
CHAPTER 10  

Shedding Light on People’s Social Media 
Concerns Through Political Party Preference, 

Media Trust, and Immigration Attitudes 

Sanna Malinen, Aki Koivula, Teo Keipi, and Arttu Saarinen 

Introduction 

Social media have brought many positive things to political life: they 
facilitate the expression of opinions, set a lower threshold for polit-
ical participation, change internal logics of political movements, and 
expand people’s information resources (see Bennett & Segerberg, 2013). 
However, there is a darker side of online participation, as social media 
are known to facilitate the spread of misinformation, targeted attacks in 
the form of hate speech, affective polarisation, and political disagreement
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(Barnidge, 2017; Boutyline & Willer, 2017; Del Vicario et al., 2016; 
Keipi et al., 2017). 

Hybrid is the best word to describe the twenty-first century media 
system. Information is consumed, circulated, and interacted with in many 
different public arenas by multiple actors’ agenda setters (Chadwick, 
2013). This means that traditional elite-driven media news production 
has become challenged by horizontal online political communication 
actors, such as fake news sites (Hatakka, 2019). The spread of fake 
news has recently gained a great deal of attention in public discussion 
due to its highly partisan nature and growth in conjunction with the 
popularity of social media (Kahan, 2017; Van Bavel & Pereira, 2018). 
Internet-mediated communication and social media have also offered new 
information platforms for those political ideologies that are not covered 
by traditional media. As presented in a study from Sweden, recently 
anti-immigration and racist views have become prevalent in social media 
discussions and people spread this type of content either intentionally or 
without checking its reliability (Ekman, 2019). Therefore, social media 
companies have been accused of enabling the massive spread of problem-
atic content. Some features of platform infrastructure, particularly their 
vague policies, decontextualised content moderation system, and the algo-
rithmic content curation that promotes content that attracts reactions in 
users, are driving the circulation of problematic content (Ekman, 2019; 
Nikunen, 2018). 

Misinformation has become so widespread in the online context that 
the World Economic Forum (2014; Del Vicario et al., 2016) has listed 
it as one of the main threats to society. Because the online social media 
environment lacks third-party filtering, fact-checking, or editorial judge-
ment on news content (Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017), users have direct 
access to all manner of information and peer networks that become 
primary sources of news content. When the number of relevant infor-
mation sources decreases, speculation, rumours, and mistrust are likely 
to flourish (Sunstein & Vermeule, 2009). At worst, this may lead to 
reinforcement of confirmation biases, segregation, and polarisation at the 
expense of the quality of information (Del Vicario et al., 2016). Misinfor-
mation and other problematic content tend to spread quickly online, at a 
pace faster than accurate information, due to social media users preferring 
to share novel and emotionally triggering content, which they assume will 
interest their peers (Vosoughi et al., 2018). Affective factors play a large 
role in the circulation of misinformation and rumours; when they trigger



10 SHEDDING LIGHT ON PEOPLE’S … 201

feelings such as fear or anger, they are far more likely to be circulated 
(Sunstein & Vermeule, 2009). 

As daily life continues to be mediated by social media, the links 
to political ideology become highly relevant in better understanding of 
how various population groups view information, trust, and expression. 
Whereas researchers have extensively examined the links between polit-
ical ideology, fake news, and media trust in the United States, Finland 
provides a valuable contrast as a multiparty system in a mature informa-
tion society. With this population-wide study, we provide a new viewpoint 
on people’s social media concerns through media trust, political ideology, 
and immigration attitudes. 

This chapter investigates how three social-media-related concerns 
addressing misinformation and disinformation are explained by political 
party preferences, media trust, and immigration attitudes. We state two 
research questions: 

1. How is political party preference associated with social-media-
related concerns? 

2. To what extent are media trust and immigration attitudes related 
to party differences when assessing attitudes towards social-media-
related concerns? 

The chapter is structured as follows: first, we introduce the specific 
characteristics of the changing media landscape, then second, we focus 
on the relationship between Finnish political parties and media. Finally, 
we present our empirical research design including data, methods, results, 
and discussion. 

