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Abstract	
In this Master’s Thesis I study the meanings that parents attach to childhood in relation to the residential environment in their narratives. In particular, I 
examine the concept of urban childhood and the rural-urban dichotomy when speaking about childhood. This topic is current and relevant because more 
and more children are born in cities and raised in urban environments due to ongoing trend of urbanization in Finland. Thus it is crucial to study the 
perceptions and assumptions about urban childhood that prevail in the Finnish society. Before conducting this research my hypothesis was that parents 
actively use the rural-urban dichotomy when describing their children’s relationship with their residential environment.	
 	
Most academic publications that address this topic have been published in the United Kingdom, where academics such as Colin Ward, Gill Valentine, 
Stuart Aitken and Owain Jones have researched the spatial implications of the way childhood is constructed. This literature suggests that childhood is 
constructed differently in urban and rural environments and that a traditional view of a good childhood is associated with a rural residential environment. 
This construction is visible in the everyday individual and public discourse as well as popular fiction. The traditional view of a “rural idyll” as the 
favourable environment for growing up influences both adult and child experiences in different residential environments. In Finland there is not much 
academic research on this topic, but a similar traditional view of childhood has been recognized to exist also here.	
 	
In this study I also utilized Margaret Somers’ theory about the narrative identity, according to which narratives are a way of portraying personal 
experiences, entertain and share information, but also they are cognitive tools for perceiving the surrounding world. Through narratives people can for 
example portray and understand causality. Personal narratives are influenced by the rules of storytelling that we begin to adopt as children, as well as 
popular narratives repeated in the public discourse.	
 	
My research data consists of seven semi-structured thematic interviews with eight parents who live in Kallio with their families. In the interviews we 
addressed various themes about childhood and its relationship with the residential environment. The participants described their experiences, memories 
and fears mostly through telling anecdotes and stories, which is why I decided to focus my analysis on these small narratives. I used thematic narrative 
analysis to study these narratives, which means I analysed what the narratives were “about” either literally or figuratively. On top of that I analysed the 
structures, intertextualities and patterns of similarity and difference in the narratives.	
 	
The results of the study showed that the narratives were divided into four categories: attitudes, fears, practices and social life. These categories consist of 
sixteen different themes, most of which are familiar from the previous research literature on childhood and residential environments. However, three 
themes arise from these narratives, which appears related to this particular residential environment. These themes are called “NIMBY”, “junkies and 
dossers” and “happy parents”. In this research I analyse the way in which my participants address these themes and the differences in their usage 
compared to previous research. Some of the narratives reproduce the traditional views of childhood for example by emphasizing the centrality of nature, 
creativity and play. However, the parents did not perceive these things to be unattainable for urban children like the traditional view portrays it. In the 
contrary, the parents feared children to be lonely, bored and prejudiced in the countryside. The participants appreciate the fact they are able to spend 
more family time due to a short commute over having a bigger apartment or their own yard outside the city. The threat of stranger danger varies a lot and 
different participants experienced this threat in different residential environments.	
 	
One of the main conclusions is that the dichotomy of urban and rural is widely present in the narratives by Kallio parents. The dichotomy arises in regard 
to almost all of the sixteen themes. Mostly the dichotomy is used to highlight how inner city living is the best option for these parents and their children. 
The parents highly value tolerance and deem it as characteristic for urban living. They believe that children’s natural openness and tolerance towards 
difference is preserved as they grow up in a city, because they are subjected to encountering difference from early on and difference becomes normalized 
as a part of their world view.	
 	
I think it is interesting to compare the results of this study to the narratives about childhood circulating in the public discourse that mostly repeat the 
traditional views on childhood. The parents I interviewed were well aware of these ideas and both supported and contested them in their narratives. 
However the dichotomy of urban and rural childhoods is ever present and got reinforced by the narratives which my participants shared. An interesting 
topic for further research would be to study children’s own narratives about childhood in the city or in the countryside. Children could be interviewed 
before and after moving from one residential environment to another.	
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Tiivistelmä 	
	
Tutkimuksessani tarkastelen sitä, minkälaisia merkityksiä liittyy lapsuuden ja asuinympäristön väliseen suhteeseen lapsiperheiden vanhempien 
kertomuksissa. Erityisesti tutkin kaupunkilaislapsuuden käsitettä sekä kaupungin ja maaseudun vastakkainasettelua lapsuudesta puhuttaessa. Aihe on 
merkittävä ja ajankohtainen, sillä kaupungistuvassa Suomessa entistä useampi lapsi viettää lapsuutensa kaupungeissa ja on tärkeää tutkia sitä, 
minkälaisia käsityksiä ja olettamuksia suomalaisessa yhteiskunnassa vallitsee kaupunkilaislapsuuden ympärillä. Ennen tämän tutkimuksen toteuttamista 
olettamuksistani oli se, että vanhemmat käyttävät aktiivisesti kaupungin ja maaseudun välistä vastakkainasettelua kuvaillessaan lastensa suhdetta 
asuinympäristöönsä.	
 	
Valitsemastani aiheesta on julkaistu aiempaa akateemista tutkimusta lähinnä Iso-Britanniassa, missä muun muassa Colin Ward, Gill Valentine, Stuart 
Aitken ja Owain Jones ovat tutkineet lapsuuden käsitteen paikkasidonnaisuutta. Nämä tutkijat ovat havainneet, että usein lapsuuden ajatellaan olevan 
erilainen kaupungeissa ja maaseudulla. Heidän mukaansa perinteinen käsitys lapsuudesta on yhdistänyt lapsuuden maalaismaiseen asuinympäristöön, 
mikä ilmenee muun muassa lasten satukirjallisuudessa sekä yhteiskunnallisessa keskustelussa. On tunnistettu, että perinteinen käsitys ”maalaisidyllistä” 
lapsille suotuisana kasvupaikkana vaikuttaa sekä lasten että vanhempien kokemuksiin erilaisissa asuinympäristöissä. Suomessa tätä aihetta on tutkittu 
vain vähän, mutta samankaltaisen perinteisen käsityksen lapsuudesta on havaittu pitävän paikkansa myös täällä.	
 	
Tutkimuksessa hyödynsin sen lisäksi Margaret Somersin teoriaa narratiivi-identiteetistä. Teorian mukaan narratiivit ovat tapa jakaa opittua tietoa ja 
henkilökohtaisia kokemuksia, viihdyttää, muistaa sekä hahmottaa maailmaa. Narratiivien avulla ihminen voi esimerkiksi perustella ja sisäistää syy- ja 
seuraussuhteita. Narratiiveja ohjaavat lapsesta asti opitut tarinankerronnan säännöt sekä julkisessa keskustelussa usein toistuvat tarinat.	
 	
