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Ethical and Culturally Responsive Listening in the Media Coverage 
of Indigenous Sámi People’s Human Rights
Sanna Ala-Kortesmaa

The Communication Sciences Unit, Faculty of Information Technology and Communication Sciences, Tampere 
University, Tampere, Finland

ABSTRACT
This qualitative study investigates the relationship between media coverage 
and ethical and culturally responsive listening in the context of the Sámi 
people, Europe’s sole indigenous group, and their third-generation human 
rights. The analysis of narrative functions of online news articles (n = 13) 
reveals how narratives surrounding the Sámi intersect with ethical and 
culturally responsive listening principles. The study presents two conclu
sions: Media narratives successfully integrate diverse voices and perspec
tives, aligning with ethical and culturally responsive practices. These 
narratives actively enable authentic representations of Sámi culture and 
human rights. However, the study also detects underlying inconsistencies 
in narratives and questions the attribution of human agency. These findings 
underscore the need for more culturally sensitive media narratives about 
Indigenous communities. They emphasize the complexities of decolonizing 
communication, even when ethical and culturally responsive elements 
appear on the surface. Overall, this research advances the discourse on 
media representations of Indigenous communities and emphasizes the sig
nificance of ethical and culturally responsive listening in fostering more 
equitable representations.

Introduction

In today’s interconnected world, the pervasive reach of modern media shapes public opinion and 
reinforces and reshapes societal attitudes, influencing even those who passively encounter its effects 
(Brookhouse et al., 2021). This is particularly true in the context of those whose voices have been 
silenced. Therefore, media narratives regarding marginalized and indigenous communities raise 
ethical and cultural concerns. For instance, framing, storytelling, representations, accuracy, and 
transparency require choices that may either reinforce colonization, facilitate assimilation, or other
wise undermine the contributions and resilience of indigenous people (Waller et al., 2015). When 
outsiders tell their stories, the likelihood of misinterpretations and inaccuracies increases (Carter 
Olson et al., 2022). Media narratives may neglect indigenous communities’ economic and political 
marginalization, attributing their struggles solely to cultural differences rather than systemic oppres
sion (Waller et al., 2015). This suggests that the media can perpetuate a lack of awareness about these 
critical issues by failing to highlight the ongoing impacts of colonialism, dispossession, and 
exploitation.

In this sphere, portraying indigenous communities and their rights is a matter of concern. 
Therefore, this research paper approaches the media narratives regarding the third-generation 
human rights (Domaradzki et al., 2019) of the indigenous Sámi people from the perspective of ethical 
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and culturally responsive listening. This type of listening focuses on the importance of understanding 
the cultural and historical context of the represented community (Kelly, 2023; Osborne, 2017). It 
ensures that the voices of indigenous people are heard without distortion or misrepresentation. 
Markelin et al. (2013) argue that the media coverage of the Sámi people often falls short of meeting 
these ethical and cultural standards.

This study focuses on analyzing media coverage of the Sámi people’s third-generation human rights 
from the perspective of ethical and culturally responsive listening. The analysis specifically examines 
a European news platform with a background in providing regional perspectives on current affairs. 
The platform was chosen, because its European perspective offers insight into how the Sámi people’s 
third-generation human rights are represented within broader European discourse. To preserve 
anonymity in this study, the name of the media outlet is not disclosed. This choice allows the focus 
to remain on the representation of the Sámi people’s third-generation human rights rather than on 
evaluating or critiquing the platform itself.

The analysis seeks to explore how Sámi perspectives and concerns are represented within this 
media context, as ethical and culturally responsive listening approach to media coverage of indigenous 
people’s third-generation human rights involves actively engaging with Indigenous voices and con
cerns (Waller et al., 2015). It requires listening deeply and honestly to indigenous perspectives and 
putting power-laden interactions under examination (Osborne, 2017). This approach acknowledges 
the historical erasure of indigenous voices in media narratives and aims to challenge and change these 
narratives (Carter Olson et al., 2022). It also emphasizes the need for indigenous participation in the 
production and dissemination of media and political influence (Bryce, 2014). By prioritizing indigen
ous voices and experiences, an ethical listening approach seeks to address the limitations and biases of 
mainstream media coverage (Garkawe et al., 2001). Ultimately, an ethical and culturally responsive 
listening approach can be considered to create a more just and inclusive media landscape that respects 
and represents indigenous perspectives and human rights.

The Sámi People and Colonization

The indigenous group that this study focuses on is the Sámi people, an ethnic group with a distinct 
culture, languages, and history that has been consistently marginalized and underrepresented in the 
media (Spangen et al., 2015). Residing in the arctic regions of Norway, Sweden, Finland, and Russia, 
the Sámi have a rich cultural heritage and a long history of struggle to recognize and protect their 
rights. The media coverage of the Sámi was chosen as the context of the study because despite being 
the only indigenous group within Europe, population estimated to range from approximately 70,000 
to 100,000 individuals, the colonization practices exerted over the Sámi have been largely ignored in 
the media.

The colonization and oppression of the Sámi people can be understood both through historical 
events and the politics of narratives: the ways in which stories are framed, told, and silenced in public 
discourse (Andrews, 2014). One of the most significant aspects of Sámi colonization has been the 
dispossession of ancestral lands. Throughout the 19th and 20th centuries, large areas of Sámi lands 
were expropriated for mining, logging, and agricultural purposes, leading to the loss of traditional 
Sámi territories (Skey, 2018). Hydroelectric dams were constructed on Sámi rivers, often flooding or 
disrupting traditional fishing grounds and reindeer herding routes.

