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This qualitative study examines the dominant fertility discourse in Finnish media in 2019, when 

the total fertility rate dropped to an all-time low level, spurring media debate and political 

attention. The study analyses the representations and framings of fertility, and the underlying 

norms, assumptions, power-structures and silences in the dominant discourse using discourse 

analytical tools, more specifically the ‘What is the problem represented to be?’- approach. Data 

have been generated from the leading newspaper in Finland, as well as the online news site of the 

Finnish public service broadcasting company. The study found that, despite its plurality, the 

Finnish fertility discourse is dominantly pronatalist, representing the increase of fertility as a 

necessity for the national economy, using the rhetoric of concern and fear to support this 

depiction. A nationalistic concern about the future of the Finnish nation persists, too - fertility is 

understood as a public matter, a question of the nation. Furthermore, the discourse is 

predominantly gendered - women are seen to be responsible for reproduction.  
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1. Introduction 
 

Many western countries are experiencing a shift in demographic structure due to the ageing of 

the population, as life expectancy improves while fertility rates decline. In Finland, this 

development has been faster than in most European countries, also in comparison with its Nordic 

neighbours - the total fertility rate of Finland has been declining since 2010, dropping to an 

all-time-low level of 1,35 in 2019. The pace and longevity of this recent decline are striking - 

birth-rate has not bounced back as it has tended to in the past, which indicates a more 

fundamental change in fertility patterns. The change in population structure poses challenges for 

the Nordic welfare state model, as the working, tax-paying population diminishes in relation to 

retirees. (Iversen & Rosenbluth, 2010, Hiilamo, 2019, Kestilä & Martelin, 2018) Due to these 

developments, the political relevance of the fertility decline has increased, and it has become a 

frequently reported subject in Finnish media.  

 

The question of fertility is not just an economic one as represented above: the topic of 

reproduction is situated in the intersection of public and private. Having children is a personal 

decision, but the national birth rate is often perceived as a public issue, targeted with policies. 

The fertility discourse is closely connected to constructions of womanhood, motherhood, 

reproduction of the nation, and to race and class. Women are often seen to carry the reproductive 

responsibility, but reproduction always takes place in a specific sociocultural context that 

constructs it. The specific reproductive role of women in society is, therefore, not biological but 

socially constructed. (Yuval-Davis, 1997, Patosalmi, 2011, Isola, 2012, Rajamäki, 2007, Brown 

and Ferree, 2005, Eduards, 2007) 

 

Even in Finland, reproduction and motherhood have been understood as questions of the nation. 

Finnish population policy was initially established because of the concern that if nothing is done, 

the Finnish population will start to diminish. This concern led to a maternalistic promotion of 

motherhood - women were seen to bear the reproductive responsibility. (Nätkin, 1997)  
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The concern about population decline has not disappeared; it seems. The purpose of this study is 

to gain a better understanding of the discursive processes related to fertility in Finland today, and 

of the power-structures, values and norms that are present in the dominant discourses. The 

discourse will be studied using the WPR (What is the problem represented to be?) approach on 

public media since media is not neutral, but carries substantial discursive power, actively 

creating ‘problems’, constituting and legitimising problem representations and influencing 

subjectivities. (Bacchi, 2009, p.xvii-xviii, 20, 234-242) 

 

 

2. Specific Aims and Research Questions  
 

The specific aim of this study is to find out what the dominant discourses and the discursive 

struggles related to the declining birth-rate were in the leading public media in Finland during 

2019, and how the question of declining fertility rate was framed and defined. The study 

researches this in the biggest newspaper in Finland, Helsingin Sanomat, and on the online news 

site of the Finnish public service broadcasting company, YLE, during the year 2019 when the 

birth-rate was historically low. 

 

The specific research questions are:  

“What dominant discourses and discursive struggles can be identified concerning fertility and 

birth rate in Finnish public media in 2019?” 

“How is the question of fertility defined and framed?” 

“What norms, values, assumptions and power-relations arise from the dominant discourse?” 
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3. Background 
 

Finnish population policy has its origin at the beginning of the 1900s, in an era of 

nation-building. In the Finnish nationalism, women were since the beginning given the role as 

builders of the nation - as mothers. (Nätkin, 1997, p.22) At this time, public health was strongly 

linked to population policy, even rhetorically, as Harjula (2018) demonstrates: public health, 

kansanterveys means ‘the health of the nation’ or the people, whereas the word kansa can also 

besides nation or people refer to the population, to the lower classes and even the state. Besides, 

the word citizen, kansalainen, resembles the word kansa. (p.61) 

 

Harjula (2018) argues that “due to the interconnectedness of these terms, the categories of 

formal, juridical and informal citizenship - characterised by belonging, community membership 

and civic virtues - are conceptually linked and vaguely separable”. (p.61) After independence 

and the civil war, this linkage was further consolidated - since birth-rate was decreasing and 

infant mortality was high, the health of mothers and children became crucial for the survival of 

the nation. Consequently, the politics of motherhood and reproduction were based on the idea of 

protection: mothers and motherhood had to be protected in order to secure a new, healthy 

generation. (Nätkin, 1997, p.54) 

 

Actual population policy was initiated after the second world war due to a worry that if no 

measures are taken, the Finnish population will eventually start to decline. In 1941 the Family 

Federation of Finland was founded to pursue population increase, promotion of national spirit 

and even to enhance population quality. (Nätkin, 1997, p.62-69) Population policy served as a 

national and patriotic tool, with the slogan ‘There are too few of us’. (Harjula, 2018) 

 

During this time, women’s value as parturients of children increased, but they were also seen as 

the moral backbone, a figurative conscience at the core of the nation, bringing up the new 

generation. Motherhood was promoted and celebrated to boost population growth, but also in 
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order to get women to accept sacrificing their sons to war - the mother became a reservist whose 

duty was to give her body to the use of the nation. (Nätkin, 1997, p.75-80) 

 

During the past decades, population growth in Finland has slowed down once again. This 

decreasing trend is not itself a new phenomenon - the birth rate in Finland has not been at the 

replacement level since 1969 - but the pace of it is. (Official Statistics of Finland (OSF), 2017) 

The total fertility rate has been continuously dropping from 1,87 in 2010, to the historically low 

level, 1,35 in 2019. (Official Statistics of Finland (OSF), 2020) Before, the fertility rate has 

tended to drop during economic recessions due to the postponement of births, but the current 

change seems to be more permanent, as the fertility rate has not recovered after the economy 

started growing in 2016. (Kestilä & Martelin, 2018, Hiilamo, 2019, Comolli, 2018, Hellstrand et 

al. 2019) 

 

The decline in fertility has been discussed in policy circles earlier, as the research by Rajamäki 

(2007), Isola (2012) and Patosalmi (2011) shows. The ongoing decline, however, first made 

media headlines in 2017, when the chairman of the Social Democratic Party (SDP), Antti Rinne, 

encouraged Finnish people to synnytystalkoot, meaning joint effort to give birth to more babies, 

facing a backlash for this choice of words, as the expression was seen to assume that giving birth 

is a national talkoo-duty of women. (Liimatainen, 2017: HS.fi, 23.8.2017) Synnytys means giving 

birth, and the word talkoo refers to a joint community effort, often cooperative volunteer work 

related to renovating, helping a neighbour or fixing the community courtyard in exchange for a 

simple meal.  

 

Later, as the fertility rate has continued to drop, the debate on declining fertility has increased in 

media and politics, leading to political measures in 2019. The Family Federation of Finland 

proposed to the newly elected government that an objective about sustainable population policy 

should be included in the government programme. (Väestöliitto, 2019) 
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In the government programme, then, a goal to advance child and family friendliness was set, a 

parliamentary committee for the creation of a child strategy was launched, and the objective to 

help families realise their aspired family size was mentioned. (Finnish Government, 2019) Even 

a ministerial working group was set up due to the fertility decline, with the task to monitor 

demographic trends and create policy proposals, to make sure that “demographic developments 

evolve sustainably”. (Finnish Government, 2019) 

 

The renewed attention on total fertility rate in politics and media makes the fertility discourse 

into a very actual topic to analyse in the Finnish context, not least because of the historical roots 

of the Finnish maternity and population discourses.  

 

 

4. Previous Research 
 

4.1 Pronatalist Population Discourse in an International Context 

The international research has detected a strong link between pronatalism and nationalism. In 

Statilius and Yuval-Davis (1995) research regarding settler societies, the population policies of 

the United States, Israel and Australia were found to be explicitly racist. Similarly, Krause 

(2001) found that the construction of the declining fertility rate as alarming was detected to 

contribute to the discursive reproduction of racism in Italy, as a part of a hegemonic state project 

aimed at increasing natality. 

 

Regarding population discourse and the underlying power-structures also discussed in this study, 

Krause (2001) concluded that the ‘elites’, authorities, demographers and reporters, succeeded in 

making the low birth-rate into a national concern, using alarmist language and powerful 

metaphors to convince the public.  

 

 

 

7 



4.2 Motherhood and Nation in a Nordic Context 

In the Nordic context, which is more relevant to this study due to the common history and 

societal similarities, Eduards (2007) has written about how Swedish politics have approached the 

female body under the last 150 years. She states that from the national romantic 1800s, the 

Swedish nation has been symbolically represented as a woman, as Moder Svea, the Mother Svea. 

This symbolic role of women as the bearers of the nation reduced their actual national or political 

agency. In the Swedish folkhem, home, (civil)society and nation were bound together with the 

help of the concept of motherhood - it was the link between the national and the family 

discourses. (p.33-54) In the name of the nation, the female body was ascribed cultural and 

symbolic value, but also exposed to marginalisation, violence and assault. (p.48-72)  

 

Nätkin (1997) has conducted a similar study about the maternalistic discourse in the Finnish 

welfare state politics of motherhood. (p.28) Maternalism is understood as political movements 

where the protection and advancement of mothers and children is the objective. (p.237-238) 

Similarly to Sweden, Finnish women were also given the symbolic role as the bearers of the 

nation that had to be protected, sometimes even through state intervention. Motherhood and 

reproduction were, thus, understood as a question of the nation, although Nätkin (1997) states 

that there was resistance, too - the interventionist perspective implied that the state intrudes the 

private sphere, destroying (natural) communal relationships. (p.55)  

 

A study about the Finnish concept of public health, kansanterveys, found a strong linkage 

between public health and nation-building. As the birth rate was decreasing and infant mortality 

was high, mothers’ and children’s health became crucial for national survival. (Harjula, 2018, 

p.61-64) 

 

Since Finnish population policy was first initiated in the context of war and a declining 

birth-rate, the pronatalist arguments have had a stronger presence in Finland than in Sweden. 

