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Abstract
As the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) celebrates its thirtieth an-
niversary, it is relevant to explore how understandings of children’s rights have appeared during 
these three decades. As a key public actor in society, the media provides an interesting field in 
which to study the salience of children’s rights in societal and public discussions. Thus, in this ar-
ticle, we examine how children’s views are represented in «Helsingin Sanomat», the main national 
newspaper of Finland, in 1997, 2007, and 2017. This examination is based on articles 12 and 13 
of the UNCRC, where it is stated that children have the right to express themselves in all matters 
affecting them. The data collection for this article was based on a systematic random sampling 
method of these issues in the years mentioned above, and a systematic content analysis was also 
applied. The results show that, somewhat surprisingly, in 2017, less than a third of news stories 
concerning childhood and children reported children’s views on the matter, while in 2007, almost 
half of news stories reported on children’s views. Based on the data, it appears that macro-level 
issues remained within adults’ sphere of discussion during these years.

Introduction
According to articles 12 and 13 of the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(UNCRC), children have the right to express 
their views freely in all matters affecting them, 
and they have the right to impart these views 
orally, in writing, or in print. Despite the rise 
of social media, traditional media has occupied 
and still occupies the central forum for demo-
cracy (Mughan and Gunther 2000). However, 
what remains unclear is whether it serves si-
milar functions among children and whether 
children can have their say in media rheto-
ric. This question remains particularly topical 
with regard to numerous current phenomena, 
including the climate activism of youths such 
as Greta Thunberg and their representation in 
the media (see Ursin 2019).

In 2019, as the UNCRC marks its thirtieth an-
niversary, it can be assumed that the rights 
presented in the convention have been ce-

mented. While Finland ratified the UNCRC 
in 1991, there has been insufficient research 
conducted into how the rights of the child 
have been implemented in Finnish society. The 
Child Barometer implemented by the Finnish 
Ombudsman for Children (see Tuukkanen 
2018) revealed that methodological knowhow 
regarding research into children and children’s 
issues is lacking. This may explain the paucity 
of data on children’s own experiences in rela-
tion to the implementation of their rights. In 
addition, understandings of how children’s 
rights and views are presented and represen-
ted in Nordic societies is scarce. Thus, to ad-
dress these gaps in the research, we explore 
children’s representation in Finnish media.

Studies and reports have shown that the 
media is failing to engage children and re-
present them in a manner that does not ne-
gatively label them or indulge in victimization. 
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Moreover, the majority of issues dealt with in 
the media seem to be reserved for adults (e.g., 
Andersson & Lundström 2007; Hammarberg 
1997; Gordon, McAlister, & Scraton 2015; 
Kaziaj & Van Bauwel 2016; Ponte 2007.) In this 
article, our starting point is an exploration of 
children’s right to express their views freely, 
where we examine how children’s views are 
represented in Helsingin Sanomat (HS), the 
main national newspaper in Finland. We are 
interested in investigating the potential diffe-
rences in representations of children’s views in 
the three decades following the ratification of 
the UNCRC. To fulfill this purpose, we collected 
data from HS articles published in 1997, 2007, 
and 2017. Based on this data, we were able to 
explore how and concerning what topics—re-
lated to both children and childhood—HS re-
presented the views of children. Furthermore, 
it is relevant to disclose the topics and con-
texts that children do not have a say in, as 
this disclosure highlights the areas of society 
in which the rights granted to children in the 
UNCRC have not been actualized.