While some media coverage has emphasized the overlooked colonial processes (Hood et al., 2015), 
there has been little analysis of how these media narratives are constructed, whose voices are amplified, 
and whose perspectives are excluded. More so, no analysis has ever been conducted on the narratives 
from the ethically and culturally responsive listening perspective. In media discourse, Sámi experi
ences of colonization are often framed through institutional perspective, focusing on governmental 
policies and economic development, rather than through an experiential perspective, which centers 
Sámi voices and lived realities (Pietikäinen, 2003). This aligns with Genette’s (1980) theory of 
focalization, which examines who is positioned as a storyteller in a given narrative and how this 
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influences audience perception. When Sámi voices are marginalized in news discourse, the dominant 
narrative remains one of state-led development rather than one of historical injustice and Indigenous 
resistance.

The Sámi people have also faced cultural suppression and assimilation efforts, yet media repre
sentations of these policies have been practically nonexistent (Keskitalo et al., 2018; Pietikäinen, 2003). 
Governments and institutions have historically sought to silence the Sámi by erasing or devaluing 
Sámi languages, traditional knowledge, and cultural practices (Hood et al., 2015). Sámi children were 
often sent to boarding schools where they were prohibited from speaking their native language and 
practicing their customs, severing intergenerational transmission of cultural identity. Historical 
records document forced relocations of Sámi communities, often justified as “necessary” for national 
development projects (Skey, 2018). These relocations disrupted traditional ways of life and led to the 
loss of cultural ties to specific territories. From a narrative justice perspective (Federman, 2016), these 
omissions of media coverage reinforce structural inequalities, as the historical traumas experienced by 
the Sámi remain unacknowledged in the dominant historical record.

The Sámi have also faced legal and racial discrimination, affecting education, employment, and 
healthcare services. Discriminatory laws, such as the “Nomad Laws” in Norway and Sweden, were 
designed to restrict the Sámi people’s rights to practice their traditional livelihoods, particularly 
reindeer herding (Brown Vollan, 2010). However, the media has rarely explored the long-term 
implications of these laws, often portraying them as historical artifacts rather than ongoing structures 
of oppression.

From a critical narrative inquiry perspective (Bamberg, 2012), this erasure functions as a form of 
narrative suppression. This means in this context that the discursive strategy limits public engagement 
with Indigenous struggles by restricting which stories are deemed “newsworthy.” This study argues 
that applying an ethical and culturally responsive listening framework to media narratives allows for 
a reframing of Sámi stories, ensuring that their voices, perspectives, and lived experiences are given 
narrative agency rather than being passively reported through the lens of institutional discourse.

Ethical and Culturally Responsive Listening in Media Coverage

In the era of decolonization and heightened awareness of the historical oppression of indigenous 
peoples, media narratives have the potential to either empower or further undermine marginalized 
communities (Williams Fayne, 2023). Media can act as a powerful tool for amplifying voices and 
advancing restorative justice, a necessary component of broader communication decolonization 
initiatives. Communication decolonization is a concept widely discussed and elaborated upon across 
various scholarly works and activist platforms rather than being defined by a single, universally 
accepted statement. In this study, it is understood as a critical process aimed at addressing and 
dismantling the structural power imbalances entrenched in communication systems and practices 
shaped by colonial histories. This approach prioritizes the amplification of Indigenous voices and 
perspectives, the revitalization of Indigenous languages, and the critical examination of dominant 
discourses that sustain colonial ideologies. By fostering more equitable and reciprocal communicative 
spaces, communication decolonization seeks to ensure that Indigenous knowledge systems are 
recognized, valued, and integrated within broader societal and scholarly dialogs.

Within this context, an ethical and culturally responsive approach to listening offers a fresh way to 
examine communication practices related to indigenous peoples’ human rights. Ethical listening, a key 
aspect of this approach, challenges media representations and biases that suppress marginalized voices 
(Gao, 2020; Osborne, 2017). In this research, ethical listening is defined as an intentional and reflective 
practice of engaging with marginalized voices, particularly those of the Sámi people, in a manner that 
acknowledges historical and ongoing power imbalances. Drawing from the theory of ethical listening, 
it involves actively challenging one’s biases, being open to perspectives that disrupt dominant 
narratives, and striving for genuine understanding through inclusive, responsive, and responsible 
communication. Ethical listening theory, as an evolving framework, has been developed by various 
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scholars, including Osborne (2017), Lipari (2014), Brownell (2012), Ratcliffe (2005), and Glenn (2004). 
This body of work collectively emphasizes the ethical imperative to listen beyond one’s own biases, 
power structures, and preconceived notions, recognizing the agency and voice of the other. Osborne’s 
(2017) work particularly challenges media representations and biases that suppress marginalized 
voices, while Lipari (2014) approaches listening as an ethical, responsive engagement with others. 
Brownell (2012) addresses the role of listening in public discourse and civic engagement, while 
Ratcliffe (2005) and Glenn (2004) have emphasized aspects of phenomenological, rhetorical, and 
philosophical listening that call for attentiveness to difference and inclusion.

By identifying oppressive stereotypes and biases within media coverage, ethical listening facilitates 
a more authentic portrayal of indigenous narratives. It ensures that indigenous communities’ right to 
express their experiences and be genuinely heard is upheld, free from discrimination (Latimore et al.,  
2017). Ethical listening, as conceptualized by the aforementioned scholars, goes beyond mere content 
comprehension; it involves relational engagement, accountability, and a commitment to understand
ing the historical and cultural contexts that shape marginalized voices.