Nätkin (1997) also mentions that, especially at times of war, even the Finnish women’s 
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movement promoted and adopted the pronatalist narrative of mothers’ responsibility for the 

reproduction of the nation. (Nätkin, 1997, p.62-69 80-101, Eduards, 2007, 109-110)  

 

The studies by Nätkin (1997) and Eduards (2007) have a broader focus on the historical 

construction of motherhood but are relevant as they analyse the historical processes in which the 

fertility discourse has been formed and the linkages between nation and motherhood, which are 

essential for this study. 

 

 

4.3 Fertility Discourse in Finland 

Three previous studies have analysed the debate of declining birth-rate at the beginning of the 

2000s. These studies, analysing policy documents and parliamentary debate, give a good insight 

into the overall fertility discourse in the 2000s, the themes and values that have been dominant in 

the national context before. Nonetheless, the context is different from today, as the material 

analysed in these studies is from 15-20 years ago. 

 

Rajamäki’s (2007) master’s thesis on the pronatalist argumentation in parliamentary debate 

found two different positions of argumentation, called the fertility increase -speech and the 

individual choice -speech.  Both perspectives took a stand concerning how fertility decrease 

should be perceived - as public or private - and how much the state can intervene when it comes 

to the personal decisions of reproduction. The limit between the two perspectives was, however, 

in constant movement. (p.61-64, 85-90) She concluded that while the parliamentary discussion 

was diverse, at the core of the discussion was the negotiation about the role of the state 

concerning reproduction. (p.88-99) 

 

Isola (2012) and Patosalmi (2011) both studied Finnish population discourse in three policy 

documents: the Government report on the future called ‘Finland for people of all ages’ (2004), 

Business and Policy Forum EVA report ‘Condemned to Diminish?’ (Tuomitut vähenemään?) 

(2003), and the Family Federation’s ‘Population Policy Program’ (2004). 
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Patosalmi (2011) studied reproductive agency and bodily integrity in the documents, concluding 

that reproductive agency is insufficiently taken into consideration. Isola’s (2012) study concerns 

the definition of population policy and citizen, the discursive struggles on these topics and the 

gendering practices in them, focusing on the argumentation construction and strategy in the 

named documents. Her study detected a discourse of fertility concern, similar to Krause (2001), 

but this discourse was not homogenous in the policy documents. Both Patosalmi (2011) and Isola 

(2012) detected that economic argumentation was dominant and that the greatest concern was 

related to economic growth and competitiveness, which was represented as a national goal to 

which population increase was a prerequisite.  

 

All three studies found that the discourse was gendered - the object of the policies was a woman 

more often than a man. The normative structures of procreation or family were not questioned, 

and the policies were directed towards the share of the population that most probably can 

biologically reproduce - the heterosexual couples. According to Patosalmi (2011), everyone was 

assumed to want to reproduce and reproduce, and reproductive choices were seen to be based on 

financial factors. Isola (2012) concluded that the Finnish population policy discourse in the 

documents strengthens the citizenship of the people that can reproduce biologically and 

emphasises children as a source of happiness. 

 

Isola (2012) asserts, however, that due to the baseline differences in values and objectives and 

the dissociative argumentation detected, the discourse of fertility concern did not become 

dominant in Finnish society or lead to political pronatalist measures. However, as mentioned 

before, now, political action has been taken, which makes the question relevant to study again. 

 

The fact that there are no recent studies on the topic and no studies whatsoever researching the 

subject in media, despite the prominence the fertility decline has gotten in politics and media the 

past years, makes it highly relevant to research this topic further.  
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4.4 Fertility Discourse in the Media 

Studies regarding population and fertility discourse in the media have been conducted in other 

countries. Stark and Kohler’s (2002) study analysing the low-fertility in the popular press of 

eleven developed countries at the end of the 1990s found common features in them, such as the 

emphasis on consequences and interventions rather than causes, focus on concerning 

implications and legitimisation of demographers as a source of accurate information. Declining 

birth-rates were framed as a threat to the economy, nation and stability of the family. (Stark and 

Kohler, 2002) This multi-country study was able to make generalisations of international trends. 

However, the Finnish media debate on declining fertility was not included in this study, and it 

has been twenty years since the study was conducted. 

 

Brown and Ferree (2005) studied pronatalism in British media, focusing on population discourse 

in relation to nationalism and feminism at a critical discourse moment after the publication of the 

UN Population Division reports on low fertility, that suggested replacement migration as a 

potential solution. 

 

Although this study does not focus on a similar critical discourse moment, the topic has been 

very prominent in the Finnish media, why the study of Brown and Ferree (2005) is seen to be 

comparable. One of the biggest differences, in addition to the different national context, is that 

the Finnish media is not similarly divided into conservative and liberal media institutions. 

 

The study found that most of the publications in the press framed the falling birth rates as a 

serious social problem and as a threat to the United Kingdom’s culture and ethnic landscape, 

connecting biological reproduction to cultural identity. These articles had a negative stance on 

replacement migration and preferred larger family sizes of the British-born as a solution. In 

contrast, many articles had a more positive view on replacement migration, framing that as a 

possible solution. Most of the pronatalist messages in the press were aimed at women, some 

being gender-neutral. Although the family was framed as normative and heterosexual, men were 

hardly addressed as reproducers. (Brown & Ferree, 2005, p. 11-12, 20-21) 
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Surprisingly, the conservative papers used the most feminist argumentation, blaming the society 

and the structures instead of the women. It was, however, due to nationalistic reasons: the 

conservative papers did not want to frame immigration as a solution as the liberal papers often 

did. This frame of argumentation enabled the construction of a specifically racialised nationalism 

and legitimised the ability for cultural elites to define a good family. (Brown & Ferree, 2005, 

p.18-20) 

 

Brown and Ferree (2005) conclude that in reporting about the decline in fertility, the British 

press framed it as a crisis and offered different definitions for appropriate and rational 

reproductive choices. The study reveals the interconnectedness of raced and gendered discourses, 

especially in the intersection of pronatalist and anti-immigration discourses. 

 

 

5. Theory 
 

5.1 Yuval-Davis’ Three Types of  Population Discourses 

As already mentioned, previous research about population discourse has been relatively 

unanimous about the interconnectedness of the constructions of nation, womanhood and 

motherhood, as well as race and class. Consequently, the theorisation of Yuval-Davis (1997) 

about the relationships between gender, nation and state are relevant and useful. Particularly 

valuable for this study is her theoretical framework and understanding of the biological 

reproduction of the nation.  

 

In “Gender and Nation” (1997) she focuses on the role of women in the process of generating 

nation and nationality. She argues that women are not only often held accountable for the 

cultural reproduction for the nation, but also carry the responsibility for biological reproduction. 

Thereby gender, nation and reproduction become inseparable in many contexts: many national 

constructs are based on the idea of a ‘common origin’ - one is born into a national collective, 
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which constructs the boundary of that collective. Biological reproduction takes place in a specific 

social, political and economic context which constructs it, Yuval-Davis (1997) argues, referring 

to Tabet (1996). Therefore, there is no division between natural and controlled reproduction. 

(p.26-29) 

 

Instead, it is the hegemonic discourses that construct nationalist projects in a given context and 

determine whether women are encouraged, discouraged or sometimes forced to have or not to 

have children. Yuval-Davis (1997) distinguishes between three different discourses that 

dominate national policies of population control. (p.29) 

 

The ‘People as Power’ discourse 

 frames the future of the nation as dependent on continuous population increase, which is most 

times based on the reproductive powers of women. Sometimes immigration can be seen as a 

solution, but most of the time, native women are the ones demanded or requested to have more 

children. The reason for the need of people can vary - Yuval-Davis (1997) mentions civil and 

military reasons. This frame of argumentation can be related to an objective of maintaining or 

reaching ethnic or territorial/spatial hegemony, or overcoming a national disaster of some type. 

(p.29-31) 

 

The ‘Eugenicist Discourse’ 

 is more concerned with the ‘quality’ than the size of the nation. Rather than the ‘health’ of the 

future generations, the Eugenistic constructions of national reproduction concern notions of 

biologisation of cultural traits and a ‘national stock’. “One can see here the origins of the 

Powellian/Thatcherite ‘new racism’ (Barker, 1981) in which ‘culture’ and ‘tradition’ become 

essentialised and biologised into notions of genealogical ‘difference’”, Yuval-Davis (1997) 

describes. (p.31-32) 

 

The ‘Malthusian discourse’ that is concerned about reducing population growth has been more 

common in the context of developing countries. Here, the worry is that uncontrollable, 
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continuous population increase could result in a national or international catastrophe. Women are 

the primary targets of these policies that have become a cornerstone in the population policies of 

the global south, as Yuval-Davis (1997) mentions, and the effects are also often highly gendered. 

(p.32-35) 

 

This theoretical categorisation of hegemonic population discourses will be used to see if some of 

the characteristics can be identified in the Finnish discourse.  

 

 

5.2 Brown and Ferree’s Four Frames of Pronatalist Rhetorics 

In their study presented above, Brown and Ferree (2005) divide the pronatalist rhetoric in their 

sample into four categories, based on how the articles frame women and reproductive work. This 

framework is a useful analytic tool for this study, as it has been constructed for the analysis of 

pronatalist media articles. The material in this study is not strictly pronatalist articles, but the 

framework is still helpful for the identification of different dimensions in the discourse. 

 

The big lines differentiating the frames are the way they treat reproduction - as an active choice 

or as an essential desire, the way they see women - in a negative or positive light, and if the 

choices of women are seen to conflict or align with the national interest. 