Children’s views and 
participatory rights
In this article, we made the conceptual deci-
sion to speak about the views of children, rat-
her than their participation, agency, or voice 
(see e.g., Carpentier 2012; Sevón 2015), as 
it is a term and concept used in the UNCRC. 
For many, children’s rights signify participa-
tion. However, the UNCRC is much more spe-
cific with its use of the term «views,» and the 
term’s specificity is greater than the complex 
concepts of participation and participatory 
rights (Lansdown 2010: 11–12). Because of the 
complexity of both participation and agency, 
we decided to act in coherence with the 
UNCRC, even though a «view» remains quite 
a complicated conceptual choice. Carpentier 
(2012) claims that children’s views and partici-
pation do not merely mean access, presence, 
or social interaction—the terms also denote 
power in decision-making processes. It should 

be noted that if children’s views are asked 
and reported on, it is not guaranteed that the 
process is done in a manner that respects 
children’s rights. It is also impossible to con-
clude, based on written newspaper articles, if 
children have truly expressed the views in qu-
estion, since the text is produced—or at least 
edited—by journalists. Due to these reasons, 
we speak of the representation of children’s 
views. Overall, research in childhood studies 
has highlighted how listening to children and 
addressing their views in society is a multifa-
ceted and challenging issue (e.g., Alasuutari 
2014; Kjørholt 2002; Lundy & McEvoy 2011; 
Noppari, Uusitalo, &Kupiainen 2017; Spyrou 
2011; Wyness 2009). 

The UNCRC, which consists of 54 articles, is 
the most widely ratified international treaty in 
history (O’Neill & Zinga 2008: 3) and the most 
quickly ratified United Nations’ (UN) human 
rights treaty (Taylor 2006). These superlatives 
suggest that children’s rights comprise a glo-
bally shared issue that is widely promoted. 
Children’s rights have positive associations 
and have been presented as unthreatening, 
inclusive, and positive (Tisdall 2011). Children’s 
rights fall under the umbrella of human rights 
and are concerned with the political, social, 
economic, cultural, and citizenship rights of 
children. Historically, children’s rights have de-
veloped in relation to two major changes—the 
new concept of children and the notion of sys-
tematic rights (Stearns 2016). Linked with the 
concept of individualization within Western 
society, Reynaert, Bouverne-de Bie, and 
Vandevelde state that «the emphasis on the 
individual rights of children with a conception 
of childhood as the autonomous child is not 
as groundbreaking as it might at first seem» 
(2009: 529). Thus, children’s rights strictly 
belong to the broader individualistic paradigm 
of our culture and society. 

Despite the enthusiasm, active research 
contributions, and the increasing number of 
academic journals that have been establis-
hed based on this specific topic, such as «The 



165

Marleena Mustola, Eija Sevón, and Maarit Alasuutari 

International Journal of Children’s Rights» in 1993 
and «The Canadian Journal of Children’s Rights» 
in 2014, the notion of the universal rights of 
the child has been criticized within academia. 
There are worries among scholars that «rights» 
is too vague a concept that allows for manipu-
lation and that the individualistic hegemony 
related to rights neglects the responsibilities 
of subjects (see Freeman 2000). Barry Percy-
Smith claims that «the honeymoon period of 
young people’s participation and the celebra-
tion of their voices has now passed» (2006: 
172) and recommends that more attention be 
paid to the wider social and organizational sys-
tems in which children participate. Kay Tisdall 
(2011) states that theorizations of children’s 
participation and rights have been too child-fo-
cused. Stuart Aitken (2018a) has remarked that 
child rights are removed from local contexts 
and that the notion of individual and universal 
rights is in many ways flawed. Leaning toward 
post-human philosophy, he suggests that chil-
dren should be perceived relationally, in an 
unromantic way, and references the desire 
to «push the more-than-human postchild 
perspective as an alternative to liberal ethics, 
which leave children alone and impotent in 
the center of world that is not of their making» 
(2018b: 710). In this article, even though our 
perspective is not precisely post-human, we 
do not artificially detach children from socie-
tal contexts but instead examine their being in 
relation to material objects, such as the news-
paper, and broader societal discussions visible 
in the media. 

