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This article examines Swedish language television viewing among Finnish
speakers in Finland. Finnish speakers who watch some Swedish language
television are found to have more positive attitudes towards Swedish speakers
and the Swedish language. Mediated models suggest that instrumental and
integrative language learning motivations differentially mediate the association
between Swedish language television viewing and attitudes.
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Decades of research show support for intergroup contact theory (Allport 1954) in

different groups, contexts and societies (Pettigrew 1998; Pettigrew and Tropp 2006).

Studies continue to provide evidence that optimal intergroup contact can contribute

to reducing intergroup prejudice and promoting positive intergroup attitudes. In

recent years, the theory has advanced in various new directions. One such

development is a focus on mediated intergroup contact � mass communication as

a site for contact between groups. According to the parasocial contact hypothesis

(Schiappa, Gregg, and Hewes 2005), parasocial interaction via television can result in

the positive functions of ‘real’ intergroup contact in a similar way as interpersonal

interaction (Ortiz and Harwood 2007). One benefit of mediated contact is its ability

to provide contact in a setting that is less likely to feature negative components of

face-to-face intergroup interaction such as anxiety (Harwood 2010; Stephan and

Stephan 1985).

Outgroup-related attitudes and goals can jointly influence media consumption.

We are particularly interested in media consumption’s role in influencing variables

related to language learning in multilingual contexts. In monolingual settings, the

ethnolinguistic aspects of television use receive (understandably) relatively little

attention. In bilingual settings, however, where people are divided into groups by

their language, the language-conveying role of TV may be of great consequence. The

above-mentioned point concerning anxiety gains prominence in this context: the

anxiety of attempting to communicate in a second language can be quite daunting,

and media offer a route for experiencing and practicing language without such

negative affect. Hence, we draw a distinction between mediated language contact and
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mediated intergroup contact. The first term can refer to contact with a language via

television, including the intentional seeking out of media messages in a particular

language. The second term refers to the traditional role of television in influencing

group-related attitudes. These two processes can work either simultaneously or not,

and can have, accordingly, different outcomes. This paper examines television as a

platform for intergroup contact between two ethnolinguistic groups in Finland: the

Finnish-speaking majority group and the Swedish-speaking minority group.

Specifically, the study focuses on mediated contact that the Finnish-speaking

majority experience when watching Finland Swedish Television (FST) � a state

run Swedish language television station.

Swedish in Finland

With respect to the ethnolinguistic vitality (Giles, Bourhis, and Taylor 1977;

Harwood, Giles, and Bourhis 1994) of Swedish in Finland, the Swedish-speaking

minority can be regarded as being high in status and institutional support, but lower

in demographic capital. The Swedish-speaking population has decreased from the

time of Finland’s independence in 1917 (Tandefelt and Finnäs 2007). Swedish

speakers made up approximately 13% of the population in 1917, but today they are

only 5.4%. In absolute numbers, Swedish speakers exceeded 340,000 in 1940, but

today they are about 284,000 (Finnäs 2010). Being one of Finland’s two national

languages, Swedish has high status. The rights of the languages are ensured by the

language act (Ministry of Justice 2004), according to which Finnish or Swedish can

be used in municipalities where the speakers of the language make up 8% of the local

population or 3000 persons. The high status of Swedish is accompanied by a broad

institutional network at both formal and informal level, comprising among others

different educational institutions, political parties, a Swedish Lutheran diocese and a

military unit where the training is provided in Swedish.

A vital element of the Swedish institutional system in Finland is the Swedish

department of the Finnish Broadcasting Company (YLE), which provides two radio

channels and one TV channel in Swedish. The digital public service TV channel,

FST, was launched in 2001. Primarily, FST offers news, children’s and youth

programmes, documentaries, talk shows, sport and cultural programmes and some

movies. As the home-made productions of FST focus mainly on the Finnish society,

which necessarily involves a Finland-Swedish approach to the different issues, the

role of the channel is decisive in contextualising and interpreting the reality for its

audience from a Finland-Swedish point of view. Although the target audience of the

channel is the Swedish-speaking population of Finland, most of the programming is

subtitled in Finnish in order to reach out to the Finnish language group. The

majority of viewing in Finland is of the YLE broadcasts or one of three commercial

channels (MTV3, the TV Nelonen and the Sub-TV); however, a wide variety of cable

and satellite channels are available, including Swedish language content from

Sweden.