 

 

Brown & Ferree (2005) p.17 

14 



 

The begging frame emphasises the national need for increased fertility, stating directly that 

women or couples should have more children due to the population crisis. Having children, on 

the other hand, is presented in a positive light: the joy of procreation and the different benefits of 

having children are highlighted. 

 

The lecturing frame, in contrast, assumes that having children is a national duty, and if one 

does not reproduce, there must be something wrong with the person, ranging from selfishness to 

mental issues.  

 

Brown and Ferree (2005) argue that both of these two frames see that reproduction is not an 

inherent desire, but an active choice. However, it is assumed that this choice is made on 

superficial grounds and that people not having children fail to understand their interests.  

The other two frames, threatening and bribing, see reproduction as something natural and 

essential. 

 

The threatening frame sees that every woman naturally wants to have children. Not having 

children, on the other hand, is a personal and a national crisis, a threat to both individual 

well-being and social stability. Women are unintentionally bringing disaster to themselves and 

society. These articles draw heavily on expert knowledge and data for legitimation. 

 

The bribing frame also perceives that the desire to have children is inherent to womanhood, but 

the reason why some are still not having children lies in the structures of the society, not in the 

women. Even insufficient support from men is mentioned. It is also the only frame where the 

class is taken into consideration - not having children when money is tight, and support from 

society (or men) is inadequate, is perceived as rational behaviour. Both class and gender 

disadvantage are seen to be at the source of low fertility. However, women are still regarded as 

the primary reproducers.  
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This more detailed framework can complement Yuval-Davis’ more general characterisation of 

the pronatalist discourse, helping the analysis to move to a deeper level. The framework is used 

as a device to detect similarities and differences between the given categories and the actual data 

and to discover unique characteristics in the Finnish fertility discourse. 

 

 

6. Discourse Analysis 
 

The interest and objective of this study are to research the dominant discourses, discursive 

struggles and constructions, power-relations and norms related to the discourse of fertility and 

population. Discourse analysis is seen as the most viable choice of theory and method to research 

these questions, as it gives tools to understand processes of meaning construction, questions of 

legitimacy and power, as well as underlying assumptions that are taken for granted but not 

explicitly expressed. (Bergström & Boréus, 2018, p.25, Bergström & Ekström, 2018, p.253-259) 

 

In this study, a poststructuralist, Foucauldian understanding of discourse is applied. In this 

approach, all meaning is seen to be discursively constructed. Concepts or categories do not have 

any essential meaning but get it through social practices. Although non-linguistic social practices 

are included in the discourse, language has a special constructive role: language is not a neutral 

instrument for communication but always provides a perspective, a standpoint on how to 

perceive the world - furthermore, the underlying structures of power influence which discourses 

become fixed and dominant. Text is a concrete manifestation of a discourse, whereby discourse 

can be studied through text. (Bergström & Boréus, 2018, p.23-24, 28, Bergström & Ekström, 

2018, p.253-265) 
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6.1 Bacchi’s ‘What is The Problem Represented To Be’ - Approach 

There are many approaches to the study of discourse, some more abstract than others. For this 

study, Carol Bacchi’s ‘What is The Problem Represented To Be’ (WPR) - approach is deemed 

most suitable, as it is a practical and applicable approach to critically examine the 

for-granted-taken understandings and representations of social and political questions and the 

power-relations these representations create or enforce. It gives tools to reveal the processes of 

how certain representations become legitimised and the possible effects of it. (Bergström & 

Ekström, p.271)  

 

Although this approach is created for poststructuralist policy analysis, it is suitable for this study 

about public media, too. Firstly, the declining fertility is perceived as a problem needing a 

policy, as the previous sections show. Similarly to the WPR, the emphasis in this study is to 

critically examine the problematisations, rather than the ‘problem’ itself. (Bergström & Ekström, 

p.272)  

 

Secondly, in WPR, media is seen as a significant political player, as a site of ‘knowledge’ 

construction. As the WPR approach has a sceptical, Foucauldian stance to ‘knowledge’, 

exploring the forms of ‘knowledge’ that are legitimised (seen to be true) and the effects of that 

understanding, studying media becomes crucial. Media is not neutral - it does not just ‘report’ 

news or ‘reflect’. Media is active in the creation of ‘problems’ and people, constituting problem 

representations and influencing subjectivities. (Bacchi, 2009, p.xvii-xviii, 20, 234-242)  

 

In the WPR approach, discourse is deconstructed by asking the material six questions, presented 

below.  

17 



 

 

The first question is aimed at identifying the implied problem representation(s) by ‘working 

backwards’ from the concrete proposals to reveal what the problem behind that is. (Bacchi, 2009, 

p.3) Not all media articles suggest concrete measures, but the question can be posed 

nevertheless.  

 

The second question draws on Foucauldian archaeology in trying to figure out what are the 

fundamental worldviews or meanings that make the representation possible. The interest is in 

what could be thought and what is possible to think, what are the conceptual logics that underpin 

the representation. (p.5) Methodologically Bacchi (2009) suggests first to identify binaries or 

dichotomies and observe where they appear and how they shape the understanding. Second, to 

find key concepts to see what meanings those concepts are given. Third, to distinguish categories 

and see how meaning is constructed through them. (p.7-9) 

 

The third question is meant to highlight the conditions and processes through which a particular 

problem representation can take shape and assume dominance. This question draws on 

Foucauldian genealogy, trying to find out how something came into being, challenging the 

assumption that the evolution of meaning is ‘natural’. (p.10-11) 
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The goal of the fourth question is to bring the issues and perspectives silenced in the problem 

representation into the discussion, asking what it is that fails to be problematised. Here, the limits 

of the problem representation are analysed. (p.12-13) 

 

The fifth question focuses on the effects, trying to identify three types of possible effects of the 

representation; discursive effects that follow from the limits imposed on what can be thought, 

subjectification effects meaning how subjects are discursively constructed, and lived effects that 

are material consequences. (p.15-18) 

 

The objective of the sixth question is to analyse the means through which some problem 

representations become dominant and achieve legitimacy, also addressing the question of 

possible resistance. Here, discourses are understood as plural and complex, even inconsistent. 

The question also tries to shift attention to the possibilities of challenging problem 

representations that are judged to be harmful. (p.19) 

 

Some of the questions are more useful for this study than others, and some questions might be 

added to complement the WPR questions in the analysis section if necessary. 

 

 

7. Method 
 

7.1 Source of Data 

As previously mentioned, textual data from public media is used to research the present fertility 

discourse in Finland since the interest of this study is to analyse the dominant discourse on the 

topic. Another alternative could have been to study the discourse in the context of policy 

documents. However, since public media is more widely available to the general public carrying 

substantial discursive power, it is justified to study the discourse using media as a source.  
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Text analysis of public media does not give insight into the subjective meanings of the 

individuals constructed by and constructing the discourse, nor on the effects of the discourse on 

an individual level. That is not problematic, as the study is focused on the general understandings 

and constructions on the societal level of things. 

 

Two different public media sources were chosen. As the purpose is to study the dominant 

discourse, it is justifiable to choose sources that represent the leading media in Finland. Hence, 

the data for this study is generated from Finland’s leading newspaper Helsingin Sanomat 

(Helsinki Times, my translation) and the web news site, www.yle.fi/uutiset, of the Finnish public 

service broadcasting company YLE. 

 

Helsingin Sanomat is a privately owned newspaper from the capital city and has by far most 

readers out of all Finnish newspapers. (MediaAudit Finland, KMT, 2019) Helsingin Sanomat, 

according to themselves, is a politically independent daily newspaper that aspires to enhance and 

strengthen democracy, social justice and freedom of speech. (Helsingin Sanomat, periaatelinja, 

2020) As the leading newspaper in Finland, Helsingin Sanomat has power in constructing 

societal discourses, which is why it is logical to have HS.fi in the sample. 

 

The Finnish public service broadcasting company YLE and its online services are financed 

through taxes, and their content is freely available. As a public service broadcasting company, 

the duties of YLE are defined by law and include supporting and affirming democracy, culture 

and everybody’s right to participate by providing a wide variety of information from different 

perspectives. YLE values and promotes freedom of speech and is politically and financially 

independent. Due to its distinctive societal role, free availability and extensive reach, YLE is 

considered an important actor in society with considerable power in the construction of dominant 

discourses. (YLE, This is Yle, 2019, YLE, Mitä julkinen palvelu tarkoittaa?, 2020) Thereby, the 

online news site, yle.fi/uutiset, is chosen as the other media source. The news site comprises 

different types of articles, not all of them strictly news. 

 

20 

http://www.yle.fi/uutiset


As explained in the background section of this paper, the year 2019, the total fertility rate was 

lower than ever, spurring media attention. Hence, the year 2019 was chosen as a timeline for this 

study. 

 

7.2 Data Generation and Sampling 

First, Research Retriever was used to search for articles. In order to find relevant articles, the 

following categories were used: the articles had to include the search word “syntyvyys” which is 

the Finnish word for fertility/birth rate and be published during the year 2019 in one of the media 

sources chosen for the study. This initial search resulted in 210 articles. Other search words such 

as “lapsiluku” (number of children) and “vauvakato” (lack/shortage of children) were tested, 

but they only resulted in a small number of articles that were mostly already included in the 

initial search. 

 

It was noticed that not all articles filling the criteria were included in the Research Retriever 

search results. Therefore, additional searches on both media platforms were done to complete the 

search. After, the articles were coded primarily according to the type of text (news, editorial, 

letters to the editor, et cetera) and the principal subject. Only articles where fertility rate or 

decline was the principal subject were included. Additionally, the articles talking about fertility 

and birth-rate in a foreign country context were excluded. To compare the way fertility is 

discussed in a national and a foreign context is an exciting topic for future research, but this 

particular study focuses on the national discourse only. The articles where Finland’s fertility 

rates were compared to the corresponding rates in other countries were included in the sample. 
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The empirical material was first sorted, initially asking the questions what the articles are talking 

about and how. (Rennsam & Wästerfors, 2018, p.71-83) Articles that had the same themes were 

similar in argumentation or rhetoric formed different categories. There were fifteen initial 

categories.  1

 

After this, more specific questions arising from theory and the data itself were asked from the 

material. The two first questions of the WPR method regarding problem representation and 

underlying assumptions were used. Besides, some questions had arisen from the data that were 

found useful for further sorting. These were: 

- Are fertility and reproduction understood as private or public issues? 