Ethical listening diverges from the rigid pursuit of consensus or politeness. It does not demand 
agreement but seeks to enrich the understanding of alternative viewpoints (Osborne, 2017). This 
allows for diverse perspectives in media coverage, particularly on indigenous issues, transcending 
culturally constrained narratives and avoiding cultural relativism. According to Lipari (2014), such 
listening requires openness to alterity – engaging with perspectives fundamentally different from one’s 
own – while Ratcliffe (2005) highlights the importance of rhetorical listening, which actively inter
rogates power structures that influence which voices are heard or silenced. By listening ethically, 
media outlets can engage with narratives of (de)colonization, actively reevaluating and rewriting 
historical inequities. When media coverage practices ethical listening, they provide more accurate 
narratives, disrupting historical power dynamics that perpetuate biased portrayals of indigenous 
cultures (Williams Fayne, 2023).

Culturally responsible listening, which aligns with ethical listening, recognizes the cultural context, 
historical experiences, and background that shape marginalized communities’ narratives (Kelly, 2023). 
In this study, culturally responsible listening is defined as an intentional listening effort to understand 
cultural attributes, lived experiences, and unique perspectives of ethnically diverse speakers. This 
practice aims to communication dynamics by fostering deeper engagement, moving beyond surface- 
level interaction.

A lens of ethical and culturally responsive listening can detect whether media coverage offers 
opportunities for indigenous communities to gain agency in shaping narratives connected to their 
culture, history, and identity. This approach facilitates the visibility and prominence of minority 
voices, critical to dismantling the comparisons often made between dominant epistemologies and 
marginalized ones (Williams Fayne, 2023). These comparisons have long invalidated indigenous 
knowledge systems (Rigney & Kelly, 2021). Ethical listening theory, particularly when applied to 
culturally responsive listening, emphasizes the need for continuous reflection on how media outlets 
approach the voices they choose to amplify or ignore. Ethical and culturally responsible listening 
serves as an instrument of social change, enabling media outlets to fulfill their role as informants and 
vehicles for empowerment and recognition.

Agency, Narrativization, and the Framing of Media Narratives

A key concept in the context of indigenous people is human agency, which refers to the capacity of 
individuals or groups to act intentionally and make choices that influence their environments 
(Bandura, 2001). In media coverage, this capacity to act becomes especially important when examin
ing how narratives of human rights are framed (Brockmeier, 2009). Journalists, editors, and media 
professionals hold significant agency in determining which stories to highlight, how to shape narra
tives, and whose voices to amplify (Brockmeier, 2009). Here, agency refers to their capacity to 
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influence media narratives, but it is also crucial to note that these professionals are agents who exercise 
that power to construct the stories we see (Brockmeier, 2009).

Human agency has different dimensions, of which three are particularly interesting regarding the 
goal of this study. Personal agency pertains to individuals’ capacity to make decisions based on their 
goals, values, beliefs, and desires, fostering a sense of autonomy and self-determination (Bandura,  
1997). Personal agency recognizes that individuals can shape their lives and make choices that reflect 
their preferences. Proxy agency refers to the capacity of individuals to delegate decision-making to 
others (another person, organization, or entity), who then act on their behalf (Bandura, 1997). This 
delegation can be temporary or long-term, but it remains an essential form of exercising agency. 
Finally, collective agency emphasizes the capacity of groups, communities to act as unified entities to 
pursue common goals, values, or objectives (Bandura, 1997). This collective decision-making involves 
shared responsibility and coordinated actions. The collective agency recognizes that groups can have 
intentions and purposes distinct from those of individual members.

In media, agency is embedded within the narratives constructed by media professionals 
(Brockmeier, 2009). Media professionals are agents who shape narratives, but marginalized commu
nities, through advocacy, activism, and social media, also act as agents in counteracting dominant 
narratives. Thus, media narratives become deliberate constructions of stories, themes, or interpreta
tions that shape how events, issues, or individuals are portrayed to the public (Bryce, 2014). These 
narratives arise from decisions made by media professionals, including storytelling techniques, 
contextualization, and the selection of sources. Media narratives are powerful as they influence public 
perception and shape discussions on various topics (Waller et al., 2015). Moreover, hegemonic 
narratives as dominant viewpoints that overshadow alternative perspectives can impact media cover
age, making it crucial to ensure equitable representation.

Narrativization (Brockmeier, 2009) involves the intentional framing and construction of narratives 
in media coverage. In the case of indigenous peoples, including the Sámi, the media plays a crucial role 
in selecting which aspects of their stories are told and which are left out. This process of narrativization 
often determines how marginalized communities are represented, with a focus on specific themes and 
perspectives while excluding others. For example, certain media outlets may choose to emphasize the 
victimization of the Sámi people, while others may highlight their agency and resistance. This selective 
process reflects broader socio-political dynamics and shapes public perception. The media’s role in 
narrativization is not neutral; it actively contributes to constructing dominant narratives that may 
either empower or marginalize these communities.

The media’s role in shaping and constructing the narratives of the Sámi people’s third-generation 
human rights issues involves a process of narrativization, where specific themes, voices, and perspec
tives are selected and framed to represent the Sámi’s experiences. This narrativization reflects the 
broader socio-political dynamics at play and actively contributes to the ethical and culturally respon
sive listening practices. The way these stories are constructed in the media shapes public under
standing and impacts the empowerment of marginalized voices. The selection of which aspects of the 
Sámi people’s experiences are emphasized in the media narratives contributes to the wider decoloni
zation of communication by offering an avenue for indigenous voices to reclaim and reframe their 
own story within a global human rights discourse.

