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Asylum Seekers Arrived,
Elites Occupied the Air

Topics and Interviewees in YLE's Magazine Programmes
During the “Asylum Seeker Crisis”

Annu Perialda & Mari K. Niemi

Abstract

In this study, we examine the choice of interviewees and discussion topics made by Fin-
land’s national broadcasting company YLE during the so-called “asylum seeker crisis” of
2015 and 2016. The rapid increase in asylum seekers, combined with deepening political
tensions regarding the situation and the entry of a populist anti-immigration party into
government, created a challenging environment for the media. This was especially true for
YLE, which is committed to political neutrality and cultural diversity. Our data shows that
the “crisis” was framed as a crisis hitting Finland and European decision-making rather
than as a humanitarian crisis. Despite long-term academic criticism of bias in expert inter-
viewee selection (e.g. the underrepresentation of minority and female interviewees), the
media continued to use traditional sources of knowledge. However, in a novel approach
for Finland, the media engaged the large-scale involvement of politicians, and especially
representatives of the populist Finns Party.
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Introduction

A wide body of literature has demonstrated that the media portrays asylum seekers
and other types of immigrants relatively negatively. Coverage tends to highlight the
adverse consequences of immigration and the juxtaposition between “us” and “them”
(e.g. Buchanan & Grillo 2004; Gabrielatos & Baker 2008; Innes 2010; Kosravinik
2010; Rasinger 2010; McKay et al. 2011; Philo et al. 2013; Balch & Balabanova
2014; Parker 2015; Blinder & Allen 2016). When we consider who serves as sources
and interviewees, several studies have shown that the media has a tendency to rely on
similar kinds of interviewees repeatedly. In general, the use of sources is elite-driven
(e.g. Nord & Strombick 2003; Dimitrova & Strombéack 2009; Cross 2010), encapsu-
lates a small minority of views (Albaek 2011; Wien 2011; Parviainen 2014; Pitkdnen &
Niemi 2016) and tends to be masculine and monoethnic (Ghersetti 2001; Wien 2011;
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Parviainen 2014; Niemi & Pitkdnen 2016; Kulneff & Cedersjo 2017). At the same time,
getting one’s voice heard in a public debate is crucial for many political and social
groups, as it offers possibilities to defend, legitimise or oppose policy proposals and to
make interpretations, offer different perspectives and provide context (Conrad 1999;
Tressch 2009; Albak 2011).

This case study explores the journalistic framing choices in terms of topic and in-
terviewee selection made by the public broadcasting company YLE in unforeseen and
unusual circumstances, as Finland faced an “asylum crisis” with a populist party in
government. As noted, media source selection and the media coverage of asylum seekers
are widely studied topics; however, our study provides an important update on YLE’s
journalistic practices on a sensitive topic, following a recent change in the political
landscape of Finland: the rise of an anti-immigration party, the Finns Party, into the
coalition government for the first time in history, in May 2015.

Growing support for nationalist and populist anti-immigration parties has culminated
in these parties’ rise to government across several European countries (Balfour et al.
2016), challenging journalists’ work practices. Questions of legitimacy and access to
public debate are especially crucial for these parties, as they make their way from the
margins to the mainstream. In particular, populist parties’ stretching of the boundaries of
acceptable speech has been followed by repeated accusations of racism and xenophobia
(Hellstrom et al. 2012; Wodak 2015; Jungar 2016; Hatakka et al. 2017).

The asylum seeker crisis also provided a new contextual environment for the jour-
nalistic media. In 2015, the number of asylum applicants to Finland rose from 3,651 to
32,478 (+790%) (Ministry of the Interior in Finland 2016); proportionally the greatest
increase in the European Union. Consequently, in relation to its total population, Finland
was among the top receivers of asylum seekers (Eurostat 2016).!

The unforeseen development had several immediate real-life implications: numerous
new reception centres were founded throughout Finland, new officials were hired to
handle the applications and the immigration law was tightened by the legislators (e.g.
Saarikkomiki 2018). In civil society, a record high number of people volunteered to
help the asylum seekers; others, in contrast, gathered to demonstrate against the arrival
of asylum seekers in Finland (Niemi & Perdld 2018). In the most extreme actions, some
native Finns formed their own vigilante groups to patrol neighbourhoods, and others
even attacked the reception centres accommodating asylum seekers.