- Is the focus on consequences or explanations?  

- Who is represented to be responsible? 

 

Finally, three general discursive frames were constructed. These were the ‘socioeconomic 

consequences’ frame, the ‘reasons and culprits’ frame and the ‘resistance’ frame. This study 

focuses on the two first-named frames that were most dominant in the data. As the name implies, 

the ‘resistance’ frame is constructed of articles that resist and contest the dominant perspective. 

Although the resistance is extremely interesting for future research, the limited scope of this 

study made it impossible to analyse it in depth. 

 

1 Fertility & Economy 
Fertility & Regional Differences 
Fertility & Basic Services 
Fertility & International Migration 
Fertility & Economic Incentives 
Fertility & Labour Market 
Fertility & Family 
Fertility & Precarity 
Fertility & Blaming the Individual/s 
Fertility & Blaming the Society: Culture & Structure 
Fertility & Climate Change 
Fertility & Wellbeing 
Fertility & Women’s Choice 
Fertility & Childlessness 
Fertility & Alternative Economic Perspectives 
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Instead of applying the WPR-questions systematically in order, a more integrated analysis was 

produced with the help of the questions. (Bacchi, 2009, p.xxi, 101, 128, 155, 181, 205, 233) The 

focus was put on the four first questions, as they were the most relevant in answering the 

research questions.  

 

I translated the examples from Finnish to English myself. Some nuances might be lost in 

translation. I also acknowledge that there probably are themes in the data that I have failed to 

recognise. My own prejudice and familiarity with the subject as a member of society can have 

affected my findings, but also give me the competence needed in order to research the topic. 

 

 

 

8. Analysis 
 
First, the ‘socioeconomic consequences’ frame will be analysed, following with the ‘reasons and 

culprits’ frame. Last, an overview of the ‘resistance’ frame is given. Some examples are 

presented in-text, but a more comprehensive overview of the different examples found in the 

data in the appendix.  

 

8.1 The ‘Socioeconomic Consequences’ Frame 

In the ‘socioeconomic consequences’ frame, the problem is represented to be the 

(socio)economic implications of low fertility, therefore including an underlying liberal economic 

assumption that economic growth is an unquestioned national objective. Population growth and 

increase of fertility are seen as a prerequisite for continued economic growth. This point of view 

is legitimised through reporting of the ‘problem’ as news, presenting the ‘knowledge’ of 

demographers and economists as truth. (See table 1.1) 
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It is argued that “--due to the decrease in fertility rate and total net migration, the amount of 

working-age people in relation to the retirement-aged dwindles, whereby the financing of the 

pensions becomes more difficult”, which illustrates the focus on the (socio)economic 

consequences. (Table 1.1: YLE.fi, 19.3.2019) 

 

8.1.1 The Public and Private Spheres of Fertility 

In the ‘socioeconomic consequences’ frame, the birth rate is discussed in general terms 

concerning the economy, the society, and the nation, placing it in the public sphere, ignoring the 

private aspect of reproduction, mirroring the fertility increase -speech identified in Rajamäki’s 

(2007) study. The responsibility is placed on the state or the politicians, which includes the 

assumption that the individual reproductive choices can be (and need to be) affected through 

political measures. 

 

An example of this is the discursive struggle related to the key term synnytystalkoot, which is in 

the core of the discursive struggle related to fertility. The meaning of synnytystalkoot refers to 

giving birth as collective volunteer work, joint effort. It combines the intimate sphere – 

delivering a baby, being in labour – to the public context where individuals are urged to strive for 

the sake of many.  

 

In 2017 the use of this expression caused a backlash, but now it is not perceived as equally 

provocative. The use of the term is twofold: some articles take up the word as a way to 

emphasise that they are not committing a similar mistake: “The chairman of SDP, Antti Rinne, 

called women to participate in synnytystalkoot. So far, there have been no lines to the maternity 

wards”, although simultaneously subscribing to the underlying fundamental idea that fertility is a 

question of the nation, arguing that “everybody must participate in the expenses of the 

‘potbelly-insurance’ (pallovatsavakuutus)”. (See table 1.1.2: HS.fi, 25.3.2019) 

 

In other examples, it seems like the expression has also become accepted or useful even, 

indicating a change of attitude concerning the nature of the question: “A few years ago the social 

24 



democrat’s idea of synnytystalkoot was being laughed at -- now the giggling is starting to taper 

off, as the concern about the population pyramid is understood to be real”. (See table 1.1.2: 

YLE.fi, 1.7.2019) 

 

8.1.2 The Rhetorics of Concern and Fear 

It is apparent that the articles in focus use rhetorics of concern and fear. (See Table 1.1) It is 

similar to what Isola (2012) detected in the policy documents, calling it the “discourse of fertility 

concern” where the worry about the future of the nation, economic growth, and competitiveness 

was included. However, in Isola’s study, it was argued that the pronatalist discourse of fertility 

concern did not become dominant due to the heterogeneity of the policy document’s 

argumentation. Now, as exemplified in this study, the pronatalist rhetoric of concern has become 

dominant within the fertility discourse. 

 

One example of such expressions is the keyword vauvakato, which translated into “shortage of 

babies” (Table 1.1: HS.fi, 28.9.2019). The connotations of the word choice do not come across in 

translation. The word kato refers originally to the failure of crops. It is associated with the time 

when Finland was dependent on its agricultural produce. It can, thus, be stated that the words 

vauva, meaning baby, and kato together carry quite dramatic symbolism, provoking associations 

to a national catastrophe. This word is recurrent in the data, used in all types of articles from 

news to letters to the editor. Other examples of the way the articles use alarmist rhetoric can be 

seen in tables 1.1 and 1.2.1, where the situation is for example compared to the famine of 1886 

and framed as a national threat arguing that the “system will collapse”. (Table 1.1: HS.fi, 

28.9.2019) 

 

8.1.3 Nationalism and Motherhood  

The ‘socioeconomic consequences’ frame has a nationalistic undertone to it. Nationalism is 

present in the examples (See tables 1.1-1.2) where the future of the nation and the national 

economy is seen to be threatened. However, it is especially evident in the articles that talk about 

international migration and migrants. (Table 1.3) 
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One article explains that if fertility stays at the current level, a significant increase in migration is 

needed. However, a substantial increase in migration is seen as a threat to Finnish society - it is 

mentioned that it “seems unrealistic since it would be such a great change socially”, the big 

question is represented to be “who these migrants would be” and that the increase in the share of 

migrants of the Finnish population would probably “cause political uncertainty”. Emphasis is on 

the benefit of the migrants for the economy - it is labour immigration that is wanted, not 

humanitarian immigration: “Humanitarian migration would not solve the problem of fiscal 

sustainability in the pension system since, among humanitarian migrants, the rate of getting 

employed has not been as high as among other migrants.” (See table 1.3: HS.fi, 22.3.2019)  

 

One article uses the word kantasuomalainen, meaning Finnish by origin, which has nationalistic 

and even racist connotations, as it is mostly used by the far-right. Here, the emphasis is put on 

the ‘common origin’, which Yuval-Davis (1997) sees as a way to construct the boundary of the 

national collective: one is born into it, which links women’s reproductive role to the national 

discourse. (See table 1.3: HS.fi, 4.12.2019) Finnish culture is also defined in contrast to other 

cultures where families are big and having children is appreciated, as is stay-at-home 

motherhood. In Finland “women are expected to participate in the labour market”, instead. (See 

table 1.3: HS.fi 8.4.2019) It is also a means for boundary construction.  

 

These articles also repeatedly refer to women as reproducers. A division is done between 

“Finnish women” and “immigrant women”, even referring to them as “foreign parturients”. (See 

Table 1.3: HS.fi, 8.4.2019) It is the mother who is seen responsible for the reproduction of the 

nation. 

 

8.1.4 The Juxtaposition of Urban and Rural Regions  

Internal migration in relation to the decreasing fertility rate is widely discussed - the 

consequences of the decreasing fertility rate and internal migration are linked to each other. 

Although the socioeconomic concerns are there, the focus is more on the effects of low fertility 
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on the regional economies and services. One reason for this theme to arise was the publication of 

the regional population projection at the end of September.  

 

Many articles that depict the juxtaposition of urban and rural regions in Finland use rhetoric of 

competition, placing the different regions against each other in the race for babies and migrants. 

For example, an article states that “The winners of the baby race are Helsinki, Tampere, and 

Turku”, whereas in smaller localities “only a few babies will be born in a year, also in the 

future”. (Table 1.2.1: YLE.fi, 30.9.2019) The articles either describe a catastrophic future for 

certain regions or emphasise the exceptions to the rule, the rare success stories. (See tables 1.2.1 

and 1.2.2) In some articles, there is a sense of hopelessness. For example, in the case of 

Kivijärvi, where the chairman is described to “not have any faith left”. On the one hand, the 

pronatalist frame of argumentation gets lost since nothing can be seen to be done, but on the 

other hand, it strengthens that very assertion since the declared ‘losers’ work as a warning 

example of the hopeless future ahead if fertility does not increase. The exceptions to the rule, the 

success stories, on the other hand, give a glimpse of the bright alternative future: Luoto is 

described as “the light in the dark”. (Table 1.2.2: YLE.fi 3.10.2019) 

 

Even though the capital area and other big cities are in many articles presented as the “winners” 

of the population race, other articles also emphasise that the birth rate is the lowest in these areas. 

(See table 1.2.1) What becomes clear, thus, is that this dichotomy frames increased fertility as a 

success and low fertility rate as a failure, which enforces the rhetoric of concern.  

 

8.2 The ‘Reasons and Culprits’ Frame 

The second frame identified in the data is looking for reasons and culprits for the development. 

