
The prevailing discourse of Nordic exceptionalism is saturated by references 
to the region headlining various global indexes and indicators (Kirkebø 
et al., 2019). In 2015, Norway topped the Human Development Index and 
the Economist Intelligence Unit’s Democracy Index, was second in two rule 
of law and human rights indexes, and was third in the World Economic 
Forum’s Global Gender Gap Index (Langford and Schaffer, 2015: 26). This 
index-infused narrative is not surprising. It fits neatly with the rebranding of 
the Nordic region that occurred from the 1990s onwards. During the Cold 
War, the Nordics actively constructed an image for themselves as represent-
ing a peaceful middle way between the West and the East – ‘market[ing] 
a brand of rational/modern society and international order’ (Browning, 
2007: 36). Yet, following the fall of the Soviet Union and the decline of a 
bipolar world order, this imaginary lost traction – and the region was con-
fronted with a new competition-based multilateral order fuelled by eco-
nomic globalization, multipolar geopolitics, and rising nationalism (Angell 
and Mordhorst, 2015). In this competitive environment, indexes provided a 
ready-to-hand measure of policy achievement across multiple fields, with a 
high ranking communicating ‘excellence’ and ‘exceptionalism’.

The field of gender equality was soon engulfed by this index-based excep-
tionalism discourse. Gender equality figures prominently in the global nar-
rative on Nordic exceptionalism. It is ‘one of the most prominent hallmarks 
of the Nordic model’ (Melby et al., 2009: 4, quoted in Lister, 2009: 248) and 
‘integral to Scandinavian citizenship’ (Ellingsæter and Leira, 2006: 7; and the 
Nordics ‘have distinguished themselves through their active work to promote 
gender equality’ (Nordic Council of Ministers, 2006: 7). The Nordic gender 
brand is so powerful that any apparent deviation from gender equality in 
practice – such as Denmark’s poor performance in many indices of gender 
equality (Kirk, 2019) – is framed as an outlier rather than a challenge to the 
idea of a Nordic model, or simply not mentioned. Likewise, global indexes are 
mobilized as central evidence and artefacts in the many descriptions of Nordic 
gender equality success. Gender equality figured prominently in the early wave 
of global indexes, and the Nordics performed strongly in the first two, which 
were launched by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) in  
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1995: the Gender Development Index and the Gender Inequality Index. The 
impact of these indexes on the way media reported about gender issues can be 
witnessed in their distillation into simple slogans or brands (Aspeli, 2018; Bre-
deveien, 2018). A media analysis in Norwegian newspapers of the phrase ‘the 
world’s most gender-equal country’ (‘verdens mest likestilte’) showed a rapid 
increase in the use of the phrase from 2006 (see Figure 10.1).

In this chapter, we examine critically the rise of global indexes and ask 
how they helped build and shape the idea of Nordic gender exceptional-
ism, as the region’s members moved from being Cold War–era ‘middle way 
countries’ to the ‘top of the world’ in the age of globalization. In the wake 
of the index revolution, we find a critical scholarship that raises questions 
about the material construction of such indices (Apaza, 2009) and a broader 
social scientific scholarship highlighting their symbolic power in shaping 
perceptions and policies (Mennicken and Espeland, 2019; Mau, 2020; Davis 
et al., 2012). As indexes constitute a new form of power, they have naturally 
attracted sceptical inquiry. Indexes help secure attention and influence, el-
evate status and moral authority, and, in the process, create new social and 
symbolic hierarchies, global winners and losers.

We begin the chapter by tracing the rise of global indexes and the lit-
erature on their limitations and constructive power, thereafter present-
ing critically the Nordic rankings across 78 global and 8 gender-specific 
indexes. This enables us to better understand which features of gender 
equality are captured by the indicators and what the rankings communi-
cate symbolically. We conclude by analysing the presence of indicators in 
gender- equality discourse, with a focus on the role of media diffusion. In 
so doing, we make two principal arguments: (1) that indexes powerfully and 
peculiarly shape the discourse on Nordic gender exceptionalism and (2) that 
their constructive limitations and constituent power are often underplayed 
in policy discussions.