Our data is gathered from YLE’s selected magazine programmes. These programmes
are widely consumed (Finnpanel 2015) and appreciated (YLE 2015), they are also freely
accessible to everyone with a television or radio. As a public broadcaster, YLE is com-
mitted to promoting folerance, cultural diversity, and fairness.> At the same time, as a
publicly funded institution, YLE must balance different interests and political pressure.
For example, Finn Party politicians have been vocal critics of YLE’s news and magazine
programmes (for more detail, see Niemi & Perild 2018).

Magazine programmes are relatively lengthy live discussions that offer the interview-
ees more freedom to frame the discussion alongside the journalist than, for example,
edited television news stories or newspaper articles do. Without the risk of being edited
afterwards, the interviewees can describe an issue in their own words, highlight or
downplay certain factors and criticise or offer alternative frames.
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Selecting topics and interviewees as a framing choice

We divide a news story into (1) agenda setting (i.e. what is covered), and (2) framing
choice (i.e. how it is covered; McCombs 2004). In our case, the unprecedented numbers
of asylum seekers arriving in Finland (and elsewhere in Europe) set the agenda for the
media. The asylum seeker situation — also widely referred to as the “asylum seeker
crisis” in the media — met all relevant news criteria: the situation was unfolding in
front of journalists’ eyes, it was extraordinary and involved conflicting interests, and it
had immediate relevance for Finland (Schultz 2007). Thus, the situation was definitely
newsworthy, but it was up to journalists to decide how the events were covered and
framed — and who was invited to talk and on what topics.

Following Entman’s (2004: 5) description of framing as “selecting and highlighting
some facets of events or issues, and making connections among them so as to promote
a particular interpretation, evaluation, and/or solution”, we define framing as a con-
scious and intentional act used to promote a particular version of reality. Within this
tradition, numerous studies have shown the significant importance of the choice and
framing of news sources. For example, in the context of immigration, several scholars
have criticised the media for being biased and focusing only on the negative sides of
phenomena (e.g. Buchanan & Grillo 2004; Gabrielatos & Baker 2008; Innes 2010;
Kosravinik 2010; Raisinger 2010; McKay et al. 2011; Philo et al. 2013; Balch & Bala-
banova 2014; Parker 2015; Blinder & Allen 2016). Furthermore, asylum seekers and
other immigrants are often disregarded as sources in immigration coverage (Klocker
& Dunn 2003; Gross et al. 2007; Balch & Balabanova 2011; Philo et al. 2013; Berry
et al. 2015; specifically on Finland, see Pictikdinen 2000; Raittila & Vehmas 2005;
Haavisto 2011; Vehmas 2012).

On one hand, framing decisions are often influenced by wider structures, such as
ideological leanings, organisational processes and market demands (Vliegenhart & van
Zoonen 2011). News media also have an obligation to include different political and
social groups in the discussion (Curran 2002). As noted, as a public broadcaster, YLE
has no political leanings; rather, it is committed to fairness and balance. With respect to
minority voices, YLE has an internal rule to promote cultural exchange and diversity,
although what this means in practice is not specified. There are no official rules regard-
ing source selection; instead, it is something that is learned during journalism studies
and in the workplace (Niemi & Pitkdnen 2016).

Several studies indicate that journalists’ source selection routines follow fairly similar
conventions and produce a rather homogenous pool of sources in terms of ethnicity,
gender, expertise and status (e.g. Nord & Strombiack 2003; Dimitrova & Strombiack
2009; Cross 2010; Albaek 2011; Wien 2011; Niemi & Pitkdnen 2016). Previous case
studies show that journalists select researcher sources based on their formal qualifica-
tions, status, media skills and former recognisability (Steele 1995; Conrad 1999; Niemi
& Pitkdnen 2016; Pitkdnen & Niemi 2016); politician sources are selected based on
their status in the political system and their relevance and issue-ownership with respect
to the story covered (Buchanan 2003; Horsti 2003; Tressch 2009; Vehmas 2012; Berry
et al. 2015).
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Data and methods

