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Abstract

Objectives This article analyzes the extent to which the legal framework for prostitu-
tion can influence the moral judgments individuals make about purchasing sex. We
hypothesize that the decriminalization of prostitution (versus the criminalization of
purchasing sexual services) increases the acceptability of buying sex.
Methods To test this hypothesis, we conduct a factorial survey experiment (FSE) for a
Spanish sample. Various descriptions (vignettes) of hypothetical scenarios regarding
prostitution in Spain were presented to the respondents to elicit them to form judge-
ments about the acceptability of purchasing sexual services (by a man from a woman)
in each of these scenarios.
Results From the analysis carried out with multilevel models, robust and causal
empirical evidence was obtained in favor of this hypothesis. This result was moderated
by some of the contextual variables presented in the vignettes and by some personal
characteristics of the respondents.
Conclusions Different legal approaches to the sex industry can influence attitudes
towards purchasing sexual services.

Keywords Prostitution .Decriminalization .Criminalizationof theclient .Acceptabilityof
buying sex . Factorial survey experiment

Introduction

One of the questions in the World Values Survey (WVS 2020) is “Do you consider
prostitution justifiable?” (1=“never justifiable”; 10=“always justifiable”). Data from the
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2017–2020 wave showed that 47.6% of respondents in Sweden considered it to be
“never justifiable,” whereas this figure was 16.1% in the Netherlands. The mean scores
were 2.78 and 5.16, respectively. Are these results linked to current legal approaches to
the sex industry in these two countries?

When legislators are considering how to reform prostitution policies, the current
models in Sweden and the Netherlands serve as leading examples of the two main
approaches to this issue: the criminalization of the client (or the “Nordic model”) and
decriminalization approaches. The debate on these two models is particularly intense
among feminists, with highly polarized and apparently irreconcilable positions and
convincing arguments in defense of each side. Empirical evidence on the effects of
each of these two approaches is also inconclusive (Aronowitz 2014; Wagenaar 2017;
Erikson and Larsson 2019; Skilbrei 2019).

One of the issues being debated is whether the regulatory model influences attitudes
to prostitution. Some studies with survey data (Kotsadam and Jakobsson 2014;
Immordino and Russo 2015; Jonsson and Jakobsson 2017) have compared data from
different countries and obtained important empirical evidence that the legal status of
prostitution may influence its social acceptability.

We intend to add to the empirical evidence in this area. To this end, we first narrow the
scope of analysis and formulate the following research question: does the decriminaliza-
tion of prostitution (versus the criminalization of the client) increase the acceptability of
buying sex? Second, we use a different (and complementary) methodology to those used
by previous authors and carry out a factorial survey experiment (FSE) using a Spanish
sample. Several descriptions (vignettes) of hypothetical situations regarding prostitution in
Spain are presented to the respondents to elicit them to form judgments about the
acceptability of buying sex in each of these scenarios. We construct the vignettes with 5
dimensions or factors, the most relevant being the one concerning the legal way in which
prostitution in Spain could hypothetically be regulated: decriminalizing/criminalizing the
purchase. Our dependent variable is the answer (after examining each vignette) to the
question: “To what extent do you think it is acceptable for a man to pay money to buy
sexual services from a woman?” Despite a significant number of men working in
prostitution, it is mostly men who require sexual services and in most cases it is women
who offer them (Meneses et al. 2018). Therefore, prostitution is, to a significant degree, a
gendered phenomenon. We want to emphasize this fact in the wording of the dependent
variable. However, this does not mean that we do not attach importance to the phenom-
enon of male prostitution.

As can be seen in the next section, Spain is an interesting option for carrying out this
FSE since the prevailing legal treatment of prostitution in Spain is “legal, but unreg-
ulated” (Reinschmidt 2016). The country is currently in the midst of an important
debate about its reform and regulation, with the Dutch and Nordic models being the
reference points for that debate.

Regulatory models and discussion about their reform

All countries criminalize aspects such as child prostitution, forced prostitution and
trafficking. However, the “voluntary” sale of sexual services receives very diverse and
often complex legal treatment (Skilbrei 2019).
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According to Post et al. (2019) and Aronowitz (2014), four different regulatory
models can be identified: “Full criminalization,” where all prostitution is illegal, both
the sale and the purchase of sex are prosecuted and punished criminally, and the
facilitation of sexual services (running a brothel or pimping) is also illegal. This is the
existing legal framework in countries such as the USA (except for some counties in
Nevada state) and Russia. “Partial decriminalization,” where the supply and sale of
sexual services are legal, but their purchase and facilitation are illegal. This model is
often referred to as the Swedish or Nordic model. This is the model that currently exists
in Sweden, Norway, Iceland, France and Ireland. “Legalization,” where prostitution is
fully legalized. The purchase and sale of sexual services are allowed, as is the facilitation
of sexual services. However, prostitution is considered a “singular activity” that requires
a specific type of market regulation (work permits, mandatory health checks, licensing
system for sex businesses, tolerance zones, etc.). Austria, Switzerland, the Netherlands
and Germany are some of the countries that have implemented this model. Finally, there
is “decriminalization,” where prostitution is fully decriminalized. While a minimum
level of prostitution-specific regulation may be imposed, activities related to prostitution
are basically subject to the same generic rules and regulations as other economic and
labor activities. The aim is to treat prostitution like any other occupation. New Zealand
has been an example of this regulatory model since 2003.

This classification raises the problem that countries such as Spain, where voluntary
prostitution is not legally regulated, do not readily fit into any of the categories. The
Spanish Penal Code of 1995 punishes human trafficking (article 177) and child prostitu-
tion (article 188). In terms of voluntary prostitution by adults, article 187 punishes cases
where it can be shown that the prostitution is carried out under duress or where someone is
making a profit from exploiting the prostitution of another person (Villacampa and Torres
2013). The Citizens’ Security Law (“gag law”) was approved in 2015, placing limitations
on the supply and demand for sexual services in certain public transit zones (near schools,
etc.). Although pimping is legally forbidden, in practice, the facilitation of sexual services
is not highly restricted (for example, brothels usually operate using tourist business
licenses). It can be argued that in Spain, these activities, and prostitution in general, take
place in the context of a legal vacuum (Reinschmidt 2016), where activities related to
voluntary prostitution are not legally recognized but nor are they explicitly prohibited.