Figure 10.1  Norwegian articles on ‘the world’s most gender-equal country’ over 
time.
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Ranking the world

Terms like ‘indicator’ and ‘index’ refer to a ‘statistic that aims at combining 
scientific authority with normative authority’ (Davies, 2015: 285), a system-
atic presentation of information that allows for comparison among units 
over time. Indicators are ‘globally circulating knowledge technologies that 
can be used to quantify, compare and rank virtually any complex field of 
human affairs’ through the creation and defining of social phenomena by 
naming them and attaching them to data (Davis et al., 2012: 5). Today, they 
are ubiquitous, ranging from the Sustainable Development Goals to the Hu-
man Development Index (HDI) and the World Bank’s Ease of Doing Busi-
ness Index. Kelley and Simmons (2015) chart a 2,000% increase in ‘global 
performance indexes’ in the period 1994–2014, accompanied by an expan-
sion in themes that move beyond core socio-economic issues.

To be sure, indicators established themselves early in national and inter-
national governance (Gates, 1975). However, the creation of global indexes – 
combining a set of indicators in a summary and ranked form – was often the 
result of one-off experiments by experts in their respective fields without or-
ganizational support. This stands in contrast with how index production is 
integrated today as part of regular and long-term activities of an assemblage 
of organizations, classified formally as Ranking and Rating Organizations 
(RROs) (Cooley and Snyder, 2015). These RROs extend beyond interna-
tional organizations to encompass corporations, civil society organizations 
and activists, with 75% of the leading global indexes being produced in the 
USA (Kelley and Simmons, 2015). Some of these RROs, such as Freedom 
House, assemble large teams of analysts and expert advisors (up to 125 ana-
lysts and 40 advisors in the case of the Freedom in the World Index) (Ringel 
et al., 2020: 41).

The reasons for this turn to quantification are diverse. Mau (2020) re-
fers to the engines of economization and digitalization as important forces. 
Economization is represented by the turn towards markets and market 
mechanisms and the ascendance of evaluation criteria related to efficiency 
and performance. Digitalization makes the collection, storage and analysis 
of data substantially more accessible, quicke, and easier. Furthermore, in-
dicators provide a mutually acceptable means of assessment where there is 
distrust (Rosga and Satterthwaithe, 2009: 280), providing a low-cost means 
of accountability and control. Advocates and activists can make problems 
visible; and businesses and governments can monitor and control behav-
iour. Indexes are also an ideal communications tool. Offering clear, compre-
hensible and simple snapshots of complex situations, indicators constitute 
a ‘technology of distance’ that is ‘well suited for communication that goes 
beyond the boundaries of locality and communication’ (Porter, 1995: viii, 
ix). For news media, indexes helpfully simplify complex issues, provide 
ready-made narratives (some nations go up, others down), and satiate public 
interest in issues such as national security and identity.
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Despite playing an important instrumental role, indicators and indexes 
have two primary limitations, related to their statistical quality (construc-
tion) and sociological impact (unintended and intended effects). 

First, in relation to statistical quality, it is worth briefly rehearsing the 
common critiques. Indexes may suffer from a lack of construct validity be-
cause they provide a poor or over-simplistic representation of a phenomenon 
being represented. For example, the global Gender Empowerment Measure 
measures only the formal (not substantive) participation of women in pol-
itics and workplaces. Moreover, indexes may suffer from a lack of reliable 
and valid data. Recorded observations may not be an accurate reflection of 
the reality being measured, data may be missing, human bias and error or 
state interference may have affected data creation, different contexts may 
affect respondent answers, and the selection of weightings for respondent 
groups or indicators in an index may be incorrect. Finally, global indexes 
suffer often from the challenge of excessive aggregation. Seeking to amass 
many and widely varying countries and issues in a single scale often results 
in excessive simplification and a lack of differentiation. One common result 
is data truncation (Barsh, 1993: 102–103; Landman, 2004: 923). High-income 
countries are bunched at the top of the index, and it is rare to find analy-
sis on whether there are statistically significant differences in the different 
countries’ rankings.