We have gathered data from live broadcasts of YLE’s three magazine programmes; one
on radio and two on television. The shows are not newscasts; rather, they seek to provide
in-depth analyses and context on current affairs. Ykkdsaamu airs every weekday morn-
ing on YLE Radio 1. The fifty minute show includes two interviews with studio guests
(10-20 minutes) and two or three shorter telephone interviews. The morning show Ylen
aamu-tv airs every weekday from 6:25 to 9:30 on YLE TV1. It has news broadcasts
every half hour, and it incorporates five studio interviews (10—15 minutes) and a varying
number of shorter phone interviews or inserts (2—5 minutes). These interviews cover a
mixture of current affairs themes and lighter themes, such as entertainment and sports.
The other current affairs show included in our data, A-studio, airs three times a week
at 9 pm on YLE TV1. Each episode has two or three interviews with inserts (10-20
minutes). The sampling was conducted over a seven-month period from 1 August 2015
to 28 February 2016, when the number of arrivals was above average (Finnish Immigra-
tion Service 2017).

The data was collected in a qualitative manner by examining all three sample pro-
grammes. All episodes of Ylen aamu-tv and Ykkosaamu were available on YLE’s
online service Yleareena (areena.yle.fi), and all episodes of A-studio were available on
the Finnish Radio and Television Archive. The material selection criteria were that the
immediate asylum seekers situation was the main topic of the discussion and that either
the title or description of the discussion in the online archive’s platform or the hosting
journalist’s verbal introduction of the debate was linked to the asylum seekers crisis.
In the majority of the discussions in our sample, the asylum seekers crisis was the only
topic (n =221), however the data also included discussions about a second or third topic
alongside the asylum seeker theme (n = 45). Overall, 266 discussions fitting the criteria
were found: 107 in Ykkosaamu, 92 in A-studio and 67 in Ylen aamu-tv.

The interviewees (n = 548) were coded based on occupation or role. The coding
categories were: (1) academic and other experts (researchers in universities, expert
organisations and interest groups), (2) experience experts (asylum seekers and other
immigrants invited to the discussions based on their personal experience, not their
profession), (3) civil society actors (common citizens and representatives of third-sector
movements and organisations, excluding charity organisations), (4) journalists, (5)
politicians, (6) practitioners (individuals working with asylum seekers, such as staff in
reception centres or charity organisations), (7) officials, and (8) others (e.g. authors).
In addition, all interviewees were coded based on their institutional affiliation, gender,
ethnicity and party affiliation (in the case of domestic politicians).

The topics and types of discussion were coded. The topics were coded into thematic
categories created using a mixed-method of inductive and deductive categories based
on previous literature and the data (see Kuckartz 2014). The discussion types were
coded into three different categories to determine the hierarchies among interviewees:
solo interviews (76 discussions, 76 interviewees), group discussions (77 discussions,
183 interviewees) and short phone interviews or television inserts (113 discussions, 290
interviewees). These different formats gave interviewees varying amounts of leeway and
time to express their points (e.g. when interviewed alone, interviewees might have ten
or twenty minutes on their own with the journalist in a studio; on the phone, they have
only approximately five minutes; and in television inserts, or collections of interviews,
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they have far less than five minutes each).

The study is limited in that our data does not reveal precisely how the interviewees
participated in the framing process or the extent to which their views were challenged
by other interviewees or by the journalists. Furthermore, we were only able to assess
those interviewees who appeared on the programmes, as we had no information about
those who were invited but decided to opt out. Immigration is a topic that divides people,
and the debate around it is emotional, tense and often aggressive and hostile. This may
reduce the number of people willing to publicly participate in the debate.

Results

The asylum seeker situation received a remarkable level of coverage in YLE’s magazine
programmes. During the seven-month monitoring period (August 2015—February 2016),
it appeared in 266 discussions. The situation was discussed in approximately every
second episode of Ykkdsaamu and A-studio and every third episode of Ylen aamu-tv.
While the intensity of the reporting probably reflected the exceptionality of the situation,
it may have also contributed to producing a crisis atmosphere, albeit unintentionally.
The atmosphere of crisis was apparent in how the situation was framed by YLE’s
journalists. The crisis was overwhelmingly understood as one of Finnish society — how
to pull through, manage and handle a challenging situation — and EU decision-making. It
was the crisis of those receiving asylum seekers, not of the asylum seekers themselves.
The distribution of topics is presented in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Discussions by topic (per cent)
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Comments: The programmes analysed were Ykkosaamu, Ylen aamu-tv and A-studio. In total, 266 conversations/
interviews were coded.