Hate Speech, Fake News, and Political Ideology 

Online media have facilitated democracy and deliberative participation 
by providing new and accessible platforms for political discussion and 
information consumption (Papacharissi, 2004; Santana,  2014). However, 
an abundance of evidence shows that in the online context, the tone 
of discussions can quickly turn uncivil and aggressive. This has been 
explained by anonymity (Santana, 2014), the absence of face-to-face 
contact (Papacharissi, 2004), infrequent and indirect comments (Coe 
et al., 2014), or social media users’ more extensive and ideologically
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diverse networks compared to nonusers (Barnidge, 2017). Overall, hateful 
or disrespectful tones can weaken the quality of political discussion 
online, and, accordingly, harm democracy (Massaro & Stryker, 2012; 
Papacharissi, 2004). 

The term fake news , which is generally used to denote fabricated news 
stories purporting to be accurate, surfaced in 2016 and was frequently 
used during the Brexit vote and the American presidential election. Unlike 
the term misinformation, fake news refers to false information, which is 
created and spread deliberately and disguised as credible news for polit-
ical or financial gain (Shin & Thorson, 2017; Silverman, 2017; Vargo  
et al., 2017). The societal consequences of fake news and misinforma-
tion have not yet been extensively studied, but they may affect voting 
decisions and increase mistrust towards governments (Einstein & Glick, 
2015; Weeks & Garrett, 2014). Fake news and partisan media seem to 
be focused on themes such as anti-immigration, international relations, 
and religion, which are also themes highlighted by populist parties. Along 
with their popularity, fake news sites also influence traditional media 
because they can push their topics into the broader news media (Vargo 
et al., 2017). For example, the most significant Finnish fake media actor 
MV-journal (currently UMV-journal) has focused mostly on spreading 
anti-immigration views. Similarly, to many other anti-immigration actors 
on social media, it circulates mainstream news about immigration with a 
focus on crime or other negative topics (Ekman, 2019). 

In the contemporary public discussion about fake news and misin-
formation, tension between demands for freedom of speech and control 
of inappropriate content—such as hate speech—is ongoing. It can even 
be said that in the current political climate within Finland—the context 
of this study—the concept of “freedom of speech” has to some extent 
become politicised as it is often applied to justify sharp criticism on 
immigration or even racist slander. As noted by Pöyhtäri et al. (2013), 
the recent discussion around hate speech has been somewhat confusing 
because it mixes up illegal comments that are likely to lead to punishment, 
with mere inappropriate behaviour. 

“Hate speech” is a broad term used to denote negative and harmful 
tones of discussion. However, the conception of what is hateful has 
remained highly controversial. In the United Nations Strategy and Plan 
of Action, hate speech is defined as:
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any kind of communication in speech, writing or behaviour, that attacks or 
uses pejorative or discriminatory language with reference to a person or a 
group on the basis of who they are, in other words, based on their religion, 
ethnicity, nationality, race, colour, descent, gender or other identity factor. 
(2019) 

Notably, hate speech is typically aimed at silencing people, for instance, 
preventing professional journalists and experts from doing their work 
(Pöyhtäri et al., 2013). Given these definitions, hate speech presents a 
challenging dilemma in terms of what is acceptable under freedom of 
expression and what is not. 

Current research has shown that populist parties benefit more from 
social media than other political actors (Zhuravskaya et al., 2019). For 
example, it is widely acknowledged that populist parties use social media 
and alternative information as a strategy to question mainstream poli-
cies by proposing politically charged alternatives instead of established 
ones (Ylä-Anttila, 2018). In the populist view, society is typically divided 
into two antagonistic groups (i.e. ordinary people and the elite), the 
first group being glorified and the second attacked (Ernst et al., 2019; 
Mény & Surel, 2002). According to Engesser et al. (2016), in addition 
to emphasising the sovereignty of the people and attacking elites, populist 
communication is characterised by ostracising “others” and invoking the 
“heartland”. Linked to this theme, populist party supporters have been 
shown to consider journalists as part of the liberal elite (Wodak, 2015). 

