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Introduction
Intimate partner violence against women (IPVAW) is a long-standing and global
phenomenon, which is considered as both a public health and social problem that
seems difficult to tackle (Gracia et al., 2019; Wemrell et al., 2021). Although some
research suggests that gender equality plays an important role in reducing IPVAW
(Gracia et al., 2019; Wemrell et al., 2021), the so-called Nordic Paradox – a situation
where seemingly the most gender equal states, i.e., Nordic countries (including,
Norway, Denmark, Sweden and Finland) report the highest numbers of IPVAW –
appears to contradict this supposition (Gracia & Merlo, 2016). To date, there is no
agreement as to why, and whether, this is the case. In this short paper, I shall review
three academic articles that aim to address this contradiction, focusing on their
methodologies and limitations.

In this essay, I will firstly discuss how I approached the literature search. Secondly, I
will present an overview of IPVAW and the Nordic paradox. Third, I will discuss
Gracia and colleagues (2019) and Permanyer and Gomez-Casillas's (2020) analysis,
which are based on the same survey (FRA, 2014). Fourthly, I will examine the
chosen literature and lastly, I will consider whether, and if so to what extent, a high
gender equality score and violence against women go hand-in-hand.

Methods
I searched two international databases called ‘Scopus’ and ‘Ebsco’ on the 16th of
February 2022, and because of time and word limitations I narrowed my keyword
search and based it on the article, ‘Prevalence of intimate partner violence against
women in Sweden and Spain: A psychometric study of the “Nordic Paradox”’ by
Gracia and colleagues (2019), which I had picked from the syllabus. I first searched
for ‘Nordic Paradox’, as this was my primary interest. Then, as my focus was on
intimate partner violence (IPV), more specifically on women, I searched for ‘Intimate
Partner Violence against Women.

The results from both databases included the first article by Gracia and colleagues
(2019), and I noticed that most of the research was done in Sweden, and was written
by the same authors. The article (2019) concludes that there is no explanation for the
Nordic Paradox. The second article, ‘Is the “Nordic Paradox” an illusion? Measuring
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intimate partner violence against women in Europe’, by Permanyer and GomezCasillas (2020), stood out because it questioned the Nordic Paradox. The third
article, ‘The Nordic Paradox. Professionals’ Discussions about Gender Equality and
Intimate Partner Violence against Women in Sweden’, by Wemrell and colleagues
(2021), is based on focus groups with professionals working in the IPVAW field and
fits well with the first article, as the data also was collected in Sweden.

IPVAW overview
The issue of IPVAW resulted in the EU Commission survey on violence against
women from 28 European states (FRA, 2014). The survey measured the lifetime
prevalence of physical and sexual violence against women by intimate partners, and
focused on previous and current partner/s. Moreover, the questions were divided into
10 items assessing physical violence, e.g., ‘Your current/previous partner has
slapped you?’, and four items assessing sexual violence, e.g., ‘Your current/previous
partner has made you take part in any form of sexual activity when you did not want
to or you were unable to refuse?’ (Gracia et al., 2019: 4-5). The answers were
measured on a four-point Likert Scale between one, meaning ‘never’ and four,
meaning ‘six or more times’ (Gracia et al., 2019: 4-5). The results showed that the
Nordic countries have the highest lifetime prevalence of physical and sexual IPVAW
in Europe (FRA, 2014).

According to the United Nations (1993, para. 1-5), violence against women is defined
as ‘any act of gender-based violence that results in, or is likely to result in, physical,
sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women, including threats of such acts,
coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or private life’.
However, definitions and perceptions of the phenomenon vary across countries
(Gracia et al., 2019).

It is debated whether the high numbers of IPVAW go hand-in-hand with gender
equality (e.g. Archer, 2006; García-Moreno et al., 2015; Jewkes et al., 2015). But it is
important to consider what gender equality means; for example, it can be defined as
‘the absence of discrimination on the basis of a person's sex in opportunities, the
allocation of resources and benefits, or access to services’ (WHO, n.d., para. 15-16).
The European Institute for Gender Equality (2019) aims to make gender equality
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quantifiable, and has measured it since 2005, looking at six domains: work, money,
knowledge, time, power and health. In this ranking, Sweden has been the leading
country ever since the first assessment, closely followed by other Nordic countries –
these are interesting findings that seem to bring more questions than answers.