This frame does not question the economic understanding of the problem, but the perspective is 

different. The articles in the ‘socioeconomic consequences’ frame are concerned about the 

consequences; here, the attention is on the reasons and culprits for the development.  
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8.2.1 Blaming the Labour Market Policy 

The articles covering the labour market topic tend to be in line with the economic presupposition 

that the fertility rate needs to increase for the sake of economic development. The reason for and 

the solution to the problem is in labour market policies; hence the main responsibility is placed 

on politicians and state. Some articles also stress the responsibility of the business owners and 

employers for creating a more family-friendly work environment. The main argument is that 

people do not have children because gender inequality makes it difficult to combine family and 

work. (See table 2.1) That is very similar to the bribing frame of Brown and Ferree’s (2005) 

framework. 

 

“In Finland, women work particularly much in evenings and nights. That is not a matter that 

helps in starting a family and in combining family and work”, one article states. (Table 2.1: 

HS.fi, 1.10.2019) Another is titled “The uncertainty of the working life shows in the birth-rates”, 

arguing that “The main responsibility of care still mainly falls on women, which weakens their 

labour market position, slows down their wage development and leads to small pensions”. (Table 

2.1: HS.fi, 11.1.2019) 

 

It is pointed out that nowadays childlessness among women is the more common, the lower the 

education level and that “combining family and work is very different in different levels of 

education”, linking the discussion to class, too. (Table 2.1: HS.fi, 23.11.2019) This notion of the 

lower birth-rate among the lower class women supports the argument that the birth-rate depends 

on the support structure of the society, instead of individual qualities. 

 

8.2.2 Blaming Women’s Wrong Choices and the Female Reproductive Body 

There are multiple letters to the editor where structural reasons are stressed, and state action is 

demanded. It is evident that it is women’s responsibility to reproduce, but society needs to offer 

incentives and support for women to fulfil this national duty. Here, money is seen as a way to 

affect women’s choices. Reproduction is, however, perceived as a choice, but a choice that can 

be influenced. The same thing was detected in Patosalmi’s (2011) study that concluded that 
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reproductive choice was perceived as something that can be limited and influenced through 

economic incentives. (Tables 2.2.1 and 2.2.2) 

 

“Birth-pension” is suggested, arguing that “society could compensate for the effects of absence 

from work into the mother’s employment pension and thus we would encourage our citizens into 

the societally advantageous motherhood”. (Table 2.2.1: HS.fi, 18.11.2019). This understanding 

of women’s reproductive choices as changeable through economic incentives is common in the 

data - multiple articles related to the fertility rates in rural Finland bring up the “baby money”. 

(See table 1.2.2) 

 

This point of view is curious since giving birth is seen as the women’s job, carrying very 

nationalistic and maternalistic tones, also identified in almost all the previous research. Again, 

the disadvantages of women on the labour market are lifted, but here the solution is not gender 

equality, as the feminist argument would be, but a financial incentive for the women to fulfil 

their primary national duty as mothers. 

 

The limit of the reproductive time, the ‘biological clock’ also comes up in the articles - the 

hesitant millennials wait too long, whereafter having children might not be possible longer. The 

responsibility is put on the individual woman again, on women’s reproductive body, instead of 

the public domain. (See table 2.2.2) 

 

In some articles, women are blamed for not wanting to settle down. One article calls for a 

“change of culture”  although it appears as if the “fertile women” are the ones to blame, rather 

than the culture. (Table 2.2.2: HS.fi, 2.10.2019) 

 

8.2.3 Blaming the Lack of Family Appreciation 

Another topic that emerges is the cultural portrayal of parenthood and family life which is 

accused of being the reason for the diminishing birth-rate. On the one hand, the negative 

presentation of parenthood in the media is seen to cause the decline of fertility, on the other, it is 
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the high pressure to be perfect parents which leads to exhaustion and to an unwillingness to get 

more children. (See tables 2.3.1, 2.3.2 and 2.3.3) 

 

“Children bring incredible happiness, but we talk about parenthood as if it was one prolonged 

winter war - ‘a tradition of invalidating happiness and luck lives with us’, says an expert”; the 

title links the negative portrayal of parenthood with the Finnish mentality. By using a reference 

of the winter war, the article is rhetorically linked to the nationalistic imagery, too. (Table 2.3.1, 

HS.fi, 19.2.2019) 

 

Other articles argue that parents are exhausted due to their pursuit of perfection. Society is 

argued to pressure parents, especially mothers - hence the lack of interest in having children. 

(See table 2.3.2) 

 

In addition to low fertility, even the cultural portrayal of family life is represented to be a 

problem. The appeal for a more positive illustration of the family and claim for more family 

appreciation have a familistic and conservative tone. The economic understanding of the increase 

of fertility as a necessity is not questioned. Nevertheless, the focus is on the personal benefits of 

having children - children are represented as the meaning of life and as future, and as a personal 

joy or fulfilment, similarly to the begging frame of Brown and Ferree’s (2005) framework and 

the findings of Isola (2012).  

 

The articles declare that “--children are everything that matters”, and that “Babies are our way to 

the future. They maintain life”. (Table 2.3.3) As the personal joy of procreation is highlighted, 

the attention is shifted from the public to the private, alike the previous section blaming women 

as individuals. 

 

8.2.4 Blaming the Millennials’ Hesitancy 

One recurrent theme is the indecisiveness and uncertainty of the younger generations, the 

so-called millennials. There are articles where the millennials themselves talk about the difficulty 
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of deciding to have children, and also articles where people from older generations and 

researchers speculate this being the primary reason for the decline in total fertility rate. (See 

Table 2.4) This theme does not arise in previous research. It is however linked to the themes 

analysed above, where the lack of family appreciation and the ‘biological clock’ were discussed, 

since here it is implied that there has been a change of culture, in contrast to the good old days 

when fertility was high.  

 

Instead of the labour market or financial reasons, it is stressed that “lack of money or negative 

talk regarding parenthood does not explain the decline of fertility - the real reason is much 

deeper”. (Table 2.4: HS.fi, 3.10.2019) 

 

Although the problem is represented to be the hesitancy of the millennials, the claim 

characterising the whole dominant discourse that the decline in fertility is essentially an 

economic problem is accepted. However, the question is placed at the personal sphere as in the 

two frames above, too. It is seen as a difficult, personal choice, depending on big, even 

philosophical questions. “Reproduction has become a carefully considered decision instead of a 

self-evidency”, one article declares. (Table 2.4: HS.fi, 3.10.2019) There is, therefore, some 

resistance, too - the state might not be able to influence this decision, in the end.  

 

8.3 The ‘Resistance’ Frame 

There is resistance to the dominant economic representation of the ‘problem’. Many of the 

articles expressing resistance highlight the things that are left unproblematised in the dominant 

framings. First, there is resistance towards the underlying assumption that women solely are 

responsible for the reproduction of the nation, and the simultaneous placement of that question in 

the public sphere. The articles further express resistance to the negative rhetorics of concern and 

the accusative tone present in the discourse. Many point out that there is a lack of perspectives in 

the fertility discussion, claiming that more diversity is needed. The articles stress the importance 
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of reproductive rights and freedom of choice - voluntary and involuntary childlessness come up 

as recurring topics. (See Table 3.1) 

 

There is also criticism towards the idea that low fertility would lead to an economic crisis and 

therefore less well being. Some state that the change in fertility patterns might lead to increased 

well being and savings, while others argue that an economic system based on continuous 

population increase is itself flawed - the system should accommodate the needs of the people, not 

the other way round. (See Table 3.1) 

 

Lastly, a larger sustainability discourse becomes linked with the question of fertility, as 

overpopulation is discussed on a global scale. This theme becomes the modern equivalent to 

Yuval-Davis’ ‘Malthusian discourse’, but now even in the context of the developed countries. 

The sustainability argument is that the pronatalist promotion of the necessity for more children is 

irresponsible since the world already is overpopulated, which hurts biodiversity and the climate. 

(See Table 3.1) 

 

Whereas the economic concern was reported as news, the ‘resistance’ frame is mostly letters to 

the editor or feature articles, represented as the opinions of individual people, rather than as 

scientific, objective ‘knowledge’. 

 

 

9. Discussion and Conclusions 

9.1 The Economic presupposition 

The dominant infiltrated approach is that the problem is not low fertility per se, but the 

consequences of it for the national economy. In assuming that decreasing fertility rate is 

fundamentally an economic problem, many other things are also taken for granted. The 

consequences of decreasing fertility would not be an issue if the liberal economic thought of the 

necessity of economic growth were not accepted. The finding is aligned with the conclusions of 

32 



Isola (2012) and Patosalmi (2011) who found that economic growth was perceived as a 

self-evident national objective, for which population increase was a necessary precondition. That 

presupposition was also left unproblematised in the two dominant frames, the economic 

consequences and the ‘reasons and culprits’ frame, that agree to this fundamental economic 

assumption.  

 

Out of Yuval-Davis’ three categories of population discourse, these two frames that together 

construct the dominant fertility discourse in Finland are predominantly pronatalist, fitting into 

the ‘People as power’ discourse. In relation to the historical roots of the Finnish population 

discourse, many of the maternalistic assumptions identified in Nätkin’s (1997) study persist - 

motherhood and nation still have a strong connection. However, the reason why population 

increase is desired has changed - now the focus is primarily economic, whereas before it has had 

to do more with the strength and size of the nation in the face of war or other types of crisis. 

Now, the fertility decrease and its economic consequences are represented as the actual crisis to 

overcome. 

 

9.2 Legitimisation and Rhetoric of Concern 

The discursive process of how the economic representation of the problem has become dominant 

is related to demographic research (and the assumptions that come with it) being reported as 

news, hence becoming legitimised as truthful ‘knowledge’. Stark and Kohler (2002) also came to 

the same conclusion that demographers were legitimised as a source of accurate information in 

the international media. 

