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Abstract 

The purpose of this paper is to better understand the Nordic Model of combating 

prostitution, why it is controversial, and its impacts on human trafficking and society 

overall. In order to properly address these topics, I conducted an extensive literature 

review and traveled to Sweden and France, where the Nordic Model was implemented in 

1999 and 2016 respectively. While in Sweden and France, I conducted interviews with 

individuals familiar with the model, its legal codes, and its implementation. These 

individuals included lawyers, public prosecutors, police officers, nongovernmental 

organizations, and government officials. In synthesizing the information gleaned from 

these interviews as well as the literature review, I attempt to identify the impact of the 

model as well as the greater debate surrounding the ethics of the model. Additionally, I 

address the beneficial aspects of the model as well as its weaknesses, using this 

information to inform my critique of the model and my policy proposals. 

This paper is divided into five sections. Section one discusses the international 

legal background of human trafficking policy; section two discusses the Nordic Model 

itself and its legal codification in the various countries that implement it; section three 

discusses the abolitionist philosophy that underlies the Nordic Model, delving into the 

arguments of both abolitionists and pro-sex worker groups; section four offers a critique 

of the model; and section five provides various recommendations to improve the model 

and better address human trafficking. 
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In employing qualitative research methods, such as reviewing theoretical 

discussions1, legislative history, media, and conducting interviews, I find that while the 

Nordic Model is certainly an innovative means of addressing human trafficking, it is far 

from a panacea. Ultimately, additional measures must be taken to promote a holistic 

approach to combating international trafficking in persons. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
1 For the purposes of this paper, I limit my theoretical discussion to primarily two 
researchers, Ronald Weitzer and Melissa Farley, as they exemplify the two sides of the 
abolitionist debate. Other researchers include, but are not limited to, Michelle Madden 
Dempsey, Catherine MacKinnon, Donna Hughes, Lara Gerassi and Stephanie Berger. 
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Section I 

International Legal Background 

In 1949, the United Nations General Assembly approved the Convention for the 

Suppression of the Traffic in Persons and of the Exploitation of the Prostitution of 

Others, effectively bringing the issue of transnational prostitution to the forefront of the 

international law arena. In its preamble, the convention states that “prostitution and the 

accompanying evil of the traffic in persons for the purpose of prostitution are 

incompatible with the dignity and worth of the human person and endanger the welfare of 

the individual, the family and the community” and continues on to ensure that the parties 

to the Convention agree to punish any person who “procures, entices or leads away, for 

purposes of prostitution, another person, even with the consent of that person; exploits 

the prostitution of another person, even with the consent of that person… keeps or 

manages, or knowingly finances or takes part in the financing of a brothel; knowingly lets 

or rents a building or other place or any part thereof for the purpose of the prostitution of 

others.”2 This Convention is considered a legal victory, as it was the first legally binding 

international instrument on trafficking, ensuring that human trafficking was 

internationally considered a criminal offense.3  

On the 15th of November 2000, the General Assembly ratified the Protocol to 

Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons Especially Women and Children, a 

                                                        
2 "Convention for the Suppression of the Traffic in Persons." OHCHR. Accessed April 
01, 2019. https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/trafficinpersons.aspx. 
3 "Addressing Trafficking in Persons since 1949." United Nations Office on Drugs and 
Crime. Accessed April 01, 2019. https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/human-
trafficking/2010/addressing-trafficking-in-persons-since-1949.html. 
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supplement to the United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime.4 

The Protocol is considered another legal victory as it provides a universal definition of 

trafficking in persons, again addressing human trafficking as a criminal offense.5 In 

article 2 of the protocol, the purposes of the protocol are discussed: (a) to prevent and 

combat trafficking in persons, paying particular attention to women and children; (b) to 

protect and assist the victims of such trafficking, with full respect for their human rights; 

and (c) to promote cooperation among States Parties in order to meet those objectives. 

The protocol then continues to define trafficking in article 3 as “the recruitment, 

transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of persons, by means of the threat or use of 

force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the abuse of 

power or of a position of vulnerability, or of the giving or receiving of payments or 

benefits to achieve the consent of a person having control over another person, for the 

purpose of exploitation. Exploitation shall include, at a minimum, the exploitation of the 

prostitution of others or other forms of sexual exploitation, forced labour or services, 

slavery or practices similar to slavery, servitude or the removal of organs.” Further, 

article 3 states that the consent of a victim is irrelevant if any of the conditions set forth in 

subparagraph (a) of article 3 are used and that in any case where a minor is recruited, 

                                                        

4 The Protocol’s main focus in on transnational crime, and thus addresses trafficking 
through the lens of transnational crime, rather than workers’ rights. Understanding the 
implications of the Protocol as it relates to trafficking in persons is imperative; however, 
this thesis focuses on consent regarding workers’ rights. 
5 "Addressing Trafficking in Persons since 1949." United Nations Office on Drugs and 
Crime. Accessed April 01, 2019. https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/human-
trafficking/2010/addressing-trafficking-in-persons-since-1949.html. 
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transported, transferred, harbored, or received for the purposes of exploitation, it is 

considered trafficking.6 

However, the United Nations intentionally leaves terms and concepts such as 

sexual exploitation and the sexual exploitation of prostituted individuals undefined so as 

to allow member states to interpret the terms and implement their own national policies in 

accordance with the conventions.7 Even further, the United Nations remain relatively 

silent regarding which types of legislation to implement, so long as legislation is in 

compliance with the protocols. For example, the Palermo Protocol only requires that 

signatory states criminalize trafficking. 8 While the Protocol recommends that signatory 

states implement victim care programs, it allows states to adopt their own legislation to 

prosecute human trafficking violations and handle its aftermath. This is largely due to the 

fact that implementing policies such as victim care programs are costly and could 

discourage states from signing the protocol.9  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
6 "Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons." OHCHR. Accessed 
April 01, 2019. 
https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/protocoltraffickinginpersons.aspx. 
7 Lansink, Annette. "Human Rights Focus on Trafficked Women: An International Law 
and Feminist Perspective." Agenda: Empowering Women for Gender Equity1,2 (2006): 
50. 
8 "Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons." OHCHR. Accessed 
April 01, 2019. 
https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/protocoltraffickinginpersons.aspx. 
9 Different from the Protocol would be a human rights based approach, such as that seen 
in the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.  
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Section II 