A central part of Finland’s bilingualism is that both language groups learn the

language of the other group as part of formal education; Swedish is taught in

elementary and secondary schools wherever the language of instruction is Finnish.

This, among other things, facilitates the use of Swedish language media for Finnish

speakers.
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The aim of this study is thus threefold, as illustrated in Figure 1. First, from the

point of view of mediated language contact, we examine how the use of TV in
Swedish is related to the interest of Finnish-speaking youngsters in the Swedish

language. Second, from the point of view of mediated intergroup contact, the study

explores the relationship between watching FST and attitudes towards minority

Swedish speakers in Finland. Third, the triadic relationship between the use of FST,

language-based attitudes and group-based attitudes is investigated. Specifically, we

expect that group and language attitudes are non-independent, and that each may

mediate the association of television use with the other.

Method

The empirical research was conducted among 16- to 18-year-old students in two
secondary schools in Tampere, where the language of instruction was Finnish. As the

city is located in the monolingual Finnish region of Pirkanmaa, the participants have

almost no contact with the Swedish language in their everyday life, except during

Swedish classes at school. The database contained a sample of 712 participants. We

were specifically interested in the majority (Finnish speakers) use of widely available

minority (Swedish language) media. Hence, non-Finnish speakers were excluded.

We also excluded people who accessed Swedish language television from Sweden

because such channels are only available to a minority of people through pay
systems, and hence we could not disentangle socio-economic issues from socio-

cultural motivations among this group. An additional relevant point here is that the

Swedish-speaking minority in Finland tends to identify as Swedish Finns rather than

as Swedes (Finnäs 2010). As a result, including viewing of Swedish television (from

Sweden) complicates the picture by including a meaningfully distinct third

identification group (Swedish-speaking Swedes).

Measures

Family language

Family language was measured by a five-point scale, asking ‘what language does
your family speak at home’ (1 �only Finnish to 5 �only Swedish); participants

Television use

Language-based
attitudes

Group-based
attitudes

Figure 1. The associations between television use, language-based attitudes and group-based

attitudes.
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whose family spoke a language different from Finnish were removed from the

database (N�29; B5% of the sample, validating the notion that this region is very

close to monolingual).

Relative language of TV use

Television use was measured by two variables. Respondents were asked whether they

watched TV channels from Sweden. Subjects who watched these channels were

excluded from the research (N�43; see above). Participants were also asked ‘in what

language do you watch TV on a daily basis’ (1 �only Finnish to 5 �only Swedish).
Of the remaining 640 subjects, 476 (74.4%) reported watching only the Finnish TV

channels, while 164 (25.6%) also watched Finland-Swedish TV regularly. These two

groups of people were the focus of most of our analysis, with comparisons between

them informing our examination of whether majority group members who view only

majority language television differ from those who sometimes view minority

language television. Ideally, this variable would have been retained as a continuous

variable. However, almost all responses were in one of the first two categories � ‘only

Finnish’ or ‘mostly Finnish (but also Swedish)’. A final four respondents indicated
that they watched television equally in Swedish and Finnish; these four were

collapsed with the ‘mostly Finnish’ group. According to official data (Lehtinen

2010), Finnish secondary school students watch an average of 93 minutes of TV a

day. Hence, while we do not have data concerning absolute amount of TV use, we are

confident that it is a major leisure time activity for our respondents, and that the

‘relative’ measure of television use serves its purpose.

Interest in Swedish

Interest in the Swedish language was measured by four constructs from the

Motivation/Attitude Test Battery developed by Gardner (2010): Instrumental
orientation (learning Swedish for practical purposes), Integrative orientation

(learning Swedish for social and cultural purposes), Attitudes towards learning

Swedish and Desire to learn Swedish. Generalised attitudes and attitudes towards the

learning situation (teacher and class) were excluded. The students were asked three

questions (answers ranged between 1 �fully disagree to 5 � fully agree) for each of

the four constructs (12 items total); individual items were averaged (Instrumental

orientation, Cronbach’s a �0.76, Integrative orientation a �0.85, Attitudes to-

wards learning Swedish a �0.95 and Desire to learn Swedish a �0.83).