A second set of challenges concern the interpretation and effects of in-
dexes and indicators. What indicators ‘actually communicate, and to whom, 
may not be what their producers and promulgators sought to communicate’ 
(Davis et al., 2012: 11). A common effect is the focus on the measurable. 
As Davis et al. (2012: 9) remind us, indicators embody a ‘theoretical claim 
about the appropriate standards for evaluating actors’ conduct’. If an indi-
cator is loosely matched with a standard or simply achieves prominence, it 
can quickly take on a normative life of its own. Indicators inevitably become 
substitutes for the phenomena that they are measuring – ‘what gets meas-
ured gets managed’ – rendering the indicator itself, not what it is measuring, 
the focus of social action. This includes setting the policy agenda or defining, 
maintaining and developing a problem field. For example, a consequence of 
new indexes related to ‘good governance’ is the introduction of the notion 
of ‘failed’ or ‘failing’ states (Andrews, 2008). Concepts and measurements 
introduced by RROs gain high salience and will influence how we identify, 
frame, construct, and respond to global problems.

Another effect of indexes is their mobilization of competitive modes of ac-
tion and broader use in political economy (Mau, 2020). Global performance 
indexes are a form of economic and political capital that can be used by var-
ious actors for a wide variety of purposes, which may extend beyond the 
policy problem that initially motivated the creation of a particular index. 
This secondary use is especially potent in the branding of nations. Rankings 
help construct a politics of global competition by creating a single political 
imaginary (Erkkilä and Piironen, 2018) – often through methods such as 
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national reputation management and nation-branding. Angell and Mord-
horst (2014: 186) explain that national reputation management constitutes 
a globalization of nationalism in two senses. First, ‘it changes the focus of 
national identity … to a more external orientation in which the state uses the 
country’s national reputation to promote its interests in the global market-
place’. Second, ‘national reputation management moves nationalism out of 
its traditional political, cultural and ideological field and into the domain of 
global competition for prosperity – that is, into a commercial field’.

Contemporary indexes facilitate this competition by providing ready-
made tools for comparison. Indeed, the core of the nation-branding move-
ment is the Nation Brand Index. However, the competition is not confined 
to pure commercial interests, as indexes have become a new way for states to 
build political capital and secure political influence (Kelley and Simmons, 
2015; Beaumont and Towns, 2018). Indicators create a ‘social pressure’ by 
focusing international attention on low-performing nations and organiza-
tions, and they provide valuable political capital for states or other actors 
jostling for political influence (Moss and Langford, 2020).

A final effect is the divergent causal explanations that may be mobilized 
by the same index or a diversity of indexes. On the one hand, indexes can 
strengthen or facilitate the circulation of concepts that incorporate the 
‘core value’ in a country’s success. A recent and somewhat amusing ex-
ample is the explosion of interest in and emergence of a global market for 
the Danish concept of ‘hygge’ – a common Danish and Norwegian word 
for a form of comfort. After Denmark was named the happiest country in 
the world in the 2012, 2013 and 2016 World Happiness Reports, the con-
cept of ‘hygge’ started to circulate.1 Today, there are bestselling books,2 
webpages3 and seminar series4 set up in the spirit of – or to sell – ‘hygge’. 
On the other hand, rankings and shifts in them generate, almost instan-
taneously, a demand for a readily available theory of change. To take the 
example of the World Happiness Report again, newspaper discussions of 
why Switzerland was the happiest country in the world in 2015 included 
the feature of low taxation levels; but, for Denmark in 2016, discussions 
pointed to the inverse – namely high levels of taxation (Kirkebø et al., 
2019). While more serious analyses of the causes of happiness engage with 
these competing explanations, the conflicting narratives can live on in 
parallel fashion in the public sphere.

