
Shanghai Expo and China in Foreign Media: A View from Finland  

Kaarle Nordenstreng, PhD, Professor Emeritus of Journalism and Mass Communication at the 
University of Tampere, Finland (http://www.uta.fi/jour/english/contact/nordenstreng_eng.html) 

Fourth World Forum of China Studies, convened by the Shanghai Academy of Social Sciences 
Shanghai, 6-7 November 2010 

 

This paper presents a case study of how media covered the Expo 2010 in the context of reporting on 
China in general. The empirical review is based on a sample of five newspapers in Finland and one 
leading newspaper each in the USA, Russia, Japan and Kenya. The time period was August 2010 
but two leading Finnish newspapers were also studied in the earlier months of the year. In addition, 
basic information is provided on the coverage of the Shanghai Expo in the Finnish national radio 
and television news. 

Newspapers studied 

The newspapers and time periods studied were as follows: 

Finland  Helsingin Sanomat (Helsinki national)  January-August 

  Aamulehti (Tampere provincial)  January-August 

  Kaleva (Oulu provincial)  August 

  Iltalehti (Helsinki tabloid)   August 

  Hufvudstadsbladet (Helsinki Swedish) August 

USA  USA Today   August 

Russia  Izvestija   August 

Japan  Yomiuri Shimbun  August 

Kenya  Daily Nation   August 

 

Coverage in August 

Except for the first two Finnish papers, the newspapers studied are from the sample of a case study 
on overall reporting of China conducted by a group of ten graduate students of journalism and mass 
communication under the supervision of a staff member (Jari Väliverronen), and these results will 
be presented to a national seminar on media criticism in Tampere on 12 November. This case study 
focuses on August 2010 and covers all items (called “stories” below) dealing with China in the 
papers selected. The selection of the Finnish papers was made to represent the newspaper landscape 
of the country as a whole, while the choice of the other four countries and papers was simply based 
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on convenience in terms of the students’ ability to read the languages in question and the 
availability of newspaper material. 

The month of August was dominated by three events in China, each with wide coverage: the natural 
disaster of mud-slides beginning on August 8, the growth of China’s national economy beyond that 
of Japan, reported in the middle of the month, and the visit of the North Korean leader Kim Jong-il 
towards the end of the month. 

SLIDE 1: Stories per paper 

The Finnish papers had on average over 20 items on China in the month of August. In addition to 
these stories mainly featuring China, there were about half as many stories on other topics making 
only references to China. In the Swedish minority language newspaper incidental references to 
China were even more commonplace than stories featuring the country. None of the 167 stories 
published in the Finnish papers in August included anything on Expo. 

The American and Russian papers had only 16 stories on China, mainly on flood disasters and small 
by size; they had nothing on Expo in August. The Kenyan paper had somewhat more stories, also 
mainly on floods and economy, none of them focusing on Expo but two referring to it through 
another topic such as President Robert Mugabe of Zimbabwe shopping in Hong Kong after he had 
visited Expo. The Japanese paper had nearly 60 stories on various topics, including three on Expo. 

SLIDE 2: Japanese story 

This column by an editorial writer is one of two stories primarily focusing on Expo in this largest 
newspaper of the world (by circulation); the third includes Expo as a reference only. Its approach is 
typical of the Japanese reporting on China in general: a display of greatness conducive not only to 
admiration but also to suspicion and disapproval. The writer views Expo as an impressive tactic 
whereby “China polishes her image based on production and economy”. However, the story ends 
with a positive look at China’s civilization promising an environment-friendly future. 

 

Coverage in January-July 

The first two Finnish papers were examined throughout the year until August, especially regarding 
their coverage of Expo. This part of the case study was carried out by two Chinese students 
(Xiaohang Hu and Xilong Wang), who are also studying Finnish language. The actual (physical) 
newspaper copies were read and searches were also made throughout the web-based net versions of 
these papers, which were not exactly the same as the physical paper. The number of China-related 
stories in these two leading Finnish newspapers (physical copies) varied between 10 and 40 per 
month, not counting leads to bigger stories in the same issue, nor counting incidental references to 
China in stories on other topics. Most of the stories were in the papers’ foreign news section, 
followed by sections of economy, sports, culture and even travel and cars. There were also 
editorials on average once a month, sometimes twice (Aamulehti in March and July). This indicates 
a relatively high level of coverage for any foreign country in the Finnish press. 
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However, only few of these China stories dealt with Expo: in Helsingin Sanomat between January 
and August a total of 13 and in Aamulehti during the same eight months a total of 9. Moreover, 
most of these Expo stories appeared in the net versions only: in Helsingin Sanomat 11 (out of 13) 
and in Aamulehti 5 (out of 9). 