 

Krause’s (2001) finding in the Italian context that the so-called elites, authorities, demographers 

and reporters succeeded to make the decline in fertility into a national concern by using alarmist 

language is also relevant. Many of the same discursive features arise that were detected in the 

previous research in the Finnish context. However, whereas Isola (2012) argued that due to the 

homogeneous and dissociative argumentation of the policy documents the discourse of fertility 
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concern did not end up achieving dominance, now, as the topic has become more prominent in 

media, the economic premise and the alarmist rhetoric of crisis has become almost a new normal 

in the fertility discourse. The word vauvakato is recurrent in the dominant discourse, becoming, 

despite the negative connotations, a regularly used term for the fertility-situation. The concern 

about fertility becomes almost unquestioned in the dominant discourse, and therefore vauvakato 

becomes a recurrent, standard word to describe the current situation. 

 

That the alarmist rhetoric has become normalised and is used in all types of articles, from news 

to letters to the editor, tells that the public has been successfully convinced to be concerned.  

There is resistance, however. This resistance is more prominent at the opinion columns and 

letters to the editor, whereby it does not possess equal legitimacy, but challenges the dominance 

of the economic premise and the concerned tone of the discussion.  

9.3 Dichotomies 

 

9.3.1 Public/Private 

Within the different themes, fertility is assumed to belong either to the private or the public 

sphere, similarly to what Rajamäki (2007) found. In the two argumentative frames that together 

form the dominant discourse, it is mostly perceived as a public, national, matter: population 

growth is seen as a necessary prerequisite for economic growth, that is a national objective.  

The complexity of the fertility question is, therefore, not problematised. Instead, it seems this 

type of rhetoric has become more accepted, also in comparison to the earlier studies. (Rajamäki, 

2007, Patosalmi, 2011, Isola, 2012) The expression synnytystalkoot and the way it is used is an 

example of this since it is not perceived as radical or upsetting as back in 2017.  

 

The fertility decline as a national problem has become widely accepted, but simultaneously 

arguments putting the responsibility on the individual persist, creating tension. Regarding Brown 

and Ferree’s (2005) framework, many characteristics of the different frames are detected in the 

data. 
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In the ‘socioeconomic consequences’ frame, the assumed procreator is not addressed as such, but 

the constant use of the rhetoric of fear and concern, suggesting a dark future does put pressure on 

the people of Finland to reproduce. It does come across as if having children was a national duty, 

similar to the lecturing frame. Reproduction is still assumed to be a choice, rather than something 

inherent or essential to a woman. Personal qualities are, however, not discussed. The fact that it 

is assumed that women’s choices can be influenced through policies and economic incentives 

resembles the bribing frame more, however, and the rhetoric of concern is also threatening.  

 

In the ‘reasons and culprits’ frame, it is easier to detect the different categories but more 

challenging to say if the articles assume that having children would be inherent to womanhood, 

as in the bribing frame, or if it is regarded as a choice. When labour market policies are framed 

as a solution, there is, however, a built-in assumption that women would have more children if 

there were no structural obstacles to it, which leans towards the characterisation of the bribing 

frame’s essentialism. The underlying claim that society should support motherhood points into 

that direction, too, and is linked to the historical maternalist discourse in Nätkin’s (1997) study, 

where motherhood was promoted in order to increase the fertility rate. 

 

When the women’s choices or the millennials’ hesitancy are blamed, the characteristics of the 

lecturing frame are observable. When the culprit is the lack of family appreciation, the joy of 

procreation is highlighted, alike the begging frame, where reproduction is seen as a choice. 

 

Although the understanding of fertility as a public issue or a national duty has become more 

common, it is also contested. The most apparent characteristic of the ‘resistance’ frame, apart 

from the sustainability argument, is that the private and personal side of reproduction is stressed. 

 

9.3.2 Urban/Rural, Winner/Loser 

Another juxtaposition that arises, which was not discussed in previous studies, is the one 

between the rural and urban regions. The winner-loser, urban-rural dichotomy comes across as a 
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muted criticism towards urbanisation. Arguably, this representation of the problem is a result of 

increased urbanisation, which has led to an understanding that rural areas need to compete with 

urban areas in order to survive and maintain their services.  

 

The rhetoric of competition enforces the rhetoric of concern. The regions of low fertility are 

presented as losers, as a threatening example, whilst the regions with high fertility are shown as 

the polar opposite, as an example to follow. Therefore, the juxtaposition supports the idea that 

fertility increase is a national objective.  

 

The problem is not, thus, only the decline in fertility and its national (socio)economic 

consequences, but the decreasing vitality of the countryside due to the emptying of it, too. 

9.4 Silences and Effects 

 
9.4.1 Nationalistic Undertone 

Regarding the silences in the problem representations, nationalism is something that is avoided 

when talking about population and fertility. However, even though the nationalistic views are 

muted, they exist in the background and are still voiced indirectly. Nationalism did not arise as a 

prominent theme in the previous research of Isola (2012), Patosalmi (2011) or Rajamäki (2007). 

Only Isola (2012) found that in the EVA report, it was the ethnically Finnish woman that was 

hoped to reproduce. These studies did, however, argue that the concern over fertility was not 

only socioeconomic but a nationalistic one, too. Isola (2012) states that by using dissociative 

argumentation, the ‘discursive difficulties’ regarding migration were avoided. A similar tendency 

is detected in this study,  but the underlying nationalism comes across more openly. Migration is 

perceived as a risk; unemployed migrants are seen as a burden for the economy, not a remedy. 

Hence, even when migration is represented as a solution, an increase of the national birth-rate is 

a necessity and a preferred solution. 

 

36 



Similar fear concerning ethnic and cultural changes was detected in the study of Brown & Ferree 

(2005), where biological reproduction was tightly connected to cultural identity, and larger 

family sizes of the national population were preferred as a solution to migration. The difference 

is that in the Finnish context, the articles talking about migration do not emphasise the structural 

disadvantage of women. Also, in the Finnish media even the articles framing immigration as a 

possible solution simultaneously stress the importance of the national community, defining the 

boundaries of nationality by dividing the assumed reproducers, women, to people with Finnish 

and people with a foreign background. (See table 1.3)  

 

Open nationalism is avoided, but the focus on the background and origin of people tells there is a 

nationalistic concern about the future of the Finnish nation and culture. That was also detected in 

practically all of the previous research. Although the explicit racism that the studies in other 

national contexts have detected was avoided in the data, the Finnish fertility discourse does 

define nationality and belonging to the national community. Even characteristics of 

Yuval-Davis’ (1997) ‘Eugenics Discourse’ concerned with the quality of the population can be 

detected. As Yuval-Davis (1997) argues, gender, nation and reproduction become inseparable. 

 

9.4.2 Gender and Heteronormativity 

It becomes clear that in the dominant discourse the woman and the female reproductive body is 

perceived to be responsible for procreation, even when the problem is represented to be a public 

issue related to the financing of the welfare state. The female reproductive body is put into the 

intersection of the public and the private, connecting their personal reproductive choices to the 

national quest for increased fertility. In relation to declining fertility, women are almost seen 

only as reproductive bodies - as a means to increase fertility. A striking example of how the 

subjectivity of a woman is defined through their reproductive ability or duty is articles referring 

to them as “parturients”. (See Table 1.3: HS.fi, 8.4.2019) That is a very limited subjectivity, 

where womanhood is defined through the reproductive body and its abilities, limiting ‘what is 

possible to think’. 
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The emphasis on the limit of reproductive time is also an example of this. Whether the argument 

is that the hesitant millennials’ wait too long’, or that make wrong choices, the responsibility is 

put on the individual woman again, on women’s reproductive bodies, instead of the public 

domain.  

 

The ‘biological clock’ argument did not arise in the previous Finnish research, but Patosalmi 

(2011) concluded that everyone was assumed to want to reproduce and reproduce, and Isola 

(2012) stated that the policy discourse at the beginning of the 2000s strengthened the citizenship 

of people with the ability to reproduce biologically. The studies also concluded that the policies 

were predominantly aimed at women, making the whole discourse gendered. 

 

When the rhetoric of concern becomes combined with the assumption that it is the female 

reproductive body that carries responsibility, this rhetoric also becomes an accusation and a 

threat in itself - a national catastrophe awaits if the women do not make the right reproductive 

choices.  

 

Even when labour market policies are seen as a reason and a solution to declining fertility, 

women stand in the centre. On the one hand, it is acknowledged that women are disadvantaged in 

the labour market and that the problem is structural, which as Brown and Ferree (2005) argue, is 

an argument often lifted by feminists. On the other hand, the focus on women in relation to 

fertility strengthens the assumption that women have the primary reproductive responsibility. 

 

The gendered character of the discourse also reflects the heterosexual, normative premise of 

procreation present throughout the dominant discourse - it is not named explicitly, but it is not 

problematised or given alternatives to either. The silence around the normative, heterosexual 

assumption is evident. As Patosalmi (2011) argued, embedded in the assumption that family 

policies are a key to increase fertility is the definition of what a family is. 
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9.5 Concluding Remarks 

Despite the plurality of the fertility discourse in Finnish media in 2019, some dominant 

discursive trends arise. The discourse is dominantly pronatalist, and the decline in fertility is 

perceived as an economic problem, related to the financing of the welfare state. This 

representation is enforced with rhetoric of concern and fear - declining fertility is depicted as a 

national catastrophe. Fertility is placed in the public sphere; the intimate and personal side is 

mostly disregarded. Reasons and culprits for the development, however, are also found in the 

private sphere. The discourse is gendered altogether - women are seen as the primary 

reproducers, and the normative perception of procreation is not questioned - there is a 

heterosexual premise. There are traces of the historical maternalistic discourse - motherhood and 

nation are still discursively connected. In addition to the economic concern, a nationalistic 

concern about the future of the nation persists.  
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11. Appendix - Examples Derived from Data 
 

1. Examples of the assumption that low fertility will lead to economic difficulties 
 
Table 1.1 Example sentences derived from data 
Assumptions of how low fertility impacts the Finnish economy and population 

Source & publication 
date, type of article 

Example sentences, headlines in bold font 

HS.fi, 29.1.2019, news 
article 

“Fertility is still decreasing: last year 3000 babies less were born than the year 
before - the total fertility rate lowest in history” 
 “If the decrease [of the birth rate] continues or remains at this level, then yes, it 
will mean challenges for the age structure and the pension system in the long run” 
(Quotation from Senior Actuary of Statistics Finland) 

YLE.fi, 19.3.2019, 
news/feature article 

“The financing of the pension system becomes more difficult - ‘The greatest 
fear for the future is that one has to work until the end of life’” 
“--due to the decrease in fertility rate and total net migration, the amount of 
working-age people in relation to the retirement-aged dwindles, whereby the 
financing of the pensions becomes more difficult - but distinctly only at the end of 
the century” 

HS.fi, 21.3.2019, 
editorial 

“First the pressure on public expenses eases, but eventually the situation 
deteriorates quickly” 
“When the change eventually comes, it does come forcefully. For decades there is 
going to be less of the welfare-service and pension paying workers. The effect 
multiplies when the small generations raise even smaller generations.” 