An example of diverse or contradictory explanations can be seen in the 
field of gender equality. Within the Nordic region, different rankings are 
mobilized to portray Denmark as either a champion of gender equality or a 
low performer in comparison with the other Nordic countries. Whereas it is 
ranked as number 14 in the World Economic Forum’s Global Gender Gap 
Index, which has led to discussions as to why Denmark scores so poorly 
(Kirk, 2019), other rankings, such as the recent Equal Measures 2030 in 
which Denmark achieved the top score, made it possible for a campaign to 
brand Copenhagen as ‘the world leader in gender equality’.5
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Constructing global gender indexes

To understand the role of rankings in helping shape ideas of Nordic ex-
ceptionalism, Byrkjeflot et al. (2018) looked at 78 relevant global indexes.6 
These were identified in targeted searches and the list assembled by Cooley 
and Snyder (2015). The indexes were categorized across seven different issue 
areas: social, economic, infrastructure, governance, global contributions, 
global perspectives and gender.7 The organizations producing the indicators 
are diverse and were classified as civil society, corporation/interest group, 
research institute, or international organization.8

The average ranking in each category for each Nordic state is shown in 
Figure 10.2. From a general perspective, there are two notable trends. First, 
the Nordics perform extremely strong on all indexes, although slightly less 
so on economic and infrastructure indexes. Second, the performances of 
Iceland and Finland do not always match those of the other Scandinavian 
states – which suggests that we might need to think in terms of Scandina-
vian rather than Nordic exceptionalism.

For present purposes, what is of interest is that Figure 10.2 shows that 
the highest-ranked category for the Nordics after global contributions (e.g. 
aid) is gender. This category is composed of eight gender indexes, which 
are listed in Table 10.1 along with the last-known ranking for each Nordic 
country. These indexes are: (1) the Gender Empowerment Measure; (2) the 
Gender Development Index; (3) the Gender Inequality Index; (4) the Gender 
Equality Index; (5) the Global Gender Gap Index; (6) the Where To Be Born 
Index; (7) the Mothers Index and (8) the Social Institutions and Gender In-
dex. Not all of these indexes are focused solely on equality (nos 5–6), or are 
global (nos 7–8) or numerical (no. 8). Nonetheless, the overall pattern is gen-
erally clear. In the seven numerical indexes, the Nordics possess an average 
ranking of 3.6, with the Scandinavian bloc performing most strongly.

When we examine the construction of these eight gender indexes and the 
reported results more closely, several observations can be made. First, the 
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selection and construction of indicators is the subject of critical statistical 
literature. For example, the UNDP’s Gender Development Index (GDI) was 
first launched in 1995 to adjust the yearly Human Development Index (HDI) 
scores for the extent to which achievements on income, life expectancy, 
health and education were shared among men and women.

The GDI faced early criticism though, especially from Bardhan and 
Klasen (1999), and was subsequently revised. Nonetheless, the same authors 
later argued that caution should be exercised still in interpreting and apply-
ing the revised index in relation to high-performing countries. This is be-
cause of concerns with construct validity (choice of constituent indicators) 
and truncation (small differences between high-income countries in the in-
dicators). ‘All this tells us’, Bardhan and Klasen continue, ‘is that gender 
bias in the very crude indicators used in the HDI – life expectancy, literacy, 
gross enrolments, and ‘adjusted’ income – [is] indeed very small in most rich 
countries’. Yet, they conclude by noting:

At the same time, this does not mean that more subtle gender inequali-
ties do not exist in rich countries […] that may have a substantial impact 
on human development. It is just that the HDI and GDI are too crude 
to pick up these more subtle inequalities.