When considering children’s rights with re-
spect to the media, article 17 of the UNCRC 
is the most prominent in this regard. It urges 
States Parties to «recognize the important 
function performed by the mass media and 
[…] ensure that the child has access to infor-
mation.» However, this article does not advise 
on children’s active role as not merely receivers 
of but contributors to media content. Articles 
12 and 13 refer to freedom of expression, and 
they «place clear obligations on States to cre-

ate the time, space and opportunity for chil-
dren to be heard, and to take the necessary 
action in response to their views» (Lansdown 
2014: 172). Article 12 has been regarded as 
quite progressive, as it insists that children be 
provided with the opportunity to be heard in 
judicial and administrative proceedings and in 
all matters affecting them. This specification 
has placed demands on governments, profes-
sionals, and civil society organizations to work 
with and not merely for children (Lansdown 
2014). However, article 12 is slightly proble-
matic, as is the UNCRC as a whole, in its focus 
on the tension between two conflicting views: 
Paternalistically, children should be protected; 
however, they should also be viewed as auto-
nomous individuals with full rights (see Stahl 
2007). Though articles 12 and 13 neither spe-
cify the media nor other explicit institutions in 
relation to how children should express their 
views, they emphasize that children’s opinions 
should be heard in all matters affecting them. 
In this regard, it is clear that the media plays a 
central role in determining whose opinions are 
aired in society. 

The media as a mediator 
of children’s views
The relationship between the media and chil-
dren is complex, mainly due to the fact that 
currently, globalized and digitized media has 
an extensive impact on society. There is also 
a growing interest in and body of research on 
children, childhood, and the media (see Mulari 
2019). Since the field of media is extremely 
broad and is comprised of various communi-
cation tools and mediums, such as print media, 
news media, television, and social media, so is 
the research area concerning it. For instance, 
in Finland, there is a significant interest in chil-
dren’s activities and views related to the media 
(e.g., Mustola, Koivula, Turja, & Laakso 2018; 
Ruckenstein 2010; Ylönen 2010), media educa-
tion (e.g., Kupiainen 2009; Koivula & Mustola 
2017; Vilmilä 2015), and children and young 
people’s media use (e.g., Merikivi, Myllyniemi, 
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& Salasuo 2016; Suoninen 2014). Finnish rese-
arch has also addressed some specific issues, 
such as ethics concerning research on the 
representation of childhood on social media 
(Mustola & Kiili 2019) and the execution of 
more-than-representational media studies of 
children (Noppari et al. 2017). 

There is scant information regarding chil-
dren’s relationships with newspaper media in 
the Finnish context. We know that reading print 
media is rare for small children in Finland: 51% 
of children under the age of eight do not read 
newspapers (Suoninen 2014), and only 34% of 
Finnish children aged between seven and nine 
children follow news from different media 
sources (Merikivi et al. 2016: 20). As children 
get older, newspapers play a more important 
role in their everyday lives: 81% of individuals 
aged between 10 and 29 read newspapers at 
least once a week (Merikivi et al. 2016: 21). 
Information regarding how children are re-
presented in Finnish print media is even more 
scant. However, there have been some practi-
cal projects conducted in Finland to support 
the participation of children and youths in 
news media. For instance, the Yle News Class 
project, conducted by the public service bro-
adcasting company Yleisradio, aimed to bring 
«voices of the young to a wider audience and 
help them understand the world» (Mapping 
of Media Literacy Practices and Actions in EU-28 
2016: 180–181). 

While the media has the potential to assist 
the implementation of the UNCRC, children 
are often shunned by the media and «used» 
by it in order to serve commercial objectives 
in a way that compromises their welfare and 
rights (Tobin 2004: 140–141). In 1996, the UN’s 
Committee on the Rights of the Child held a 
meeting dedicated to children and the media, 
where three themes were discussed—namely, 
how to support children’s participation in the 
media, how to protect children against harm-
ful influences, and how to respect the integrity 
of children in media reporting (Williams 1997). 
Now, over two decades since this meeting, 

the same questions remain topical. Besides 
the broader question of supporting children’s 
participation in general, interest also lies in the 
participation of minority groups and children 
from different social backgrounds. In Finnish 
society overall, children do not have equal 
participation opportunities. The Finnish Youth 
Barometer (Pekkarinen & Myllyniemi 2018: 36) 
revealed in 2018 that, in relation to political 
activity, female children and youths who lived 
in cities and were older had more opportuni-
ties to have an impact on society in a political 
sense. 