Intergroup relationship

Participants’ attitudes towards the Swedish language group were measured by four

constructs (Stephan 2006): Intergroup anxiety, Intergroup attitude, Intergroup

understanding and Desire for intergroup contact. The students were asked four

questions on each construct (answers ranged from 1 �fully disagree to 5 �fully

agree). Where necessary, items were reversed, so high scores indicated a positive

stance towards Swedish speakers, and then averaged. Reliability analysis indicated

high consistency in all four scales (Intergroup anxiety a �0.73, Intergroup attitude
a �0.79, Intergroup understanding a �0.71 and Intergroup contact a �0.88).
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Language learning and intergroup attitude

At the next step, all eight compound scales were subjected to principal components

factor analysis with Varimax rotation, resulting in two components explaining 69.6%
of the variance. The first compound variable is called Language learning as it

included four scales of the Attitude/Motivation Test Battery (a �0.90), whereas the

second compound variable is called Intergroup attitude and contained the four

Intergroup relationship scales (a �0.75).

Analysis

Differences in attitudes between the two groups were assessed with independent

samples t-tests. Mediated models were tested using bootstrapped tests of indirect

effects (Preacher and Hayes 2008). MacKinnon et al. (2002), among others, have
demonstrated that bootstrapping techniques are preferable to other methods for

examining indirect paths (Baron and Kenny 1986) because they (1) increase power

while not increasing type 1 error and (2) do not rely on tests of unnecessary effects

(e.g. the significance of the overall IV-DV effect; Bollen and Stine 1990). The models

used 5000 bootstrapped resamples that generated 95% bias corrected and adjusted

confidence intervals (Bca CI); CIs not including zero demonstrate a statistically

significant indirect effect.

Results

Table 1 shows the average ratings of students regarding the four scales on Interest in

Swedish. As can be seen, users of FST are more attached to the Swedish language

than those who watch only Finnish TV channels. Moreover, the results indicate that

the average ratings across the two TV watching groups are predictable: most means

fall below the midpoint for students who watch TV only in Finnish, while all fall

above the midpoint for FST users. The differences are relatively large in absolute

terms � greater than 0.7 on a 1�5 scale � and all are statistically significant (all

df�638, all pB.01: Integrative orientation, t�9.34, d�0.52; Instrumental orienta-
tion, t�8.24, d�0.46; Attitudes towards learning Swedish, t�10.92, d�0.61; and

Desire to learn Swedish, t�9.61, d�0.54).

Table 1 illustrates the mean ratings on the four scales of Intergroup relationship.

The results indicate that the users of the FST tend to have a significantly more

positive attitude towards the Swedish language group than those who watch only

Finnish TV channels (all df�638, all pB.01: Intergroup attitude t�7.19, d�0.40;

Intergroup interaction t�5.60, d�0.31; Intergroup understanding t�3.95, d�0.22;

Intergroup anxiety t�4.25, d�0.24).
The effect size here is somewhat greater regarding the Interest in Swedish than

Intergroup relationship, which suggests that the use of FST is perhaps more closely

and directly tied to Swedish language-related attitudes rather than group attitudes.

To further explore the relationships of interest, we tested a number of mediated

models involving television viewing, language-related attitudes and group attitudes.

The results of these models are displayed in Table 2, in order of effect size

(MacKinnon 2008). The strongest model indicates that television’s effect on attitudes

about the Swedish minority is mediated by attitudes about the language. That is, for
our subjects, television affects their attitudes about the language, which in turn
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affects their prejudice concerning the group. This supports our mediated contact

model, and suggests that attitudes about language are an important mediator of that

model. The inverse of this model is also fairly strong, indicating that language

mediates the effects of group attitudes on television use. This latter model offers

support for our mediated language pathway, suggesting that seeking specific

linguistic media messages may be driven by language learning motivations.