Finland’s leading daily, Helsingin Sanomat, reported in its net version on February 11 that the 
Shanghai Expo would be the largest in the world, with 192 countries and 50 international 
organizations exhibiting and 80-100 million people expected to visit, most of them from China. 
After these figures the opening story and its picture was mainly devoted to the Finnish pavilion 
“Kirnu”. This was a short factual story without an assigned author, followed by another in the net 
version on March 2 reporting on four artists chosen from Eastern Finland to join the Finnish 
pavilion in Expo.  

SLIDES 3-4: Helsingin Sanomat 28/04 

The first major coverage in the paper was not until April 28, on the eve of the Expo opening, with 
nearly one page of the broadsheet paper devoted to two stories by the paper’s Beijing correspondent 
accompanied by four pictures. The main story was entitled “China shows her strength with a 
grandiose world exhibition” and a smaller story under it “Finland’s largest branding effort for 
years”, with a fact box reporting the costs involved, including three billion Euros for the host 
country.  

SLIDE 5: Helsingin Sanomat 30/04 

On April 30 there followed another one-page story in the travel section under the title “The two 
faces of Shanghai”, again by the Beijing correspondent and with several pictures. The remaining 
stories were nine short reports in the net version between May and July (none in August). All except 
two of these were linked to Finland – beginning with the President’s visit to Expo and ending with 
Finnish musicians on tour to Expo, with a debate on how equally different types of music were 
represented in this governmentally financed cultural export project. The last story during the sample 
period was in the net version on July 19 displaying a picture of “Kirnu” and reporting that the 
number of visitors in the pavilion had reached two million. 

SLIDE 6: Aamulehti 01/01 

Finland’s second largest daily Aamulehti (published in Tampere) already began its coverage of 
Expo on January 1, when its net version reported that Finland’s Expo team had moved from 
Helsinki to Shanghai’s technology park where the Finland-China Innovation Centre was already 
busy working not only to build the pavilion but also to prepare PR to raise the profile of Finland in 
China. The following stories were in the paper’s physical copy towards the end of April.On April 
21 a big picture showed Chinese visitors testing the Expo Park, with a caption also mentioning 
“Kirnu” and giving Expo’s virtual address.  

SLIDE 7: Aamulehti 30/04 

On April 30 a mid-size story by a staff writer, entitled “China presents its economic might”, gives 
an overview of the exhibition with comments by the director of American Studies Institute at Fudan 
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University (quoted from AP) and a fact box listing earlier Expos beginning with London in 1851. 
The other two stories in the physical paper are in the letters to the editor section in July. First a 
Tampere-based entrepreneur who had visited the Finnish pavilion criticized it as a “fiasco” which 
missed the opportunity of properly presenting Finland and wasted the 14 million Euros invested in 
it. Then a Tampere-based Member of Parliament who had also visited “Kirnu” responded by 
pointing out how good it was, including input from Tampere. The rest of the coverage in the net 
version included a debate on a Tampere rock band “Negative” which had been chosen to be among 
the Finnish performers in Expo. 

In short, the Finnish papers covered Expo as one – but only one – topic on China during the period 
January-August 2010. The image created by the stories on Expo was twofold: first, a huge 
demonstration of economic growth, modernization and globalization in China, and second, a 
peculiar profiling of Finland in its pavilion. A particular topic of the non-Expo stories which 
contributed to the framing of Expo coverage was the Finnish children’s fairytale “Moomins” of 
which both theater and dance versions were prepared for the Finnish cultural export project in Expo. 
Aamulehti wrote about the dance performance twice in its cultural pages (physical copy) based on 
pre-Expo performances on a Tampere stage. This was regular cultural journalism, merely 
mentioning Expo as the setting for which the production was made.  

SLIDE 8: Helsingin Sanomat 24/04 

Helsingin Sanomat for its part ran an extensive story in its physical copy on April 24, entitled 
“Moomins collided with China’s censorship”. The same Beijing correspondent who reported on the 
opening of Expo at the end of April wrote about a theater play “Moominpappa at Sea” produced for 
Shanghai. The story was based on an interview with its Finnish director, who explained how the 
Chinese censorship authorities did not understand the peculiar sense of the play and demanded that 
a clearer distinction be made between good and bad. 

 

Radio and television news 

No systematic monitoring of electronic media was done for this study, but basic data received from 
the Finnish Broadcasting Company YLE shows that the national news and current affairs paid only 
marginal attention to Expo throughout the year. Radio reports totaled 13, of which five came out 
before the opening of Expo. Television carried 21 news items with brief film/video footage, 14 of 
them before the opening. No special programs on Expo were broadcast. 

Like the newspaper stories, radio and TV reporting was also mostly done from a national 
perspective around “Kirnu” and Finnish visitors (President, etc.). 
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Summary of reporting on Expo 
 
This case study on the coverage of Expo 2010 was a very modest exercise, but it still justifies us to 
draw two overall conclusions. First, the coverage was quite limited, both in Finnish and the other 
selected media. Second, the Expo stories mostly evinced links to the paper’s host countries and their 
national interests. Accordingly, the Finnish media reported on Expo mainly through the Finnish 
pavilion. The Japanese paper, for its part, viewed Expo within the frame of China as an economic 
and technological challenge to Japan. 