The media contributes to the implementation 
of the UNCRC in three major ways. First, it can 
refer to the UNCRC; second, it has the capacity 
to construct images of children and childhoods; 
and third, it can support or prevent children’s 
participation in the media (e.g., Hammarberg 
1997; Tobin 2004). There are also more indi-
rect issues that affect the relationship between 
media and children’s rights, including the ethi-
cal codes of journalists and media education. 
In a study entitled «Identifying and challenging 
the negative media representation of children 
and young people in Northern Ireland (Gordon 
et al. 2015), children and young people parti-
cipated in workshops to explore their under-
standings of mass media and experiences of 
different media outlets. The participants stated 
that the media fails to engage with children 
and young people and that it should do more 
to involve children, rather than merely talking 
about them (Gordon et al. 2015).

Examinations of how children’s views are re-
presented in the media is, to the best of our 
knowledge, scarce. However, an example of 
this type of research is Sheela Warrier and 
Marjory Ebbeck’s (2014) study, where the aut-
hors analyzed children’s rights as portrayed 
on Singaporean television broadcasting. The 
authors evidenced that the cases in which chil-
dren were active participants in society (15.1%) 
and adopted age-appropriate responsibilities 
(4.9%) were limited in Singaporean television 
broadcasting. In contrast, there is a moderate 
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body of research on how children and child-
hoods are portrayed in the media. However, 
this type of research is more media-centric and 
focuses on representations and youths only. 
Studies concerning young children and infants 
(e.g., Lupton 2014) are rare.

Existing studies show that the children who 
are represented in the media are constructed 
ambivalently, either as innocent and depen-
dent victims of wars and catastrophes or as 
demons and black sheep who rebel against the 
laws of societies (e.g., Andersson & Lundström 
2007; Denov 2012; Kaziaj 2016; Kaziaj & Van 
Bauwel 2017; Moeller 2002; Ponte 2007). The 
study conducted by Kaziaj and Van Bauwel 
(2017) shows that Albanian television news ra-
rely broadcasts topics that concern children or 
children’s issues. Ponte (2007) points out that 
children themselves are not heard in the news; 
rather, they are portrayed as objects of risky 
situations, parental control, or delinquency. 
The themes of the news concerning children 
focuses most often on conflicts, accidents, 
polemics, advice for parents, and education 
(Ponte 2007). When examining the research 
concerning children represented in the media, 
it is worth noticing that often the focus is 
on specific minority groups (see Jordan & 
Prendella 2019), such as subjects of gender-va-
riant minorities (Kelso 2015) and victims and 
perpetrators of wars and catastrophes, inclu-
ding asylum-seekers and child soldiers (Denov 
2012; McLaughlin 2018). This is explained by 
the fact that children are often considered to 
be the future of the nation: as subjects whose 
future should be protected (Moeller 2002; 
Ponte 2007). Further, Moeller (2002) claims 
that the portrayal of children in the media 
forms a double bind between the compulsion 
to protect children and the compulsion to at-
tract attention. 

Portraying children as «perfect» victims pre-
sents a position of non-participation, where 
they become dependent actors; when they are 
represented as demons, children are paralle-
led with adults (Moeller 2002). Kaziaj (2016) 

holds that children are pictured through the 
«adult gaze» (i.e., through adults’ perspectives) 
in the media news, while Such, Walker, and 
Walker (2005: 322) emphasize that the politi-
cally active competencies of young people are 
often questioned in news coverage because 
society is used to non-threatening child–adult 
dichotomies. Moreover, children are not often 
considered competent users of the media due 
to their lack of maturity, critical thinking, and 
prior knowledge (Kaziaj & Van Bauwel 2017). 
It is also argued that the media does not acco-
unt for the UNCRC and excludes children as 
both active participants and citizens who are 
capable of expressing their views (Kaziaj & Van 
Bauwel 2017; Ponte 2007). Keeping in mind 
these dichotomies, contradictions, and positi-
ons reserved for children who are represented 
in the media, it is intriguing to explore how 
HS deals with the representation of children’s 
views. 