The two models with language as the outcome variable are also significant,

indicating that television’s influence on language learning motivations is carried

through attitudes, and that the effect of attitudes on language learning motivations is

partially mediated by television. The latter model reinforces the idea that seeking

television messages may have consequences for language learning outcomes. The

models suggest that in a bilingual society, language learning motivations are

separable from group-based attitudes, and that both interact with television viewing

in interesting ways. Finally, we further clarified the difference between the first two

models as they were the clearest illustrations of our original hypotheses and also

emerged as the strongest. To further explore these models, we ran the bootstrapped

indirect effects with both integrative and instrumental language learning motivations

as simultaneous mediators. As shown in Figure 2a, the effect of television

consumption on attitudes towards Swedish speakers is mediated only through

integrative orientation. To the extent that attitudes about language learning mediate

contact effects of viewing second language television; it occurs through integrative

Table 1. Means and standard deviations of language learning and intergroup attitudes

measures.

Language of Television Viewing

Only Finnish Mostly Finnish (but also Swedish)

Integrative motivation 2.63 (1.08) 3.50 (0.87)
Instrumental motivation 3.01 (1.04) 3.72 (0.67)
Attitude to Swedish language 2.05 (1.09) 3.11 (1.06)
Desire to learn Swedish language 2.40 (1.10) 3.33 (1.00)
Intergroup understanding 2.69 (0.75) 2.95 (0.66)
Attitudes towards Swedish speakers 2.69 (0.85) 3.30 (0.79)
Intergroup anxiety (reversed) 2.80 (0.72) 3.07 (0.66)
Desire for intergroup contact 3.01 (0.89) 3.45 (0.78)

Note: All items are measured on 1�5 scales.

Table 2. Mediated models of associations between minority language television use, language

attitudes and group attitudes.

Independent
variable Mediator

Dependent
variable

Effect
sizea

95% Bias corrected and adjusted
confidence interval

TV Language Attitude 0.05 0.31, 0.47*
Attitude Language TV 0.03 0.57, 1.02*
TV Attitude Language 0.02 0.21, 0.37*
Attitude TV Language 0.01 0.05, 0.11*
Language Attitude TV 0.00 �0.06, 0.30
Language TV Attitude 0.00 �0.01, 0.04

apseudo R2 from MacKinnon (2008, 84), equation 4.6.
*pB.05.
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and not instrumental orientation. The contrast between the two mediated pathways

is significant. On the other hand, Figure 2b shows that the effects of attitudes on

television consumption are mediated through both orientations simultaneously, and

there is no significant difference between the two mediated pathways in this model.

Discussion

The results of this study clearly show that television viewing is associated with

attitudes concerning language learning and group-based attitudes in a bilingual

society. Individuals who watch minority language media also demonstrate more

positive attitudes towards the minority language group and the language itself,

including a desire to learn the language. The analysis of indirect effects reinforces the

interrelated nature of these constructs and also provides some clearer direction on

which processes appear to be operating and which do not.

Television’s effect on intergroup attitudes has been established in previous studies

(Mastro 2010); however, this study demonstrates such effects in a bilingual context

for the first time. In bilingual contexts, the second language can of course be a barrier

to comprehension and render media literally incomprehensible for language learners

with limited skills; hence, effects on attitudes are presumably restricted to those with

at least minimal competence. In addition, the media’s language could intrinsically

0.16**

0.15**

a) Television  Attitudes 

b) Attitudes  Television 

Swedish
language
television

consumption

Attitudes towards
Swedish speakers

2.61**

Instrumental
orientation 

Swedish language
television

consumption

2.62**

2.14** 0.02

0.12**

1.88**

Attitudes
towards
Swedish
speakers

Integrative
orientation

Instrumental
orientation 

Integrative
orientation

Note: Indirect effect for integrative orientation = 0.31 [95% Bca CI: 0.23, 0.40], indirect effect for
instrumental orientation = 0.05 [95% Bca CI: –0.01, 0.11]. Contrast between the two mediated 
pathways is significant [95% Bca CI: 0.15, 0.38].

Note: Indirect effect for integrative orientation = 0.41 [95% Bca CI: 0.17, 0.65], indirect effect for
instrumental orientation = 0.11 [95% Bca CI: 0.11, 0.48]. Contrast between the two mediated
pathways is nonsignificant [95% Bca CI: –0.25, 0.48]. 