HS.fi, 10.6.2019, opinion 
column 

“If the world worked like a self-repeating machine, the last Finnish person would 
be born in the mid-2040s” 
“Last time as few babies were born, it was in 1886. Back then, Finland was amid a 
famine” 

HS.fi, 28.9.2019, news 
article 

“The deepening shortage of babies (In Finnish vauvakato) threatens pensions: 
‘The way things are going, the system is going to collapse’, says the director of 
the Confederation of Finnish Industries (EK)” 
“The way things are going, the system is going to collapse”. 

  
 
Table, 1.1.2 Example sentences derived from data 
Examples of the use of the expression synnytystalkoot 

Source, publication date, 
type of article 

Example sentences, headlines in bold font 
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HS.fi, 25.3.2019, letter to 
the editor 

“The chairman of SDP, Antti Rinne, called women to participate in 
synnytystalkoot. So far, there have been no lines to the maternity wards.” 
“Everybody must participate in the expenses of the ‘potbelly-insurance’ 
(pallovatsavakuutus)” 

HS.fi, 1.4.2019, feature 
article 

“Immigration is, however, not a sufficient engine for population growth forever. 
According to the projection, the Finnish population will start to diminish the year 
2035” 
“The situation has started to concern politicians, provoking comments about 
synnytystalkoot, which has mostly upset the citizens” 

HS.fi, 10.6.2019, opinion 
column 

“If the world worked like a self-repeating machine, the last Finnish person would 
be born in the mid-2040s” 
“Last time as few babies were born, it was in 1886. Back then, Finland was amid a 
famine” 
“The current prime minister encouraged Finnish women to “synnytystalkoot”. The 
encouragement resulted in more nazi-comparisons than babies”  

YLE.fi, 1.7.2019, 
opinion column 

“A few years ago the social democrat’s idea of synnytystalkoot was being laughed 
at -- now the giggling is starting to taper off, as the concern about the population 
pyramid is understood to be real” 

HS.fi, 13.10.2019, 
feature article 

“And for the sake of the biggest deviance in the population pyramid, the 
baby-boom-generations, the initiation of synnytystalkoot is too late” 

YLE.fi, 31.12.2019, 
feature/news article 

“The collapse of the number of women in parturient-age [in the countryside] is a 
bigger reason for the shortage of children (lapsikato) than the actual decline in 
fertility.” 
“Only one thought fits into Finland at a time, whether it be urbanisation or decline 
in fertility or synnytystalkoot. There are reasons to finally wake up to the migratory 
wave of the young women and even men”. (Quotation of the leading specialist of 
the Consultancy for the Regional Development, MDI) 

 
 
 
1.2 Examples of the regional juxtaposition and rhetoric of competition 
 
Table 1.2.1. Example sentences derived from data 
Examples depicting catastrophic regional consequences of low fertility  

Source, publication date, 
type of article 

Examples, headlines in bold font 

YLE.fi, 4.2.2019, news 
article 

“Baby shortage (vauvakato) threatens maternity wards - four units already at 
gunpoint (under threat), others might also have the application for a license 
upon them” 

YLE.fi, 8.4.2019, news 
article 

 “The collapse of fertility shook up the population projection at once - check 
what the future of your home region looks like” 
“[the municipality of Siikainen is] one of the places that will gradually empty” 
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“When fertility has collapsed, the regions get enough inhabitants only from abroad 
and from other municipalities. Only the largest city districts win in this roulette.” 

HS.fi, 28.5.2019, feature 
article 

“Kainuu needs a small miracle” 
“Last year only 490 people were born in Kainuu. A new Kekkonen is required, 
says the researcher” 

HS.fi, 16.7.2019, news 
article 

“A woman from Helsinki gives birth to only one child on average - ‘The 
number is infinitely low’” 

HS.fi, 4.8.2019, news 
article 

“Baby shortage (vauvakato) reduces the number of schools and nurseries” 
“Although the school is the heart of the village, many municipalities look for 
savings in shutting down the peripheral schools to avoid raising taxes” 

HS.fi, 30.9.2019, news 
article 

“The division of Finnish municipalities into the ones who grow and to the 
ones who become impoverished deepens, Statistics Finland predicts - the 
graphics show the future of your municipality” 
“--quick rush into the capital area” 
“--losers are found even in the regional centres” 
“The most severe shortage (kato) could hit Kouvola” 

YLE.fi, 30.9.2019, news 
article 

 “The new population projection confirms the dark fears - Statistics Finland: 
if the current tendency continues, the population of our country will start to 
diminish in a bit over ten years” 
“[in smaller localities] only a few babies will be born in a year, also in the future” 
“The winners of the baby race are Helsinki, Tampere, and Turku” 

YLE.fi, 30.9.2019, news 
article 

“Ilomantsi and Kivijärvi are the gloomiest municipalities in the population 
projection - ‘the ones who can leave, they will have a change of scenery’” 
“The chairman of Kivijärvi does not have any faith left” 
“I think that Kivijärvi will shrink even more than what the projection is” 
(Quotation of the chairman) 

YLE.fi, 1.10.2019, 
feature article 

“An hour to Tampere and Turku, one and a half to Helsinki - yet the small 
municipality in southern Finland is emptying at record speed” 
“Due to the depopulation (väestökato) the fertility of Humppila has collapsed” 
“[the low fertility] tells about the fact that we have not succeeded as we should 
have”  

 
 
Table 1.2.2. Example sentences derived from data 
Examples depicting positive “exceptions to the rule”, framing increasing fertility as success 

Source, publication date, 
type of article 

Examples, headlines in bold font 

YLE.fi, 17.4.2019, news 
article 

“Tervola raising baby-money into 500 euros, in Simo even one grand is 
considered” 

YLE.fi, 22.7.2019, news 
article 

“Fertility curtsies in the whole country, but Espoo has still succeeded in 
increasing the number of families with children” 
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“The triumph cards of Espoo are the good neuvola (child health centre) and 
services for families with children” 

YLE.fi, 3.10.2019, news 
article 

“Luoto is the light in the dark regarding population growth in Pohjanmaa: 
good fertility rate keeps the population growing” 

YLE.fi 4.10.2019, news 
article 

 “In the central hospital of Kainuu more babies are born than last year - ‘The 
number of parturients coming from outside of Kainuu has grown by 20 per 
cent’” 

 
 
Table 1.3 Example sentences derived from data 
Nationalism within the economic frame 

Source, publication date, 
type of article 

Example sentences, headlines in bold font 

HS.fi, 22.3.2019, 
news/feature article 

“New calculation: This much the number of immigrants should grow in 
order to avoid raising pension contributions a great deal more - “Would 
probably cause political uncertainty” 
“The big question is who would these immigrants be” 
“Would it be mainly labour migration or humanitarian migration? Humanitarian 
migration would not solve the problem of fiscal sustainability in the pension 
system since among humanitarian migrants the rate of getting employed has not 
been as high as among other migrants.” (Quotation of the research manager of the 
Finnish Institute for Health and Welfare, THL) 

HS.fi, 8.4.2019, feature 
article 

“Fertility would decrease faster without immigrants - the women coming 
from other countries have more children on average than the ones of Finnish 
origin (kantasuomalainen)” 
“If we would not have foreign parturients, the natural population increase would 
look even more tragic” 
“--in many cultures family and having children are greatly appreciated” 
“--also stay-at-home motherhood is appreciated [among Somalian migrants]”  
“In Finland, women are expected to take part in the labour market” 

YLE.fi, 30.9.2019, news 
article 

“If not by fertility increase, then through migration - the Etelä-Pohjanmaa 
provincial chairman’s cure for depopulation” 

YLE.fi, 4.12.2019, news 
article 

“The fertility of the people with a Finnish background declines still” 
“As the share of the people with Finnish background has diminished, the share of 
people with foreign background has increased at the same pace” 

HS.fi, 4.12.2019 
news/feature article 

“Without women of foreign background, Finland’s baby-shortage 
(vauvakato) would be considerably steeper than it is today” 
“Finland is becoming more multicultural with high speed. If the fertility 
development will continue as it has been during the 2010s, already in the year 
2051 more babies with foreign background would be born than babies of Finnish 
origin (kantasuomalainen). This is particularly the implication of the 
baby-shortage (vauvakato) among women of Finnish origin (kantasuomalainen).  
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2. Examples of looking for explanations and culprits 
 
Table 2.1 Example sentences derived from data 
Articles blaming the labour market 

Source, publication date, 
type of article 

Example sentences, headlines in bold font 

HS.fi, 11.1.2019, editorial “The uncertainty of the working life shows in the birth-rates” 
[referring to a poll made in the newspaper] “--the people with family hope for 
more flexibility at work” 
“The second and more serious work-related challenge is the uncertainty about the 
livelihood. This concerns the people living on low-income the most, for whom 
starting a family can be a big financial risk. Temporary employment and 
zero-hour contracts have increased and often concern the women in reproductive 
age.” 
“--pregnancy- and parental leave related discrimination is still unfortunately 
common” 
“The main responsibility of care still mainly falls on women, which weakens 
their labour market position, slows down their wage development and leads to 
small pensions” 
“If the increase of the fertility rate really is desired in Finland, big changes need 
to take place, especially in the workplaces” 

HS.fi, 1.10.2019, 
news/feature article 

“Confederation of Finnish Industries (EK) calls for prolonging the opening 
hours of nurseries, Central Organisation for Finnish Trade Unions (SAK) 
for an extension to the paid paternity leave” 
“In Finland, women work particularly much in evenings and nights. That is not a 
matter that helps in starting a family and in combining family and work” 
(Quotation of the chairman of SAK) 

HS.fi, 23.11.2019, 
editorial 

“Nowadays childlessness among women is the more common the lower the 
education level. Before the situation was the opposite” 
“--combining family and work is very different in different levels of education” 
“The reasons for the decline in fertility should be looked for by familiarizing 
oneself with the position of the people with lower education levels and especially 
women. The well-educated can more easily make their voice heard about their 
own conditions.” 