Data and methods
In order to examine how children’s views are 
represented in Finnish news articles, we collec-
ted data from HS, the main national print news-
paper in Finland. We selected three volumes 
from three different decades—1997, 2007, and 
2017. We wanted to include a recent volume, 
and since the data were collected in 2018, the 
most recent full volume was 2017. 

Although the data of this article come from 
three different decades, we do not assume 
that the news stories and articles of the sele-
cted years demonstrate the specific trends or 
phenomena of newspaper media in these de-
cades. Neither do we aim to examine changes 
in the representation of children’s views in the 
three decades. Instead, the selection of three 
volumes, each of them 10 years apart, is done 
to increase the chronological variance of the 
data, and thus the generalizability of the re-
sults over time in the case of the identification 
of recurring characteristics or patterns in the 
data (see Gobo 2004). Moreover, an intensive 
data collection process based on a small num-
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ber of volumes makes it easier to consider the 
findings in relation to the topical events and 
historical contexts of each year.

The research data we gathered comprise edi-
torials, feature articles, and news stories pu-
blished in the years 1997, 2007, and 2017 in 
HS. The method of data collection was based 
on systematic random sampling conducted 
within the issues of HS in the years mentio-
ned above. We randomly selected every tenth 
newspaper published in the appropriate year, 
thus numbering 36 newspapers each year. 
This was done to avoid researcher bias in the 
selection of news (see Lacy, Watson, Riffe, & 
Lovejoy 2015). From these numbers, all of the 
editorials, articles, etc. concerning children and 
young people (i.e., all those under the age of 
18), were included. In the first phase of sam-
pling, the selection criterion used was the men-
tion of an individual child or children. In the 
second phase of sampling, we excluded any 
writing that comprised public opinion pieces 
or short news stories (e.g., crime news) from 
the data, because we wanted to focus on the 
articles that were written by the editors and 
journalists of HS. Altogether, the final sample 
was comprised of 220 articles. 

 We then began a systematic thematic and 
inductive content analysis of the data (see 
Alasuutari 2011; Braun, Clarke, & Terry 2015) by 
independently analyzing the selected writings 
from each decade in order to form a concept 
of the topic categories in the news that con-
cerned children, childhood, and youth. Each 
member of the research group was respon-
sible for classifying the news of one decade, 
and each member also conducted a tentative 
categorization. Following this, we discussed the 
tentative categorizations, determined the final 
categorizations, and decided on the inclusion 
and exclusion criteria for each category. In this 
phase, we combined many of the tentative ca-
tegorizations, such as health and crises, trage-
dies, and violence into the broader category of 
safety and health. Another category was early 
childhood education and care (ECEC), which was 

placed within the broader category of education. 
There were no large variations in the tentative 
categorizations of the three authors, and we all 
agreed on the titles and definitions of the final 
categories. A mark of our success in the catego-
rization process was the rare need to use the 
category «other,» which we decided to use to 
represent other topics of the news that did not 
fit in the seven named categories. We used this 
category just three times in our analysis.

The newspaper articles were typified into 
seven separate categories, with other as the 
eighth category. The first category of politics 
and decision-making included the news articles 
that dealt with public power, decision-making, 
legislation, administrative steering, related 
economic questions, political elections, and 
international, national, and municipal political 
activities. The second category of culture and 
leisure was comprised of news articles that 
addressed cultural characteristics, national 
cultures, cultural values, art, cultural artefacts 
(e.g., books, toys), consumption of culture, 
media and communication, leisure activities, 
travelling, hobbies, and child and youth cul-
ture. The third category of education consisted 
of the news articles that targeted institutiona-
lized education and upbringing in ECEC and 
primary or secondary education. Familial up-
bringing (see category 5) and leisure education 
in courses, camps, or hobbies (see category 2) 
were excluded from this category. The fourth 
category of work and economic activity was 
comprised of news articles regarding children’s 
and adolescents’ employment, work, entrepre-
neurship, and other economic activity. The 
fifth category of family and parenting included 
all news articles that focused on family relati-
onships, family formation, family life, and pa-
renting. The sixth category of safety and health 
focused on health, safety, and security or thre-
ats to these elements, such as violence or the 
use of alcohol. The seventh category of housing 
and environment consisted of news articles that 
explored children’s housing, living environ-
ments, and living conditions. We quantified the 
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data to determine the number of news stories 
within each category for each year.