We believe that the Immordino and Russo (2015) and Reinschmidt (2016) classifi-
cations fit the Spanish case better. Immordino and Russo (2015) use three possible
categories: “illegal” (which includes countries that primarily punish sex workers, those
that punish clients and those that punish both), “legal” (the exchange of sex for money is
not specifically prohibited by law and there are no other laws concerning voluntary
prostitution) and “regulated” (prostitution is specifically allowed by law under certain
rules and regulations). Reinschmidt (2016) identifies four categories: “ban on prostitu-
tion,” “prohibition of the purchase of sexual services,” “legal, unregulated” and “legal,
regulated.” In accordance with the classification made by Immordino and Russo (2015),
the prevailing legal regime for prostitution in Spain is “legal,” or “legal, but unregulated”
to use the terminology of Reinschmidt (2016).

The fact that prostitution is not legally regulated in Spain explains why there is
currently consensus about the need for legal reform to remove this legal vacuum
(Villacampa and Torres 2013; Gómez-Suárez et al. 2016). From this starting point
(and in line with the international debate in this area), the criminalization of the client
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and the legalization of prostitution (which we refer to as the “decriminalization of
prostitution”) are the two main options for legal regulation characterizing the debate in
Spain (Gómez-Suárez et al. 2016). That is why in our experiment we simplify the
debate and distinguish only these two main approaches to prostitution. We admit that
this simplification limits the scope of our experimental design (for example, it does not
consider the option of full criminalization), but, on the other hand, it is fully consistent
with the two major reform options identified in the debate in Spain (in the cover letter
for the experiment, we remind the participants of the terms of this debate).

Although we do not have space to take a wide-ranging look at this topic, in relation to
the consequences of each of these two models, the literature seems to indicate that
criminalizing the client (versus decriminalizing prostitution) could lead to a reduction in
the scale of both prostitution and human trafficking for prostitution purposes; but it could
also increase the vulnerability of people who continue to practice prostitution (Cho et al.
2012; Jakobsson and Kotsadam 2013; Holmström and Skilbrei’s 2017b). Another of the
aspects highlighted in the literature is the possibility that (along with the fear of punish-
ment) one of the main mechanisms through which client penalization could reduce
demand and the extent of prostitution is normative change. For instance, referring to the
process of drafting the Swedish Sex Purchase Act, Holmström and Skilbrei (2017b) point
out that “proponents of criminalizing clients were […] more focused on the symbolic
aspects of the legislation, arguing that the unilateral criminalization of clients would send a
strong normative message that Swedish society does not accept men’s exploitation of
women.” This type of moral judgment involving a law is the subject of our research.

The impact of laws on moral judgments

Laws have an exemplary effect

Laws (and also court judgments) often have an exemplary effect. Laws not only
constitute simple reward and punishment systems but can also have a symbolic impact
on people’s attitudes and the moral judgments they make (Bilz and Nadler 2009).

The impact of laws on moral judgments can take place both when a law is repealed
and when it is passed (Berkowitz and Walker 1967). An example of the former would
be the repeal of a law that criminalizes homosexual conduct. Such a derogation would
indicate that society no longer disapproves of homosexuality. An example of the latter
would be the approval of an anti-discrimination law. This new law, in addition to
changing behaviors, could change (favorably) both cognitions about and emotions
towards stereotyped groups (Allport 1954; Bilz and Nadler 2009).

The direction of causality between moral judgments and the law can go either way
(Bilz and Nadler 2009). On the one hand, the approval of a law is normally a reflection
of a prior change in the (moral) attitudes of a section of society (for instance, the prior
change in attitudes—of a section of the population—towards homosexuality in Spain
led to the approval in 2005 of the law allowing same-sex marriages). On the other hand,
the introduction of a new law could change (favorably) the attitudes of another section
of the population (the normalization of gay marriage in Spain may have meant that
another section of the population favorably changed their attitudes towards homosex-
uality). It is this second direction of causality that is of interest in this research.
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Why can the law affect moral judgments? There are three basic reasons for this (Bilz
and Nadler 2009):

Informational influence: the law as a moral anchor (Bilz and Nadler 2009). When
making moral judgments under conditions of uncertainty, people look for information
in their environment (family, peers, workplaces, media…). In this respect, the law (that
is common to all these actors) can provide credible cues for making judgments. This
means that people may trust normative information contained in the law when deciding
between right and wrong (Mentovich and Zeev-Wolf 2018). The informational influ-
ence of law can be seen as a heuristic process (Bilz and Nadler 2009), in the sense that
we rely on characteristics of the message source to make a quick judgment about the
persuasiveness of the information. If the legal system is seen as a legitimate and
trustworthy institution, this heuristic process will work more intensely.

Group identification and the law: People tend to form and maintain stable, strong and
positive relationships with others (Baumeister and Leary 1995). They have an intrinsic
desire to associate with others and be socially accepted (need to belong). Nation and
citizenship are very general groups with which most people can identify. Therefore,
people are expected (to a greater or lesser degree) to match their attitudes to those of their
fellow citizens. In this respect, if people believe that the legal codes generally map onto the
community’s moral norms, then the law can influence the construction of their ownmoral
judgments. This argument may be related to the idea of a “sense of duty,” according to
which people adhere to the prescribed code of conduct because they think it is “right”
(Berkowitz and Walker 1967).

Behavioral shift: There may be people who obey a new law, not because they share
the moral code it contains, but to avoid punishment or other legal sanctions that not
obeying it would entail. However, this behavioral shift can lead over time to an intrinsic
normative shift (Mentovich and Zeev-Wolf 2018; Bilz and Nadler 2009). This may be
the case of antidiscrimination laws. For example, having to comply with a law that
penalizes discrimination against women in hiring decisions may lead some people to
internalize the idea that penalizing women in selection processes is something unfair.

The design of our experiment enables us to capture the extent to which the
acceptability (moral approval) of a man buying a woman’s sexual services depends
(among other things) on the existing legal framework. In this case, a reduction in
acceptability (for the same person) when moving from a situation in which prostitution
is legal to one in which the client is penalized, given the characteristics of our design,
could reflect the joint effect of the moral anchor and group identification factors.

The experimental evidence on the effects of laws or court sentences on moral
judgments is relatively scarce and the only previous papers that address this issue are
those of Berkowitz and Walker (1967) and Mentovich and Zeev-Wolf (2018).