Tutkimukseni aineisto koostuu seitsemästä puolistrukturoidusta teemahaastattelusta kahdeksan kalliolaisen vanhemman kanssa. Haastatteluissa 
kävimme läpi erilaisia teemoja, jotka koskevat lasten elämää Kalliossa. Haastateltavat kuvailivat kokemuksiaan, muistojaan sekä pelkojaan pitkälti 
tarinoiden muodossa, minkä vuoksi päätin keskittyä analyysissani nimenomaan narratiiveihin. Haastattelumateriaalini analysoimiseen käytin temaattista 
narratiivianalyysia eli tarkastelin tekstistä tunnistamieni narratiivien aihepiirejä. Sen lisäksi analysoin narratiivien rakenteita, intertekstuaalisuutta sekä 
keskinäisiä yhteneväisyyksiä ja eroavaisuuksia.	
 	
Tutkimuksen tulos osoitti, että haastattelemieni kalliolaisten vanhempien narratiivit jakautuvat neljään kategoriaan: asenteet, pelot, käytännöt ja 
sosiaalinen elämä. Kategoriat koostuvat yhteensä kuudestatoista erilaisesta teemasta, joista suurin osa on tuttuja aiemmasta lapsuutta ja asuinympäristöä 
käsittelevästä tutkimuksesta. Havaittavissa on kuitenkin kolme sellaista teemaa, joiden esiintyminen on todennäköisesti ominaista juuri kyseiselle 
asuinympäristölle. Nämä teemat ovat nimeltään ”NIMBY-ilmiö”, ”narkkarit ja laitapuolenkulkijat” ja ”onnelliset vanhemmat”. Analysoin tutkimuksessa 
sitä, miten haastattelemani vanhemmat käsittelevät näitä teemoja ja minkälaisia eroja teemojen käsittelyssä on verrattuna aiempiin tutkimuksiin. Osa 
tarinoista toisti perinteisiä käsityksiä lapsuudesta, kuten luonnon, luovuuden ja leikkimisen keskeisyys hyvälle lapsuudelle. Näiden asioiden ei 
kuitenkaan koettu olevan saavuttamattomissa kaupunkilaislapsille toisin kuin perinteisessä käsityksessä. Sen sijaan lasten pelättiin olevan yksinäisiä, 
pitkästyneitä ja ennakkoluuloisia maaseudulla. Haastattelemani vanhemmat arvostavat enemmän lyhyen työmatkan suomaa yhteistä aikaa lastensa 
kanssa kuin isompaa asuntoa tai omaa pihaa kaupungin ulkopuolella. Käsitys vieraiden ihmisten aiheuttamasta uhasta lapsille on vaihteleva, ja eri 
ihmiset kokevat kyseistä uhkaa erilaisissa asuinympäristössä.	
 	
Loppupäätelmäni on, että kaupungin ja maaseudun välinen vastakkainasettelu on selvästi läsnä vanhempien kertomissa tarinoissa lähes joka teeman 
osalta. Suurimmassa osassa tarinoista vanhemmat korostavat sitä, että kaupunkimainen asuinympäristö on sekä heille että heidän lapsilleen paras 
vaihtoehto. Vanhemmat uskovat suvaitsevaisuuden olevan ominaista kaupunkilaisuudelle, ja se on heille tärkeää. Vanhempien mukaan Kalliossa 
asuminen säilyttää lasten luontaisen avoimuuden ja hyväksynnän erilaisuutta kohtaan, sillä nämä altistuvat erilaisuudelle lapsesta asti ja täten erilaisuus 
normalisoituu osaksi heidän maailmankuvaansa.	
 	
Tämän tutkimuksen tuloksia on mielestäni kiinnostavaa verrata julkisessa keskustelussa toistuviin lapsuutta kuvaaviin narratiiveihin, jotka toistavat 
usein totuttuja kaavoja ja perinteisiä ajatusmalleja. Haastattelemani vanhemmat tiedostavat nämä ajatusmallit hyvin ja pyrkivät tarinoidensa kautta sekä 
tukemaan että kiistämään yleisiä käsityksiä lapsuudesta. Kuitenkin vastakkainasettelu kaupunkilaislapsuuden ja maalaislapsuuden välillä pitää pintansa 
ja vanhempien tarinat pitkälti vahvistavat sitä.	
 	
Mielestäni kiinnostava aihe jatkotutkimukselle olisi tutkia lasten omia narratiiveja lapsuudesta kaupungissa tai maaseudulla. Lapsia voisi kenties 
haastatella myös ennen kuin he muuttavat asuinympäristöstä toiseen ja sen jälkeen.	
Avainsanat 	
 lapsuus, Kallio, narratiivi, lapsiperhe, kaupunki, maaseutu, asuinympäristö 	
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1			INTRODUCTION	
	

In the past ten to fifteen years residential choices of families within the Helsinki 

Metropolitan region have become a regular topic of public discussion. The early 2000s 

saw the rise of what later became known as the Nurmijärvi-ilmiö [“Nurmijärvi 

phenomenon”], in which families were migrating out of Helsinki to the surrounding 

provincial municipalities in the search of a higher quality of life. Statistics show that in 

between 1998 and 2006 the amount of children in kindergarten age dropped by 6.000 in 

Helsinki, followed by a corresponding drop in the number of children in elementary 

schools a few years later (City of Helsinki Urban Facts 2015:8). Media was fast to pick 

up on the trend and soon the papers were full of articles in which parents described the 

bliss of lower residential costs, availability of natural environments and less hectic 

lifestyles in the countryside. At the heart of the discussion on Nurmijärvi-ilmiö were 

also pastoral images of childhood spent in the private gardens of detached houses (for 

example Pääkkönen HS Koti 27.3.2016). In 2005 a widely quoted research into 

residential dreams of Helsinki residents declared to have found a cross-sectional 

preference for living in a detached house (Kortteinen et al. 2005). According to this 

study 55% of people who currently reside in apartment blocks would prefer living as 

owner-occupants in detached houses. These news formed the dominant public narrative 

about housing preferences in the beginning of the millennium. In retrospect, an editorial 

of the leading newspaper in Finland Helsingin Sanomat, declared: "Detached house 

became a symbol" (HS Editorial 3.12.2014).	