After conducting the systematic content ana-
lysis, we focused on examining how children’s 
views were addressed in these news articles, 
and the quantification was also conducted for 
these cases. We analyzed whether children were 
plainly a target of adult actions or whether their 
views were represented in a particular way. 
Further, the representation of children’s views 
was divided into three different areas. First, chil-
dren’s point of view could be reported indirectly, 
where adults spoke on behalf of their children 
or children served as participants in surveys that 
were reported in the news. Second, the views of 
children (or an individual child) were presented 
through interviews, in which direct quotes or in-
direct reporting were used in the writing. Third, 
children were the authors of the news articles. In 
the news articles in which children’s views were 
represented, we excluded childhood memoirs 
where adults recalled their own childhoods, 
because it was not the child who was speaking. 
Nevertheless, childhood memoirs fulfilled their 
own functions as definers of childhoods in our 
data, and they usually dealt with uneasy topics, 
such as extreme violence and sexual abuse.

Representation of children’s 
views in 1997, 2007, and 2017
The number of newspaper articles concerning 
children and youths is quite similar for each 
year, with a slight increase as the years go by 
(see Figure 1). However, this increase may be 
due to the increasing size of the newspaper: 
If the number of pages has increased as the 
years pass, then there is more space for news 
concerning children and childhood. In 1997, 
children’s views were presented in 22 news ar-
ticles out of 66—a third of cases. In 2007, the 
presence of children’s views was significant, as 
children had their say in 35 news articles out 
of 76—almost half of cases. In 2017, children’s 
views were considerably less salient. They ap-
peared in only 22 stories out of 78—not even 
a third of cases. This is a notable finding, es-

pecially when one considers how researchers 
and advocates of children’s rights have spoken 
increasingly of the importance of children’s 
rights and the salience of hearing them in 
matters that concern their everyday lives. Of 
course, a possible explanation for this might be 
that our sampling procedure was not success-
ful in amassing enough news stories.

Figure 1. The number of HS newspaper articles concerning chil-
dren, and the number of said articles in which children’s views are 
represented in 1997, 2007, and 2017. 

In 1997, education (N = 22) was the largest cate-
gory in the news where children or childhoods 
were mentioned (see Figure 2). The secon-
d-largest category was safety and health (N = 
17), and the third-largest was culture and leisure 
(N = 8). Children’s views were represented in 
these news articles seven, six, and three times, 
respectively, meaning that children’s views 
were represented in 34% of cases. The pre-
sence of children’s views was quite even within 
all categories in 1997, but work and economic 
activity represented a topic in which children’s 
views were introduced most seldomly, in just 
one case out of seven.

Figure 2. Thematic coverage of HS newspaper articles on children 
and newspaper articles that represented children’s views in 1997.
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The articles of 2007, in turn, differed from 
those of 1997. Although the first three cate-
gories, education (N = 20), culture and leisure (N 
= 17), and safety and health (N = 17) were the 
largest, similar to 1997, children’s views were 
represented more often—in 44% of cases. 
Figure 3 reveals that 2007 diverged from 
1997 in respect to its coverage of education: 
Children’s views were represented in this area 
in only five cases out of 20. Children’s views 
were most often represented in the news con-
cerning housing and environment (three out of 
four cases), family and parenting (five out of 
seven cases), and culture and leisure (12 out of 
17 cases). Work and economic activity were not 
widely discussed, and neither were children’s 
views in these categories.

Figure 3. Thematic coverage of HS newspaper articles about chil-
dren and newspaper articles that represented children’s views in 
2007.