The Nordic Model 

As a result of this intentionally undefined language, states have interpreted the 

conventions in a way that allows the conflation of prostitution to forced labor and 

trafficking. As demonstrated by the comprehensive Map of Sex Work Law, various forms 

of prostitution legislation exist internationally.10 One legal approach to combating human 

trafficking is the Sex Buyer Act, or Nordic Model, which addresses trafficking through 

the lens of prostitution. 

First implemented in Sweden in 1999, the model has gained international 

popularity and has been implemented in various other European countries including 

Norway11, Iceland12, Ireland13, France14, Northern Ireland15, Canada16, and most recently, 

Israel.17 The Nordic Model has three main tenets, the first being criminal law reform. The 

Nordic Model advocates for the decriminalization of prostitution for sex workers and the 

criminalization of trafficking, pimping, and the purchase of commercial sex. Its second 

tenet is the inclusion of social welfare policies that provide assistance to sex workers who 

wish to leave the commercial sex industry. The third tenet is the proposal for public 

                                                        
10 "Sexuality, Poverty and Law Programme." Sexuality, Poverty and Law. Accessed 
March 31, 2019. http://spl.ids.ac.uk/sexworklaw. 
11  Norway General Civil Penal Code, § 19-202. § 21-224. 
12  Iceland General Penal Code, §§ 22-206-208 et seq. 
13 Ireland Criminal Law (Sexual Offenses) Act 2017, §§ 4-25-26. 
14 LOI n° 2016-444. 
15 The Sexual Offences (Northern Ireland) Order 2008, § 5-64A. 
16 Protection of Communities and Exploited Persons Act. 
17 Israel, David. "Knesset Passes Bills Punishing Prostitution Clients, Compelling 
Security Cameras in Old Age Homes." The Jewish Press JewishPresscom. December 31, 
2018. Accessed April 10, 2019. https://www.jewishpress.com/news/israel/the-
knesset/knesset-passes-bills-punishing-prostitution-clients-compelling-security-cameras-
in-old-age-homes/2018/12/31/. 
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education campaigns so as to raise awareness of the harms associated with prostitution 

and to change social norms that support prostitution and sex trafficking and instill gender 

equality in society.18 These main tenets are upheld within Chapter 6, Sections 11 and 12 

of the Swedish penal code. Section 1119 states that an individual who obtains casual 

sexual relations in return for payment shall be sentenced for purchase of sexual service to 

a fine or imprisonment for at most one year. 20 Section 1221 dictates that a person who 

promotes or improperly financially exploits a person’s engagement in casual sexual 

relations in return for payment shall be sentenced for procuring to imprisonment for up to 

four years, or eight if found guilty of gross procuring. 22 This sentence also extends to 

landlords or tenants who grant access to individuals to utilize property for the sale of sex. 

These main tenets of the Nordic Model are also supported through the use of 

reintegration organizations and john schools. Reintegration programs, such as Talita, 

                                                        
18 Dempsey, Michelle Madden. "Ex Trafficking and Criminalization: In Defense of 
Feminist Abolitionism." University of Pennsylvania Law Review158:1730-1731. 
19 “A person who, otherwise than as previously provided in this Chapter, obtains a casual 
sexual relation in return for payment, shall be sentenced for purchase of sexual service to 
a fine or imprisonment for at most one year. The provision of the first paragraph shall 
also apply if the payment was promised or given by another person.” 
20 Swedish Penal Code, § Chapter 6-11. 
21 “A person who promotes or improperly financially exploits a person’s engagement in 
casual sexual relations in return for payment shall be sentenced for procuring to 
imprisonment for at most four years. If a person who, holding the right to the use of 
premises, has granted the right to use them to another, subsequently learns that the 
premises are wholly or to a substantial extent used for casual sexual relations in return for 
payment and omits to do what can reasonably be requested to terminate the granted right, 
he or she shall, if the activity continues or is resumed at the premises, be considered to 
have promoted the activity and shall be held criminally responsible in accordance with 
the first paragraph. If a crime provided for in the first or second paragraph is considered 
gross, imprisonment for at least two and at most eight years shall be imposed for gross 
procuring. In assessing whether the crime is gross, special consideration shall be given to 
whether the crime has concerned a large-scale activity, brought significant financial gain 
or involved ruthless exploitation of another person.” 
22 Swedish Penal Code, § Chapter 6-12. 
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offer support to women who are either seeking to leave the commercial sex industry or 

were trafficked for sexual purposes. Talita in particular provides acute support to 

vulnerable women in the form of providing shelter and immediate protection in a safe 

house. Shortly after their arrival, women are asked if they want to participate in Talita’s 

one-year program which provides trauma therapy, education, planning for the future, and 

help with the transition to independent living and studies or work, which occurs during 

the four months immediately following the completion of the year-long program.23 

John schools on the other hand aim to reduce recidivism rates of individuals 

caught soliciting commercial sec, acting as “an education or treatment program for men 

arrested for soliciting illegal commercial sex.”24 Typically over the course of a day, 

buyers are educated on laws regarding prostitution, the effects of prostitution on 

communities, sexual health, the relationship between sex trafficking and prostitution, and 

sex addiction in an effort to dissuade buyers from purchasing commercial sex again.25 

However, john schools are short in nature and not often prescribed to offenders, 

rendering them relatively ineffective. 