	

Around the year 2008 the discussion turned to another residential phenomena, when 

increasing numbers of middle and lower middle class families were choosing to remain 

in the small quarters of their inner city apartments rather than moving out of the city for 

a bigger house (Tuuli Vattulainen HS Koti 17.8.2014; Savanna Saarikko HS Koti 

31.5.2015). A series of newspaper articles were published in which families were 

testifying to the convenience of short commuting distances, availability of cultural 

services and redundancy of a car in their everyday life (Laita HS Kaupunki 2.12.2014; 

Editorial HS Elämä 30.5.2013). In the statistics we can see the the tide had turned 
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already in 2007 when the number of children under seven in Helsinki began growing 

again. Between 2007 and 2012 the number of young children in Helsinki grew by 1.000 

annually with a corresponding change in the numbers of school-aged children became 

visible in 2011 (City of Helsinki Urban Facts 2015).	

	

Various factors have been proposed to influence these changes in family residential 

patterns. Firstly, many argue that the economic downturn of 2008 changed the financial 

realities in which families were making residential decisions. Financial instability on a 

societal scale may have made families less willing to take a big mortgage and buy or 

build a house. Another factor at play may be the diversification of housing preferences, 

meaning that families follow different residential trajectories according to personal 

preferences (Aro 1998). The third causing factor may be that the lived reality of life in 

the countryside may have failed the hopes of some urban to rural migrants (Tuononen 

2005), while increasing numbers of families admitted - either reluctantly or 

enthusiastically - that their needs were better served by family life in the inner cities. 

The aim of this thesis is not make claims about which factors drive families residential 

decisions, but instead to examine the narrative discourses surrounding this discussion. 

For this purpose, I have given a brief introduction into the ongoing residential trends 

and the public discussion surrounding this topic.	

	

In this Thesis research, I want to study the meanings that parents attach to childhood in 

relation to the residential environment in their narratives. In particular, I want to 

examine the concept of urban childhood and the rural-urban dichotomy when speaking 

about childhood. The nuanced discussion about family residential choices in the past 

fifteen years has evoked my interest towards the way that childhood has been portrayed 

in the context of family residential choices. It seems that a traditional view of childhood 

in the pastoral landscapes of Finnish countryside was strongly present in the public 

discourse of the Nurmijärvi-ilmiö, while the return to the inner cities was more likely to 

get portrayed through parental preferences than a praise for urban childhood. I think it is 

crucial to understand the terms in which childhood is being narrated in everyday life and 

popular discourse, because these narratives influence the experiences of families. Owain 

Jones argues that we need to “[c]ritically examine the understandings and assumptions 
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(representations) with which we articulate the world" (2002:17-18) to avoid valorizing a 

particular narrative of childhood at the expense of another.	

	

1.1	Theoretical	background:	

	

The academic study of childhood emerged decisively into the mainstream of social 

scientific research during the last three decades of the 20th century. In what has been 

called “sociology of childhood” (Jenks 1982), the “new social studies of childhood” 

(James et al. 1998; Holloway and Valentine 2000) and as “emergent paradigm” (Prout 

and James 2015) there has been an active reimagination of children as social actors and 

as subjects of academic research. At the core of the new social studies of childhood is 

the idea that childhood is socially constructed. This idea questions the previously 

assumed naturalness and universality of childhood. As Prout and James write: 

"[c]hildhood, as distinct from biological immaturity, is neither a natural nor universal 

feature of human groups but appears as a specific structural and cultural component of 

many societies" (2015:7).	

	

Philippe Ariès’ book “Centuries of Childhood: A Social History of Family Life” (1962) 

is often credited for introducing the idea that childhood has been constructed differently 

in the course of history. In this influential and divisive publication Ariès (1962) claims 

that the modern concept of “childhood” was not discovered until after the Middle Ages, 

influenced in part by the rising interest in measuring and calculating chronological age. 

According to Ariès, up until the Enlightenment children were mostly regarded as 

miniature adults or adults-in-the-making with little consideration for the specificity of 

childhood as a stage of life. He claims that the relatively scant emotional attachment to 

children corresponded with high levels of infant and childhood mortality. Despite 

receiving criticism for glossing over Medieval conceptions of childhood, “Centuries of 

Childhood” remains influential to the understanding about the origins of childhood as a 

theoretical concept.	
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The prominent Enlightenment philosophers often credited for laying groundwork for the 

modern concept and understanding of childhood were John Locke and and Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau. Their theories about the nature of childhood contributed in raising wider 

interest in the significance of early life experiences. Locke popularized the concept of 

“tabula rasa”, which refers to the nature of a child’s mind as an “empty canvas”. He 

argued that children need to be guided and assisted in their gradual learning about the 

ways of the world through first-hand experiences and reasoning. In the 18th century 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau built upon Locke’s theory and argued that children were in fact 

born pure. He argued that it was the society in which the children were born into that 

corrupted them, which is why parents needed to shield their offspring from the negative 

influences of the world. These sort of ideas emphasize childhood as a definitive time in 

a person’s life, during which many qualities are molded for the rest of their existence.	

	

Until the last decades of the 20th century most academic research on children was 

conducted in fields such as medicine and developmental psychology. Holloway and 

Valentine (2000) argue that children were somewhat invisible in social sciences due to 

the prevailing construction of the child as less than adult in terms of cognitive and social 

abilities. In the past three or four decades, the “new social studies of childhood” have 

brought the study of childhood into the fore of many new disciplines. Different 

approaches have been taken to incorporate children into the field of social sciences: 

studying the way that childhood has been socially constructed in different societies and 

time periods; research on how childhood intersects with other axis of social identity 

(race, class, religion ethnicity etc); and focus on children’s agency - examining children 

as capable actors creating their own social worlds.	

	

The way in which childhood is imagined is by no means stagnant, but follow the trends 

of other social change. Advances in childhood research constantly bring about new 

information that shapes our understanding of children’s lives. The new information is 

gradually transmitted into public discourse and influences both societal values and 

public policy. The public discourse both influences and portrays individual views about 

the nature of childhood and what is considered best for children. The views about 
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children and childhood are highly powerful, since children’s needs are considered a high 

priority in most contemporary societies.	

	

Valentine (1997) and Jones (2002) have written about the existence of an imagined 

“ideal or idyllic childhood” which in the British popular imagination is located to rural 

life in the countryside. These images or popular conceptions are maintained by the many 

stories, and fairy tales depicting the virtues of rural childhood (Valentine 1997). The 

construct of a “rural idyll” has arguably been relevant also in the Finnish context, in 

which the fast-paced urbanization in the last century has moved a lot of people from the 

countryside into growing cities. According to Tuononen (2005) many first or second 

generation urbanites still have either an actual or inherited “memory” of a rural 

childhood that has become romanticized.	