Populist communication strategy seems to be particularly successful 
on social media: research shows that people tend to evaluate populist 
politicians as more authentic than traditional politicians (Enli & Rosen-
berg, 2018). Participatory media enables a close and direct connection 
with the audience, helps to tailor their message to the target group, and 
fosters feelings of belongingness (Ernst et al., 2017, 2019). Furthermore, 
Enli and Rosenberg (2018) argued that typical characteristics of populistic 
strategy (i.e. antielitism, spontaneity, and outspokenness) are also strate-
gies that can be used for constructing authenticity. As such, social media 
are a valuable asset that helps to facilitate a populistic communication 
style. 

When traditional media are critical towards populist politics, the 
countermedia are able to offer a public platform for sharing alterna-
tive or even fabricated information. Countermedia, often referred to as 
alternative media, have played a significant role in the mobilisation of
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anti-immigration movements and views of the right-wing populist party 
(i.e. the Finns Party [FP]) in Finland. The content on Finnish counter-
media sites has proliferated, with the sites growing in popularity during 
the autumn 2015 immigration wave in Europe. In general, countermedia 
are not always committed to certain political ideologies, but their main 
aim is typically to make a clear distinction between the elite and the 
general population, while also opposing the agenda of this elite group 
(Ylä-Anttila, 2018). 

Freedom of expression online is a double-edged sword, because it 
enables new forms of free expression, but also fosters the sharing of 
content that may be inaccurate or even democratically damaging in terms 
of adding to harmful polarisation. Furthermore, political ideologies differ 
in how they relate to the spread of fake news on social media. During 
the 2016 election in the United States, 62% of adults looked to social 
media for their news (Gottfried & Shearer, 2016), and the most popular 
fake news stories were more widely shared on social media than the most 
popular mainstream news stories (Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017; Silverman, 
2017). In terms of the left–right spectrum in the United States, the 
most popular fake news stories tended to favour conservatives rather than 
liberals (Silverman, 2017). Some previous findings on people who share 
fake news confirm that very conservative and older users (over 65 years) 
are the most likely to spread content referred to as fake news on Facebook 
(Guess et al., 2019). 

In the United States, trust in the mainstream media has continued to 
decline as accurate and fair reporting is called into question. The decline 
since 2015 has been particularly steep among Republicans (Allcott & 
Gentzkow, 2017). In general, perceived trust in media is connected to 
people’s media consumption patterns, so that those who experience less 
trust in media tend to have more diverse media consumption patterns 
and use alternative information sources (Jackob, 2010; Tsfati & Cappella, 
2003). 

Finnish Media System and Political Parties 

Finland is an interesting case for studying questions of media trust, 
freedom of expression, and fake news for several reasons. First, in Finland, 
the role of government has been influential in media and news produc-
tion. The national broadcast company Yleisradio has been dominant in 
news production, and consumers have not had many alternatives to it
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until recently. As such, the government has been able to affect the 
presenting of news topics and viewpoints to a relatively high degree. 

Second, because broadcast media has been somewhat centralised and 
run by national companies in Finland, alternative and countermedia are 
a new phenomenon and the majority of people are still unfamiliar with 
them. For instance, the most famous Finnish countermedia site was estab-
lished in 2014, whereas the US media landscape is more diverse than in 
Finland, with alternative media having existed since the 1960s. 

Third, in a global comparison, Finnish people’s trust in government 
and institutional authorities has been generally strong (Kouvo, 2014; 
OECD, 2021). In comparison with the United States—where institu-
tional trust is weaker and supervisory control of freedom of expression is 
not accepted—the demand for alternative, non-institutional media choices 
is weaker. However, as Bennett and Livingston (2018) argued, there has 
been a global breakdown of trust in democratic institutions of press and 
politics, which is likely to help explain the emergence of extensive misin-
formation. Many reports and polls (e.g. OECD, 2017) have confirmed 
this trend of decreasing confidence levels across Western countries during 
past years. 

Drawing from Hallin and Mancini’s (2004) media system theory, the 
Finnish media system is classified as a democratic corporatist model, which 
is characterised by, for example, substantial professionalisation, institu-
tionalised self-regulation and an active role of the state. Recent survey 
research from Finland confirms that people’s trust in established national 
broadcast news media is still high, whereas so-called countermedia is the 
least trusted (Sivonen & Saarinen, 2018). An international comparison 
of 36 countries by Reuters Digital Institute revealed that in Finland the 
proportion of those who trust in news and media organisations is similarly 
the largest (Newman et al., 2017). According to the same report, distrust 
in the media seems to be connected to perceived political bias, which is 
most prevalent in countries with high levels of political polarisation, such 
as the United States, Italy, and Hungary. 