In her paper, Sex Trafficking and Criminalization: In Defense of Feminist 

Abolitionism, Michelle Madden Dempsey addresses the unique position of the Nordic 

Model and how it is designed to address the role of the buyer in perpetuating the harms 

committed by traffickers and violent pimps against sex workers. In the form of five 

points, she lays out the key premises of the argument for criminalizing the complicity of 

                                                        
23 "What Do We Offer?" Talita. Accessed April 09, 2019. http://talita.org/what-do-we-
offer. 
24 Shively, M., K. Kliorys, K. Wheeler, and D. Hunt. "An Overview of the United States - 
DEMANDForum.net." Accessed April 9, 2019. http://www.demandforum.net/wp-
content/uploads/2012/01/john.school.summary.june_.2012.pdf. 
25 Id. 
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the buyer: “(1) purchasing sex creates market demand for prostitution; (2) the market 

demand for prostitution creates a profit motive for traffickers and pimps to satisfy that 

demand (i.e., to procure and maintain a supply of people who will sell sex or be sold for 

sex); (3) the profit motive generated by market demand encourages traffickers and pimps 

to procure and maintain a supply of people who will sell sex or be sold for sex; (4) in 

procuring and maintaining a supply of people who will sell sex or be sold for sex, 

traffickers and pimps often engage in harmful conduct against these prostituted people 

(using, for example, force, threats, coercion, etc. against them); and (5) thus, by 

purchasing sex, one encourages conduct by traffickers and pimps that is often harmful to 

prostituted people.”26
 

The Nordic Model is also unique in that it is expressly designed to address the 

demand for commercial sex. When commercial sex is viewed as a commodity and placed 

in the context of the basic economic principles of supply and demand, then it would 

follow that if the demand for commercial sex decreases, the supply of commercial sex 

would also decrease to meet the lower level of demand. Proponents of the Nordic Model 

who equate prostitution with human trafficking then argue that human trafficking for 

sexual purposes would also decrease since prostitution would no longer be a lucrative 

industry for traffickers. However, sweeping claims such as these create considerable 

controversy in the conversation surrounding the Nordic Model. Much research done in 

regards to the model is anecdotal in nature, often reflecting a larger feminist debate. Two 

groups have pitted themselves against each other: abolitionist and pro-sex work groups. 

On the feminist spectrum, it is clear that abolitionist groups conform to a more right-

                                                        
26 Dempsey, Michelle Madden. "Ex Trafficking and Criminalization: In Defense of 
Feminist Abolitionism." University of Pennsylvania Law Review158:1753. 
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leaning, conservative feminist ideology regarding prostitution, while pro-sex work groups 

conform to a more left-leaning, liberal feminist ideology.27  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
27 This is a contemporary configuration of feminism as regards right wing versus left 
wing feminism in the human trafficking debate. 
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Section III 

The Abolitionist Debate 

Abolitionist groups equate prostitution to violence against women, and in some 

cases, these groups consider prostitution as a form of human trafficking. According to 

abolitionist groups, the notion of consent is irrelevant as prostitution and trafficking are 

both “part of a system of gender-based domination that makes violence against women 

and girls profitable,” rewarding predators and perpetuating the demand for and supply of 

commercial sex.28 As Melissa Farley states, when prostitution is “conceptually morphed 

into sex work, brutal exploitation by pimps becomes an employer-employee relationship. 

When prostitution is defined as labor, the predatory, pedophiliac purchase of a human 

being by a john becomes a banal business transaction."29 

As a feminist ideology, Dempsey explains that “feminists support abolitionism as 

a means to challenge and ultimately dismantle patriarchal structural inequality”30 while 

working under the assumptions that “many prostituted people experience substantial 

harm in prostitution” and that the merits of prostitution are “not valuable enough to 

outweigh those harms.”31 These harms include mental and physical harm such as PTSD, 

                                                        
28 George, Annie, U. Vindhya, and Sawmya Ray. "Sex Trafficking and Sex Work: 
Definitions, Debates and Dynamics — A Review of Literature." Economic and Political 
Weekly45 (2010): 66. 
29 Farley, Melissa. "Prostitution, Trafficking, and Cultural Amnesia: What We Must Not 
Know in Order To Keep the Business of Sexual Exploitation Running Smoothly." Yale 
Journal of Law and Feminism18, no. 1 (2006): 109-44. 
30 Dempsey, Michelle Madden. "Sex Trafficking and Criminalization: In Defense of 
Feminist Abolitionism." University of Pennsylvania Law Review158:1745. 
31 Id. At 1746. 
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depression, assault, and sexually transmitted diseases.32 Especially when considering 

migrant sex workers, Abolitionists also point to the push and pull factors that may 

influence an individual’s choice to enter into sex work. These factors include poverty and 

gender equality.  