In media narratives, marginalized and minority groups are often underrepresented, even though 
these voices provide insights into experiences that diverge from the mainstream (Waller et al., 2015). 
Journalists, as agents implementing their agency, decide whom to interview, quote, or reference, which 
affects the perspectives emphasized in the media. These decisions can lead to narratives that amplify 
specific viewpoints, with significant implications for balanced representation. However, journalists are 
not the sole determinants of the final narrative and agency assignment (Brockmeier, 2009). They rely 
on information from sources such as government officials, experts, and witnesses, which can limit 
their agency, particularly if the information is incomplete of biased (Carter Olson et al., 2022). Thus, 
the power journalists hold in assigning agency and contextualizing narratives is influenced by various 
factors, including editorial constraints, dependence on sources, and prevailing societal norms.
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Despite the constraints imposed by hegemonic narratives, individuals and groups can 
exercise their agency to challenge and reshape the media discourse (Brockmeier, 2009). In 
the narratives that might undermine the importance of third-generation human rights for the 
Sámi people, individuals can take diverse approaches to counteract such distortions. Activists, 
citizen journalists, and advocacy groups often use social media and alternative media channels 
to raise awareness about underrepresented issues. By leveraging their agency, these groups can 
help diversify the media landscape and ensure more authentic representation of marginalized 
perspectives, such as those of the Sámi people. Therefore, examining the agency assignment 
through the lens of ethical and culturally responsive listening is essential to uncovering efforts 
toward decolonizing communication.

Third-Generation Human Rights and Ethical Media Coverage

Third-generation human rights, also referred to as solidarity or collective rights, encompass 
a range of rights that emphasize social, cultural, and environmental dimensions of human 
well-being (Domaradzki et al., 2019). These rights include, among others, environmental rights 
that assert the collective right to a healthy and sustainable environment, as well as cultural 
rights that protect the heritage, traditions, and identities of diverse communities. Third- 
generation rights also encompass the right to self-determination, which grants communities 
the collective authority to define their political status, pursue social, cultural, and economic 
development, and manage their natural resources. These rights extend to development, advo
cating for collective progress, and peace rights which emphasize the collective right to live in 
a peaceful and stable environment.

Distinct from individual rights, these collective rights focus on the needs and aspirations of 
entire communities and populations (Domaradzki et al., 2019). Within the context of ethical 
and culturally responsive listening, third-generation human rights take on particular signifi
cance. They emphasize the necessity of inclusive dialogue, where diverse viewpoints are 
acknowledged and the voices of marginalized communities are respected. Communication 
enables communities to express their cultural identities, articulate their aspirations, and 
communicate their specific needs (Polozheshna, 2022). An ethical listening approach allows 
for the identification of media’s efforts to understand these communities’ unique perspectives 
and cultural contexts, ensuring more equitable representation.

An ethical and culturally responsive approach to media coverage suggests that media have a vital 
role also in advocating for environmental protection. Media outlets have the potential to raise 
awareness about ecological issues, demonstrate the impact of human activities on nature, and 
encourage responsibility toward the planet (Osborne, 2017). This study asserts that for communica
tion to serve as a tool for social justice, it must expose systemic inequalities, advocate for policy 
changes, and empower marginalized communities to voice their concerns (Polozheshna, 2022). In this 
context, ethical and culturally responsive listening is an essential component of transformative 
communication practices.

A fundamental aspect of third-generation human rights is the emphasis on participation and 
inclusion (Domaradzki et al., 2019). Communities and groups are encouraged to participate in 
decisions that affect their lives. The media can facilitate this process by ensuring that information is 
accessible, promoting transparent dialogs, and engaging all relevant stakeholders in decision-making 
(Pietikäinen, 2003). Ethical and culturally responsive listening provides a lens through which to 
identify and amplify the voices of those typically excluded from these processes. Responsible media 
coverage, therefore, involves creating platforms for these voices, fostering democratic engagement, 
and promoting inclusive participation.
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Method

Positioning

This research positions itself within the framework of interpretive hermeneutics and phenomenology. 
This positioning was chosen because interpretive hermeneutics aims at interpreting and understand
ing the deeper meanings embedded within texts and cultural contexts (Willig, 2019). In contrast, 
phenomenology focuses on exploring the essence of lived experiences (Frechette et al., 2020). The 
combination of these approaches emphasizes the importance of ethical considerations in research. The 
ethical listening approach to media narratives involves uncovering marginalized voices and under
standing their perspectives. Interpretive hermeneutics allows critically engaging with these narratives 
to ensure accurate interpretation (Willig, 2019), while phenomenology ensures that the experiences of 
the Sámi people are respected and represented authentically (Frechette et al., 2020).

Research Problem and Questions

In the context of the global decolonization movement, it is essential to reevaluate communication 
practices, including media coverage, to ensure they respect the rights and identities of indigenous 
communities. Media plays a significant role in shaping public opinions: media narratives can either 
empower or disempower indigenous communities and influence how the broader society views and 
understands the Sámi community and their human rights. By examining the alignment with ethical 
and culturally responsive listening, this research can assess whether media contributes to more 
accurate and respectful portrayals of the Sámi people and broader efforts aimed at decolonizing 
communication and promoting a more just and equitable media landscape. Therefore, the research 
problem of this study is:

RP: How does media coverage of the 3rd generation human rights of the Indigenous Sámi people 
align with ethical and culturally responsive listening principles?

For assessing the ethical and culturally responsive listening of media coverage, it is important to 
understand whose voices are being represented and how. It is particularly important in the context of 
marginalized and historically silenced communities like the Sámi people. This knowledge allows the 
evaluation of the extent to which media coverage contributes to the agency of these communities in 
advocating for their rights. At the same time, it also allows for evaluating the accuracy and fairness of 
media representations. Therefore, the first research question was posed:

RQ1: Whose voices does the media coverage allow to be heard, and in what kinds of narratives do those 
voices emerge?