Furthermore, the Finnish multiparty system provides a different envi-
ronment for political polarisation compared to the two-party system of 
the United States. In Finland, the emergence of current countermedia 
sites is closely connected to the rise of the anti-immigration movement. 
As Ylä-Anttila (2018) has stated, the Finnish right-wing countermedia 
combines “facts with fiction and rumors, sometimes intentionally blurring 
the lines or spreading outright lies, most often cherry-picking, coloring,
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and framing information to promote an anti-immigrant agenda”. Finnish 
countermedia does not necessarily disseminate fabricated stories but 
instead typically takes news stories from other media sources and reframes 
them to fit a more suitable agenda (Haasio et al., 2017). Typically, coun-
termedia actors utilise material provided by their readers and in return, the 
readers share the content produced by anti-immigration websites through 
their own social media accounts (Ekman, 2019). As argued by Nielsen 
and Graves (2017), the popularity of fake news is only partly about fabri-
cated news reports and much more about a profound discontent with the 
news media, including politics and media platforms. Using this strategy, 
countermedia actors exploit their readers’ distrust towards mainstream 
media, particularly regarding news that reports about immigration issues 
(Ekman, 2019). 

Because challenging the political elite and mainstream media are an 
integral part of today’s populism, countermedia should be understood as 
offering alternative explanations that challenge the mainstream, providing 
political fuel for those seeking it (Ylä-Anttila, 2018). A recent study from 
Finland confirms that lack of trust in traditional media does play a role in 
the consumption of countermedia. According to Noppari et al. (2019), 
using a populist countermedia site is motivated by scepticism and frustra-
tion. Users typically reported deep distrust in society and expressed their 
discontent with discussion that dominates the public sphere, with them 
turning to countermedia to find alternative narratives (Noppari et al., 
2019). Hence, there seems to be a connection between having a high 
distrust, negative attitudes towards immigration issues, and the use of 
alternative news outlets on social media. 

The members and the supporters of the populist right-wing party (i.e. 
the Finns Party [FP]) are relatively confident about the countermedia, 
whereas they are less trusting of traditional news media as compared to 
other parties (Koivula, Saarinen & Koiranen, 2016; Sivonen & Saarinen, 
2018). The supporters of the Finns party are also more critical towards 
immigration issues and are active on social media (Koiranen et al., 2020; 
Ylä-Anttila, 2020). 

The liberal environmental party Green League (GL) has been the 
clearest contrast to the Finns Party. Green League members and 
supporters are highly confident in traditional media; whereas members 
of the four other parliamentary parties are fairly or reasonably confident
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in traditional media1 (Koivula et al., 2016; Sivonen & Saarinen,  2018). 
The four other parties are the Social Democratic Party of Finland (SDP), 
the National Coalition Party (NCP), the Centre Party of Finland (CPF), 
and the Left Alliance (LA). Before the rise of the Finns Party in 2011, the 
right-wing NCP, the SDP, and the agrarian CPF were the biggest parties 
for more than three decades, leaving a significant mark on the Finnish 
political system. As these new parties—the Finns and the Green League— 
have diverged from the traditional left–right spectrum, the Left Alliance 
has also developed even more strongly from a traditional working-class 
party into a so-called new left party. Nowadays, the Left Alliance members 
and supporters are more likely to be highly educated, young, and women 
(Koivula, 2019). 

Method 

Participants 

Our analyses are based on survey data that included 3724 respon-
dents. The data were collected in a two-part process. We obtained 2452 
responses during the first part which was distributed by mail to a simple 
random sample of 18- to 74-year-old Finnish speakers (8000 total), which 
amounted to a 31% response rate. The data were improved with 1254 
volunteer respondents (also aged 18–74) from a nationally representative 
online panel that a market-research company administered. 