(Bardhan and Klasen, 2000: 194)

The implications of these concerns become clear when one compares the Nor-
dics on a neglected indicator such as parental leave. Norway and Sweden have 
adopted policies that push fathers to take parental leave, while Denmark has 
taken a very different approach, with a weaker institutionalization of leave 
conditions and greater focus on individual freedom for each family. In Den-
mark, the focus is less on gender equality and more on children’s rights (Bor-
chorst and Siim, 2008). However, the highly aggregated scores above do not 
provide this level of understanding or nuance: Denmark significantly outper-
forms Sweden in the GDI but not on this dimension of gender development.

Likewise, the Gender Empowerment Measure has been criticized on meas-
urement grounds. The index includes formal measures of women’s empow-
erment: share of parliamentary seats; share of administrative, professional, 
technical and managerial positions; and share of earned income. Yet, even 
though the index ‘captures some aspects of female agency, it is questionable 
how well the GEM measure at present fully captures economic and political 
power held by women and their role in the development process’ (Bardhan and 
Klasen, 1999: 1000). This concern, however, is more relevant to those countries 
with strong use of quotas in formal representative bodies with little power, 
such as China and Cuba. A more relevant critique for the Nordics is that there 
are reliability challenges in comparing industries across countries and that in-
dexes do not take into account strong internal regional disparities within coun-
tries (Pillarisetti and McGillivray, 1998: 202; Kirkebø and Langford, 2019).



Creating gender exceptionalism 199

Second, the choice of data has been subject to critique. A common element 
in global indexes is expert panels or survey data (Kirkebø and Langford, 
2019). The Global Gender Gap Index from the World Economic Forum is 
a case in point, as it includes surveys of executives alongside statistics from 
international organizations. The risk is that images of certain countries 
become reinforcing. In the Global Gender Gap Index, the Nordics score 
very highly, and their performance is particularly strong on two of the five 
areas measured: politics and economic participation. Such an index allows 
Denmark to rank quite highly, yet other long-standing indexes show Den-
mark lagging significantly behind on pay gap and participation. In relation 
to equal pay, Denmark is ranked at 52, whereas it is ranked 102 in relation 
to female participation in business (Kolberg, 2020). Indeed, less than 10% 
of businesses have a female leader, with a greater number being led by men 
called Lars (Knudsen, 2018).

Third, indexes can be interpreted in problematic ways, especially through 
the conflation of relative and absolute performance. Rankings do exactly 
what the term suggests – they rank; they do not provide any information 
about whether the level of performance is satisfactory. In practice, however, 
they are often interpreted in absolute terms. This unintended consequence 
was noted early with the Gender Development Index: ‘As expected, no coun-
try has a GDI as high as its HDI, suggesting that all countries have some 
gender gaps in at least one of their components’ (Bardhan and Klasen, 1999: 
989).

The role and power of global gender indexes

Moving beyond statistical questions, the potential power of indexes on Nor-
dic gender exceptionalism discourse is arguably palpable. To study this, we 
performed a quantitative media content analysis of the role of indexes in 
strengthening gender exceptionalism. Using the global m360 media retrieval 
service, we identified 6,809 articles in English-speaking online media con-
taining the words ‘Nordic’ and ‘index’ in the period between January 2012 
and 30 June 2018. The most commonly mentioned thematic words – which 
are the subject of indexes or objects of substantive comparison – are listed 
in Figure 10.3. Two of the most common themes are the performance of the 
business and pharmaceutical sectors, but a range of socio-economic themes 
also feature strongly, such as happiness, work, technology and war. What is 
most striking, though, is the prominence of gender. ‘Women and girls’ are 
the fourth most-mentioned, and ‘gender’ the sixth most-mentioned.

How are we to interpret these results? A decision tree analysis of linked 
phrases and words shows not only that gender is prominent, but also how 
global indexes in general power the discourse of Nordic gender excep-
tionalism. On the one hand, many media articles refer to specific gender- 
specific indexes. One newspaper article discussing this index, on female 
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participation in the technology industry, contains the following discussion 
of a low performer:

[India’s Global Gender Gap Index ranking has declined with] a widen-
ing of its gender gaps in Political Empowerment… healthy life expec-
tancy and basic literacy.