Literature
Gracia and colleagues (2019) wanted to show that a cross-country comparison
regarding IPVAW is possible by testing the reliability and validity of the FRA survey,
which included 1,483 women from Sweden and 1,447 women from Spain between
the ages of 18 and 75. The Gracia paper shows that physical violence is less
frequent than sexual violence in both countries. Even so, Sweden ranks higher in
both domains compared to Spain. Additionally, the lifetime prevalence of IPVAW is
also higher in Sweden than in Spain, with more women appearing to be experiencing
physical and sexual IPV in Sweden. The study shows that a Swedish woman is
approximately 81% more likely to experience physical violence than a Spanish
woman, and in terms of sexual violence, the chance is higher by approximately 96%.
Gracia and colleagues (2019) ruled out measurement bias, meaning the items
assessed in the survey are interpreted similarly, and therefore the rankings are
comparable across countries.

Although the Gracia paper supports the Nordic Paradox, their results were
questioned by Permanyer and Gomez-Casillas (2020), who analysed the same data
from the FRA survey. The latter focused on the partner dynamics in more detail, and
concluded that the Nordic Paradox is unlikely when only focusing on current
relationships. They compared the violence perpetrated by a previous partner to the
violence perpetrated by a current partner and on violence repetition, meaning how
often women experienced violence in their relationships. These findings show that
most of this type of violence was perpetrated by previous partners. However, the
numbers of IPVAW remain high, as one out of four women in Europe experiences
violence from their current partner. Moreover, women in countries with a high gender
equality were more likely to experience violence in previous relationships, and not by
current partners. These results seem to disprove the Nordic Paradox (Permanyer &
Gomez-Casillas, 2020).
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The high prevalence of IPVAW seems to originate from previous partners and is less
often repeated, at least in Sweden and Denmark (Permanyer & Gomez-Gazillas,
2020) but not in Finland, with Norway not included in the study. A more detailed
analysis of, and into, relationships, shows that in these two Nordic countries women
seem to experience less violence from their current partner, making previous
partnerships responsible for the high numbers of IPVAW.

The third paper by Wemrell and colleagues (2021) analysed focus groups and
interviews with 30 professionals working in Sweden in the IPVAW field. Each focus
group included three to five participants and held interviews with 19 participants to
find out if, in their opinion, there is a link between IPVAW and gender equality. Some
participants agreed that Sweden is considered a gender-equal country, thereby
making its society aware when boundaries are crossed, and tend to talk more openly
about violence (Wemrell et al., 2021). Nonetheless, as Flood and colleagues (2020)
note, some men might attempt to maintain their power and privileges by resisting
gender equality, for example, by claiming reverse discrimination, forming anti-gender
movements, and undermining women's rights. These men see a more gender-equal
society as a threat to their power, hence turning to violence to stem the perceived
loss of power – this is the so-called backlash effect (Flood et al., 2020; Wemrell et al.,
2021). Interestingly and alarmingly, one participant said: ‘When you fight for equality,
as a woman, perhaps you also need to pay a price for that struggle […] Resistance
can create violence’ (Wemrell et al., 2021: 9). This quote suggests that the victim, not
the perpetrator, is held responsible for the violence. Importantly, other participants
noted that because Sweden ranks high in gender equality, people try to maintain the
status quo and feel ashamed when they do not live up to the standard (Wemrell et
al., 2021).

Furthermore, participants questioned whether certain socio-demographic groups are
responsible for the high rates of IPVAW in Sweden, as IPVAW is more likely to
especially occur among immigrants (Wemrell et al., 2021) – but this is a problematic
statement that should also not be taken at face value because it might be
underpinned by bias, whether unconscious or not. Such a framing of violence as the
problem of the other, i.e., migrants, also seems to be linked to the idea that ‘we’, as a
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nation, are not violent. However, most of the participants concluded that ‘[…] IPVAW
is distributed in all groups of society’ (Wemrell et al., 2021: 12).

Moreover, the participants argued that Sweden is not as gender-equal as it claims to
be. They noted that the EIGE (2019) results measure income and education, which
are not reflective of the complexity of gendered lives. The exclusion of the private
sphere, the home, where women remain the main caretakers of domestic chores and
childcare, as well as social and emotional well-being, is problematic because
Swedish people stick to the gendered labour division at home and keep their
personal lives private.

The participants also said that their social work is individually oriented and is not
about gender, which is a structural concept. Most of them did not link the two
concepts of IPVAW and gender equality before participating in the study, although
others agreed that gender equality is an important aspect of IPVAW. Gender
inequality contributes to women being burdened with childcare, lacking economic
resources and being stigmatized as single women. This in turn makes it difficult for
women to leave an abusive partner (Wemrell et al., 2021).