Detailed information on the data suggested that the final sample gener-
ally represented Finnish citizens as a group, although the oldest users 
and women were slightly overrepresented (Sivonen et al., 2018). We 
handled the age and gender distribution bias by using a poststratification 
weighting to balance the sample’s distributions to correspond with the 
official population distribution of Finnish citizens according to Official 
Statistics of Finland (Sivonen et al., 2018).

1 The Finnish parliament consists of nine parties. We do not have the survey data from 
the Christian Democrats, Movement Now and the Swedish people’s Party. These three 
parties are the smallest in the Finnish parliament. 



208 S. MALINEN ET AL.

Measures 

We asked the respondents about their concerns and opinions on social 
media in terms of three topics: the spread of fake news, freedom of 
expression, and monitoring of discussion. They were asked to rate the 
statements using a 5-point Likert scale from 1 = completely disagree to 
5 = completely agree. Table  10.1 presents the initial statements with the 
response scale. 

The descriptive information of response distribution indicates that 
measures are nonlinearly distributed and there are relatively few completely 
disagree responses. To have a meaningful number of observations for 
multivariable analyses, we recoded the variables into three categories 
by combining responses 1–2 into Category 1 labelled as Disagree and 
responses 4–5 into Category 3 labelled as Agree. 

Our primary independent variable is a measure of political party pref-
erence (i.e. the political party that the respondents felt most closely 
matched their beliefs). In the analyses, we mainly focused on the six 
largest parties in the Finnish parliament. Due to a lack of data, the 
supporters of other parliamentary parties—the Swedish People’s Party, 
the Christian Democrats, and the Blue Reform—were grouped with other 
minor parties in the Other category. We also grouped those who did not 
prefer any party in the None category.

Table 10.1 The descriptive information of dependent variables 

Statement “I am concerned with 
the spread of fake 
news on social media” 

“Users can freely 
express their opinions 
on social media” 

“Social media 
discussions should be 
more monitored due 
to hateful and 
attacking 
tendencies” 

Responses % 
Completely disagree 4.1 9.2 5.5 
Disagree 6.1 17.1 8.3 
Neither disagree or 
agree 

18.3 30.9 26.6 

Agree 33.7 32.7 30.9 
Completely agree 37.8 10.2 28.8 
N 3650 3634 3642 
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As for the second independent variable, we used trust in the tradi-
tional news media. The initial question was, “How trustworthy do you 
consider the following” with the scale ranging from 1 = not trustworthy 
at all to 5 = very trustworthy. We measured attitudes towards immigra-
tion with an item that asks respondents, “How do you relate to increasing 
immigration” with the scale being 0 = “Very negatively” to 10 = “Very 
positively”. 

Controlling for the effect of sociodemographic variables, we used the 
respondents’ ages asked via an open-ended question in which the respon-
dents reported their year of birth. We categorised the respondents into 
three educational classes. The categorisations and descriptive statistics of 
the applied independent variables are shown in Table 10.2. 

Table 10.2 The descriptive statistics for independent variables 

Variables N % Mean SD 

Party preferences 
CPF 436 12.0 
FP 217 6.0 
NCP 662 18.2 
SDP 523 14.4 
GL 510 14.0 
LA 242 6.7 
Oth 244 6.7 
NA 799 22.0 

Media trust 
Trust in traditional news media 3684 3.7 0.9 

Immigration attitudes 
Attitudes towards increasing immigration 3687 4.1 2.6 

Age 3711 51.5 15.9 

Education 
Primary 456 15.6 
Secondary 1931 53.2 
Tertiary (at least) 1245 34.3 

Gender 
Man 1852 50.0 
Woman 1854 50.0
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Analysis Strategy 

We began the analysis by assessing the association between political party 
preference and the dependent variables. Second, we evaluated whether 
media trust and immigration attitudes were associated with the dependent 
variables. Finally, we used decomposition analysis to estimate how media 
trust and immigration attitudes confound party differences. 