In terms of specific topics, the arrival of asylum seekers was by far the most frequent-
ly debated (38%). It was discussed, for example, in the context of arranging accommoda-
tion in reception centres and the functionality of the asylum process. In addition, issues
such as asylum seeker routes and Finland’s “receiving capacity” were debated. The sec-
ond-most-discussed general theme was EU-level decision-making (19%), and national
decision-making (11%) was the fourth most-discussed. As expected, the public debate

and media coverage reflected the Europeanised asylum policy domain (Horsti 2008).
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The societal consequences of the crisis were the third most frequently debated theme
(18%). In particular, the security threats posed by both asylum seekers and native Finns
was a common topic (mainly sexual harassment and assaults by asylum seekers, violence
and disturbance at reception centres and the controversial vigilante groups of Finns
formed to patrol neighbourhoods).

Somewhat surprisingly, the economic consequences of the crisis was the main topic
of the discussion on only three occasions. Instead, the debate surrounding the effects of
asylum seekers focused on popular opinion and public discussion concerning the crisis.
The cultural effects for asylum seekers were rarely considered and very rarely discussed
with the asylum seekers themselves. (One exception was asylum seekers’ dissatisfaction
with food at the reception centres, which was discussed with a researcher.)

The two least-debated themes were the core reasons and wider context of the crisis
(6%) and the integration of asylum seekers once they have been granted asylum (8%).
In other words, in terms of topics for discussion,YLE’s magazine programmes concen-
trated on the immediate crisis and topical issues and rarely tackled the wider context of
the crisis or its long-term consequences for society.

As shown in Figure 2, over 70 per cent of interviewees were elite actors: journalists
(22%), politicians (21%), officials (16%) and academic and other experts (13%). Thus,
the proportion of grass-roots interviewees was less than 30 per cent. In media logic,
elite sources are the most accredited, authoritative and representative (Hall et al. 1978).
Elite sources, however, are by no means a homogenous group with shared interests and
policy goals (Schlesinger 1990), and some elite sources fit the journalistic logic better
than others (Steele 1995).

Figure 2. An overview of the interviewees by profession (per cent)
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Comments: The interviewees were coded based on occupation or role. Asylum seekers and other immigrants
who were invited to the discussions due to their own personal experiences are coded as “experience experts”. In
total, 549 interviewees were coded.

That journalists are those interviewed most often may at first glance seem surprising.
In reality, however, most of the journalists were YLE’s own correspondents in European
countries and in reception centres throughout Finland, reporting on daily developments
through television inserts or short phone interviews. In studio settings, the most-used
groups were instead politicians, officials and experts. This is shown in Figure 3.
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Figure 3. Interview type by interviewee (per cent)
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Comments: In total, 549 interviewees participated in 266 conversations/interviews. Among the interviewees,
there were 122 journalists, 114 politicians, 85 officials, 74 academics and other experts, 61 experience experts,
48 representatives for civil society actors, 34 practitioners; only 11 interviewees were coded as “other”.

In the context of the immigration debate, the large-scale involvement of Finnish
politicians was a novelty (Horsti 2003, 2005; Raittila & Vehmas 2005; Raittila 2009;
Haavisto 2011; Vehmas 2012), reflecting the traditionally de-politicised nature of im-
migration issues in the country. Compared to many other European countries, Finland
has traditionally been very monoethnic; however, in recent years, the number of immi-
grants has risen significantly, especially when compared to the recent past (Himmelroos
& Leino 2015).

Before the rise of the anti-immigration Finns Party in the late 2000s, immigration
politics was consensus-seeking and not claimed by any party (see more Vilimaki 2018b).
Keskinen (2009) argues that the rise of the Finns Party stopped the consensus phase
and brought politicians to the centre of the debate. In the media coverage, voices of the
anti-immigration movement (not limited to the Finns Party) now dominate this debate
(Horsti & Nikunen 2013).