Criminalization and acceptability of buying sex

There are three studies with survey data (Immordino and Russo 2015; Kotsadam and
Jakobsson 2014; Jonsson and Jakobsson 2017) that compare data from different
countries and try to find empirical evidence that the criminalization of prostitution
could change attitudes.

Immordino and Russo (2015) used data from the World Values Survey (WVS) from
2005 to 2008. They asked the question “Do you consider prostitution justifiable?”
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(1=“never justifiable”; 10=“always justifiable”). By using the instrumental variables
method (to overcome endogeneity problems) and after controlling for religious, cultural
and sociological factors, they concluded (causally) that if prostitution is legal (regulated
or unregulated), individuals tend to justify it significantly more than they do if it is
prohibited.

Kotsadam and Jakobsson (2014) used individual-level survey data from Sweden
(criminalization of the client), Norway (criminalization of the client from January 2009)
and Denmark (legal) for the periods 2008, 2009 and 2010. They asked the question “Is
it according to you morally justified or morally wrong to pay for sex?” (0=“mor-
ally completely justified”; 10=“morally entirely wrong”). They found that the
degree to which paying for sex is considered morally wrong is greater in Sweden
than in the other two countries. In addition, in the case of Norway, they took
advantage of the natural experiment dimension derived from the fact that they had
data from before and after the introduction of the new law that criminalized the
client. Using difference-in-differences estimation, they concluded that the intro-
duction of the new law (criminalizing buying sex) reduced the quantity of sex
bought (in Norway compared to Sweden). For the “paying for sex is morally
wrong” variable, they obtained a similar result but, in this case, the result was not
statistically significant.

Later, Jonsson and Jakobsson (2017) extended the previous work by com-
paring attitudes towards prostitution across eight Western European countries.
Citizens in countries where prostitution is legal-regulated (the Netherlands and
Germany) were more accepting of people buying sex than citizens in countries
where the purchase of sex was criminalized (Sweden and Norway). Addition-
ally, they obtained evidence for the Swedish and Norwegian subsample show-
ing that people with more sensitivity towards gender equality were less
accepting of the purchase of sex; however, this was not the case for the Dutch
and German subsamples.

Current study and hypothesis

In this research, we use a factorial survey experiment (FSE). An FSE (also called a
vignette experiment) consists of the use of a multidimensional experimental design
within a survey. An FSE involves showing different hypothetical situations,
objects, or people (called vignettes) to the respondents to elicit them to form
judgments about these scenarios (Steiner et al. 2016). The levels (categories) of
the dimensions (experimental factors) are experimentally varied across the vi-
gnettes so that the impact of those levels on the respondents’ judgements can be
estimated (Auspurg and Hinz 2015). When administered within a questionnaire,
FSEs enable the use of larger and more representative samples than are used in
classical controlled experiments and the introduction of many more dimensions.
FSEs allow the internal validity of controlled experiments to be combined with the
external validity of surveys.

There are three reasons why FSEs are appropriate for testing complex decision-
making situations (Van Breeschoten et al. 2018). First, people are often not aware of
the factors entering into their own decision-making process, so they find it difficult to
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provide an accurate answer when asked directly about their motivations in a ques-
tionnaire. In an FSE, respondents only need to evaluate a series of hypothetical
situations and researchers use these evaluations to draw a series of conclusions
about their beliefs, attitudes, or behaviors. Second, in FSEs, there is a lower risk
than in a conventional survey of being given socially acceptable answers, as the
theoretically relevant factors are “hidden” in the vignettes. Third, causal relations
can be investigated through FSEs since it is an experimental methodology in
which the researcher randomly assigns a series of experimental conditions among
the respondents.

Since Peter H. Rossi first used this method (Rossi et al. 1974), FSEs have been used
in very different environments, for example, fairness of earnings (Steiner et al. 2016;
Auspurg et al. 2017); labor discrimination (van Borm and Baert 2018; Fernández-
Lozano et al. 2020); gender norms (Pedulla and Thébaud 2015); attitudes towards gay
rights (Doan et al. 2015); propensity for corruption (Dickel and Graeff 2018); attitudes
towards immigration (Protsch and Solga 2017); and biases in the recommendation of
medical treatment (Green et al. 2007). The FSE method does not seem to have been
used to date for researching attitudes towards prostitution. Nevertheless, it is important
to mention the research performed by Stoebenau et al. (2019) in the field of transac-
tional sex.

As Table 1 shows, in our research, we consider five dimensions, each with two
levels. We focus on the effects of the first dimension (decriminalization/criminalizing
the purchase) on the acceptability of buying sex. The other four dimensions are used for
several purposes: to mask the theoretically relevant factor we are analyzing through the
first dimension; to give more coherence to the vignettes; and to analyze the effects of
the two possible ways of regulating prostitution under different controlled contexts
regarding trafficking, pimping, places and policies. The advantage of the FSE is that it
allows us to ask for the attitudes of respondent in a way that all possible interactions
between dimensions are considered.

Table 1 Vignette dimensions and levels

Dimension Levels

Decriminalized Purchasing sexual services is authorized in
Spain and offering them is legally
considered on a par with any other
occupation

The purchase of sexual services is illegal in
Spain (the client is punished)

No-trafficking There is very little evidence that some of the
women engaged in prostitution are victims
of trafficking situations

There is considerable evidence that some of
the women engaged in prostitution are
victims of trafficking situations

Indoor In most cases prostitution is carried out in
legally established places (flats or clubs)

In most cases prostitution is carried out on the
street or in informal places

No-Pimping A relevant part of the sex trade sector is
controlled by sex workers themselves

A relevant part of the sex trade sector is
controlled by pimp networks

Empower An ambitious public policy aimed at
promoting the health and rights of sex
workers is being implemented

An ambitious public policy aimed at helping
prostituted women to abandon this activity
is being implemented
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The first dimension (decriminalizing/criminalizing the purchase) attempts to respond
to the key research question in our article: Does the decriminalization of prostitution
(versus the criminalization of the client) increase the acceptability of buying sex? Based
on the previously reviewed literature on the relationship between the criminalization of
buying sex and changes in citizen attitudes, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1. Having a (hypothetical) legal framework in which prostitution is
decriminalized (compared to the situation in which the client is criminalized) has a
positive effect on the acceptability of buying sex.