As a reflection of these main conclusions we may say that obviously the Shanghai Expo did not 
resonate particularly well with the journalistic criteria which are typically employed to select and 
emphasize international news in the ‘Western’ world and increasingly followed also in the ‘East’ 
and the ‘South’. It seems that Expo as such added little to the overall coverage of China which is 
nowadays quite abundant with a lot of attention to economy and modernization, as shown below. 
On the other hand, Expo was too serious a target to solicit human interest, curiosity and other 
entertaining material which usually travels well in global news. 

 

Reporting China in general 

The group of students investigating the selected August newspapers classified the content of their 
China stories into eight thematic categories. This is how the Finnish stories on China were divided 
between those themes: 

SLIDE 9: Themes in Finnish papers 

And this is how the other foreign newspaper stories, taken together, were divided between the eight 
content categories: 

SLIDE 10: Themes in foreign papers 

The case study of how the Finnish and selected foreign newspapers covered China suggests a few 
conclusions which are presented by the student group as follows: 

SLIDES 11-14 
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The question of country images 
 
Speaking of country images leads me to recall two books from the 1950s: How Nations See Each 
Other: A Study in Public Opinion by William Buchanan and Hadley Cantril (University of Illinois 
Press, 1953) and The Image: Knowledge in Life and Society by Kenneth Boulding (University of 
Michigan Press, 1956). Such classics have too often been forgotten instudies of country images 
which today are typically made in terms of “branding” nations for political or commercial reasons.  
I might add that although it is fashionable in these postmodern times to celebrate latest literature 
and regard the rest as outdated, it is often so that the classics are more thought-provoking – better  
nourishment for innovative thinking – than superficial exercises with fashionable slogans. 

 Let me conclude this presentation by suggesting three factors which I see as setting the bottom line 
for images of foreign countries:  

1. History: wars, colonial past, etc. 
2. Education: school curricula, textbooks, etc. 
3. Culture: literature, films, music, etc. 

The list could be continued with tourism which gives personal eyewitness accounts of other 
countries as well as with consumer goods and products which also teach a lot of the “made in” 
country. All such factors exercise a long-term impact on people and create deep structures for the 
image of this or that country. Daily news comes only on top of the mindset determined by these 
factors. Even continuous media coverage of a country does not usually make much difference to the 
basic framework. Although media in general play an increasing role in so-called information 
societies where mediation replaces much of direct social relations, we should be careful not to 
exaggerate the impact of the media as an independent force.  

This reservation does not suggest, however, that studying country images would be a trivial pursuit. 
I only want to remind us that images and brands are only secondary to more hard-core factors such 
as geography and economy. China’s image is a good case in point of this general principle. 
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Themes in Finnish Papers
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Challenge
 

to the world
•

 
Economic

 
might: giant

 
state

 
of 

1,3 billion

 
people, about

 
to take

 over

 
the global

 
market

•

 
Political

 
challenger

 
causing

 respect

 
but

 
also

 
concern

 
with

 expansion

 
to Africa, relations

 with

 
North Korea and 

questioning

 
democracy

•

 
Unpredictable

 
competitor

 
for 

the whole

 
world

•

 
Opportunism: how

 
to draw

 benefit

 
from

 
the giant

Yomiuri

 

Shimbun

 

17.8.
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Threat
 

to herself?
•

 
Environment: mud-slides

 possibly

 
caused

 
by

 
carelessness

•

 
People’s

 
health: failures

 
of 

industry

 
such

 
as side effects

 
of 

milk

 
powder

•

 
Human

 
rights: freedom

 
of 

speech, censorship

 
of dissidents

 such

 
as novelist

 
Yu

 
Jie

Helsingin Sanomat 9.8.
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Wonder
•

 
National economy

 
keeps

 growing: Japan surpassed

 
in 

August
•

 
Rich

 
and distant

 
culture 

fascinates, success

 
in sports

 impresses
•

 
From

 
land

 
of factories

 
to  

incubator

 
of innovations

•

 
Astonishment, not

 
analysis

Kaleva 25.8. 
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What
 

was
 

not
 

covered?
•

 
Human

 
rights: lack

 
of interest

 
after

 
extensive

 coverage
 

during
 

Beijing
 

Olympic
 

Games?
•

 
Society: what

 
explains

 
China’s

 
economic

 growth? How
 

about
 

Chinese
 

work
 

life -
 sweat

 
behind

 
figures?

•
 

Ordinary
 

people
 

and their
 

everyday
 

life: 
stories

 
only

 
with

 
officials

 
and activists
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