Our multivariable method is a multinomial logistic regression analysis 
that was performed with Stata 16.1. We present the results as average 
marginal effects. In the decomposition analysis, the method developed 
by Karlson, Holm, and Breen (hereinafter KHB) was used to obtain the 
confounding effects of media trust robustly with the nonlinear dependent 
variables (Breen et al., 2013). We generally hold the supporters of the 
populist party (the FP) as a reference category. In this way, we were able 
to evaluate the extent to which supporting the traditional major parties 
or other parties was related to participants’ views of social-media-related 
questions, as compared to supporting the FP. 

Results 

First, we analysed how political party preference is associated with respon-
dents’ views on the spread of fake news, freedom of expression, and the 
monitoring of discussion in social media. The results of party differences 
are presented in Fig. 10.1.

As expected, political preference was associated with social media 
concerns: the supporters of the Finns Party especially stood out in the 
comparison as their views differ significantly from those of other parties’ 
supporters. The Finns Party supporters agreed the least with all three 
statements, which shows that they are most sceptical about freedom of 
expression in social media and least interested in monitoring discussions 
in social media due to hateful and attacking tendencies. In addition, they 
were the least worried about the spread of fake news. We also found 
that supporters of the Green League and the Left Alliance were most 
worried about fake news and, accordingly, most positive about content 
moderation on social media. 

The first results of multinomial logistic models are presented in the 
columns in Table 10.3. Here, the average marginal effects describe the 
differences in the probability of obtaining a value of 3 (i.e. one agrees 
with the statement given). The results shown in the columns headed
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Fig. 10.1 Social media concerns according to party preference
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M1 indicates that supporters of other parties differ significantly from the 
supporters of the Finns Party, even taking into account the demographic 
background factors of the respondents. 

Our next task was to assess how media trust and immigration attitudes 
were related to the dependent variables. First, we evaluated the direct

Table 10.3 Predicting social media concerns by political party preference, trust 
in traditional news media and immigration attitudes using average marginal 
effects from the multinomial logistic regression models 

Probability to agree that: Concerned with 
the spread of fake 
news on social 
media 

Users can freely 
express their 
opinions on social 
media 

Discussion 
should be more 
monitored on 
social media 
due to hateful 
and attacking 
tendencies 

Party preference: M1 M2 M1 M2 M1 M2 

FP (reference) 
CPF 0.29** 0.21** 0.23** 0.15** 0.30** 0.21** 

(0.04) (0.05) (0.04) (0.05) (0.04) (0.05) 
NCP 0.27** 0.18** 0.25** 0.16** 0.29** 0.19** 

(0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.05) 
SDP 0.31** 0.22** 0.21** 0.11* 0.31** 0.21** 

(0.04) (0.05) (0.04) (0.05) (0.04) (0.05) 
GL 0.37** 0.29** 0.25** 0.14** 0.35** 0.25** 

(0.04) (0.05) (0.04) (0.05) (0.04) (0.05) 
LA 0.39** 0.31** 0.19** 0.11* 0.36** 0.27** 

(0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) 
OT 0.29** 0.24** 0.14** 0.09 0.26** 0.20** 

(0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) 
NA 0.20** 0.13** 0.11** 0.04 0.22** 0.14** 

(0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) 
Trust in traditional news 
media 

0.04** 0.08** 0.08** 

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
Attitudes towards increasing 
immigration 

0.02** 
(0.004) 

0.008* 
(0.003) 

0.01** 
(0.004) 

Observations 3478 3467 3473 

Note Average marginal effects with standard errors (in parentheses). Models adjusted with age, 
gender, and education 
** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05. 
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associations of media trust and immigration attitudes with the party pref-
erence by adding the trust and immigration variables to the previously 
constructed models. The new models are presented the columns headed 
M2 in Table 10.3. Based on the analysis, media trust and immigration 
attitudes had a very strong association with all dependent variables. 

The higher the media trust and the more positive immigration attitudes 
were the more likely one was to be concerned about the spread of fake 
news on social media. Similarly, those with high trust in traditional media 
and positive attitudes towards immigration were also likely to feel that 
users can freely express their opinions on social media. It also appeared 
that high trust in traditional media and positive immigration attitudes 
sharply increases the likelihood of the opinion that hateful and attacking 
discussions should be monitored on social media. 