As record numbers of asylum seckers entered Finland, the event quickly became
major news, hitting all news criteria. The rapid rise in the number of the asylum seek-
ers created many concerns and had real-life implications that politicised the issue and
demanded political responses. As noted in previous research, the representatives of the
governing parties dominated the conversation (Buchanan 2003; Horsti 2003; Vehmas
2012; Yilmaz 2012; Berry et al. 2015).

Of the politician interviewees, 60 per cent were from the prime minister’s Centre
Party, the Finns Party (second-largest ) or the National Coalition Party (NCP, third-larg-
est). This reflects the power balance inside parliament, both seat-wise and in terms of
executive power.® The most-frequently interviewed politician was the interior minister,
Petteri Orpo (NCP), who had responsibility for asylum processes.

Recent studies have suggested that, alongside governing forces, anti-immigration
parties have received the most media coverage in relation to immigration topics (Bu-
chanan 2003; Horsti 2003; Vehmas 2012; Yilmaz 2012; Horsti & Nikunen 2013; Berry
et al. 2015). In our case, the Finns Party representatives played an interesting double
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role as both representatives in coalition government and members of the issue owning
party, resulting in their overrepresentation as interviewees.

Compared to other parties, the Finns Party had a distinct stance on immigration; thus,
their incorporation in the debates could create the false illusion of balance. Two findings
suggest this. Firstly, many of the interviewed Finns Party politicians were vocal critics of
immigration and belonged to the so-called “anti-immigration wing” of the party. Their
opposing stances had more weight than their status, as most were first-time MPs with
less than one year of parliamentary experience.

Secondly, Finns Party politicians were particularly in demand in group discussions,
in which every third interviewed politician was a Finn Party representative. In solo
interviews, the weight of status was more salient, and all solo-interviewed politicians
were ministers, party leaders or other notable politicians with official status in parlia-
mentary settings.

Finns Party representatives are always willing to debate immigration, as it is one of
the party’s main objectives. Although, in general, politicians have great incentive to
participate in public debates (Tresch 2009; Cross 2010), for most parties, immigration
is a somewhat troubling topic, as the public’s stances are moderate, though reserved and
slightly more negative in Finland than in other Nordic countries (EVA 2012; Himmelroos
& Leino 2015; Avonius & Kestild-Kekkonen 2018). As a political issue, immigration
does not follow the traditional left — right divide, but instead has conflicting political
implications (Odmalm 2011; see also Dennison & Goodwin 2015). The Finns Party
does not face this problem, as opposing immigration is one of its only uniting elements
(Yla-Anttila 2014).

Officials were the second-most-used group of interviewees in studio settings. They
appeared in solo interviews more than any other interviewee group (see Figure 3). From
this position, they appeared as conveyers of the truth (Horsti 2003), although officials
represent their employers and, thus, have a certain professional rationale that impacts
how they present their case (see e.g. Klocker & Dunn 2003). In our case, officials
discussed the same topic (i.e. the arrival of asylum seekers) as experience experts, but
from a different perspective. As previous research indicates, officials are usually used
to bring a voice of authority to a news story (Horsti 2003; Dimitrova & Strombéck
2009). Officials as interviewees — the most popular being representatives of the Finnish
Immigration Service, the Ministry of the Interior and the police and border patrol — were
used to provide updates on how infrastructure and processes were adjusted to handle the
spike in asylum applications. In other words, the focus was on whether the situation was
under control or not, and on the problems faced by the officials, as found in a previous
case study by Horsti (2003).

Academic and other experts also played a visible role in the debates, but only a
handful of them were scholars of immigration. As shown in previous research, academic
or other experts were used more for commenting on and analysing current affairs than
communicating their own research (Steele 1995; Albak et al. 2003; Nord & Strémbéck
2003; Albaek 2011; Wien 2014). The vast majority of academic researchers interviewed
were social scientists who specialised in politics and the history of Finland, Europe,
Russia and Turkey. Researchers were used to analysing the developing situation of
the EU’s inner decision-making, the negotiations between the EU and Turkey and the
border conflict between Finland and Russia. They also focused on the domestic power



Asylum Seekers Arrived, Elites Occupied the Air

play and public opinion.