On the other side of the feminist debate are pro-sex work groups who believe that 

there is a distinction between prostitution and human trafficking. Pro-sex work groups 

stress the fact that not all sex workers are coerced, deceived, or exploited, stating that 

those who consider these conditions as “core ontological features of sexual commerce”33 

view sex through a “monochromatic” and naive lens.34 According to pro-sex work 

groups, sex work is “legitimate labor based on women’s use of their bodies as sources of 

income involving their own decision and consent” that enables sex workers to exercise 

their own agency. 35 These groups also point to how Abolitionist arguments infantilize 

women and threaten “women’s sexual autonomy.”36  

Left-wing feminist ideology acknowledges that human trafficking should be 

addressed, but not at the cost of sex workers rights or agency. As expressed by Ronald 

Weitzer in his article Sex Trafficking and the Sex Industry: the need for evidence-based 

theory and legislation, what he coins as the polymorphous paradigm of prostitution and 

                                                        
32 George, Annie, U. Vindhya, and Sawmya Ray. "Sex Trafficking and Sex Work: 
Definitions, Debates and Dynamics — A Review of Literature." Economic and Political 
Weekly45 (2010): 66. 
33 Weitzer, Ronald. "Sex Trafficking and the Sex Industry: The Need for Evidence-Based 
Theory and Legislation." Journal of Criminal Law and Criminology, 4th ser., 101, no. 4 
(2011): 1338. 
34 Weitzer, Ronald. Id. At 1339. 
35 George, Annie, U. Vindhya, and Sawmya Ray. "Sex Trafficking and Sex Work: 
Definitions, Debates and Dynamics — A Review of Literature." Economic and Political 
Weekly45 (2010): 67. 
36 Id. 
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trafficking acknowledges “a broad constellation of work arrangements, power 

relationships, and personal experiences among participants” and is “sensitive to 

complexities and to the structural conditions shaping the uneven distribution of workers’ 

agency and subordination.”37 What he means to say here is that it is impossible to 

generalize the experiences of all sex workers and claim that they are all victims of an 

oppressive lack of choice. As such, policymakers cannot implement policies that do not 

consider all individuals impacted by a certain policy. Policymakers must work to 

understand the polymorphous paradigm of prostitution and trafficking and the complexity 

of the commercial sex and trafficking industries in order to implement effective policies 

that protect both the human rights of trafficking victims and the individual rights of sex 

workers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
37 Weitzer, Ronald. "Sex Trafficking and the Sex Industry: The Need for Evidence-Based 
Theory and Legislation." Journal of Criminal Law and Criminology, 4th ser., 101, no. 4 
(2011): 1338. 
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Section IV  

 

Critique of the Nordic Model 
 

Due to the divisive nature of the Nordic Model, much of the literature available 

regarding the model is highly biased and anecdotal, regardless of its ideological standing 

within the feminist debate. A literature review conducted by Annie George, U. Vindhya, 

and Sawmya Ray on sex trafficking and sex work reveal the emotive nature of the topic, 

stating that most literature pertaining to trafficking and prostitution is “written with 

passion” rather than objectivity “because they touch the core of our beliefs about 

morality, justice, gender, and human rights.”38 Even within the 2015 French Senate 

debates discussing potential amendments to the bill ahead of its implementation, 39 

speaker Claudine Lepage admitted that the complex subject of trafficking and prostitution 

generated a lot of passion on the Senate floor.40 

Beyond its passionate nature, much of the research is also fueled by anecdotal 

information on prostitution and human trafficking. Research that supports the use of the 

Model, such as that of Melissa Farley, poses a problem as it takes the experiences of 

individuals and generalizes them to the entire sex industry. Her research is comprised of 

854 interviews with sex workers from nine countries, including Canada, Colombia, 

Germany, Mexico, South Africa, Thailand, Turkey, the United States, and Zambia. 

Through these interviews, she finds that prostitution was multitraumatic in that 71% of 

individuals were physically assaulted in prostitution; 63% were raped; 68% had 

                                                        
38 George, Annie, U. Vindhya, and Sawmya Ray. "Sex Trafficking and Sex Work: 
Definitions, Debates and Dynamics — A Review of Literature." Economic and Political 
Weekly45 (2010): 64. 
39 "Séance Du 30 Mars 2015 (compte Rendu Intgral Des Dbats)." Senat.fr. Accessed 
April 01, 2019. http://www.senat.fr/seances/s201503/s20150330/s20150330004.html. 
40 “Le sujet complexe que nous abordons aujourd’hui suscite bien des passions” 
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symptoms of PTSD; 89% of respondents wanted to leave prostitution but felt they had no 

other options for survival.41 Farley cites various pressures and push factors that propelled 

individuals towards prostitution, such as economic desperation, social pressures, and 

abusive pasts to appeal to her audience’s emotions and reveal that there are relatively few 

individuals who choose prostitution freely and willingly. Farley’s research is certainly 

valuable as it benefits from a large subject pool; however, it should still be assessed with 

caution. For example, her conclusion may be skewed as she focused her research solely 

on street prostitution. Additionally, bias may be present if she sought out specific subjects 

that may bolster her claims or if there are omitted variables in the research that may 

impact the outcome, such as the robustness of support and transition programs in certain 

countries.  

Ronald Weitzer, a prominent opponent of the abolitionist school, highlights the 

anecdotal and sensationalistic aspects of human trafficking literature, focusing on the 

sheer number of unsubstantiated claims found in regards to human trafficking research. 