And then a high performer:

[Iceland] has closed more than 87% of its overall gender gap… the first 
in the world to [make] ‘paying men more than women’ illegal.

On the other hand, many of the decision trees concern other non-gender in-
dexes, yet still address gender. When this occurs, the high performers (often 
some Nordic countries) are mentioned together with low or other perform-
ers. For example, looking at a specific article, which discusses a global index 
on competitiveness, we see one way in which gender enters:

The 2018 Global Talent Competitiveness Index benchmarks how coun-
tries and cities expand, attract and retain talent…. The Nordic countries 
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score remarkably well on most variables related to collaboration, inter-
nal openness, social mobility and gender equality but they struggle in 
external openness….. Norway again tops the index.

(NBR, 2018, emphasis added)

This broader focus on gender across many different indexes reveals a sim-
ple but powerful phenomenon: There is a gender dimension to almost all 
datasets. Indicators are often disaggregated by gender – as it is the easiest 
background characteristic to measure (a binary in most cases) and has been 
measured for a long time. Alternatively, as in the example of the Global 
Talent Competitiveness Index above, a gender dimension is included in the 
index. The result is that, in the discussion of virtually any index, there is a 
good chance that countries that perform well or poorly on its gender dimen-
sion are mentioned. Thus, what is powerful for the purposes of discourse is 
not just the specific gender indexes but gender performance in all indexes.

Moving beyond the role of indexes in diffusing and strengthening Nordic 
gender exceptionalism, some comments on the broader power of indexes 
on shaping our understanding of Nordic gender equality are warranted. As 
foreshadowed, the power of gender indexes to mobilize contrasting images 
of the Nordics is also apparent. Like Kirk (2019), Teigen and Skjeie (2017) 
place Denmark consistently below the other Nordic countries on most in-
dicators, and identify Sweden as the frontrunner. Yet, other indexes show 
Denmark performing at a level that is just as high as that of the other Nor-
dic countries. This illustrates how the Nordic model may be sustained even 
when there is a controversy related to the performance of some of the coun-
tries associated with the model.

Equally, there is the power of indicators in driving causal explanations. 
For example, examining national statistics from the Nordic countries in the 
1990s, Skevik (2006: 260) points out that Nordic mothers raising their child 
alone are less likely to live in poverty than other mothers in a similar situ-
ation.9 Skevik attributes this to the Nordic approach to parental leave and 
the high degree of employment for women, although the analysis does not 
indicate a causal relationship between the two. Frazer and Marlier (2007) 
come to a similar conclusion as Skevik, pointing to inclusive family policies, 
including parental leave, as an explanation for comparatively less family 
poverty in the Nordic countries. Reflecting on statistics measuring division 
of labour in the home, Lister (2009: 261) argues, however, that the belief in 
the effectiveness of policies among the Nordics weighs heavier than the ac-
tual effect of the policies.

However, the effect is not only global – it may also be national. The 
branding of nations may be intentionally or unintentionally directed at a 
domestic audience (Moss and Langford, 2020). Towns (2002) argues that the 
gender-equality identity created and branded in Sweden has divisive effects. 
She argues that ‘this equality discourse has also become implicated in a 
new inequality, namely the hierarchical categorization of the population of 
Sweden into “Swedes” and “immigrants”’ (Towns, 2002: 157). The gendered 
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effects of national self-understanding can also be evident in discussions of 
LGBT rights. Populist critiques of migrants have politicized the conserva-
tism of certain migrant communities on the question of sexual minorities – 
culminating in the emergence of a homonationalist discourse (Puar, 2007). 
Interestingly, Freude and Bosch (2020) find that Sweden has the fourth- 
largest homonational grouping in its population – with a high correlation 
between LGBT tolerance and racism.