	

In urban theory the terms “urban” and “rural” have been defined and operationalized in 

a myriad of ways. Indeed, the essence of the urban has remained a continuing topic of 

academic debate since the early days of urban scholarship. Various factors have been 

considered to create the urban condition, from physical proximity of people and places, 

speed of interaction as well as cultural and technological advancement. On top of 

debating what is central to urbanism, it is often portrayed and imagined as separate and 

opposite to what has been called “rural”. A seminal history of the concepts “urban” and 

“rural” was published in 1973 by Raymond Williams. “The Country and the City” 

(Williams 1973) depicts the history and development of the two interrelated and 

interdependent ideas through a study of English literature from the 18th century 

onwards. Williams warns about how a simplification of “rural” and “urban” as polar 

opposites flattens the rich variety of different places into an understanding far too black-

and-white.	

	

In reality there is no such place that is “urban” or “rural” - real places all exhibit a 

collection of features and host a variety of functions that may be considered belonging 

to each sphere. It nevertheless seems that a simplified comparison between these two 

types of residential surroundings gets made often and in particular in the context of 
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talking about childhood. People living in the inner city compare their lifestyle to an 

“alternative choice” which would be to move to the countryside or the suburbs. This 

dualistic view sparked my interest and I began researching what was written on these 

conceptualizations of the urban and the rural in terms of raising children.	

	

Due to the ambiguity surrounding the definitions of urban and rural, the use of these 

concepts as classifications of real places is unquestionably problematic. Nevertheless 

they are continuously and without problematization used in the spheres of common 

speech, media and even academia. I will not intend to offer a definition for these terms, 

but rather leave it up to the parents to operationalize the terms “urban” and “rural” in 

case they find them meaningful. For my findings it is important that the dichotomy of 

rural and urban childhoods are not imposed on the respondents if they don’t bring it up 

independently. An interesting result in itself would be if parents do not refer to this 

dichotomy in their speech.	

	

My hypothesis is, that parents dichotomize the discussion about childhood in different 

residential settings, and construct value-laden concepts of “urban childhood” and “rural 

childhood” in their speech. Many scholars have discovered the use of such a dichotomy 

(Valentine 1997; Jones 2002) in the British context, and argued that it tends to create 

pressure for parents to abide by a non-written convention of raising children away from 

the inner cities. The dichotomy has truly been embraced and cultivated in the Finnish 

media in the past few years with ample reports of both Nurmijärvi-ilmiö and the 

families “return” to inner cities, which was dubbed “kaupunki-ilmiö” by some reporters 

(Malmberg HS Kaupunki 29.9.2015). The reason why the dichotomy matters, is that 

local narratives of childhood are continuously constructed through what Sibley (1988) 

calls “othering” the imagined alternative. She argues that constructing particular place-

based identities always involve narratives about “who we are” but also about “who we 

are not”. Praising one’s own residential choices and preferences naturally leads into 

criticism of the different choices of other families. This negative construction of the 

“other” may be harmful to the families and children who live in a different residential 

setting. For example the whole construction of the rural idyll includes as a part of it the 
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“other”, which is the urban childhood deprived of nature and innocence and rife with 

stranger-danger and exposure to social problems.	

	

In this master’s thesis I set out to study the social construction of urban childhood in 

contemporary Finnish society. I conducted the study by interviewing eight parent 

residing in the Helsinki inner city district of Kallio and analysing the narratives they 

shared on the relationship between childhood and residential environment. The 

interviews focused on parents’ personal experiences and views about their 

neighbourhood as an environment for children, their fears, their ways of facilitating their 

children’s relationship with their environment and past experiences from their own 

childhood environments. With a data set of 72 narratives, I examine the thematic 

patterns as well as the use of a rural-urban dichotomy when telling stories about 

childhood and the residential environment.	

	

I believe this research will reveal a lot about the contemporary parents’ attitudes and 

values regarding different residential settings, as well as how these values have 

intersected with their family’s experiences of their residential setting. Someone might 

wonder why it is important to study adults’ attitudes and assumptions about children in 

urban and rural spaces. They matter, because children live their lives, more or less, 

under the control and surveillance of adults and thus “[u]npacking these adult 

assumptions is a critical part of understanding the forces which shape children's lives” 

(Jones 2002:18). There is a need to critically explore the spatial implications of “the 

Western ideological construction of childhood as a private domain of innocence, 

spontaneity, play, freedom, and emotion” (Aitken 2001:7).	

	

This topic is current and relevant because more and more children are born in cities and 

raised in urban environments due to ongoing trend of urbanization in Finland. Thus it is 

crucial to study the perceptions and assumptions about urban childhood that prevail in 

the Finnish society.  
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2			LITERATURE	REVIEW	
	

In this chapter I will present an overview of the previous research concerning my thesis 

topic. This chapter will present the relevant academic fields that my thesis is 

contributing to and introduce the concepts I will be employing in my research and 

analysis.	

	

2.1			Kallio	as	a	residential	district	
	

In the early 1930s Heikki Waris published a landmark sociological account 

“Työläisyhteiskunnan syntyminen Helsingin Pitkänsillan pohjoispuolelle” tracing the 

development of a working class neighbourhood on the northern side of Pitkäsilta bridge 

in Helsinki (Waris 1973, 2nd edition). His work not only combined statistics with oral 

histories to give a deep insight into the history of the area, but also contributed to the 

way this area is to this day conceived as a distinct residential district with a particular 

character and sense of history. Waris’ work pioneered a Finnish approach to urban 

studies and has incited many social scientists to conduct research in the area since. To 

this body of knowledge I also hope to contribute to with this Thesis research.	

	

For a long time, Pitkäsilta Bridge served as the divider and a powerful symbol between 

the prestigious well-off areas of the city and the poor working-class areas of the north. 

Although arguably diverse and divided into many different neighbourhoods, the 

northern working-class area was often portrayed as a single entity by outsiders. 

Previously this area was often called Sörnäinen after the industrial area and harbor that 

were located there (Tani 2001). The naming of the area has been a topic of academic 

and other writing (ibid.), but from here on I will refer to the area as Kallio based on the 

current district [fin. peruspiiri] division by City of Helsinki (Image 1).	
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Image 1: Map of Kallio by (City of Helsinki Urban Facts 2015) 	

Until the beginning of the 19th 

century the land area northward from 

the city center of Helsinki had 

remained largely unbuilt and used for 

farming and grazing cattle. The 

exception was that a few of the most 

notable restaurant establishments 

catering to Helsinki’s bourgeois were 

located there, as well as a handful of 

artisan workshops and small-scale 

industry (Waris 1973). During the 

second half of the 19th century 

Helsinki started growing faster due to rapid industrialization, accompanied by heavy 

migration of workers to the city. There was pressure to house all the rural-to-urban 

immigrants and the wealthier landowners began building low-rise apartment buildings 

for housing for the working population. Such two-storey residential houses with the 

ground floor made of stone and top floor of wood were built especially on the farm 

lands north of the Pitkäsilta Bridge. In 1901 this area became incorporated into the 

Helsinki town plan (Tani 2001). The residential density in the northern workers houses 

was highest in the city - around four persons per room (ibid.:149). The overcrowding 

and weak living conditions of poor workers resulted in many social problems, such as 

violent street fights between youth gangs during the early 20th century. These together 

with poverty, illegal activities and social unrest formed a negative image that began to 

characterise the area in the eyes of other Helsinki residents. 	