He states that the claims asserted by abolitionist groups are impossible to substantiate due 

to two fundamental problems: “(1) the clandestine nature of trafficking, and (2) the lack 

of a baseline from which to measure changes over time.”42 Returning to the United 

States’ embracing of the prostitution-trafficking connection, Weitzer points out the 

inconsistency of data utilized by the US State Department, specifically citing its vague 

                                                        
41 Farley, Melissa, Ann Cotton, Jacqueline Lynne, Sybille Zumbeck, Frida Spiwak, Maria 
E. Reyes, Dinorah Alvarez, and Ufuk Sezgin. "Prostitution and Trafficking in Nine 
Countries." Journal of Trauma Practice2, no. 3-4 (2004): 33-74. 
doi:10.1300/j189v02n03_03. 
42 Weitzer, Ronald. "Sex Trafficking and the Sex Industry: The Need for Evidence-Based 
Theory and Legislation." Journal of Criminal Law and Criminology, 4th ser., 101, no. 4 
(2011): 1348. 
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quantifications (e.g. thousands, millions) and lack of transparency in how officials arrive 

at these published figures.43 His concerns regarding the data used by the US government 

mirror those of the U.S Government Accountability Office (GAO) in their 2006 report on 

trafficking figures. In the report, the GAO highlighted discrepancies within the data and 

methodology and determined that national-level data are not generally available, reliable, 

comparable, or comprehensive.44 However, despite this warning, a review of one hundred 

academic sources found that most utilized the unreliable data produced by governmental 

and international agencies as hard evidence to bolster their claims.45
 

This difficulty in obtaining accurate empirical evidence is demonstrated by Iris 

Yen’s research, which cites estimates gathered on the percentage of American men who 

have bought sex. This research reveals that the figures vary from 16% to 69%.46 Law 

enforcement also confirms the difficulty in gathering accurate statistics regarding 

prostitution and trafficking rates. In an interview, detective inspector Simon Häggström, 

who is also the head of the Stockholm Police Prostitution Unit, stated that there are often 

two different figures law enforcement must handle: the number of reported prostitution 

and trafficking cases, and the number of unreported trafficking and prostitution cases.47 

However, Weitzer argues that this difficulty “in locating victims and building cases 

against perpetrators” in addition to “the disparities in the numbers” should “raise serious 

                                                        
43 Weitzer, Ronald. "Sex Trafficking and the Sex Industry: The Need for Evidence-Based 
Theory and Legislation." Journal of Criminal Law and Criminology, 4th ser., 101, no. 4 
(2011): 1349.  
44 Id. At 1353. 
45 Weitzer, Ronald. "New Directions in Research on Human Trafficking." American 
Academy of Political and Social Science653 (2014): 6-7. 
46 Yen, Iris. "Of Vice and Men: A New Approach to Eradicating Sex Trafficking by 
Redusing Male Demand through Educational Programs and Abolitionist 
Legislation." The Journal of Criminal Law and Criminology98 (2008): 667. 
47 "Interview with Simon Häggström." Interview by author. July 18, 2018. 
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questions about the alleged magnitude of the trafficking problem.”48 Weitzer points out 

that human trafficking has always existed in varying forms but was not considered a 

serious social problem until recently, “as evidenced by official discourse and media 

reporting.”49 The sensationalizing of human trafficking has led to sweeping claims 

regarding trafficking and prostitution. Weitzer asserts that, many of these claims are 

unfounded and “cannot be substantiated at the macro-international level”50 because it 

requires “data that do not exist.”51 

This frustration by a lack of accurate data is mirrored in other studies conducted 

on the Nordic Model. In a conference paper titled The Swedish Sex Purchase Act: 

Claimed Success and Documented Effects, authors Susanne Dodillet and Petra Östergren 

state that in order to assess whether or not the Sex Purchase Act has impacted prostitution 

since its implementation, we must also know the prevalence of prostitution before the 

model was enacted. They find that the frequently cited figures indicate that there were 

about 650 women in street-based prostitution in the three largest cities, Stockholm, 

Malmö and Gothenburg, while it is estimated that two to three times as many sold sex 

indoors. In doing the basic math, they find that these estimations would indicate that the 

total number of sex workers working before the implementation of the model would be 

between 1,850 and 2,500. However, they express skepticism regarding these figures since 

“sources do not state if the number 650 is an exact headcount on the street on any given 

                                                        
48 Weitzer, Ronald. "Sex Trafficking and the Sex Industry: The Need for Evidence-Based 
Theory and Legislation." Journal of Criminal Law and Criminology, 4th ser., 101, no. 4 
(2011): 1352. 
49 Weitzer, Ronald. "New Directions in Research on Human Trafficking." American 
Academy of Political and Social Science653 (2014): 9. 
50 Id. At 11. 
51 Id. At 12. 
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day, or if it is an annual estimate on how many women sell sex during a year – and if so, 

if these women sold sex full time or part time, for what duration, reasons and under what 

conditions.” 52 The authors also note their uncertainty as to who estimated the prolific 

nature of indoor prostitution and on what grounds, as well as the fact that men and 

transgender individuals are not considered in any estimates. Given these uncertainties, the 

authors conclude that “comparing statistics before and after the Sex Purchase Act is 

simply not feasible”.53 Yet despite the uncertainty regarding initial prostitution numbers, 

many claim that prostitution has decreased since the implementation of the policy. 

Dodillet counters this by pointing out that “the estimated numbers of street workers have 

been declining since the late 1970s, suggesting that any observed decline since the Act… 

is part of a much longer trend” which may not even be specific to Sweden, but rather part 

of a larger, international trend.54 

Collecting current data presents an even greater challenge, however. With the 

growing presence of the internet coupled with the strict limitations on sex work, 

prostitutes have either moved indoors or on side streets.55 According to Dodillet, this 

difficulty in collecting accurate current data would indicate that there is no clear answer 

as to how the law is affecting prostitution. In reports from 2002 to 2006, the National 

Police Board estimated the number of trafficking victims to be between 400 to 600 

women in Sweden, but have not published estimates since 2007. Dodillet also points out 