In comparison, the larger context and long-term consequences of the situation were
discussed less often; thus, scholars of immigration — or social geography or development
studies — were absent. In addition to theme selection, inappropriate and abusive audience
feedback hinders the willingness of scholars to participate in live studio sessions on
sensitive and controversial issues like immigration. For example, some female scholars
have received threats of sexual violence following their public appearances (Poyhtéri
et al. 2013).

The composition and re-use of interviewees demonstrates how YLE relied on previ-
ously known academic sources (cf. Alback 2011; Wien 2011; Parviainen 2014; Pitkdnen
& Niemi 2016). For example, within the academic and other expert category, ten people
were interviewed more than once. The most commonly used group of experts were re-
searchers from the Finnish Institute of Foreign Affairs, all of whom were experienced
media commentators. Other experts were drawn from the largest university in southern
Finland, with many publicly known from their previous media appearances. Status-wise,
nearly half the academics were either professors or directors. As previous literature
has demonstrated, a researcher’s formal qualifications are not the only criteria for their
selection; a preferable source is also a recognisable figure and a skilled communicator
(Steele 1995; Conrad 1999; Niemi & Pitkénen 2016; Pitkédnen & Niemi 2016).

Asylum seekers, former asylum seekers and other immigrants (“experience experts”)
comprised 11 per cent of all interviewees. This group of interviewees appeared mostly
in short television inserts, not in the studio. The hierarchy between elite and grassroots
sources detected in this study has previously been found in other studies (e.g. Hackett
1985; Cross 2010). As Cross (2010: 424) describes, the short time given to ordinary
people — or, in this instance, asylum seekers — makes them “fillers” in the larger news
story. Furthermore, when asylum seekers were interviewed, the focus was on their life
stories: why they had left, how they arrived in Finland, their lives in the reception centres
and their hopes for the future.

The same tendency to acknowledge asylum seekers and minorities as experts only
of their own life stories, cultures and religions has also been found in previous studies
(Buchanan et al. 2003; Raittila & Vehmas 2005; Gross et al. 2007; Richardson 2010;
Haavisto 2011; Berry et al. 2015). For example, in interviews by Gross et al. (2007),
most journalists considered asylum seekers and refugees appropriate sources only in
human interest stories, and certainly not suitable to comment on policies affecting them.
The journalists interviewed also reported access, language and the possible negative
consequences for the asylum seekers as hindrances to using them as sources.

Figure 4 shows the proportion of males and females with regard to the different
categories of interviewees.

In terms of gender and ethnic background, the interviewees were predominantly male
and ethnic Finns and belonged to the ethnic majority, as documented in previous studies
too (Ghersetti 2001; Wien 2011; Parviainen 2014; Kulneff & Niemi & Pitkdnen 2016;
Cedersjo 2017). As seen in Figure 4, over 60 per cent of the interviewees were men. The
most male-dominated groups were the two groups of experts, experience experts and
the group of academics and other experts. In contrast, the practitioners and members of
civil society were mostly women.

While the share of female politicians reflects the composition of parliament, female
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Figure 4. Interviewees by gender (per cent)
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Comments: In total, 549 interviewees were coded.

experts were underrepresented, as women constitute more than half the academics in
the largest universities, especially in the field of social sciences (University of Helsinki
2013; University of Turku 2015; University of Tampere 2016). Within the category of
officials, the male-dominated terrains of policing and border control contributed to the
gender gap.

As seen in Figure 5, ethnic Finns constituted over 80 per cent of the interviewees.
When television inserts and short phone interviews are excluded, this figure rises to over
90 per cent. In total, YLE interviewed 13 non-natives from outside the category of expe-
rience experts. In a way, this does reflect Finland’s monoethnicity, but the overall topic
here analysed could be said to require a more heterogeneous selection of interviewees.
Finding new interviewees with more diverse ethnic backgrounds would have required
extra time and effort from the journalists, however, and time, we know, is something
that journalists today are often short of.