	

The population growth in Kallio continued strong and the number of residents nearly 

doubled from 18.000 in 1910 to a staggering 35.000 in 1939 (Kaupunginosat.net). For 

many, Kallio served as the first residential location after moving to Helsinki from rural 

areas of Finland. Once a worker or a working-class family earned enough means to 

move into bigger apartments, they left Kallio and made room for more incomers. During 
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these decades, the living conditions were often very crowded, with entire families 

sharing one-room apartments. The number of children in Kallio was at its highest in the 

1940s when the Kallio elementary school had 1 600 pupils compared to less than 300 

today (ibid.). After a slight decrease in the number of residents in the beginning of 

1960s, Kallio’s population peaked at 36 000 in 1965. It has been declining ever since 

then and is approximately 26 000 in the end of 2013 (City of Helsinki Urban Facts 

2015). 	

	

Kallio began its transition towards a middle-class neighborhood in the 1980s. That is 

when it became a popular residential neighborhood among highly educated young 

people who were drawn by the centrality of the location and affordability of housing 

prices. Mainly the new residents were young singles, some still studying, and childless 

couples. Through its history Kallio has served as a first place of residence for many 

people migrating to the capital city from other parts of the country in the search of better 

economical or educational opportunities (Tani 2001). Whereas in the 19th and early 

20th century the in-migrants were workers for industrial and harbour-related jobs, 

during 1980s it was increasingly more middle-class students and young professionals, 

which contributed to the rising housing prices. Pasi Mäenpää (1991) argued that the 

socio-economic change of Kallio in the late 1980s was related to the formation of a new 

urban middle class, defined by particular patterns of consumption and lifestyle. 

Although it is debatable whether this influx of middle-class residents can be classified 

as “gentrification”, there were notable changes in the socio-economic composition of 

residents and lifestyles compared to previous decades. The people moving to Kallio had 

more means than the generations before them and had a flair for the bohemian lifestyle 

and Kallio’s history as a working-class residential area (Mäenpää 1991).	

	

The 1990s brought an economic recession that cut the upward trend of housing prices. 

Kallio saw a rise of unemployment and social problems, while bars invaded the former 

corner shops. On top of the rise in alcohol and drug related problems, there was also a 

burgeoning scene of street prostitution in Kallio which raised public discussion and 

concern in the whole country. There was growing concern of the safety of the area, 

especially of female residents and office workers in Kallio who were unsettled by 
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increased kerb-crawling (clients driving around a known site for prostitution looking to 

buy the services). Concerned locals argued that prostitution, crime and drugs are 

intertwined and that such associations between ‘asocial’ or ‘immoral’ lifestyles and 

prostitution are often represented as initiating neighbourhood decline (Tani 2001:151). 

The issue was about the degrading popular image of the area, and the effect it could 

have on property prices, especially of office spaces, in the area. Prostitution and other 

social problems, such as alcohol and substance abuse, contributed to an image of Kallio 

as a dangerous area. (Tani 2001).	

	

Tani argues that following the street prostitution debate, Kallio was “portrayed as a 

space of struggles over the control of public space, or as a landscape of sexual 

harassment, violence and fear” (Tani 2001:151). Prostitution became seen as a threat to 

the homogeneity of the community (Koskela et al. 2000). Part of the locals began 

strongly advocating against prostitution and the negative “side effects” that it was seen 

to bring into the area. This kind of community activism, which aims to “protect” the 

area by opposing unwanted developments in their residential environment resembles the 

“not in my backyard” (NIMBY) phenomenon, which was popularized in academic 

literature on planning in the late 1970s. NIMBYism is usually considered as the 

opposition towards things such as polluting industrial facilities and landfills or services 

such as prisons, homeless shelters, group homes or centres for treating drug abuse (Dear 

1992, Kopomaa et al. 2008). The idea is not to ban these facilities and services from the 

society by large, but to oppose having them in the near vicinity of one’s residence. 

NIMBYism is often related to a concern that the development will influence the safety, 

enjoyability, esteem or even real-estate prices of the residential area (Lake 1978). The 

term was originally coined for particular type of neighbourhood/community activism, 

but it has become widely popularised in the media to refer to personal attitudes of 

resistance toward undesirable changes in the neighbourhood (Harju HS Kotimaa 

18.11.2015; Lehto HS Elämä 14.5.2015).	

	

The idea that prostitutes, their clientele and other “shady characters” threaten the 

wellbeing and reputation of the local residents is a way of constructing what Anderson 

(1983) calls an “imagined community” of Kallio. Such imagined communities are 
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founded on idealized and romanticised notions of sameness and similarity in the context 

of for example neighbourhood, city or even a nation (Anderson 1983). The root of 

Kallio’s “imagined community” is tied to nostalgic representation of the past working-

class Kallio, where earlier residents are represented as hardworking, honest and decent 

folk (Tani 2001). Particular aspects of local history are selectively embraced, while 

others are forgotten. The process of constructing an imagined Kallio community 

involves active “othering” of the unwanted groups through framing them as outsiders 

and invaders. The residents protesting against street prostitution justified their stand by 

framing themselves as defenders of the whole community (ibid.).	

	

However there were also many residents who promoted tolerance towards the 

prostitutes, who were seen to “have the same right to do their work in peace as any other 

professionals in society” (Tani 2001:152). The group promoting a culture of tolerance 

saw it as a central part of Kallio’s character as a former working-class district and a 

presently highly urban and socio-culturally diverse residential area. The struggle over 

who gets to define what “belongs” to Kallio has remained relevant until present day. 

Kallio-liike1 was founded in 2011 and has more than 15,000 likes on its Facebook page 

(Kallio-liike Facebook page 2016). In its page description, the group defines themselves 

as promoters of local urban culture and as opponents of “a loud group of NIMBYs” who 

complain about disturbances in the residential area. According to their Facebook page, 

Kallio-liike is:	

	

“vaguely organized, impartial to party politics community of those who like, work and spend 

time in and around Kallio [--] Us, who in fact like the bars, terraces and urban festivals and are 

not bothered by breadlines, reception centres for asylum seekers, graffiti or homeless shelters 

among them. Are you one of us?” (“Kallio-liike” Facebook page: 2016). 	