Finally, we confirmed how media trust and immigration attitudes 
contributed to the differences between the parties by using the KHB 
method. In this case, we decomposed the relationships between polit-
ical party preference and the dependent variables according to trust in 
traditional news media and immigration attitudes. The results of the 
decomposition analysis are presented in Table 10.4. The indirect effects of 
political party preferences via media trust and immigration attitudes are 
presented as the logit coefficients. The indirect percentages display the 
proportions of both variables explained from the total effects of political 
party preferences on the dependent variables.

The results suggest that trust in traditional media and immigration atti-
tudes significantly contributes to differences between the populists’ (i.e. 
FP) and other-party supporters’ views on the spread of fake news, freedom 
of opinion, and monitoring discussion on social media. In terms of the 
spread of fake news, media trust explained 15–26% of the differences 
between the FP and others. The confounding effect of immigration atti-
tudes was even stronger, as it explained 20–28% of the party differences. 
However, it is noteworthy that party differences remained significant even 
after controlling for media trust and immigration attitudes. 

When it comes to freedom of expression, the effect of media trust 
was very strong on party differences, as it explained 26.1–39.5% of the 
party differences. Immigration attitudes were also related to differences 
between parties, explaining 12–25% of them. The results showed that 
after taking into account the total effect of immigration attitudes and 
media trust, the supporters of FP would no longer differ statistically 
significantly from the supporters of LA.
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Table 10.4 The decomposition of relationships between political party prefer-
ence and social media concerns according to trust in traditional news media and 
immigration attitudes 

CPF NCP SDP GL LA OT NA 

Dependent: Concerned with the spread of fake news on social media 
Direct effect of 
party 

1.95** 1.69** 2.17** 2.35** 2.47** 1.85** 1.56** 

(0.27) (0.24) (0.27) (0.27) (0.35) (0.31) (0.22) 
Total effect of party 1.17** 0.78** 1.26** 1.22** 1.42** 1.20** 0.89** 

(0.27) (0.25) (0.28) (0.28) (0.35) (0.30) (0.22) 
Indirect effect of 
party 

0.78** 0.91** 0.91** 1.13** 1.04** 0.65** 0.67** 

via: (0.17) (0.14) (0.14) (0.15) (0.14) (0.13) (0.13) 
media trust (%) 19.8 26.4 21.0 16.1 16.1 15.1 21.3 
immigration 
attitudes (%) 

20.8 27.5 20.7 27.4 26.2 20.0 22.4 

Users can freely express their opinions on social media 
Direct effect of 
party 

1.62** 1.56** 1.31** 1.39** 1.29** 1.04** 1.00** 

(0.23) (0.22) (0.23) (0.22) (0.25) (0.26) (0.21) 
Total effect of party 1.00** 0.83** 0.57* 0.53* 0.52 0.55* 0.45* 

(0.24) (0.24) (0.24) (0.23) (0.26) (0.27) (0.22) 
Indirect effect of 
party 

0.63** 0.74** 0.74** 0.86** 0.77** 0.48** 0.54** 

via: (0.13) (0.10) (0.10) (0.12) (0.11) (0.13) (0.13) 
media trust (%) 26.1 32.5 39.4 39.5 34.9 29.7 37.6 
immigration 
attitudes (%) 

12.3 14.6 16.7 22.5 24.5 17.2 17.0 

Discussion should be increasingly monitored on social media due to 
hateful and attacking tendencies 
Direct effect 2.29** 2.13** 2.46** 2.68** 2.53** 2.01** 1.90** 

(0.27) (0.27) (0.27) (0.27) (0.31) (0.29) (0.22) 
Total effect 1.45** 1.12** 1.46** 1.50** 1.48** 1.32** 1.16** 

(0.28) (0.28) (0.28) (0.28) (0.32) (0.29) (0.23) 
Indirect effect 0.85** 1.00** 1.00** 1.18** 1.05** 0.68** 0.75** 
via: (0.19) (0.20) (0.18) (0.19) (0.18) (0.17) (0.17) 
media trust (%) 25.0 32.3 28.4 27.9 24.2 21.6 26.7 
immigration 
attitudes (%) 

12.0 14.9 12.4 16.3 17.4 12.5 12.4 

Note Multinomial logistic regressions conducted by the KHB method. Reference party: FP. Logit 
coefficients for outcome “Agree” (Base outcome “Disagree”) with standard errors (in parentheses) 
and statistical significances (** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05)
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Finally, trust in traditional media explained 21.6–32.3% of party differ-
ences when analysing respondents’ views on social media monitoring due 
to hateful and attacking tendencies. Here, we also found that immigra-
tion attitudes were related to the party supporters’ views by explaining 
12–17.4% of party differences. The total effects showed that differences 
between parties remained significant even after considering the relatively 
high effect of media trust and immigration attitudes. 