When investigating how Sámi voices are portrayed in media narratives, the research can assess 
whether these voices are agents of positive change, whether they are actively participating in shaping 
their destiny, and whether their 3rd generation human rights are being recognized and supported. 
Understanding the agency within media narratives is crucial to social transformation and decoloniza
tion efforts. It helps assess the role of media in challenging historical power dynamics and promoting 
a more inclusive and equitable society. Therefore, the second research question was formed:

RQ2: What kinds of human agencies do the voices occupy in the media narratives?

Data. The data consists of 13 news articles written in English and published on a European news 
website from August 2019 to June 2023. This specific number of articles was selected based on their 
availability in English, which limited the sample size but provided a coherent dataset for examining 
how Sámi third-generation human rights are represented to broader, non-local audiences. While the 
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sample size is relatively small, it reflects the limited but targeted attention given to the Sámi’s human 
rights issues within accessible English-language media.

The time collection span of four years was chosen to provide a longitudinal perspective on how 
media coverage of the Sámi’s third-generation human rights has evolved. By examining articles from 
2019 to 2023, the study aims to capture whether and how decolonizing discourse has developed over 
a significant period. This timeframe also allows for the assessment of potential shifts in narrative 
approaches, particularly considering global discussions around indigenous rights and environmental 
justice during this period.

Eight articles were classified under the general news section, as the topics related to indigenous 
Sámi people’s human rights received attention in the broader news landscape. Two articles fell under 
the culture section, indicating media interest in the cultural dimension of the Sámi’s human rights. 
Two other articles were categorized under the green section, which focuses on environmental and 
sustainability topics; these articles were connected to the environmental rights of the Sámi. The last 
article discussed traveling and was related to the Sámis’ right to pursue economic development.

The media outlet’s coverage of Sámi issues is generally framed through a European perspective. It has 
periodically addressed Sámi human rights topics in its international news coverage, though this focus has 
been relatively sparse. The publication’s interest in Sámi issues is largely influenced by broader European 
media trends, where indigenous issues, particularly those concerning Sámi people, are underrepresented. 
This limited focus speaks to the challenges of finding sufficient narratives within the mainstream media 
regarding the Sámi, emphasizing the value of the current study. By focusing on this outlet’s coverage, the 
study illuminates the gaps and inconsistencies in the portrayal of Sámi human rights within European 
media, providing insight into how these narratives are constructed for a non-local audience.

Data Analysis

The analysis was guided by Mishler’s (1995) narrative functions framework to explore how indigenous 
Sámi people’s third-generation human rights were represented in the media. This approach is grounded 
in interpretive hermeneutics and phenomenology, where narratives are considered as layered and 
dynamic constructs that reflect cultural, institutional, and political contexts (Riessman, 2008).

Initially, the articles were closely read to identify emerging themes related to indigenous identity, 
human rights violations, and colonization. This process was inductive in nature, as themes were not 
predefined but rather emerged through repeated engagement with the texts. This phase also involved 
identifying the voices involved in the narratives, including Sámi individuals, journalists, government 
representatives, and corporate actors.

Following the close reading, an inductive coding approach was employed to capture the emerging 
themes and voices in the articles. This allowed for the identification of key elements in the narratives, 
such as the framing of Sámi identity, the portrayal of human rights violations, and the dynamics of 
colonization and decolonization. Inductive coding also helped capture the agency assignments within 
these narratives, specifically how Sámi people were depicted as active agents or as passive subjects.

After identifying the emerging themes and agency assignments, a deductive approach using Mishler’s 
(1995) framework of narrative functions was applied. This framework guided the categorization of the 
identified themes within the broader context of power, resistance, and conflict. It also helped in 
understanding how different voices and agencies – active collective agency, institutional agency, 
proxy agency, and passive collective agency – were represented within the articles. This deductive 
phase allowed for a structured understanding of how the Sámi people’s human rights were framed and 
how power dynamics played out in the media coverage. The final stage involved synthesizing the 
inductive findings and deductive analysis to highlight the key narratives and agency patterns.

By combining inductive and deductive methods, this analysis provided a deeper understanding of 
how media narratives construct indigenous Sámi human rights and how these constructions reflect 
broader cultural and political dynamics.
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Results

Voices and Narratives in the Media Coverage

The first research question approached ethical and culturally responsive listening by examining the 
voices and narratives that emerge in the media coverage regarding indigenous Sámi people’s third- 
generation human rights. The data analysis revealed three main narratives, indigenous identity, 
human rights violations, and colonization, with a larger group of sub-narratives that emerged in 
almost every news article. These narratives consistently had two voices, journalists and Sámi people, 
that participated in the collaborative knowledge-building regarding these main narratives. In addition, 
two side narratives, an abstract level of decolonization and acceptance of oppression, did not emerge as 
strongly as the main narratives but appeared sporadically. These side narratives with elements contra
dicting each other were told with the voices of government and corporation representatives. The 
results of the research question 1 are gathered in Table 1.

From the standpoint of ethical and culturally responsive listening, the voice that mainly carried the 
indigenous identity narrative was the voice of the Sámi people, accompanied by the voices of the 
journalists. The collective voice of the Sámi constructed of narratives told by members of the Sámi 
Parliament, spokespeople of various Sámi communities, and representatives of the cultural sector. The 
two sub-narratives that contributed to this central narrative can contribute to collaborative knowl
edge-building as they were told both by the Sámi and the journalists and discussed the elements and 
the recognition of the Sámi identity. The media’s role here seemed to be to accurately portray the 
dimensions of Sámi identity while respecting cultural nuances.

The human rights violations narrative was told from two distinct perspectives. The neutral 
approach focused on increasing awareness of the 3rd generation human rights violations, 

Table 1. Narratives and voices in media coverage of indigenous Sámi people’s 3rd generation human rights.