In 2017, as shown in Figure 4, education (N = 
18) was again the chief category of interest 
in relation to the presence of children. The 
second-largest category was politics and deci-
sion-making (N = 16), and the third was safety 
and health (N = 15). Despite the large number 
of news articles within the category of politics 
and decision-making, children’s views were 
not present in any of these articles (0 cases 
out of 16). In opposition to this was the situa-
tion concerning work and economic activity. In 
these articles, children’s views were reported 
in almost every single piece (five out of six 
cases). Children’s views were represented in 
almost half of the articles concerning culture 
and leisure (six out of 13 cases) and in almost a 
third of news articles regarding education (five 

out of 18 cases). Within the category of safety 
and health, the representation of children’s 
views was scarce (three out of 15 cases).

Figure 4. Thematic coverage of HS newspaper articles about chil-
dren and newspaper articles that represented children’s views in 
2017.

When analyzing the origins of the views of 
children in HS, it is obvious that children were 
not always directly heard. The views of chil-
dren in print seemed to originate from diverse 
sources and not from discussions between 
children and journalists/editors. Instead, chil-
dren were listened to in more indirect ways in 
HS. For instance, children’s views were drawn 
from a survey of a certain demographic of 
children and youths. What was also common 
was the tendency for adults, such as parents 
and teachers, to speak on behalf of children, 
thus leading to the reporting of their assumed 
views. There were also articles in which chil-
dren themselves were the authors, but these 
were often located in HS’s pages and columns 
that were reserved for children’s «own» issues 
and that solely targeted children.

Concluding discussion
In this article, we conducted an exploratory 
examination of the representation of chil-
dren’s views in the news stories of a main-
stream Finnish print newspaper. The findings 
suggest an upward trend in the frequency of 
news stories that concern children and child-
hood, as the number increased with each year. 
However, children’s own views were not repre-
sented as often. The most prominent year, if 
one considers the number of representations 
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of children’s views, was 2007, when almost half 
of the articles in question reported children’s 
views. In 1997 and 2017, the proportion of news 
stories that embodied the views of children was 
roughly third of cases—or less, as in 2017. 

Typically, the news concerning children and 
childhood focused on education, culture, and 
leisure as well as safety and health during 
1997, 2007, and 2017 (cf. Ponte 2007). A rea-
son for this trend may be due to the fact that 
Finland’s economic recession from the 1990s 
onwards led to financial cuts to children and 
family services, and these cuts were especially 
visible as topics in the areas mentioned above. 
Nevertheless, it appears that the political deci-
sions themselves were debated and questio-
ned in the media more often in 2007 and 2017 
than in 1997. Another reason for the recurrent 
categories that address children’s views could 
be due to the fact that these themes can be 
easily related to the micro-level aspects of the 
lives of children.

Children’s views were welcomed in categories 
that were smaller in scale, «softer,» and that re-
sonated well with the typical micro-level activi-
ties of children, including playing and going to 
school. An important finding of our study is that 
children’s views were not often represented 
in HS in relation to macro-level issues such as 
politics and decision-making. What is salient in 
this regard is that in the topics of politics, safety, 
and health, children still abide without a voice 
of their own in 2017. These areas of life seem 
to be considered macro-level activities that are 
arenas of adulthood and adult power. Article 12 
of the UNCRC stipulates that children should be 
able to express their views in all matters affecting 
them; however, the media coverage explored in 
this study reveals that this is not happening in 
Finnish media discussions in 2017, almost 30 
years after the UNCRC was adopted.

 Our finding coincides with those of 
Ruckenstein (2012), who argues that in Finnish 
public discussions, children are supposed to 
be interested in «children’s matters,» which 
are relegated to micro or everyday politics. In 

