persons/p/perrotta-
berlin-maria/

Maria Perrotta Berlin is an Assistant Professor at
the Stockholm Institute of Transition Economics
(SITE) and Global
Director at the Mistra Center for Sustainable
Markets (MISUM).

Challenges Development

She earned her Ph.D. from the Institute for
International Economic Studies (IIES) at Stockholm
University. Her research interests include, but are
not limited to, development aid, gender gaps,
gender-based violence, prostitution, corruption,

and environmental policy.

FREE
NETWORK

©®

AN
7%
-

<

Cecilia Smitt Meyer

Stockholm Institute of Transition Economics
cecilia.smitt.meyer@hhs.se

Cecilia Smitt Meyer holds a M.Sc. in Economics
from the Swedish University of Agricultural
Sciences (SLU), a B.Sc. in Economics and a B.Sc. in
Science from the

Political University  of

Gothenburg.

She works as a full-time Research Assistant for the
Stockholm Institute of Transition Economics (SITE).

freepolicybriefs.com

The Forum for Research on Eastern Europe and
Emerging Economies is a network of academic experts
on economic issues in Eastern Europe and the former
Soviet Union at BEROC (Minsk), BICEPS (Riga), CEFIR
(Moscow), CenEA (Szczecin), KEI (Kiev) and SITE
(Stockholm). The weekly FREE Network Policy Brief
Series provides research-based analyses of economic
policy issues relevant to Eastern Europe and emerging
markets. Opinions expressed in policy briefs and other
publications are those of the authors; they do not necessarily
reflect those of the FREE Network and its research institutes.


https://www.hhs.se/en/persons/p/perrotta-berlin-maria/
https://www.hhs.se/en/persons/p/perrotta-berlin-maria/
https://freepolicybriefs.org/about-us/
https://www.hhs.se/en/research/institutes/misum-startpage/
https://www.slu.se/en/
https://www.gu.se/en
https://www.gu.se/en
https://www.hhs.se/site

	Spillover Effects from the Nordic Model of Prostitution Legislation
	Introduction
	Quantifying Sex Tourism
	Evident Spillover Effects
	Thailand and The Philippines
	France-Germany Border
	Canada-US Border
	Sex Tourism Destinations

	Conclusion
	References
	Maria Perrotta Berlin