	

	

	

																																																													
1 In English Kallio Movement.	
2	Stranger danger is generally considered as the fear that a stranger will harm a child. While the concept is 
ambiguous, most common fears are that a child may get abducted or sexually abused by a stranger.	
3	 In English “Kallion Skidit” means Kids in Kallio. The word “skidi” is Helsinki slang for a child. Its use 
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2.2			Trends	in	family	living	

	

As stated in the Introduction, there has been an ongoing discussion around the 

residential trajectories of Finnish families in the past few decades. The early 2000s saw 

a rise of young couples with children opting to move out of inner city districts in the 

search for bigger and more affordable housing as well as rural residential environments 

(Kytö & Aatola 2006). The characteristics of this migration pattern were: moving to a 

bigger housing unit; moving from rental housing to owner-occupation; and moving from 

urban centers to low-density suburban or rural surroundings. This trend supported the 

theories about life-cycle migration distinguishing parents with young children as a 

group that is likely to move within or across municipal borders. The pattern was that 

young and growing families tended to move to the countryside just outside the cities 

where the parents work, whereas other out-migrants (such as retirees) tended to move 

further away to other parts of the country (Nivalainen 2002). This phenomenon became 

known as the Nurmijärvi-ilmiö after a municipality at the outskirts of Metropolitan 

region. 	

	

Nurmijärvi-ilmiö was driven by families’ motivation to search for a higher quality of 

life from the rural areas close to urban centers. According to Pekkanen (1996) this 

quality of life is seen to arise from two main factors. The first group is drawn by the 

residential environment itself. They want to be close to nature and have a residential 

environment they can personally influence and create an emotional bond with 

(Pehkonen 2005; Puhakka 2003). This often includes a yard or some land, where 

children can play outdoors. This group also perceives nature as a refreshing and 

rejuvenating balance for working life (Pehkonen 2005). The second group is attracted 

by the possibility of living in, or even building their own, detached house. They see this 

as the next step in their residential career. In Pekkanen’s study, two thirds of the 

participants belonged to the first group, but the second group had a higher number of 

young and growing families. The young families did not emphasize the importance of 

commercial or cultural services, but wanted to raise the quality of their housing while 

saving in housing costs (Pekkanen 1996). In her Master’s Thesis research Puhakka 
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found that all of the participants prioritized a familial lifestyle and were keen to protect 

their privacy (Puhakka 2003).	

	

Since the high years of the Nurmijärvi-ilmiö, the statistics show a marked slowing down 

of the outpour of families from the city to the country (City of Helsinki Urban Facts 

2015). According to a report by Statistics of Finland (2013) the proportion of children 

between 0-6 years has increased in Helsinki by 12 % in 2007-2012.  Interestingly, this 

growth in the number of children has however occurred unevenly. In the districts of 

Kallio and Alppiharju there are as many as 50% more children in 2012 than there were 

in 2007 (City of Helsinki Urban Facts 2013:9). The rapid change is likely caused by 

several factors. One contributing factor is the economic downturn of 2008 which has 

made families more cautious about real-estate investment. Based on recent research, it 

seems that housing choices and residential trajectories of young and growing families 

have begun to diversify compared to previous decades (Lilius 2008). Other reasons 

relate to changes in the culture of raising children and diversification of lifestyles. Also 

the increasing proportion of immigrant families with on-average larger number of 

children contributes to the overall rise in the numbers of children in some residential 

districts. The Nurmijärvi-ilmiö has slowed down, but simultaneously there are many 

who still decide to move away from the city “for the sake of the children”. Indeed, there 

seems to be more emphasis on both extremes: people choosing to stay in the inner city 

and others who move even further into the countryside than what used to be the norm.	

	

Rising importance for many parents who have settled in the inner city is the time they 

have to spend traveling to work each day. According to the family barometer of the 

Family Federation in Finland families indeed value time over money (Kontula 2004). It 

follows that many families choose their residential location with regard to where the 

parents’ jobs are located (Kontula 2004). In two-earner households living in the inner 

city has been seen especially as the women’s wish, because it facilitates combining 

career and family for them (Warde 1991). Having two earners also increases families’ 

opportunities in the housing market and may enable affording a family-size home from 

the more expensive urban residential districts. Karsten (2003) went as far as to 

concluding that it is families in the more patriarchal end tend who choose to reside in 
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the suburbs. The atmosphere in inner cities is more tolerant, which also helps mothers 

working (Lilius 2008). Also other factors about inner city living may increase its 

favorability in the eyes of the mothers. For example Holloway (1998) argues that 

neighbourhood-based social networks have a high importance for women, especially 

single parents and women who work. She writes that women “--make sustained efforts 

to develop neighbourhood-based networks, through which it is easier and quicker to 

organize shared care” (Holloway 1998:328). According to Holloway women’s networks 

of interpersonal relationships also fulfill other purposes, namely they “reproduce the 

local cultures” (Holloway 1998:328). According to this claim, it is largely due to 

women’s networks that a “community spirit” is created and sustained in a residential 

area, which refers to the ideas of shared values in a neighbourhood (Tani 2001).	

	

Britschgi et al. highlights that “[r]esidential environment creates the setting for time use 

and everyday life of all members of a family” (2007:20). In some cases it may be that 

different family members have different needs and preferences for the residential 

environment. According to Puhakka (2003:45) the choice to move to scarcely inhabited 

regions (fin. haja-asutusalue) around the metropolitan center is primarily motivated by 

the children’s ”best interest”. However, rural life may pose a greater inconvenience for 

the mothers, as they remain the parent who is more closely tied to the everyday running 

of the household. Many also criticise this idea based on a claim that young children tend 

not make similar value judgments about the quality of their residential environment than 

adults do. According to this argument, children rather relate their living environment to 

the lifestyles of their parents and are less aware or concerned about societal norms or 

trends. Nordström has similarly argued that the physical qualities of the surrounding is 

not what makes a good environment to grow up in the eyes of the child, but rather 

availability of the parents and other social context (Nordström in Lilius 2008:8). Lilius 

(2008) also suggests that people are only able to judge their childhood environments’ 

quality once they become parents themselves.	

	

Lilius’ (2008) and Akkila’s (2012) studies highlight the importance that the urban 

environment played especially for the parents of urban families. The argument was that 

they felt their children would be happiest in an environment that made the parents feel 
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good. In his famous book, the “Rise of the creative class”, Richard Florida (2002) 

argued that the members of the “creative class” want to raise their children in a 

dynamic, culturally interactive, diverse and tolerant environment. These families value 

the cultural possibilities of the inner cities, but they also appreciate things such as parks 

and pedestrian streets, especially once they have children.	