Discussion
Coming back to my initial question, to what extent do high gender equality and
violence against women go hand-in-hand; it seems quite difficult to connect the dots
between IPVAW, gender equality and the Nordic Paradox. The discussed research
attempted to shed light on the phenomenon of a country scoring high in gender
equality and IPVAW at the same time (Gracia & Merlo, 2016). Even so, none of the
reviewed articles provides a definitive answer to the question (Gracia et al., 2019;
Permanyer & Gomez-Casillas, 2020; Wemrell et al., 2021).

Gracia and colleagues (2019) support the Nordic Paradox hypothesis, while
Permanyer and Gomez-Casillas (2020) conclude that the numbers of IPVAW are not
as high when analysed in more detail. Although the Wemrell study (2021) is
qualitative, the results cannot be generalized due to the small number of participants
(Ochieng, 2009), thereby suggesting some reasons behind the Nordic Paradox.
While the quantitative studies focused on whether the Nordic Paradox does exist,
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Wemrell and colleagues (2021) were able to look at gender equality and IPVAW in a
more nuanced way.

The backlash effect seems like a plausible explanation, as the male resistance to the
perceived loss of power in countries with high gender equality rankings might lead
some men to commit violence (Wemrell et al., 2021). Assuming that the backlash
effect explains the Nordic Paradox, men must feel less threatened in countries that
show a low gender equality ranking. However, women in countries rated as less
gender-equal also stand up for themselves through activism and the women’s
movement, but still rank lower in IPVAW (Al-Ali & Käser, 2020; Einhorn & Sever,
2003; FRA, 2014). I think the backlash effect alone cannot explain the Nordic
Paradox.

Being rated as the most gender-equal country might pressure people to live up to
that standard. It could be difficult to define new roles for women and men in a society
that is supposed to be gender-equal, like Sweden (Wemrell et al., 2021). Thus,
traditional norms are in opposition to new gender-equal norms, which can be
challenging in practice (Wemrell et al., 2021). I think this factor could contribute to the
Nordic Paradox, though not explain it. Additionally, the Nordic Paradox could indicate
the ‘violent partners rotation’ phenomenon (Permanyer & Gomez-Casillas, 2020),
meaning that the number of women who experience IPVAW is higher in countries
where people leave their violent partners more often, whereas countries where
people stay with their violent partner show lower numbers of IPVAW (Wemrell et al.,
2021).

The FRA survey covered 28 European countries with different ideologies and sociopolitical systems (2014). For example, IPVAW is defined and interpreted differently in
each country (Gracia & Merlo, 2016), with cross-cultural research facing translation
problems, where words can lose their original meaning due to the translator’s
interpretation (Choi et al., 2012; FRA, 2014). While Gracia and colleagues tried to
eliminate measurement bias to make a cross-country comparison possible,
comparing Sweden to Spain seems more challenging than comparing Sweden to
Norway. The Nordic countries share similar political and welfare systems, but Spain

85

Journal of Comparative Social Work 2022/2
and other European countries have rather different systems (Hein et al., 2020;
Lauzadyte-Tutliene et al., 2018).

The interviews in the Nordic countries were conducted over the phone, while the
other countries had face-to-face interviews. Opening up over the phone, compared to
telling someone what happened face-to-face, might feel easier when it comes to such
a sensitive topic as IPVAW (Permanyer & Gomez-Casillas, 2020; SosnowskaBuxton, 2016). Moreover, the FRA survey dates back to 2014, whereas the articles I
reviewed were published between 2019 and 2020, though using the same data
(Gracia et al., 2019; Permanyer & Gomez-Casillas, 2020). And as gender equality
has developed substantially over the past years, it makes sense to collect new data
to analyse (Galpin, 2021; Shannon et al., 2019).

Conclusion
There is no definitive answer as to why a high gender equality and violence against
women seem to go hand-in-hand. I argue that this is because measuring gender
equality is difficult. As some of the participants from Wemrell and colleagues (2021)
pointed out, gender equality is only measured on the surface and does not portray
daily interaction, hence the individual experience. This makes the theory of the
Nordic Paradox itself questionable. Researching IPVAW is equally challenging and a
cross-country comparison is also problematic. I therefore think it is necessary to look
at these concepts afresh and collect new data, because this might help identify
solutions for lowering the number of women experiencing IPV.
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