Voices

Main narratives Journalists Sámi people

Indigenous 
identity

– Elements of indigenous identity
– Recognition of indigenous identity

– Elements of indigenous identity
– Recognition of indigenous identity
– Finding avenues to express indigenous 

identity
– The ecological sustainability of indigenous 

identity
Human rights 

violations:
– Neutral 

approach
– Betrayal 

approach

Neutral approach:
– Descriptions of violations regarding the right to self- 

determination, political representation, and communi
cation and development

– Reasons for the continuation of human rights violations 
(political games, financial profit)

– Utilitarianism

Betrayal approach:
– Betrayal of indigenous people regarding 

their human rights
– Lack of care and respect toward the human 

rights of indigenous people
– Broken promises
– Political games regarding indigenous 

people’s human rights
Colonization – Consequences of colonization for indigenous people

– Lack of indigenous culture’s media coverage
– Measures of decolonization
– Increase of hate speech

– Economic, cultural, and spiritual forms of 
colonization

– Reasons for colonization (urbanization, 
capitalism, green transformation, struc
tural discrimination)

– Lack of awareness
– Importance of open dialogue
– Decolonization requires actions from all 

people and causes hate speech
Side narratives Politicians, government representatives, CEOs
Abstract level of  

decolonization
– Admittance of human rights violations and apologies
– Expressions that human rights violations must be taken seriously
– Demands for the end of colonization

Quiet acceptance 
of oppression

– Utilitarianism
– Declining from commenting on the topics in news media
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particularly the right to self-determination, political representation, and communication and 
development. In it, the journalists shed light on reasons behind continuing the violations of 
these rights, often rooted in political games and financial motives. The betrayal approach, then 
again, allowed the voice of the Sámi to be heard. They discussed the same violations as the 
journalists. However, they made it apparent that the government of Finland, as well as the 
European Union, had betrayed them with broken promises regarding protecting their human 
rights and increasing the measures of decolonization. The Sámi had witnessed words that did not 
lead to action and seen how their 3rd generation human rights do not interest institutions that 
should respect them. Their impression was that the human rights of indigenous people were not 
an asset in the political game, so they were not given the importance they deserved. This 
perspective allowed the voice of the Indigenous people to be heard, represented the gravity of 
the violations, and acknowledged their impacts on the Sámi community.

The data analysis also revealed a sub-narrative, the narrative of utilitarianism, which 
emerged within the broader human rights violation narrative. It contrasts the specific 
human rights of Sámi people with broader societal goals such as the green transition. This 
sub-narrative highlights the ethical dilemma of prioritizing collective benefits over individual 
rights, especially when these rights pertain to marginalized indigenous groups. From the 
ethical and culturally responsive listening perspective, its emergence reveals the complexity 
that guides human rights discourse in a larger context. This sub-narrative was told with the 
voice of the journalists. It acknowledged the global disparities in the consequences of global 
warming and the importance of this topic for everyone. This sub-narrative contrasted the 
third-generation human rights of the Indigenous people with the choice to promote the green 
transition that would produce the greatest good for a much larger number of people than just 
Sámi people.

The colonization narrative seemed to confront the historical and contemporary impacts of 
colonization of the Sámi people. The voice of the journalists provided insights into the 
consequences of colonization, presented various measures of decolonization, and acknowl
edged the lack of presence of indigenous people in media coverage. Sámi voices collaborated 
with the journalists’ voices and guided the shared knowledge-creation by elaborating on 
colonization’s economic, cultural, and spiritual forms. They also increased awareness regarding 
the consequences of urbanization, capitalism, green transition, and structured discrimination 
on Sámi culture and way of life. Sámi voices emphasized the importance of open dialogue and 
the requirement for collective action to achieve decolonization. Both voices also emphasized 
that the more Sámi voices get awareness and decolonization progresses, the more there will 
likely be hate speech, and the awareness of that should be brought to larger attention.

Involving journalists and Sámi people in collaborative knowledge-building is an interesting choice 
from an ethical and culturally responsive listening standpoint. Media narratives become enriched with 
authenticity and accuracy by giving voice to those directly affected. Additionally, the emergence of 
sub-narratives within each main narrative reveals the complexity of the oppression of indigenous 
people.

Two side narratives, abstract decolonization and quiet acceptance of oppression, offer 
contrasting viewpoints from government and corporation representatives. The abstract deco
lonization narrative – a vague or generalized call for decolonization without concrete mea
sures – reflects a growing awareness of human rights violations and demands for change yet 
offers no measures for decolonization or decreasing third-generation human rights violations. 
On the other hand, the acceptance of the oppression narrative suggests complacency or 
reluctance to address these violations. This narrative appears in two ways: either as referrals 
to utilitarian goals that are given more ethical importance than the goals of Indigenous people 
when demanding their third-generation human rights to be respected or as concrete refusals 
to comment on the violations in any way.
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Human Agency in the Media Narratives

The second research question explored human agencies assigned to different voices within the 
media narratives. The most predominant agency in the media narratives was the active 
collective agency attributed to the Indigenous Sámi people. Most news coverage portrays 
them as assertive agents actively engaged in collaborative initiatives. These narratives depict 
the Sámi people as proactively taking measures to enhance awareness surrounding their 
indigenous culture, third-generation human rights, and the processes of colonization and 
decolonization. Notably, the assignment of these active collective agency positions is predo
minantly facilitated by the Sámi people themselves, a manifestation of their empowered voice 
and participatory role.

A closer look at the active collective agency of the Sámi people showed that in addition to 
the active promotion of increasing identity awareness, the promotion of 3rd generation human 
rights included active protection and defense of their human rights, the existence of the Sámi 
Parliament, calling out the European Union and governments for their indifference regarding 
the human rights, and protesting human rights violations. They were also active in describing 
the colonization process and the damages that it caused to the indigenous communities, 
promoting the passing of the Sámi Parliament Act, and encouraging all people to take 
a proxy agency for promoting Sámi rights.