The no-trafficking/trafficking and no-pimping/pimping dimensions refer to the working
conditions and exploitation of sex workers. Low levels of trafficking and pimping
(implying better working conditions and a lower risk of exploitation for sex workers)
can be expected to lead to the greater acceptability of buying sex among respondents.
Additionally, we consider that these two dimensions can act as moderating variables of
the effect of the first dimension. The impact of moving to a decriminalizing legal
framework (from one that criminalizes the client) on the acceptability of buying sex
could be argued to be greater when respondents perceive that sex workers carry out
their work relatively safely and with a low risk of exploitation (no-trafficking/no-
pimping). This leads us to formulate a second hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2. The type of condition in which sex workers carry out their activity
moderates the impact of decriminalization on the acceptability of buying sex: this
effect is greater in contexts (vignettes) where prostitution is carried out under
relatively low risk of exploitation (no-trafficking/no-pimping) than when it is
exercised with a high risk of exploitation (trafficking/pimping).

The indoor/street dimension refers to the precariousness with which sexual services are
provided. Most prostitution being carried out in legally established locations (flats or
clubs) may result in greater acceptability of buying sex among participants than one in
which prostitution is predominantly carried out on the street or in informal settings.
Finally, the empowerment/exit condition refers to the type of public policy in place in
the field of prostitution. If public policy is oriented towards promoting the health and
rights of sex workers more than helping prostitutes to abandon this activity, the policy
maker is signaling that prostitution does not have to be morally wrong; in this case, the
respondents could be expected to find buying sex more acceptable. These two dimen-
sions serve mainly to mask the theoretically relevant effect of the first dimension and to
give more coherence to the vignette as a whole. For this reason, we do not formulate
hypotheses in relation to them and only evaluate their results in an exploratory way.

In addition, as the FSEs involve conducting a survey, when analyzing the determi-
nants of the acceptability of buying sex, and in line with other studies on attitudes
towards prostitution (Kotsadam and Jakobsson 2014; Immordino and Russo 2015;
Jonsson and Jakobsson 2017), we also include a series of variables that measure the
personal characteristics or attitudes of the respondents. This allows us to take into
account the heterogeneity between the respondents.

One variable that particularly interested us is the attitude of respondents to the idea
of prostitution as a form of violence. A discourse associating prostitution with gender
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violence has spread among a section of the Spanish population (Villacampa and Torres
2013), so we introduced a question on this issue in our questionnaire. We consider that
a belief that prostitution is a form of gender violence can have two effects: first, a
significant negative impact on the acceptability of buying sex; and second, it can be a
moderating variable of the effect of the decriminalization of prostitution on its accept-
ability. In other words, those who think that prostitution does not always have to be a
form of violence are less likely to categorically reject it and their judgments will be
more dependent on the situations shown in the vignettes (the impact of decriminaliza-
tion on acceptability would be greater among this group). For this reason, we propose
the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3. Whether or not respondents believe prostitution is a form of violence
moderates the effect of decriminalization on the acceptability of buying sex: this
effect is greater when respondents do not consider prostitution to be a form of
violence than when they believe that it is.

According to the literature (Jakobsson and Kotsadam 2013; Jonsson and Jakobsson
2017; and Holmström and Skilbrei 2017a), women are less accepting than men of
buying sex. As discussed above, prostitution is, to a significant degree, a gendered
phenomenon. For this reason, it is not surprising that the acceptability of buying sex is
lower among women; furthermore, since there are more women than men who
categorically reject the purchase of sexual services, the positive effect of the decrim-
inalization of prostitution on the acceptability of buying sex could be expected to be
greater among men than women. Remember too that the very wording of the question
that constitutes our dependent variable (“To what extent do you think it is acceptable
for a man to pay money to buy sexual services from a woman?”) makes the
genderization of prostitution more salient. These aspects justify us adding a fourth
hypothesis:

Hypothesis 4. The acceptability of buying sex is lower among female than male
respondents. The respondent’s gender may moderate the effect of decriminaliza-
tion on the acceptability of buying sex: this effect is greater among men than
women.

Likewise, in our analysis, we included four more variables corresponding to the
respondents (three related to attitudes and one to a personal characteristic) that we
consider may affect the acceptability of buying sex. “Conformity to masculine norms”
is a construct which we apply to both men and women, measured through a validated
instrument developed by Burns and Mahalik (2008). The higher the score obtained in
this instrument, the higher the conformity to an array of dominant cultural norms of
masculinity (power over women, self-reliance, risk taking, etc.). We consider that there
may be a positive relationship between these regulatory messages and the acceptability
of buying sex. The same thing occurs with the “Anti-egalitarianism” instrument, which
is a subscale of the Social Dominance Orientation (SDO), developed by Ho et al.
(2015). We also consider the “Economic liberalism” variable, and we assume that
people who obtain a high score on this scale tend to accept prostitution to a greater
degree, since they tend to consider the activity of selling sexual services as just another
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economic activity, which requires minimal state intervention. Finally, we include the
variable “Income more than €2000,” since we consider that income level can affect the
acceptability of buying sex. The detailed definition of these variables is set out later, in
the “Data and methods” section. Other personal characteristics, such as the age of the
participant, were not included in the analysis as they did not produce any statistically
significant results on the dependent variable.

Data and methods

Vignette and experimental design

Our design presents the respondents with several hypothetical situations for the sex
market in Spain. The key part of the questionnaire consists of the description of four
hypothetical situations with five different dimensions (Decriminalized, No-trafficking,
Indoor, No-pimping, Empowerment). For each dimension, we set two levels. As
Table 1 shows, for each dimension, the level that appears in the left column can be
expected to positively influence the acceptability of buying sex with respect to the level
that appears in the right one. In relation to the multilevel analysis carried out later, for
each dimension, the level on the left is coded as 1 and the one on the right as 0 (for
example, in the case of the Decriminalized dimension, there are two levels: “decrim-
inalization”=1 and “criminalizing the purchase”=0).

