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Study background 
The relationship between gender equality and domestic violence is difficult to estimate due to 
its sensitive nature, and the theoretical predictions diverge.  While some studies find a 
negative relationship, as predicted by household bargaining theory, others find a positive 
relationship, as predicted by models of male backlash. Furthermore, little is known about the 
relationship between domestic violence and gender norms.  
 
Objective 
I study the relationship between household-level gender equality and domestic violence using 
wives’ share of household income and their health care visits for assault. I contribute to the 
literature by being the first to use individual level data and a wide-covering but objective 
measure of violence, thus avoiding any caveats associated with self-reported data and 
aggregate measures. 
 
Data and methods 
I use high-quality, administrative data from the 2001-2011 Swedish Interdisciplinary Panel to 
estimate the relationship both non-parametrically and parametrically. Using a shift-share 
instrument to isolate demand-driven exogenous changes in relative income I am able to test 
the bargaining power hypothesis against other explanations.   
 
Results 
I show that the relationship between wives’ relative income and domestic violence is U-
shaped, hence, the association is negative when husbands make more money, but positive 
when wives make more money. My results therefore support both bargaining power and male 
backlash effects, depending on which spouse earns relatively more. However, using 
exogenous variation in relative income I detect no casual evidence of bargaining power 
effects. I find that violence is minimized where spouses make fairly equal amounts of money 
and highest where couples are violating traditional gender norms. These associations are 
strongest for couples from lower socio-economic groups. 
 
Main conclusion 
My results indicate that traditional gender norms may play an important role in determining 
the relationship between relative income and domestic violence, even in presumably gender-
equal Sweden. 
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