Furthermore, the Sámi Parliament emerged in the analysis as a focal point of active 
institutional agency, as exemplified by its president. Media narratives highlighted the Sámi 
Parliament’s active agency in condemning hate speech and exposing the opportunistic politi
cization of Sámi rights. This emphasized the institutional role that the Sámi Parliament can 
assume in shaping narratives and advocating for change. Nevertheless, a few news articles 
diverged from the trend, portraying the Sámi people as a passive collective agency. This 
assignment of passive agency seemed ethically concerning as it rendered the Sámi people 
voiceless and marginalized.

Intriguingly, the indigenous Sámi people, beyond claiming their agency, also extend it to other 
actors within these narratives. They assign an active proxy agency to the European Union and the 
governments of Finland, Sweden, and Norway in their pursuit of advancing decolonization measures. 
Journalists, too, attribute an active proxy agency to news media, particularly in heightening awareness 
about indigenous human rights.

Against the framework of systemic discrimination and colonization, it is not ethically surprising 
that the Sámi people assigned a passive institutional agency to the European Union and news media, 
expressing concerns that these entities do not adequately promote indigenous topics or prioritize 
decolonization. This sentiment aligned with some journalistic perspectives. Furthermore, the Finnish 
government faced a passive institutional agency from the Sámi people due to perceived inadequacies 
in protecting indigenous rights.

As mentioned earlier, Sámi people assign an active collective agency to themselves, but at the same 
time, they attribute it to all individuals. This collective agency manifested itself in the call for defining 
the concept of “green” within the context of promoting green transition. Additionally, they assign an 
active collective agency to all people in the context of protesting for the rights of all indigenous people, 
transcending geographical boundaries.

Finally, the European Union and Finnish government accord themselves an active institutional 
agency to promote indigenous human rights. This perspective diverges considerably from the view
point of the Sámi people, highlighting the multifaceted nature of agency assignment within media 
narratives. Likewise, CEOs of mining companies exhibit an active institutional agency, particularly 
concerning the promotion of green transition, underscoring corporate engagement in broader societal 
shifts.
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Discussion

This study aimed to examine media coverage of the human rights of the indigenous Sámi people from 
the perspective of ethical and culturally responsive listening. The conclusions, derived from its 
findings, can be summarized in two main points.

The first conclusion suggests that the media coverage of the third-generation human rights of the 
Indigenous Sámi people includes practical choices that seem ethically and culturally responsive. This 
alignment with ethical and culturally responsive listening principles is evident in the conscious 
selection of interviewees, reflecting the commitment to diverse voices and perspectives within the 
narratives. The media coverage of the Sámi provides space for individuals directly impacted by the 
narrative themes, even when their opinions diverge, to collectively reveal structures perpetuating 
colonialism. Simultaneously, these narratives create room for opposing voices, enhancing the practice 
of ethical listening. This narrativization of the Sámi people’s human rights issues can be seen as part of 
a process that actively contributes to reclaiming agency and framing indigenous voices within broader 
social and political contexts. Additionally, this relation between the collectively empowering nature of 
media coverage that follows ethical and culturally responsive listening aligns with the principles of 
third-generation human rights that emphasize collective and positive aspects of human rights 
(Domaradzki et al., 2019). At the same time, allowing minority voices to be heard also enables the 
public to have access to information. This has been considered important from the perspective of 
media ethics as the neutrality of online information is under critical examination (Gao, 2020).

Furthermore, journalists’ language in the narratives demonstrates ethical and inclusive commu
nication. When the media narratives align with indigenous people’s self-identifications, they reflect 
ethical listening principles. By authentically representing the Sámi people’s indigenous identity 
narrative, these media narratives become a platform for the Sámi to reclaim their self- 
determination. In this sense, ethical listening can be seen to promote transitional justice and demo
cratization through decolonizing communication. Such narratives contribute to the evolving discourse 
on third-generation human rights (Domaradzki et al., 2019), which focus on addressing collective 
injustices and fostering systemic change.

The collaborative knowledge-building process, which involves Sámi individuals and journalists, 
signifies a commitment to ethical listening practices. This collaborative effort fosters what appears to 
be a more accurate representation and empowerment of the Sámi people. It also facilitates opportu
nities for a comprehensive understanding of the diverse perspectives associated with the third- 
generation human rights of indigenous people. This can be seen as an intent toward an ethical 
space of engagement (Bryce, 2014) in which minorities are represented in a culturally responsive 
manner.

Moreover, the media coverage showcases ethical and culturally responsive listening by contextua
lizing the voices within the cultural framework of indigenous people. This can be seen as an attempt by 
non-indigenous media professionals to reshape the narrative of indigenous people in ways that affirm 
diversity, equality, and inclusion (Bryce, 2014). The deliberate efforts to increase awareness of 
indigenous communities’ cultural context and traditions can be seen to be carried out with cultural 
sensitivity.

The second conclusion highlights that while the media coverage exhibits elements of ethical and 
culturally responsive listening, the endeavors to advance communication decolonization appear 
uncertain. This ambiguity arises from disparities at both the surface and more profound levels 
concerning narrative themes and the allocation of human agency. From the perspective of decoloniza
tion of communication, this finding can be seen to resonate with the findings of Osborne (2017) as the 
surface-level examination of ethical and culturally responsive listening in narrative themes of indi
genous Sámi people’s third-generation human rights can be seen to facilitate empowerment. This is 
evident, in particular, in the indigenous narrative theme, as this narrative emerges as a platform for the 
Sámi people to reclaim their voices. This allows them to express their disillusionment and demand 
institutional accountability. Sámi individuals and journalists shape this narrative, creating 
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a collaborative knowledge-building process. This thematic construction can be seen to enhance the 
accuracy of media narratives and align with ethical listening practices, leading to an authentic 
representation that can empower marginalized voices. From the perspective of ethical listening, the 
framing that aligns with the principles of media ethics can be seen to allow people access to accurate 
information (Gao, 2020).