In our experiment’s design, with five dimensions of two levels each, there are 32
(2×2×2×2×2) possible hypothetical situations (vignette population). Since this is not a
large number, we decided to use the vignette universe in its totality. As it is impossible
to expose each respondent to 32 hypothetical situations (without saturating them), it
was necessary to reduce the number of vignettes presented to each person while still
allowing the main effects of each dimension and their cross effects to be identified. We
used the SAS macro “%MktBlock” to allocate the 32 vignettes to 8 different question-
naire versions (decks), each consisting of four vignettes, providing a 100% D-efficient
design (see Table S4 in Supplemental Material). Once these 8 decks had been designed,
each respondent was randomly presented with only one deck, so each respondent had
to make a judgment about the acceptability of the purchase of sexual services in only
four hypothetical situations. Each deck is configured in such a way that, for each
dimension, the participant is exposed twice to one of its levels and twice to the other.
Furthermore, the order of presentation of the four vignettes was randomized within
each deck.

Questionnaire

The questionnaire had two parts: the first on the FSE and the second on gathering
information on demographics and attitudes from the respondents (see the questionnaire
in the Supplemental Material). At the beginning of the questionnaire, the respondents
read the following cover story: “In this research, we want to know the degree of
acceptance among the Spanish population of the complex and controversial phenom-
enon of prostitution (exchange of sexual services for money).” Then, in the first part,
after a brief explanation of the different ways of regulating prostitution and its legal
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status in Spain, the respondents were informed that they were going to be shown four
different hypothetical situations that would characterize prostitution in Spain, and:
“Please try to imagine that each of these situations is the real position in Spain. For
each of them, we are interested in knowing the extent to which you consider it
acceptable (or not) for a man to pay money to buy sexual services from a woman.”
After that, each respondent was shown the four vignettes consecutively on the screen
(corresponding to the deck randomly assigned, out of the eight possible decks). An
example of a vignette is shown in Fig. 1. Under each vignette, each respondent had to
answer the question that constitutes the dependent variable of our research: “On the
next scale from 0 (absolutely unacceptable) to 10 (absolutely acceptable), to what
extent do you think it is acceptable for a man to pay money to buy sexual services from
a woman?.”

In the second part of the questionnaire, the respondents were asked to provide some
information about themselves: age, sex and other demographic information, including
sexual orientation. Regarding information on attitudes, the following variables were
obtained from the questions included in the questionnaire. First, “Conformity to
masculine norms,” obtained using the validated “Conformity to Masculine Norms
Inventory-22” (CMNI-22) instrument developed by Burns and Mahalik (2008). It
contains 22 items answered on a 6-point Likert scale (1=“strongly disagree” to
6=“strongly agree”). An example of these items is “It would be awful if someone
thought I was gay.” The range of values is from 1.23 to 4.86 (see Table S20 in
Supplemental Material). Cronbach’s alpha is 0.731. The higher the score, the higher
the conformity to masculine normative messages. Second, “Anti-egalitarianism,” a
subscale of the validated “Social Dominance Orientation” (SDO) instrument developed
by Ho et al. (2015). It contains 4 items answered on a 6-point Likert scale (1=“strongly
disagree” to 6=“strongly agree”). An example of these items is “Group equality should
not be our primary goal.” The range of values is from 1 to 6. Cronbach’s alpha is 0.805.
The higher the score, the higher the anti-egalitarian attitudes. Third, “Economic
liberalism” is a single item variable answered on a 10-point Likert scale (0=“totally
in favor of the state putting limits on what can be bought or sold” to 10 = “totally
against of the state…”). Fourth, “Prostitution-violence” is a dichotomous variable
(1=“yes”; 0=“no”) which is the answer to the question of whether one is in favor or
against the following statement: “prostitution is a form of violence.” Finally, “Income
more than €2000,” is a dichotomous variable (1=“yes”; 0=“no”), obtained after dichot-
omizing an initial set of eight monthly net income categories.

HYPOTHETICAL SITUATION (of the sex market in Spain)

Purchasing sexual services is authorized in Spain and offering them is legally 

considered on a par with any other occupation

There is very little evidence that some of the women engaged in prostitution are 

victims of trafficking situations 

In most cases prostitution is carried out on the street or in informal places

A relevant part of the sex trade sector is controlled by pimp networks

An ambitious public policy aimed at promoting the health and rights of sex workers is 

being implemented

Fig. 1 Example of a vignette
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Sample

Data for this study were obtained from an email survey of 1000 respondents in
May 2020 through the web platform tickStat (www.tickstat.com), which in Spain
sells the data of the Cint Platform (www.cint.com). Cint has more than 100 million
panelists across 150 countries. This platform allows the automatic management of
complex quota configurations to fit any research need.

From the group of panelists over 16 years old residing in Spain, we drew a quota
sample of 1000 respondents. In order to ensure that our sample had some representa-
tiveness with this population group (people over 16 years old residing in Spain), 168
panelist respondent quotas were imposed based on the region of residence (NUTS1),
sex, age, cohabitation as a couple and employment status. These quotas were selected
to obtain a sample distribution similar to that of the Economically Active Population
Survey, which is a representative survey produced by the Spanish National Institute of
Statistics (Table S5 in Supplemental Material).

To obtain a sample with the appropriate quality in the responses, the completion and
sending of the questionnaires (by the panelist) were subject to the following restric-
tions: (1) belonging to any of the quotas mentioned above; (2) answering all the
questions (the system configuration required them to answer all the questions in order
for the questionnaire to be accepted); and (3) minimum response times were required:
minimum of 15 s to read the first screen with the basic instructions.

Once our sample of 1000 respondents had been obtained, we performed a data
cleansing process (Meade and Craig 2012). Three questionnaires were detected
exhibiting inconsistent responses. We excluded these three cases, so that the final
sample was n = 997 respondents.

In this final sample, 51.2% of respondents were female; average age was 45.7;
72.8% had a stable partner; 60.3% had children; 46.2% had university studies; and
52.2% had a job. For more information on the sample, see the Supplemental Material.

Prior to our sampling, we conducted a small pilot study with 101 respondents
(university students) in order to test the practicability of our vignette experiment and
to obtain empirical data for determining the required sample size in a power simulation.
We did not use this pilot sample in our study.