This ‘dark side’ of index success deserves greater attention. Do positive 
rankings have a negative effect on willingness to impose new regulation or 
policy to tackle gender issues, given the comparative achievement of the 
Nordics, or provide easy ammunition for populist critiques? Moreover, in 
a global perspective, does the possibility of influencing policy development 
lead to an overplaying of regional success, as we see, for example, when 
Norwegian officials cooperate with EU officials to develop European poli-
cies on prostitution and gender equality, branding and conceptualizing the 
Nordic model of criminalisation of sex purchase in the process (Langford 
and Skilbrei, 2021)?

Conclusion

This chapter has argued that contemporary understandings of Nordic gen-
der exceptionalism cannot be divorced from the role of global indexes. These 
indexes are regularly called upon and mobilized to justify images and im-
aginaries of gender exceptionalism in the Nordic region, as others have also 
noted in this book. This chapter has argued that global indexes may con-
tribute to the shaping of Nordic gender exceptionalism in two discrete ways.

The first is that the prominence of gender in the reporting of indexes (both 
general and gender-specific) creates and maintains a ‘background’ discourse10 
on Nordic exceptionalism. This is driven by the inherent forces within sta-
tistical constructions: Gender is easily operationalizable and thus easily 
included as an element in an index or a background attribute for disaggrega-
tion. It is also shaped by the structure of indicator discourse. Index narratives 
commonly include high and low performers, or those improving or worsen-
ing their position. Thus, the index discourse is arguably constantly skewed 
towards the production of a narrative on Nordic gender exceptionalism.

The second is that global indexes have created a new discourse for gender 
exceptionalism: policy characteristics and achievements are often expressed 
quantitatively in competitive and ranked form. Parsing these developments, 
this chapter has sought to shed light on the statistical underpinnings and 
limitations of the indexes and their latent authority in policy discussions – in 
other words, their constructive and constituent power. It is argued that some 
caution should be exercised in their naïve reception and use. The simplifi-
cation and resilience of gender indexes occlude a range of gender-equality 
paradoxes in the Nordic region and the politics behind their mobilization.



Creating gender exceptionalism 203

Notes
 1 See Green (2016, 2017). 
 2 See, for example, Wiking (2016); see Higgins (2016) for a list of books on hygge.
 3 See https://www.hyggelife.com/.
 4 See https://www.hygge.nyc/.
 5 For the branding of Copenhagen, see Lubanski (2019); for the ranking, see Equal 

Measures 2030 (2019).
 6 A full overview of indexes and their classification is found online at https://

www.uio.no/english/research/strategic-research-areas/nordic/research/ 
research-groups/nordic-branding/research-projects/dataset-of-indexes.html. 
As this chapter focuses on the Nordic countries, indexes that do not include a 
majority of the Nordic countries have been excluded from the analysis. Most of 
the Nordic countries are included in all indexes, but Iceland appears in fewer 
than the rest.

 7 Social indexes include those that focus on social issues – that is, social justice, re-
ligion, child survival, happiness and hunger. Economic indexes measure degree 
of globalization, innovation, tax and finance. Infrastructure includes access to 
internet, connectedness and access to data. Governance indicators deal with 
issues of democracy, freedom, rule of law and peace. There are comparatively 
fewer global contributions and global perspectives indexes. For the former, we 
have included commitment to philanthropy and development; for the latter, 
passport power and good country/nation brands. The last category on gender 
includes indexes that have a gender perspective, measuring development, em-
powerment and gender gaps.

 8 No states were directly responsible for their production even though they were 
included as possible actors in the initial coding manual.

 9 In another study, Skevik (2006b: 225) compares poverty in the Nordic countries 
to that in the UK and Netherlands. In the Nordics, the poverty rate is between 
5% and 17%, while the rate for the UK and the Netherlands is 40%.

 10 See Schmidt (2008: 304) on discursive institutionalism and the power of chang-
ing ideas in shaping ‘background ideational abilities’.
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