	

It may be that this current deceleration of the Nurmijärvi-phenomenon is only temporary 

and will return to former levels as soon as the economic situation improves. On the 

other hand, it may also represent a more permanent change in the patterns of family 

living in the Metropolitan region. As Juntto puts it:	

	

”In the future children will increasingly be born in cities. The forecasts say that there will be more 
children in the growth centers and the Helsinki metropolitan than in the rest of the country. This 
means that we will have to develop urban, ecological and attractive housing solutions, otherwise 
we will witness an increase in pendeling and unsustainable energy use in the long run. Currently 
the gap between large apartment buildings and detached housing close to nature is too big in 
Finland” (Juntto 2008:104).	

	

2.3			Relationship	between	childhood	and	the	residential	environment	
	

One of the main themes of this thesis is the way children relate to their residential 

environments. By residential environment I refer mostly the immediate surroundings 

outside the child’s home. I will not concentrate so much on children’s relationships with 

the homes itself but of course this comes up to an extent as different residential types are 

much more prevalent in different residential environments. Also different residential 

types can influence the relationship that people have with their surrounding residential 

area. For example a detached house with a yard has more private indoors and outdoors 

space for a family’s activities than a studio apartment without access to private or even 

semi-private outdoors space, such as a communal courtyard. In this research I 

concentrate on the everyday spaces outside the home that children use: the places they 

go to, the activities in those places and the routes that children takes to move from one 

place to another. One central aspect for children’s relationships with their environment 

is the boundaries and limitations set by their parents and other adults.	
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According to Gill Valentine (2004) “[p]ublic spaces are very important in the everyday 

lives of children, in their process of socialization, integration and acquisition of 

autonomy, as well as in their physical and mental wellbeing” (Valentine 2004). Public 

space is where a child learns about both the physical and social world around them, 

other people and the social conventions that govern different encounters. In public space 

children begins to form their sense of self through encounters with others and little by 

little gains independence from his/her parents. Public space is something that the child 

must learn about and form a personal relationship with. Poroshansky & Fabian (1987) 

write about the importance of the role of physical environment for a child’s identity 

formation:	

	

“[C]hildren learn to view themselves as distinct from the physical environments as well as from 
other people and do so by learning their relationships to various other objects, spaces, and places 
including ownership, exclusion, limited access, and so on. Certain spaces and places, because they 
are 'owned', familiar and useful and can be controlled, satisfy and maintain the integrity of the 
child's sense of self, including the definition of that self" (Poroshansky & Fabian 1987:22)	

	

The residential environment is usually the setting for a child’s first encounters with the 

outside world, which explains why the relationship between children and their 

residential environments are given such a high importance. According to Björklid & 

Nyström (2007) it is important that a child begins to familiarize themselves with the 

world through an area that is small-scale and diverse. This familiarization process can 

be both important and fun for the child, since children are very good at finding and 

exploiting environmental opportunities for play. This is due to their imagination and “—

intimate, fine-grained relationship with landscape” (Jones 2002:27). Ward (1978) argues 

that a city can in fact offer a 'flowing terrain' rich in possibilities for childhood.	

	

In most cultures it is seen primarily as the parents responsibility to ensure that these 

encounters go safely and well. Whereas children are only developing their 

understanding about their residential environment and the world, parents govern this 

process based on their learned knowledge and first-hand experiences. This leads Baylina 

et al. (2011) to argue “[p]ublic spaces are also places where different interests are 

confronted, for instance, many parents are reluctant to leave children to play outdoors to 
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gain autonomy while children would like this” (Baylina et al. 2011:153). On the same 

note Marketta Kyttä (2004:195) describes urban centers to be like an “aquarium” for 

children: there are social opportunities, but children’s movement is highly restricted by 

adult supervision. According to her, inner city children experience most opportunities 

outside their residential area, for instance at their summerhouse (Kyttä 2002:121-122).	

	

There are numerous factors that influence the way that children are allowed to 

familiarize with their residential environment. Olga den Besten (2011) writes that both 

the child’s characteristics (age, gender, ethnicity and (dis)ability) and the characteristics 

of the environment (rural, urban, housing type) together form a “prism of parental 

perception and evaluation” through which parent make these decisions (O. den Besten 

2011:147). Traditionally large urban centers have not been imagined as the ideal 

residential environments for raising children. Things that parents report being most 

concerned about in the inner city are traffic and what has been called “stranger-danger”. 	

	

In the UK there has been ample research about the threats to children and parental fear 

for children. Rachel Pain argues that one effect in the development of what Ulrich Beck 

famously named the “Risk society” (1992) is that “children and childhood are socially 

constructed as ‘at risk’, and ideologies of children as innocent, vulnerable and 

incompetent inform and justify parents’ regulation and surveillance” (Pain 2006:223). 

All the time new “moral panics” about the safety of children erupt in the media and 

public discourse, and they have transformed contemporary parenting as well. In 2001 

sociologist Frank Furedi published a book about “paranoid parenting” which is a 

statement about how most fears for children are in fact either wholly imaginary or at 

least unnecessary artefacts of culture. It has been suggested that the fears for children 

actually derive from adults own fears instead of actual risk threatening children. For 

example the fear of sexual abuse or abduction has become unproportional compared to 

their probability in the light of statistics. Many parents fear that allowing their children 

out independently can be judged as poor parenting by other people and parents.	

	

The fears for children act as justifications for restrictions on how children can engage 

with their residential environments. Kyttä (2002) proposes that it is also children’s 
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unorderly behavior which may be seen as disruptive to the order of public places. This 

idea was initially proposed by Gill Valentine (1996) who argued that there is a tendency 

to construct children as either “angels” or “devils”. When children are constructed as 

“angels” they are victimized, meaning that they are constructed as vulnerable to threats 

that they must be shielded against. When they are constructed as “devils” they are seen 

as little troublemakers that need to be controlled. According to Valentine (1996) both of 

these constructions of children are part of a wider process of “othering” and 

marginalization of children in the society. It is good to also remember that individual 

style of parenting is always highly dependent on the parents’ personal experiences and 

biographical information. Sometimes there may be strong, sometimes subconscious, 

parental anxiety behind possible “authoritative” or “traditional” parenting styles 

(Tomanovic, 2003; den Besten 2011:147).	

	

In 1997 Lapintie argued that the uneasiness of raising children in urban environments 

was largely due to how young the Finnish urban culture still was. He argued that the 

primary reason for Finns to live in cities almost 20 years ago was the convenience: city 

was seen as a place to fit many different functions together. He proposed that very few 

people considered Finnish cities as the home of civilization, community and co-

existence with fellow residents as other European cities have been imagined (1997:231-

235). The argument here was that it is due to inexperience with urban life that cities 

seem more threatening and dangerous than full of opportunity (Lilius 2008). Finland has 

continued urbanization and the appreciation and understanding of urban culture as a 

whole has increased.	