 
 
 
2.2 Examples of gendered explanations 
 
Table 2.2.1 Example sentences derived from data 
Blaming the lack of financial incentives for women 
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Source, publication date, 
type of article 

Example sentences, headlines in bold font 

HS.fi, 25.3.2019, letter to the 
editor 

“Everybody must partake in paying the expenses of parenthood” 
 “Finnish women have always worked according to the dictionary definition 
[for the word talkoo]: voluntarily, unpaid, and talkoo-soup on the plate” 
“An overall structural reform is required -- it must be an insurance paid with 
tax funds. It is an act of appreciation for the ones making the babies that are 
essential for the community, and for the ones who hire women in the 
baby-making age” 
“Everybody must partake in financing the potbelly-insurance 
(pallovatsavakuutus)” 

HS.fi, 18.11.2019, letter to 
the editor 

“As one solution to the problem, I suggest that for every mother who gives 
birth after the alteration of the Pension Act would be given a pension according 
to the number of children” a so-called “birth-pension” 
“the society could compensate for the effects of absence from work into the 
mother’s employment pension and thus we would encourage our citizens into 
the societally advantageous motherhood” 

 
 
Table 2.2.2 Example sentences derived from data 
Blaming women’s wrong choices 

Source, publication date, 
type of article 

Example sentences, headlines in bold font 

HS.fi, 4.4.2019, letter to the 
editor 

“Many women only look for a one night stand or are searching for that perfect 
partner” 
“--some only wanted to try their wings and fly from flower to flower” 
“I send texts and emails, call often. I buy roses. I might show my interest too 
much, even.” 

HS.fi, 2.10.2019, feature 
article 

“--short term relationships do not seem to tempt women in the best fertile age 
into baby-making” 
“A change in culture is needed” 

HS.fi, 3.10.2019, feature 
article 

“The older people are when they start thinking about having children, the 
smaller the favourable window of time for having children gets. Then, unlucky 
coincidences can rob the opportunity entirely.” 

HS.fi, 31.12.2019, feature 
article 

“Where to, Finland?” 
“[the fall in total fertility] apparently has to do with a more general change in 
values” 
“[the reason for childlessness is] the desire to do other interesting things in 
life” 
“[the millennials] ponder continuously between different options” 
“At some point, however, the “biological clock has ticked too long. When 
even 35-39-year-olds now have fewer children than before, the time for the 
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ones born at the beginning of the 1980s is running low. Not all the unborn 
babies will have time to be born any more, anyway.” 
“Thus, over the past ten years over 60 000 children, almost the number of 
inhabitants in Rovaniemi, were left unborn.” 
“If the development continues as it is, the cities of the disappeared children 
will keep on growing.” 

 
 
 
2.3 Examples of family and parenthood in the accusations frame 
 
Table 2.3.1. Example sentences derived from data 
Blaming the portrayal of parenthood and family 

Source, publication date, 
type of article 

Example sentences, headlines in bold font 

HS.fi, 19.2.2019, feature 
article 

“Children bring incredible happiness, but we talk about parenthood as if it 
was one prolonged winter war - ‘a tradition of invalidating happiness and 
luck lives with us’, says an expert” 

HS.fi, 7.8.2019, letter to 
the editor 

“The brand of parenthood is lousy” 
“The eagerness to have children has at least not increased when the image of 
parenthood and life with children is one big hike in the wilderness (korpivaellus) 
gnawed by the feeling of inadequacy” 

 
 
Table 2.3.2. Example sentences derived from data 
Blaming the exhaustion of parents 

Source, publication date, 
type of article 

Example sentences, headlines in bold font 

HS.fi, 9.10.2019, feature 
article 

“--over half of the Finnish parents experience that exhaustion and tiredness have 
affected their desires to have more children” 
“--the exhausted parents might even affect the family plans of the childless” 
“--it ought to be thought how parents can be taught to take it easy and how the 
guilt of mothers can be reduced” 

HS.fi, 3.10.2019, feature 
article 

“Many families live on the children’s terms. Expert knowledge underpins the 
upbringing and parents build their identity upon choices such as cloth diapers 
and baby-led weaning” 
“--this makes the everyday life of a family with children seem like a demanding 
project” 

 
Table 2.3.3. Example sentences derived from data 
Blaming the lack of family appreciation 
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Source, publication date, 
type of article 

Example sentences, headlines in bold font 

YLE.fi, 10.11.2019, 
opinion column 

“Everyone should raise a child” 
“--children are everything that matters” 
“I fear that they [the voluntarily childless] do not know what they are talking 
about” 

HS.fi, 28.5.2019, feature 
article 

“Children and young people are the guarantees of vitality” 

HS.fi, 25.3.2019, letter to 
the editor 

“Everybody must partake in paying the expenses of parenthood” 
“Babies are our way to the future. They maintain life” 

 
 
2.4 Example sentences derived from data 
Blaming the attitude and insecurity of the millennials 

Source, publication date, 
type of article 

Example sentences, headlines in bold font 

HS.fi, 3.10.2019, feature 
article 

“Lack of money or negative talk regarding parenthood does not explain 
the decline of fertility - the real reason is much deeper” 
“Reproduction has become a carefully considered decision instead of a 
self-evidency” 

HS.fi, 13.10.2019, feature 
article 

“The careful generation” 
“The millennials are a careful generation, which shows also in relation to 
parenthood” 

 
 

3. Examples of resistance towards the dominant economic framing 
 
3.1 Example sentences derived from data 
Resistance towards the dominant discursive framing 

Source, publication date, 
type of article 

Example sentences, headlines in bold font 

HS.fi, 17.2.2019, letter to 
the editor 

“contrary to popular belief, reduced fertility is not a threat to wellbeing or 
living of the elderly” 
“The ecological carrying capacity has already been surpassed with the present 
population and the population growth continues. The average living standard 
rises continuously, too. The growth of the population and average consumption 
cannot continue forever” 
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HS.fi, 16.3.2019, feature 
article  

“According to Janne Kotiaho, a professor in ecology, talking about joint effort 
for fertility (synnytystalkoot) is perverse” 
“[population growth is] the biggest problem in the world” 
“Kotiaho argues that the situation is good the way it is. He does not say that 
people have to stop reproducing. But if the situation has gotten better, why 
change course?” 

YLE.fi, 12.5.2019, feature 
article 

“Fertility is at the lowest level in history, but the people that most furiously talk 
about it are most often politicians and researchers. So predominantly the ones 
whose biological clock is not ticking” 
“As fertility has started to visibly drop, childlessness has stopped being a 
private matter. Under scrutiny are especially women in their thirties” 
 “after all it is very grotesque when middle-aged men ask one to give birth” 
“giving birth is not some national duty” 

YLE.fi, 17.9.2019, opinion 
column 

“Nothing tenses up the situation quite like a person inquiring about one’s 
childbearing intentions. Before it was the grandmother or another relative, now 
basically everyone is concerned about natality: The Family Federation of 
Finland, the policy-makers and the strangers writing on the opinion column. 
Media paints pictures of the emptying school-roads, worries about the number 
of maternity wards and reminds us that so few babies were last born during the 
famine” 
“When the question of why starting a family does seem interesting is asked in 
the mainstream media, I feel a twinge of guilt. Is this the fault of the childless 
thirty-year-old?” 
“at the core of the fuss is money” 
“talking about pension will not motivate us to make babies” 
“babies are not made but had” 
“[trying for a baby is a] personal, emotional and sometimes difficult process” 
 “society cannot influence the intentions to have a baby, but it can affect the 
fact that starting a family would not be a road to family poverty” 

HS.fi, 24.9.2019, editorial “Weak economic growth might be the new normal, but well being might 
still increase” 
“living standards and wellbeing might still rise since a smaller population is 
sharing the cake.” 
“[the change requires] adaptation and new thinking” 

HS.fi, 15.10.2019, feature 
article 

“The Finnish population is predicted to shrink, but is that necessarily a 
bad thing? ‘Wellbeing can be generated through other methods than 
continuous growth, too’” 
“Sustainable development and lifestyle cannot be based on financial well-being 
being dependent on population increase” 
“We have to understand that and find other ways to produce added value than 
increasing population and consumption” 

55 



HS.fi, 22.10.2019, letter to 
the editor 

“The current fertility discussion is marked by accusations and blaming. The 
easiest target is, of course, the voluntarily childless. We are not a problem and 
we do not owe explanations for our choice. The carrot or stick from the state 
does not affect the people who have consciously opted for childlessness” 
“--it is the decision of the individual, not of the state” 
“--motherhood is still essentially linked to womanhood, which is distorted. 
Thanks to unrestricted contraception and abortion a child is not an inevitable 
destiny in a woman’s life, but a choice - most of the time a well-planned one.” 

HS.fi, 30.9.2019, editorial “[the public economy] exists for the people, not the other way round” 
“[the fertility rates might] reflect the changed desires of people, to which the 
politics should adapt to” 

HS.fi, 22.12.2019, opinion 
column 

“I will become a father at the verge of the apocalypse” 
“world’s ongoing sixth mass extinction” 
“In this situation having children for the sake of maintaining the Finnish 
pension system and the national economy seems mainly ridiculous. Since soon 
a little something else might collapse, too” 

YLE.fi, 13.12.2019, opinion 
column 

“Better to be specific: there is a shortage of the right type of children in the 
right place. Chinese children, Japanese children, Finnish children.” 
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