Analytical strategy

We use a linear model to estimate the effect of each of the five dimensions on the
dependent variable. As our experimental design is 100% D-efficient with random
respondent assignment to each deck, there is no correlation between the dimensions
and the heterogeneity of the respondents (observed and unobserved); i.e., the covariates
are uncorrelated with the error terms (Auspurg and Hinz 2015, pp. 91–92). Addition-
ally, each respondent evaluates four vignettes. This allows as to control for unobserv-
able cross-sectional (respondent) heterogeneity between individuals by using multilevel
random effects models (Auspurg et al. 2017). The first level of the model is the vignette
level, where the acceptability of buying sex is affected by the combination of the five
dimensions that appear in each vignette (and perhaps their interactions). The second
level of the model is the individual level. This second level captures the effect of
respondent heterogeneity on the acceptability of buying sex through individual

L. Escot et al.
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observed covariates and unobserved individual random effects. This respondent het-
erogeneity affects both the intercept term and also the slopes (factors coefficients) of the
first level. More specifically, the multilevel model we are going to estimate is (see Hox
et al. 2017):

yij ¼ β0 þ ∑
5

p¼1
βpxijp þ ∑

5

p¼1
∑
k>p

βpkxijpxijk þ uij

)
First vignetteð Þ level

β0 ¼ γ00 þ ∑
s
γ0sZjs þ u0

βp ¼ γp0 þ ∑
s
γpsZjs þ up

9>>>>=
>>>>;

Second individualð Þ level

where i is the vignette index (i = 1,…, 4); j is the individual index (with j = 1,…, 997);
yij is the level of acceptability corresponding to vignette i and individual j; xijp are the
five experimental dimensions (p = 1, …, 5); Zjs are the observed socio-demographic
individual variables, including interactions, s = 1,…, S); γ.. and βpk are the fixed effects;
u0, up (with p = 1, …, 5 ) are the random individual effects; and uij is the vignette error
term.

Substituting the second level effects (individuals) into the first level effects
(vignette) gives the joint specification of the model:

yij ¼ γ00 þ ∑
s
γ0sZjs þ ∑

5

p¼1
γp0xijp þ ∑

5

p¼1
∑
s
γpsZjs

� �
xijp

þ ∑
5

p¼1
∑
k>p

βpkxijpxijk þ uij þ u0s þ ∑
5

p¼1
upsxijp

That disaggregates the effect on each individual’s responses to each vignette yij into: a
common constant or intercept, γ00; the p =5 individual factors, xijp; the S variables for
the specific characteristics of each respondent, Zjs; the interactions of each individual
variable with each factor, xijpZjs; and the interactions among the factors, xijpxijk. In
addition, the last three elements include vignette random effects, uij; random intercepts
effects, u0; and random slopes effects, ∑5

p¼1upxijp. These random effects do not have a

coefficient associated with them. For these random effects (which all have zero mean),
we must estimate their variances and covariances. In the final models reported below,
not all individual characteristics and interactions have been included. Only those that
were statistically significant are reported.

Results

Tables S24 and S25 of the Supplemental Material show the existing associations
between the acceptability of buying sex and the independent variables included in

Can the legal framework for prostitution influence the...



our analysis. As a first preliminary result on the effect of our main dimension
(Decriminalized), it is worth noting that the mean score (on a scale of 0–10) obtained
for acceptability of buying sex was 3.99 when prostitution was decriminalized, and
3.18 when buying sexual services was criminalized (decriminalizing/criminalizing
ratio=1.26).

In order to analyze the extent to which the four hypotheses are confirmed, Table 2
shows the estimated results of four specifications of our multilevel model: model M1 only
includes the main effects of the five vignette dimensions; model M2 adds the individual
variables corresponding to the respondents’ characteristics; model M3 adds the two-way
interactions between Decriminalized and the No-trafficking and No-pimping dimensions;
model M4 adds the two-way interaction between Decriminalized and the Prostitution-
violence variable. In all cases, random individual effects were statistically significant,
showing the convenience of using the multilevel model regressions. All variances were
estimated using the robust restricted maximum likelihood method.

Regarding hypothesis 1 (decriminalization positively affects the acceptability of
buying sex), model 1 of Table 2 (and Fig. 2(1)) shows that the Decriminalized
dimension has a positive and statistically significant effect (b=0.126, p<0.001) on the
dependent variable (acceptability of buying sex). This effect is maintained when the six
variables relating to the respondents’ characteristics (model 2) are added to the five
dimensions of model 1. The experimental design used in this research allows us to
affirm that there is a positive causal relationship between the fact that prostitution is
(hypothetically) decriminalized (regarding the situation in which the client is criminal-
ized) and its acceptability. In other words, hypothesis 1 is confirmed. Models 1 and 2
also show that the other four dimensions had the expected effect on acceptability of
buying sex. They particularly show the important positive causal effect of No-
trafficking and No-pimping on the acceptability of buying sex. The Empower dimen-
sion shows only a marginally significant effect (p<0.10).

To test hypothesis 2 (the effect of Decriminalized on acceptability of buying sex is
more intense when considering vignettes where prostitution is carried out under
conditions of low risk of exploitation of sex workers), the corresponding interactions
of Decriminalized with the No-trafficking and No-pimping dimensions were consid-
ered. Statistically significant results (see model 3 of Table 2) were obtained in both
cases: b=0.058, p<0.001, for the interaction of Decriminalized with No-trafficking, and
b=0.056, p<0.01, for the interaction of Decriminalized with No-pimping. These mod-
erating effects are also shown in Figs. 2(2) and 2(3). In both figures, the effects (on
acceptability) of Decriminalized are crossed with those of No-trafficking and No-
pimping, respectively. The fact that the resulting lines are not parallel shows that such
interactions exist. With this result, hypothesis 2 is confirmed: the effect (positive sign)
of decriminalizing prostitution on its acceptability is greater if the respondents are faced
with hypothetical situations in which levels of trafficking and pimping are low (in both
figures, the upper line has a steeper slope than the one below). On the other hand, when
the vignettes show a situation in which sex workers are the victims of trafficking and
where a significant amount of the sex trade is controlled by pimps, that is, when they
are shown a situation in which sex workers practice their activity in generally precar-
ious conditions and at risk of sexual exploitation, there is a reduction in both the degree
to which respondents accept prostitution and the sensitivity of acceptability to its legal
status.
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We also considered, in an exploratory way, the interactions of Decriminalized with
the Indoor and Empower dimensions and no statistically significant results were
obtained for either of these (for that reason, we did not introduce these interactions in
the models estimated in Table 2).