Discussion 

The main goal of this chapter was to investigate how three social-
media-related concerns addressing misinformation and disinformation are 
explained by political party preferences, media trust, and immigration 
attitudes. Furthermore, we considered how respondents’ demographic 
backgrounds associate with these concerns and whether media trust and 
immigration attitudes explain the party differences in views of social media 
concerns related to fake news, freedom of expression, and monitoring of 
social media discussion. 

The results confirm that the supporters of the populist party, the FP, 
clearly stand out from other parties. They are particularly sceptical that 
social media enable freedom of expression and the least concerned about 
the spread of fake news. They were also strongly against monitoring 
social media discussions. Our findings underline that the supporters of 
populism are characterised by an active questioning of established media 
institutions. 

Our results also suggest that media trust and immigration attitudes 
are highly related to social media concerns in a hybrid media context. 
First, we found that the higher the media trust and the more positive the 
attitudes towards immigration, the more likely one was to be concerned 
about the spread of fake news on social media, think that people can 
freely express their opinions on social media, and experience that hateful 
and attacking discussions should be monitored on social media. 

According to the results of the decomposition analysis, low trust 
in traditional news media seems to be a significant explanator of why 
supporters of populism differ so prominently from others. We also found 
that attitudes on immigration are lowest among the supporters of the 
Finns, which was also related to their different views on fake news, 
freedom of expression, and hateful content monitoring.
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Countermedia actors and populist politicians have systematically chal-
lenged traditional media institutions and offered media consumers new 
alternative media sites and narratives (Hatakka, 2019) which might have 
long-term effects on media trust. A similar media disruption tendency has 
recently been observed in all Western democracies (Bennett & Livingston, 
2018). However, we need follow-up research on how the emergence of 
alternative media and systematic attacks on the prevailing media system 
are affecting trust in different media sources, and consequently people’s 
media consumption choices. 

Our study naturally has its limitations. Because the concepts of fake 
news and hate speech are strongly politicised in current political debate 
and connected to ideological preferences, they are open to various inter-
pretations, especially in self-reported survey research such as the present 
study. As some have suggested, perhaps the term fake news should be 
abandoned because it is so vague and used by politicians to attack news 
media and platform companies (Nielsen & Graves, 2017). Although “fake 
news” is frequently used instrumentally for political advantage, it has also 
become a useful concept for people in the expression of their frustration 
with the media environment, including misinformation, political propa-
ganda, or poor journalism they frequently encounter, particularly in the 
online environment (Nielsen & Graves, 2017). We decided to use the 
term “fake news” instead of the more accurate equivalent “disinforma-
tion” in the survey because it is commonly used to denote all sorts of 
unreliable information in people’s everyday speech. However, we suggest 
that scholars should thoughtfully consider the context in which the term 
is applied when using it in surveys. During our data collection period, 
“fake news” was widely used in news media, particularly because of the 
Trump’s era, and the spread of fake news was considered as a new and 
alarming phenomenon in public discussion. 

Our findings confirm that political communication on social media 
creates tensions because users’ conceptions of what is appropriate online 
behaviour vary greatly. Although social media promote deliberation and 
free expression of opinions, there is also public concern for the need to 
control some harmful forms of participation. As we have found, social 
media users possess contrasting views about hateful content and content 
moderation, which arise from their experienced trust in media, immigra-
tion attitudes and political preference. To balance these different views in 
a moderation strategy is a challenging task for social media providers.
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Because those who distrust traditional media are also strongly against 
content moderation, moderation of the views that they support might 
lead to even deeper frustration and alienation from traditional media. 
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