However, on a deeper level, the ethical examination lens reveals the tension between the neutral 
narratives and the betrayal narratives in human rights violations’ theme. Even though both narratives 
empower Sámi by letting their voice be heard, the emphasis on disappointed Sámi voices also presents 
them as somewhat powerless. This is further complicated by the narrativization of human rights issues 
through the lens of utilitarian reasoning, where the well-being of the Sámi is sometimes sacrificed for 
broader political goals. The utilitarian narrative highlights the ethical complexities in discussions of 
human rights when it engages

with the ethical challenge of prioritizing the greater good versus the rights of marginalized 
communities. As Christie (2003) states, it has been an issue in the indigenous people’s human 
rights context that less sophisticated forms of utilitarianism accept sacrificing the well-being of the 
few to further the interests of the many. The failures of decolonizing communication are empha
sized in how this theme is framed, as the framing reflects ethical and culturally responsive 
listening. However, it also seems to lead to ambivalence in recognizing the global implications 
of issues like the green transition while remaining sensitive to indigenous communities’ specific 
needs and rights.

The ambivalence is also evident in the colonization theme that emphasizes raising awareness of 
colonization’s historical and contemporary impacts on the Sámi people. The Sámi people’s call for 
open dialogue resonates with ethical listening practices, emphasizing the media’s role in fostering 
understanding and social change. At the same time, the themes of the contrasting side narratives 
of government institutions – abstract decolonization and acceptance of oppression – reveal some 
of the ethical challenges news media faces. While the abstract decolonization narrative reflects 
growing awareness and demand for change, its lack of concrete measures raises questions about 
the depth of commitment of media to ethical and culturally responsive listening. On the other 
hand, accepting the oppression narrative, whether through utilitarian reasoning or outright 
silence, reveals instances where ethical and cultural responsiveness might be compromised for 
convenience or expedience. This finding deepens the scope of Gao (2020) by addressing that the 
media ethic’s challenge of allowing access to information is attached to the challenges in ethical 
listening.

From the perspective of human agency, the prevalence of active collective agency attributed to the 
indigenous Sámi people can be seen as a significant shift toward equitable representation. Mahajan 
(2005) stated that minorities are considered equal to majorities when their representations are equal in 
the public arena. The active collective agency representation can signify a shift toward ethically 
sustainable storytelling. It positions the Sámi people as active agents, empowered to shape their 
narrative and advocate for their culture, human rights, and decolonization. On a surface level, from 
the perspective of decolonization of communication and ethical and culturally responsive listening, 
these agency narratives seem to facilitate this empowerment, ensuring that the Sámi voices are 
accurately represented without distortion or tokenization.

However, when it is considered that most of the time, the Sámi must assign this agency to 
themselves, the deeper level challenges in active agency assignment begin to seem problematic from 
the perspective of decolonization of communication. Apart from a few exceptions, Sámis’ active 
agency is not assigned by the journalists or anyone else whose voice is heard in the narratives, but 
they must claim it themselves. This challenge in active agency assignment can be seen to reproduce 
structural discrimination, particularly when accompanied by the active proxy agency assignment done 
by the Sámi people in the narratives. According to Bandura (2001), assigning the proxy agency can be 
seen as an act of human agency. However, when the Sámi are continuously presented as giving power 
to others to do things for them, they can be seen as people who cannot exercise their right to self- 
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determination. All instances of portraying the Sámi people as a passive collective agency raise concerns 
of marginalization.

The complexities of agency assignment are evident in the roles attributed by various voices. The 
emergence of the Sámi Parliament as a focal point of active institutional agency emphasizes the role of 
indigenous governance bodies in shaping narratives. However, the assignment of active institutional 
agencies to external entities like the European Union and governments may simultaneously weaken 
the agency of the Sámi Parliament. This may reflect the media’s trust in perceived social efficacy for 
enlisting the mediative efforts of others that Bandura (2001) discusses. However, this dual assignment 
of agencies can also be interpreted as highlighting systemic challenges stemming from historical 
discrimination and colonization. It places the decolonization of communication against its historical 
context and makes it evident that acknowledging and addressing these complexities is a fundamental 
aspect of ethical storytelling.

Limitations of This Study and Future Research Directions

Even though this study offers a new perspective on ethical and culturally responsive listening and the 
media coverage of indigenous populations, its first limitation is the dataset of 13 news articles from 
a single website. A broader dataset from various sources could provide a more comprehensive 
understanding of media coverage and help to avoid a selection bias. However, as the media coverage 
of the third-generation human rights of the Sámi is minimal, other English-speaking websites had very 
little additional data to offer.

Another limitation is the focus on textual narratives. Visual elements, such as images and videos, 
which could have also influenced interpretation. Also, quantitative aspects, like the frequency of 
specific narratives, were not the primary focus of this qualitative study.

In the future, it would be interesting to examine how the portrayal of active collective agency shapes 
the Sámi community’s sense of identity, empowerment, and engagement in social and political spheres 
to discover if active representation leads to increased agency in real-world contexts and contributes to 
the preservation of indigenous culture.

In addition to empowerment, the ethics of representing institutions could be examined. For 
instance, examining cases where passive institutional agency is attributed to indigenous communities 
could increase our understanding of the implications of such portrayals and their potential to 
perpetuate marginalization.
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