                                                        
52  Susanne Dodillet, Petra Östergren, "The Swedish Sex Purchase Act: Claimed Success 
and Documented Effects” (paper presented at the International Workshop: 
Decriminalizing Prostitution and Beyond: Practical Experiences and Challenges, The 
Hague, March 3-4, 2011), 8 
53 Id.  
54 Id. At 9 
55 Id. 
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the difficulty of obtaining comprehensive data regarding crimes committed against 

trafficked persons despite the number of police reports produced on the matter. Given the 

lack of data, however, Dodillet still argues that organized crime has increased in power 

and complexity, continuing to a serious, albeit hidden, social problem in Sweden.56
 

Interestingly, when supporters of the model were approached regarding the 

efficacy of the model, most argued that it was an effective means of combating 

prostitution and trafficking for sexual purposes. Only one respondent remained critical of 

the Nordic Model’s impact on prostitution and trafficking for sexual purposes, pointing 

out that prostitution and trafficking still occurred in Sweden despite the nearly 20 years in 

which the Nordic Model has been implemented.57 

While it is clear that there is no accurate data that suggests a dramatic decrease in 

prostitution and trafficking rates, individuals would point to other indicators that rendered 

the model successful. These indicators include reduced homicide rates related to 

prostitution, increased police capacity to infiltrate trafficking networks, and changes in 

societal gender equality. Simon Häggström, a member of the Swedish police force who 

helped to establish their trafficking and procurement branch, challenges the assertion that 

insecurity and violence against sex workers increase under the Nordic Model. To support 

this, he points to the homicide rates in Sweden as compared to countries that do not 

function under the Nordic Model of prostitution, opting instead for regulatory policies. 

He notes that there have been zero homicides in Sweden linked to prostitution since the 

model’s implementation, whereas Germany has over seventy confirmed murders within 

the same timeframe that can be linked to prostitution. He credits this success to the power 
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and resources the model gives to police forces to better infiltrate trafficking networks. 

Through the use of wire and phone tapping, police are better able to ensure the safe 

extraction of endangered sex workers while also ensuring traffickers, pimps, and buyers 

are brought to justice under the current procurement and buying laws. 58
 

Another detail frequently referenced to demonstrate its positive effect on society 

is its impact on social norms. As a policy that began as a feminist movement and focuses 

specifically on violence against women, the Nordic Model has had a positive impact on 

social mindsets regarding gender equality. Lise Tamm, who is the chief public prosecutor 

of the National Unit against Organized Crime in Stockholm, Sweden, states that sex 

should be mutual and consensual, but in a system of prostitution and trafficking, there are 

power imbalances that make it so sex is not necessarily mutual and consensual. Bodies 

should not be for sale and the commercial sex market only perpetuates the idea that a 

woman’s body is inferior and able to be bought and sold. When the onus of federal 

prosecution is placed on the buyers, it is a signal to men that they are not excluded from 

the greater debate on women’s rights, that their cooperation is required to ensure that all 

people enjoy true freedom and equality.  

Under the Nordic Model, the goal is to convince people that they are not entitled 

to commercial sex and that their desire for sex should not come at the expense of another 

vulnerable individual who may not likely be in control of her own actions and situation. 

In her reflection on how the policies have shaped society as it relates to gender equality, 

Tamm notes that it is now shameful, diminishing and humiliating for men to be caught 

purchasing sex. She shared how buyers are often referred to as a “cod,” which is actually 
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Swedish slang for “loser”.59 These sentiments are echoed by Marie Johansson, who 

provides counseling to sex buyers battling compulsive behavior and sex addiction. In our 

conversation, she addressed how buyers, largely men, were increasingly requesting 

counseling due to the shame and guilt associated with buying sex since the 

implementation of the Nordic Model. She also comments on how the model has shaped 

the attitudes towards sex in young adults, who grew up only knowing a society in which 

it was illegal to buy sex.60 Because it is a part of everyday life for upcoming generations, 

many believe that this will significantly improve upon advances already made regarding 

gender equality in Sweden. It is only a matter of time when these societal changes will 

also manifest in other countries that have only recently enacted the policy.  

While purely anecdotal, I found it interesting to compare my own experiences as a 

young female traveling alone in both Sweden and France while conducting interviews for 

this thesis. In France, I was frequently approached by men saying I was pretty and asking 

me to dinner or drinks. Due to the frequency of these occurrences, I began walking 

behind families at tourist attractions to deter men from following me in the streets. I also 

made sure I was not out late at night unless a friend accompanied me. This was a sharp 

contrast to my experience in Sweden where I was not approached at all by men with 

romantic interests. Again, this is merely an anecdote that depicts my personal experiences 

and cannot completely represent or explain changes in social norms. However, I find that 

these experiences are worth noting and may be indicative of some sort of adjustment in 

mindset.  
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Despite these impacts correlated with the implementation of the model, there are 

still inconsistencies between the actual impacts and the anecdotal impacts of the model. 

This is largely due to the fact that the Nordic Model is not an evidence-based approach to 

combating human trafficking and is based primarily on conjecture and basic economic 

supply and demand theory. While theory suggests that applying pressures on demand 

would shrink demand, which would then be followed by a decrease in supply to meet a 

new equilibrium, this does not always align with reality and can actually create 

unintended consequences. Researchers point to these unintended consequences as failings 

of the model.  

Specifically, the language used within the Swedish penal codes is cited as creating 

unintended consequences and making sex workers even more vulnerable than they 

already were. For example, Sweden’s pandering laws state that it is unlawful to benefit 

financially from the exploitation of another person, which includes voluntary sex work. 