To test hypothesis 3 (when respondents believe that prostitution is not a form of
violence, the effect of decriminalization on the acceptability of buying sex is stronger),
the interaction between Decriminalized and Prostitution-violence is added in model 4
of Table 2. The coefficient obtained is negative and statistically significant (b=−0.070,
p<0.001). Therefore, hypothesis 3 is confirmed: those who think that prostitution does
not always have to be a form of violence are less likely to categorically reject

Figure 2.1. “Decriminalized” (Model 1, Table 2). 

Figure 2.2. Interaction between “Decriminalized” and “No-

trafficking” (Model 3, Table 2). 

Figure 2.3. Interaction between “Decriminalized” and “No-

pimping” (Model 3, Table 2). 

Figure 2.4. Interaction between “Decriminalized” and 

“Prostitution-violence” (Model 4, Table 2). 

Figure 2.5. Interaction between “Decriminalized” and “Woman” 

(Table S30 in Supplemental Material). 

Fig. 2 Predictive margins for acceptability of buying sex
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prostitution and their judgments are more dependent on the situations shown in the
vignettes regarding the legal status of prostitution (see Fig. 2(4)).

Finally, as can be seen in models 2, 3 and 4, the dichotomous variable Woman has a
negative effect on acceptability of buying sex. For example, in model 4, we obtain:
b=−0.076, p<0.001. This means that the first part of hypothesis 4 is fulfilled: The
acceptability of buying sex is lower among female than among male respondents.
Furthermore, we estimated model 4 for the subsamples of women and men. The results
are shown in Table 3 and Fig. 3. The coefficient obtained for Decriminalized is higher
for men (b=0.114, p<0.000) than women (b=0.078, p<0.05) (see also Fig. 2(5)).
However, this difference is not statistically significant, according to the significance
test obtained for interaction Decriminalized*Woman (b=−0.036, p=0.382) in a pooled
interaction model (Table S30 in Supplemental Material). This means that the second
part of hypothesis 4 is not confirmed.

Discussion

Our experimental research shows that the legal framework for prostitution can influ-
ence the moral judgments individuals make about purchasing sex. Various descriptions
of hypothetical scenarios about prostitution in Spain were presented to the respondents
to elicit them to form judgements about the acceptability of purchasing sexual services
(by a man from a woman) in each of these scenarios. The most important dimension for
this study was the existence of two possible opposing regulatory frameworks: the
decriminalization of prostitution and the criminalization of the client. When prostitution
was hypothetically decriminalized, the mean score obtained for the dependent variable
acceptability (3.99, on a scale of 0–10) was 26% higher than it was when buying sex
was hypothetically criminalized (3.18). In an experimental and artificial environment
like ours, we believe that there are two mechanisms that may be operating to explain
this influence of the legal framework, as pointed out by Bilz and Nadler (2009). First,
the mechanism related to the informational influence of the law, which can be
considered as a heuristic process, in the sense that we rely on the nature of the message
source (the legal system) to make a quick judgment about the persuasiveness of the
information (“if the legal system considers that purchasing sex is something that must
be criminalized, then purchasing sex is wrong”). Second, the mechanism related to
group identification: if people believe that legal codes generally map onto the
community’s moral norms then the law can influence the construction of their own
moral judgments (“if the legal system considers that purchasing sex must be criminal-
ized, this means that the majority of the population thinks that purchasing sex is
wrong”).

The result just noted is consistent with the result obtained by Immordino and Russo
(2015). The findings of this study were based on comparing samples from countries
with different prostitution regimes, using the method of instrumental variables in order
to estimate causal relationships. We managed to obtain similar results in our research,
using a sample from a single country and a series of hypothetical situations (vignettes)
regarding prostitution.

The previous result is moderated by the context shown in the vignettes. When this
context establishes that levels of trafficking and pimping are low, then the legal

L. Escot et al.



Ta
bl
e
3

M
ul
til
ev
el
re
gr
es
si
on

fo
r
A
cc
ep
ta
bi
lit
y
of

bu
yi
ng

se
x
(r
an
do
m

in
te
rc
ep
t
an
d
sl
op
es

m
od
el
).
Su

bs
am

pl
es

of
m
en

an
d
w
om

en

M
5
(M

en
)

M
6
(W

om
en
)

V
ar
ia
bl
es

B
(S
E
)

b
B
(S
E
)

b

V
ig
ne
tte

di
m
en
si
on
s

D
ec
ri
m
in
al
iz
ed

0.
78
2
(0
.2
16
)
**
*

0.
11
4

0.
48
0
(0
.2
20
)
*

0.
07
8

N
o-
tr
af
fi
ck
in
g

0.
84
4
(0
.1
28
)
**
*

0.
12
3

0.
75
8
(0
.1
18
)
**
*

0.
12
3

In
do
or

0.
24
5
(0
.0
82
)
**

0.
03
6

0.
22
0
(0
.0
76
)
**

0.
03
6

N
o-
pi
m
pi
ng

0.
66
2
(0
.1
44
)
**
*

0.
09
7

0.
50
0
(0
.1
29
)
**
*

0.
08
1

E
m
po
w
er

0.
02
0
(0
.0
96
)

0.
00
3

0.
19
9
(0
.0
85
)
*

0.
03
2

R
es
po
nd
en
t
ch
ar
ac
te
ri
st
ic
s

Pr
os
tit
ut
io
n
is
vi
ol
en
ce

−2
.0
42

(0
.2
55
)
**
*

−0
.2
96

−2
.0
25

(0
.2
21
)
**
*

−0
.3
17

In
co
m
e
m
or
e
th
an

€2
00
0

0.
31
1
(0
.2
40
)

0.
04
1

0.
64
1
(0
.2
28
)
**

0.
08
6

E
co
no
m
ic
lib
er
al
is
m

0.
16
1
(0
.0
40
)
**
*

0.
13
5

0.
06
9
(0
.0
34
)
*

0.
06
4

C
on
fo
rm

ity
to

m
as
cu
lin
e
no
rm

s
0.
75
1
(0
.2
37
)
**

0.
11
2

0.
35
3
(0
.2
25
)

0.
05
0

A
nt
i-
eg
al
ita
ri
an
is
m

0.
16
7
(0
.1
22
)