Figure 5. Interviewees by ethnicity (per cent)
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Conclusion

During the seven-month period studied, the asylum seeker situation was YLE’s number
one news story, appearing in our data almost every other day. The situation was mostly
framed as a European crisis, with coverage concentrating on how Finland could pull
through the situation and how the situation would be solved at national and EU levels.
In terms of interviewee selection, YLE followed the common media logic of relying on
the most authoritative sources: politicians, officials and researchers (Hall et al. 1978).
However, in the context of Finnish immigration journalism, the large-scale involvement
of politicians was a new phenomenon. During the previous “asylum seeker incident” in
1999, for example, though the media relied mostly on elite sources like officials, journal-
ists interviewed only a couple politicians, and mainly the interior minister (Horsti 2003;
see also monitoring studies by Raittila & Vehmas 2005; Haavisto 2011; Vehmas 2012).

How can we explain the new role of Finnish politicians? We conclude that immi-
gration has not traditionally been a major political issue in Finland, where the number
of immigrants has been lower than in many other European countries, including other
Nordic states (Himmelroos & Leino 2015), and where political party perspectives on
immigration were largely unanimous until the rise of the Finns Party in the late 2000s
(for more detail, see Vilimiki 2018b). The 2015 asylum seekers situation, however,
politicised the issue in a new way, as the unprecedented numbers of asylum seekers had
political, cultural and practical implications that were calling for actions and political
direction, making it necessary for politicians to participate on a larger scale. Further-
more, in the wake of the “crisis”, the Finns Party gained a new position of power in
Finnish politics by entering government for the first time in history. Among politicians,
Finns Party representatives were the most commonly used group of interviewees. The
party’s overrepresentation in YLE’s coverage is best explained by the party’s distinct
views, the media’s convention of including opposing views, the party’s issue ownership
of immigration, its representatives’ enthusiasm for joining the debate and the party’s
position of power as a party in coalition government.

Amongst the most commonly used interviewee groups, the drive to use elite sources
was slightly challenged. It is noteworthy that, compared to the other interviewees, who
were mostly actors with high status and longer experience as politicians or officials,
most Finns Party representatives had only a few months of parliamentary experience.
For example, the (then) party leader and foreign minister, Timo Soini, did not appear
in our data at all.

As predicted based on the findings of previous research, the voices of asylum seekers
were practically absent. In addition to experience experts, people working with asylum
seekers, representatives of civil society and people with more diverse background were
also underrepresented. Scholars of immigration and other fields tapping the core reasons
for displacement and its wider implications for individuals and receiving countries were
also absent from the conversation, although researchers in general were one of the most
visible groups. This highlighted YLE’s emphasis on higher level political decition-
making and international power play over the other relevant perspective of the complex
phenomenon of displacement of people. Furthermore, the marginal position of grassroots
actors raises critical questions concerning the consequences of giving a voice to some,
but not others. As pointed out by Horsti and Nikunen (2013), by excluding immigrants
and activists supporting a multicultural society, the media gives prominence to the anti-
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immigrant argument and creates a view of a nation without a grassroots multi-ethnic life.

The situation revealed in this study reflects the wider underrepresentation of women
and immigrants in media debates, which stems from fundamental values and the jour-
nalistic work culture. Difficulties related to access and communication can hinder efforts
to include foreign-born people or people seen as “others”, regardless of their national-
ity or origin. Whose voice needs to be heard, and how much work and effort should
be allocated to ensure that different segments of society are included in public debate?
Language, for example, will remain a barrier as long as there is a lack of willingness
to look harder for interviewees, to use translators during programmes or to record
programmes in advance to add subtitles. In addition to simply look at the quantity of
minority interviewees, we should also consider the types of role in which they appear.
As noted, experience experts were used primarily as “fillers” in inserts, and no experi-
ence experts and only 13 other non-natives were interviewed in studio settings. As a
summary, we can conclude that YLE’s dedication to cultural exchange and diversity is
not fulfilled in its content.

Notes

1. Before 2015, the number of annual asylum seekers had been a few thousand or less (Vilimaki 2018a).
In terms of societal diversity, Finland is the most monoethnic Nordic nation, with immigrants and
second-generation immigrants representing just above six per cent of the total population (Tilastokeskus
2015), and Finns’ attitudes towards immigration are slightly more negative than those of their Nordic
peers (Avonius & Kestild-Kekkonen 2018).

2. Due to demands from the Finns Party, “cultural diversity” replaced the previous wording of “multicultur-
alism” in the summer of 2016.

3. Of the governing parties, most coverage was given to the Finns Party, with 25 per cent of all politician
guests.
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