As such, individuals fear that they may be criminally charged for financially benefiting, 

even indirectly, from prostitution. This fear extends to dependents, significant others, and 

property owners. There are also many examples of sex workers facing sudden 

homelessness after being evicted from their homes due to the property owner’s fear that 

they will be prosecuted for benefitting from and aiding a prostitute. There are several 

provisions for criminal sanctions and confiscation within Sweden’s legal codes meant to 

prevent the use of apartments or rooms for commercial sex. These include the Penal Code 

Chapter 6 § 12.2, the Land Code (1970:994) Chapter 12 § 42.1.9, and the Condominium 

Act (1991:614) Chapter 7 § 18.8 (2003:31). These codes ultimately mean that a property 

owner or tenant is required to terminate the tenancy if the property is used for 



 26 

commercial sex.61 As such, sex workers are frequently turned out onto the streets for fear 

of prosecution, making them increasingly vulnerable to violence, abuse and addiction and 

increasingly and reliable on sex work and facilitators. This is just one example in which 

the precarious position of the sex worker is only further heightened by the passing of this 

model.  

Another example of the heightened vulnerability of sex workers is detailed by 

Juno Mac, a London based sex worker, in her 2016 Ted Talk. During her talk, Mac 

discussed various approaches to addressing prostitution, including the Nordic Model, and 

the implications of these models for sex workers. She finds that the Nordic Model 

ultimately leaves sex workers more vulnerable, reiterating the common ideology that in 

outlawing the buying of sex, sex workers are more beholden to the risky demands of 

buyers. Mac also shares how sex workers will often seek the aid of managers, or pimps, 

in order to maintain clientele. In doing so, sex workers become reliant on pimps and 

potentially abusive third parties. She also adds that the model actually increases the 

stigmatization and hatred towards sex workers, again putting them in an increasingly 

vulnerable position, directly contrasting the stated goals of the Nordic Model.62 

Also worth noting is this model’s roots in morality and the conflation of sex work 

to human trafficking. While all law is generally based on moral codes, a point of 

contention in the debate between abolitionist and pro-choice groups reveals how moral 
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codes deeply affect the implementation of this model and how the literature and 

conversations surrounding the Nordic Model, prostitution, and human trafficking have 

become a battleground for moral grandstanding. Commercial sex is generally seen as a 

dirty industry, one in which they would not want their children, siblings, parents or 

spouses involved. By enacting legal codes that honor this distaste for the commercial sex 

market, legal entities have pushed their moral values on their constituents. When the 

policy was being discussed within the French Senate, this point of concern was 

mentioned frequently.63 Speaker Esther Benbessa expressed concern on this point, asking 

that the French government not transform the penal code for the sole purpose of 

ideological display. She encouraged the government to instead listen to the stakeholders, 

to not treat them as minors without speech, and to not concern itself with what it 

considered to be good morals. She continued on to say that to decree illegal what one 

finds immoral is not a step towards good, and that the government should not have the 

right to intervene in the sexual practices of consenting adults.64  

 The idea of legal morality calls into the question the simplicity of the model, 

which is rooted in various areas. One area in which the policy lacks comprehensiveness is 

that it does not take into account the safety of other vulnerable parties, such as male and 

trans sex workers. Another area in which the policy is simplistic is that it does not take 

into account inequalities in development and the factors that drive trafficking and the 
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supply of sex workers. Those considered to be victims under this policy are generally 

victims of unemployment, poverty, and/or gender violence. While the Nordic Model is 

certainly an innovative means by which to address human trafficking, it is far from a 

panacea. In not addressing the importance of these factors, the policy is not a 

comprehensive approach to addressing human trafficking for sexual purposes and will 

never truly eradicate trafficking and create true gender equality.  

 Concern over the negative implications of the model is further mirrored by many 

international organizations. These organizations include Amnesty International,65 

UNAIDS,66 the World Health Organization,67 as well as multiple sex worker groups 

across the globe,68 advocating that the human rights and worker rights of sex workers are 

best secured through a model of decriminalization rather than prohibition.  

  Ultimately, the Nordic Model is flawed in both ideology and implementation. The 

rhetoric of the model continually reaffirms the cycle of sex worker vulnerability, 

categorizing prostitutes as victims unable to consent to sex for payment. As clearly stated 

in the French senate debates, the model places the moral values of politicians above the 

demonstrated research, or lack thereof, on human trafficking and prostitution as well as 

the needs of sex workers, who argue that they will only be protected through the 
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decriminalization of prostitution and the expansion of sex workers’ rights. Under the 

Nordic Model, sex workers are heavily reliant on the risky demands of buyers as well as 

potentially abusive pimps, only further reaffirming the cycle of sex worker vulnerability. 
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Section V 

 

Policy Proposals 

 

Data Collection  

Before prescribing any sort of measures by which to better address human 

trafficking, it must first be acknowledged that better means of collecting data are 

necessary in order to determine how to better combat this phenomenon. As much of the 

research reviewed in this report states, large gaps exist in the knowledge available on 

trafficking figures and how networks operate. Estimates of the prolific nature of 

trafficking are varied, which is problematic as it reveals little insight as to how 

policymakers can best address it. This clear lack of data has allowed for the 

implementation of policies that are not holistic approaches to combating human 

trafficking, nor informed by evidence. Instead, it is fueled by theory. In addition, this lack 

of data means that there is no way to quantify how the laws impact human trafficking as 

there is no means to gather data and no data sets to compare it to. Determining how to 

collect data should be the first step in determining how to address human trafficking 

through policy in the future. 

 

Adjustments to the Current Nordic Model 

It is widely acknowledged that trafficking in persons is difficult to detect, even 

when it may be suspected. As such, it is imperative that countries which utilize the 

Nordic Model of combating prostitution to identify better and more efficient means of 

detecting human trafficking. Currently, there needs to be verifiable proof that trafficking 

is taking place. This proof is generally gathered via sting operations in which police 

forces observe suspected traffickers and victims for periods of time to ascertain if 
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trafficking is taking place before arresting a trafficker.69 Because of the burden of proof 

placed on police forces, this process can take a considerable amount of time. With this in 

mind, better tracking and observing methods should be developed so as to reduce the 

amount of time needed to prove a situation is trafficking related. Additionally, stronger 

sex worker networks should be encouraged so as to encourage sex workers to aid the 

police in suspected trafficking cases. 