0.
04
9

0.
24
6
(0
.1
01
)
*

0.
07
9

Sa
m
e-
le
ve
l
/
C
ro
ss
-l
ev
el
in
te
ra
ct
io
n

D
ec
ri
m
in
al
iz
ed

×
N
o-
tr
af
fi
ck
in
g

0.
53
1
(0
.1
73
)
**

0.
06
6

0.
46
5
(0
.1
57
)
**

0.
06
6

D
ec
ri
m
in
al
iz
ed

×
N
o-
pi
m
pi
ng

0.
34
1
(0
.2
33
)

0.
04
2

0.
63
9
(0
.2
11
)
**

0.
08
9

D
ec
ri
m
in
al
iz
ed

×
Pr
os
tit
ut
io
n
is
vi
ol
en
ce

−0
.5
12

(0
.2
08
)
*

−0
.0
62

−0
.4
79

(0
.1
96
)
*

−0
.0
73

C
on
st
an
t

0.
24
4
(0
.6
86
)

1.
16
0
(0
.6
29
)
†

R
an
do
m

in
te
rc
ep
t

SD
(c
on
st
an
t)

2.
77
5
(0
.1
30
)

2.
26
3
(0
.1
17
)

R
an
do
m

sl
op
es

SD
(D

ec
ri
m
in
al
iz
ed
)

1.
59
8
(0
.1
32
)

1.
56
8
(0
.1
24
)

Can the legal framework for prostitution influence the...



Ta
bl
e
3

(c
on
tin

ue
d)

M
5
(M

en
)

M
6
(W

om
en
)

V
ar
ia
bl
es

B
(S
E
)

b
B
(S
E
)

b

SD
(N

o-
tr
af
fi
ck
in
g)

1.
06
2
(0
.1
43
)

1.
23
9
(0
.1
19
)

SD
(I
nd
oo
r)

0.
81
7
(0
.1
60
)

0.
67
6
(0
.1
66
)

SD
(E
m
po
w
er
)

1.
07
8
(0
.1
59
)

0.
57
5
(0
.2
59
)

SD
(R
es
id
ua
l)

1.
41
4
(0
.0
57
)

1.
35
2
(0
.0
53
)

A
IC

89
57
.5
2

90
81
.4
0

C
on
di
tio

na
l
IC
C

0.
79
4

0.
73
7

N
V
ig
ne
tte
s
(O

bs
er
va
tio

ns
)

19
48

20
40

N
R
es
po
nd
en
ts
(G

ro
up
s)

48
7

51
0

N
ot
e.
M
od
el
s
es
tim

at
ed

us
in
g
ro
bu
st
re
st
ri
ct
ed

m
ax
im

um
lik

el
ih
oo
d
m
et
ho
d.
B
es
tim

at
ed

co
ef
fi
ci
en
ts
;S

E
st
an
da
rd

de
vi
at
io
n
in

pa
re
nt
he
se
s;
b
st
an
da
rd
iz
ed

co
ef
fi
ci
en
ts
;A

IC
A
ka
ik
e’
s

in
fo
rm

at
io
n
cr
ite
ri
on
;
IC
C
in
tr
ac
la
ss

co
rr
el
at
io
n.

A
ll
ra
nd
om

sl
op
es

ar
e
st
at
is
tic
al
ly

si
gn
if
ic
an
t
at

a
0.
05

si
gn
if
ic
an
t
le
ve
l.
R
an
do
m

ef
fe
ct
s:
co
rr
el
at
io
ns

es
tim

at
ed

bu
t
no
t
sh
ow

n.
P
-

va
lu
es
:
†
p<

0.
10
;
*p
<
0.
05
;
**
p<

0.
01
;
**
*p
<
0.
00
1

L. Escot et al.



framework has a considerably greater influence on the acceptability of buying sex. If
the levels of trafficking and pimping are low, the average acceptability score obtained is
38.7% higher in the decriminalization scenario than in the scenario where the client is
criminalized. In contrast, if trafficking and pimping levels are high, this average score is
only 18.9% higher in the decriminalization scenario than in the scenario where the
client is criminalized. Indeed, when it is assumed that there is a high risk of sex workers
being abused (high levels of trafficking and pimping), respondents tend to be more
likely to categorically reject men buying sexual services from women, so we see a
lower sensitivity in their responses to the proposed legal framework.

The personal characteristics of the respondents may also have a moderating effect.
This is the case for respondents who think that prostitution does not always have to be a
form of violence (compared to those who think that it is). Respondents who do not
think that prostitution is a form of violence are less likely to categorically reject
prostitution, and therefore their judgements are more dependent on the scenarios
regarding the legality of prostitution shown in the vignettes. Regarding the sex of the
participants, it is not surprising to see that the acceptability of buying sex is much lower
among female respondents (average score of acceptability=2.93) than male respondents
(average score of acceptability=4.26). This difference is in line with the literature
(Meneses et al. 2018), although in our case, the size of this difference is influenced
by the fact that in the formulation of our dependent variable we made the genderization
of prostitution more salient. However, although it seems that the effect of the decrim-
inalization of prostitution on the acceptability of buying sex is greater among men than
women, this difference is not statistically significant.

The present research exhibits some limitations, derived both from using hypothetical
and unreal situations and from the simplifications introduced in our experimental
design. Regarding the second, several improvements and extensions can be made to

Fig. 3 Multilevel regression (model 4) for acceptability of buying sex. Standardized coefficients estimated for
the subsamples of men and women (Table 3)
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our research for future studies. The distinction between female and male prostitution
could be included. More levels could be included in the “legal framework” dimension;
for example, a third level could be added that includes the regulatory model of “full
criminalization” (where both the sale and purchase of sex are punished); or the
regulation that exists in the country could be included as a control group. Samples
from countries with different legal regimes could be used (it would be particularly
interesting to know what result would be obtained in Sweden, the country most
representative of the Nordic model). Or, with a larger sample size, the effect of the
respondents’ sexual orientation could be considered.

In this research, based on a novel quantitative methodology, we have tried to
confirm that the law can have a symbolic impact on the moral judgments of individuals,
in line with the literature on law, psychology and morality (Bilz and Nadler 2009). In
addition, we have provided new causal empirical evidence in support of the idea that
the two proposed regulatory frameworks for regulating the sex trade—the decriminal-
ization of prostitution and the criminalization of the client—may not be neutral from
the point of view of their impact on the acceptability of buying sex, a result that may
have important policy implications.
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