macro-level decision-making, children’s voices 
remain absent. This finding also corresponds 
with earlier international studies on the re-
presentation of children and their views in 
media (Kaziaj 2016; Kaziaj & Van Bauwel 2017; 
Moeller 2002; Ponte 2007; Warrier & Ebbeck 
2014). Perhaps, as Barry Percy-Smith (2006) 
warned over 10 years ago, the honeymoon pe-
riod of children’s participation is over. It is not 
often that one group belonging to a specific 
social category can determine the direction of 
politics, which is a field known for its distinct 
and intersecting agendas. However, it is still 
concerning that in 2017, children’s views were 
absent in political news coverage. Kay Tisdall 
(2011) believes that a child-focused theoriza-
tion of children’s participation would lead to 
the improved representation of children with 
respect to macro-level issues. However, based 
on our data, this does not appear to be hap-
pening in Finnish media discussions. Tisdall 
(2008: 82) also refers to micro- and macro-level 
issues and recalls that that the broad umbrella 
of «participation» may need to be put away 
and replaced by more nuanced terms in order 
to reveal the tensions and possibilities of chil-
dren and young people as public actors. Our 
analysis supports this belief, as it is clear that 
there is a strong divide between the participa-
tion of children in micro-level topics and their 
participation in macro-level topics. 

However, children’s participation does not 
always mean that children have an influence 
on issues affecting them, not even in their 
daily contexts. As Niemi, Kumpulainen, and 
Lipponen (2016) argue in the context of edu-
cational research, although children’s right to 
participation is institutionalized in educational 
settings, their voice remains without real influ-
ence if said participation does not penetrate 
pedagogical practices and result in changed 
courses of action (see also Lundy 2007). The re-
cent report by the Finnish government (2019), 
entitled «Child’s Time: Towards a National 
Strategy for Children 2040», also states that 
evidencing the influence, evaluation, and fol-
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low-up of children’s participation is often insu-
fficient. The report holds that children’s ideas, 
views, and opinions remain invisible in Finnish 
organizational structures and decision-making 
processes. Thus, the Finnish context of chil-
dren’s participation demands improved efforts 
from adults within the fields of policymaking, 
institutions, organizations, and the media. 
Furthermore, Stenvall (2018: 102–104) points 
out that children might not receive enough in-
formation about macro-level politics to build 
their opinions and participate in discussions. 
Media, in this sense, could play a crucial role in 
taking children’s perspectives into account and 
offering knowledge not only about children, 
but also for children.

The representation of children’s views in the 
media is a complex and multilayered pheno-
menon. Although it is admirable that newspa-
pers consider children’s right to express their 
views and offer space for children’s pages, 
their participation should be understood in a 
broader sense so as not to produce generati-
onal differences between adult (actual)–child 
(apparent) news (cf. Kaziaj & Van Bauwel 2016). 
There is a danger that children’s opinions are 
inevitably conceived of as tokens that have no 
real impact on society. 

This study has limitations that need to be 
taken into account when evaluating the fin-
dings. The sample, although random, was 
small-scale, meaning that an exhaustive 
picture of the news stories of the chosen years 
is not provided. Despite this, the news stories 
can be categorized along the same themes 

for all decades. Additionally, we have descri-
bed the sampling and coding procedures with 
inclusion and exclusion criteria in a detailed 
manner, thus enabling the evaluation and re-
plication of the analysis (see Lacy et al. 2015).

In the future, we want to develop our analy-
sis. This article offers a broad representation 
of children’s views, but as well as this, it would 
be interesting to examine the discourses used 
in displaying children’s views. This examination 
is likely to reveal what purposes the presence 
of children’s views serve: Do they bring somet-
hing «fun» to the newspaper article? Do they 
lighten the topic? Do they provoke emotions? 
Or do they engage certain kinds of audiences? 
Furthermore, it is relevant to contemplate the 
vast differences and oppositional positioning 
visible in our data: The news stories were con-
structed through dichotomies, such as chil-
dren–adults, victims–perpetrators, girls–boys, 
normal children–special children. Further inqu-
iry should also focus, in a more nuanced way, 
on the different participatory roles and posi-
tionings of children in newspaper discussions 
and explore whether they are objects of adults’ 
actions, active subjects, or active participants 
in decision-making processes (see Carpentier 
2012). To conclude, further inquiries should 
focus on the different aspects of participation, 
including children’s participation at the micro 
vs. macro level as well as in private vs. public 
issues. In a broader sense, the means of, pur-
poses behind, and possible consequences of 
representing children’s views in the media 
should be explored.
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