Currently, the Nordic Model fails to recognize mitigating factors when imposing 

punishment upon sex buyers. Under current legislation, Sweden administers a fine to 

buyers without taking into account past offenses and policy violations, with the exception 

of especially violent crimes. If a buyer has a history of violence, their punishment should 

be adjusted accordingly. This can be done by having the buyer serve jail time, registering 

their name on a sex buyer list, or significantly increasing the fine they pay. However, as 

asserted by Ronald Weitzer, not every sex buyer is inherently violent, a sentiment echoed 

by Marie Johansson who mentioned that sex buyers often suffer from sex addiction, 

compulsive behavior, and self-harm. In these cases, mandated therapy should be added to 

a buyer’s sentence. 

The Nordic Model should also differentiate punishment for third parties 

benefitting from sex work, chiefly if they were unaware that they were financially 

benefitting from sex work. This primarily applies to dependents, significant others, and 

property owners of sex workers. Sweden’s pandering law indicates that anyone 

benefitting from sex work may be prosecuted, however, lawmakers should take into 

account the fact that third parties may not have known they were financially benefitting 
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from sex work and were not directly involved in prostitution. However, appropriate 

measures should be taken to detect willful blindness to accurately determine the level of 

facilitator liability.  

While one of the central tenets of the Nordic Model of combating prostitution is 

to offer social welfare programs that provide assistance to sex workers who wish to leave 

the commercial sex industry, these programs do not appear to be extensive or highly 

utilized. Therapy programs, rehabilitation programs, shelter programs, and alternate job 

training must be made more accessible for sex workers seeking aid. Additionally, these 

programs should also function as preventative programs, working with vulnerable 

individuals who may consider entering in sex work due to a lack of economic 

opportunity, abuse, or addiction.  

These programs should also be extended to sex buyers. Counseling programs, 

such as that of Marie Johansson, have shown to be beneficial to buyers seeking support 

and help for compulsive or addictive behavior, such as purchasing commercial sex. In 

offering support to buyers through therapy and rehabilitation programs, it demonstrates 

that not all buyers are inherently evil and it removes the stigma currently associated with 

the shameful act of buying commercial sex. Additionally, this may allow for better 

cooperation and collaboration between sex buyers and police forces to identify potential 

traffickers and their victims. 

Finally, john schools should be mandatory for all convicted buyers. In addition, 

the john schools’ syllabus should be taught over an extended period of time instead of 

solely over the course of one day. In lengthening the time a buyer must spend in john 
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school, theoretically, the opportunity cost of buying sex will go up. Therefore, this may 

act as an incentive to keep individuals from buying sex as well as reduce recidivism rates. 

 

Decriminalization: Using New Zealand as an example 

Upon reviewing four widely utilized models of combating prostitution, Juno Mac 

continues to discuss the decriminalization of sex work implemented by New Zealand in 

2003. Under this model, Mac explains that the laws that punitively target the sex industry 

are removed, and the commercial sex industry is treated like any other work industry. She 

cites the specific ability for sex workers to work together to ensure safety, their right to 

refuse a client at any time for any reason, as well as how employers of sex workers are 

held accountable to the state. Mac states the 96% of street based sex workers in New 

Zealand reported that they felt as though the law protected their rights. What Mac really 

emphasizes, however, is the fact that the model was written in collaboration with sex 

workers. In the context of New Zealand, decriminalization takes into the account the 

demands and rights of sex workers, working to ensure that the human rights of vulnerable 

populations are also accounted for. Decriminalization works for New Zealand and should 

be utilized as a prostitution model in other countries as well. 

 

A Holistic Approach: Recognizing the importance of supply-side intervention 

While I ultimately disagree with the ideological foundation of the Nordic Model, I 

still believe that addressing the demand for trafficked victims is an important facet of 

understanding how transnational trafficking networks operate. Policies should honor the 

rights of those freely choosing to sell sex while also protect the rights of those who do not 

freely choose to do so. To achieve this, I do not believe that suppressing the bodily 
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autonomy of women for the sake of theory is the answer. As such, I propose that policies 

implemented to combat human trafficking should be more holistic and comprehensive in 

their nature, chiefly in that they should also address the incentives to supply trafficked 

victims. 

If there is, in fact, a correlation between prostitution and human trafficking for 

sexual purposes, legal policies should then also address reasons why prostitution is such 

an attractive employment option for all individuals, not just cisgender women. 

Proponents of the Nordic Model will often discuss the lack of choice victims face, yet it 

is not addressed in policy. Preventative measures should be made a priority so as to 

reduce the supply of commercial sex and trafficked victims, which can then be coupled 

with efforts to reduce the demand for it. These measures should include poverty 

alleviation, employment opportunities, education opportunities, housing options, and 

health care. However, these programs should not only be limited to those residing in 

destination countries, like Sweden, France and others who have implemented versions of 

the Nordic Model. Wealthy destination countries should strive to work with source 

countries, such as Nigeria and the Balkan countries, on development programs to ensure 

that impoverished individuals have more attractive opportunities than prostitution or 

selling their loved ones into slavery. The Nordic Model is too simplistic and shortsighted 

to achieve its lofty goals. Policies must instead be holistic, comprehensive, and rooted 

transnational cooperation in order to preserve the rights of all affected people. 
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