Figure 2. Mediated paths between television and attitudes through integrative vs. instru-

mental language learning motivations.
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motivate consumption for language learners, who seek out such content for

instrumental and integrative reasons. As noted earlier, for language learners the

media offer a site for experiencing and practicing a second language with minimal

anxiety. As noted in previous research (Harwood 1999), traditional uses and

gratifications theory research focuses upon rather individualistic motivations for

television viewing. Taking a more collectivist approach, we suggest here that

television offers exposure to other languages and cultures, and that there are critical

connections between flipping channels and linguistic and cultural mobility. Just as

someone who is lonely might seek social contact on television, someone who is

culturally isolated or simply curious can access cultural and linguistic richness

through television.

The mediated models provide insight into these processes. In particular, our

strongest model indicates that television sparks an interest in learning the language,

which subsequently reduces prejudice (specifically via an effect on integrative

orientation). Also, positive attitudes towards the outgroup predict more positive
attitudes about learning the language, which in turn stimulate more desire for

minority language media exposure. The effect of television consumption on

integrative orientation should be interesting for language teachers. It suggests that

media exposure may serve to enhance intrinsic motivations for learning a language,

which are associated with positive learning outcomes (Noels, Clément, and Pelletier

2001). Hence, educators might consider using media exposure in the classroom as a

motivational strategy.

The current data suggest some sensible pathways for future research, most notably

examinations of the interplay of integrative and instrumental motivations in the

television�attitudes association. Our data suggest that television enhances integrative

language learning orientation, which subsequently improves intergroup attitudes.

Attitudes, on the other hand, influence TV viewing through both instrumental and

integrative pathways simultaneously and independently. In the former case, instru-

mental language learning motivations do not stimulate more positive attitudes �
perhaps intuitively, this makes sense given that such language learning motivations
reflect self-interest rather than a genuine and allophilic response (allophilic refers to an

inherent love of, or interest in, the ‘other’: Pittinsky, Rosenthal, and Montoya 2011).

At the same time, positive attitudes do manifest in both types of language learning

orientation, and each subsequently leads independently to television viewing. We

interpret this as reflecting two different approaches to the minority language media.

On the one hand, people may approach the media as a useful tool in the language

learning process; on the other, the media may offer a window into a cultural milieu that

is attractive to those with integrative aspirations.

More data are needed to support some of the claims in this paper � we see at least

three areas where elaborations on our method are important. First, future research in

this area should use more sophisticated measures of television use so as to access

more information on absolute amount of use (vs. just ratio of one language to

another), and to ensure that even occasional (less than once a day) viewing of

programming in either language is captured. Second, it will be useful in the future to

examine broader representative samples. Our sample of teenagers is interesting in

that they are probably still in the process of developing attitudes about their social
world and intergroup relations, and their media use may be dynamic and changing as

a function of peer groups and lifestyle. Students are also required to have contact

with the minority language for at least a few hours a week in school. A contrast with
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older populations whose media habits and intergroup attitudes are perhaps a little

more stable and who may be able to avoid almost any contact with the minority

language would be very interesting. Third, longitudinal or experimental data will

provide more definitive information about processes suggested here. Our cross-

sectional data provide only suggestive evidence concerning causal relationships, and

we should be careful not to over-infer from the mediated models in particular. The

models usefully distinguish where variance is carried through one variable to another,

and thus can be very helpful in distinguishing which are the more plausible causal

relationships. Definitive evidence of causality requires gathering longitudinal data or

using experimental techniques (e.g. explicitly manipulating exposure to minority

language media). Nonetheless, our initial foray suggests interesting directions for

examining intergroup contact and language learning in the context of bilingual

media. We hope to continue expanding this work and integrating it with research on

mediated intergroup contact (e.g. Ortiz and Harwood 2007) and the effects of

exposure to minority media portrayals (e.g. Mastro 2010). Both are vibrant

literatures, but rather focused on mainstream (monolingual) US media. They would

both benefit from increased consideration of language issues in multilingual contexts.
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