	

However, many different perspectives to this question remain and people continue to 

evaluate differently the positive and negative attributes that cities have as places to raise 

children. There has been a lot of writing about a rise in the valuation of urban culture 

and experience of communality. Recent master’s thesis on the topic found that that 

families make residential decisions based on what supports their lifestyles best rather 

than according to what they feel they ought to do (Lilius 2008). Also Akkila’s (2012) 

thesis suggests that the parents she interviewed in Kallio felt that their residential 

environment supported their lifestyle, with close vicinity of urban services playing a big 

role in their housing preference. The interviewees in Lilius’ (2008) and Akkila’s (2012) 
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theses demonstrated different views concerning children’s independence in the 

neighbourhood. Many insisted that the urban environment allowed more freedom and 

independence for their children than any other residential environment. Thus it seems 

like the high time to follow Jones’ suggestion and “[r]e-conceptualize both the nature of 

childhood and the nature of the urban in order to make children's use of urban space less 

symbolically suspect” (Jones 2002:27).	

	

2.4			Urban	and	rural	childhoods	
	

The purpose of this chapter is to examine the concepts of urban childhood and rural 

childhood more closely. There have been many studies published in the United 

Kingdom that have examined (as well as problematized) the dichotomy of urban and 

rural childhoods (Valentine 2000, Jones 2002, Aitken 2001). These writings form the 

primary basis of my theoretical framework for approaching the relationship of 

childhood and the residential environment. On the basis of recent literature written in 

Finland about family residential choices, I would argue that a similar dichotomy is also 

present in the Finnish discourse on childhood and family life (Lilius 2008; Akkila 2012; 

Tuononen 2005). I will be using sources from both contexts and later on confirming or 

refuting this assumption with my research data.	

	

Jones (2002) argues that in speaking about the relationship of childhood and residential 

areas there are two different perspectives to consider: 1) The first is the adult 

imagination about the nature of childhood, and 2) The second is the reality of the “lived 

childhoods” of children. These two perspectives are “dialectically bound together in the 

ongoing (re)construction of lived childhoods in urban areas" (Jones 2002:18). What this 

means is that the way we imagine childhood is expressed through the way we discuss it. 

Attitudes and ideas about our social worlds affect the way we process new information 

and react to other people in our daily surroundings. 	

	

In Western modernity the spheres of the urban and rural have traditionally been 

imagined as binary opposites to one another. This is despite the fact that there is actually 
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a huge diversity of spaces that fall somewhere on the rural-urban scale. Indeed, the 

dichotomy is not really about what those places are like or whether a particular place fits 

into some popular or statistical criteria for categorizing places. Instead, the dichotomy 

bears a complex implication of social identity (Vanderbeck & Dunkley, 2003:244). As 

Jones argues in the context of the UK, there are “[s]ymbolic notions deeply rooted in 

our culture” (2002:17) about both the urban life and childhood and that these two are 

“[a]t best, uneasy companions, and, at worst, symbolically incompatible” (Jones 

2002:17). This means that the way in which urban life is culturally constructed largely 

implies that cities are unsuitable environments for raising children. The concern with 

such an idea is that a choice to raise children in an urban environment may be subjected 

to questioning and judgement.	

	

A typical Finn lives in a city but is either first or second-generation migrant from the 

rural parts of Finland (Tuononen 2005). To this day a large proportion of Finns have 

grown up in the countryside or spent a considerable amount of time there in their 

childhood. According to Rouhiainen (2002:7), as many as every third Finn experiences 

being simultaneously both rural and urban by identity. The experience of having “rural 

roots” is also amplified by the way that Finnishness is continuously culturally 

constructed in relation to imagery of natural landscapes (Häyrynen 2000). These partly 

real and partly imagined rural roots are of course relevant for the way Finns imagine and 

portray childhood. According to Pekkanen (1997) people have a tendency to prefer 

similar childhood environments that they had themselves for their own children. He 

argues that this is especially true in cases which parents had had a positive experience of 

their own childhood environment (Pekkanen 1997). Perhaps the idea of rural roots 

contributes to the Finnish housing preference for a detached house in the suburbs 

(Kortteinen et al. 2005). However, the continuing pace or urbanism and related cultural 

change may change the way Finnishness and childhood are imagined in the future.	

	

In Finland, due to ever increasing urbanisation, growing numbers of children are born in 

cities. And yet, many urban parents to this day find themselves having to defend their 

residential choices while living in the city center (Lilius 2008; Akkila 2012). Jones puts 

forward an idea that if we continue to imagine childhood as belonging outside of the 
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city, and yet cities are where most children in future will be, we may be subverting the 

nature of childhood itself by taking value from the experience of an urban childhood 

(Jones 2002:22). Jones continues to suggest that in order to readjust these relationships 

between symbolic notions, we have to “[c]ritically examine the understandings and 

assumptions (representations) with which we articulate the world" (Jones 2002:17-18). 

Thus I will next go over the research that has been done on the adult understandings and 

assumptions about urban childhood and rural childhood some of the implications that 

these assumptions might have for urban and rural children.	

	

Most people who migrate from the city to the countryside tend to value the presence of 

good quality natural environments and long to spend more time in the nature. Natural 

environments are thought as safe and active environments for children to play and grow 

(Pekkanen et al. 1997, Nivalainen 2002). There is a long history of equating childhood 

and nature on a symbolical level in the Western world. Ever since the Romanticism 

children became imagined as these innocent creatures that represented humans in their 

natural state, uncorrupted by society. Jones argues that “[a]s innocence and naturalness 

are at the heart of our view on children, anything that challenges or compromises these 

are likely to be seen to be in a problematic relationship with childhood itself” (Jones 

2002:20).	

	

Another central image attached to rural life is that of a peaceful, close-knit community 

(Valentine 1997). According to Valentine it is a romantic vision based on nostalgia for a 

past way of life, which is “remembered” as purer, simpler and closer to nature (ibid.). 

This idea of a community carries the idea that children will be able to know and trust the 

other people in the neighborhood. Indeed, one of the biggest threats that parents 

experience in the city is stranger danger2. In smaller communities fears such as this can 

be eased because one is able to know all the people in the community. This and the fact 

that there are less people in the immediate vicinity of the home assure parents about 

safety of letting their children play outdoors independently. Jones writes: "—[t]he 

traditional countryside provide[s] space, freedom to access space, and all the props and 

																																																													
2	Stranger danger is generally considered as the fear that a stranger will harm a child. While the concept is 
ambiguous, most common fears are that a child may get abducted or sexually abused by a stranger.	



	

		 25	

pageants of nature for children to engage with in innocent, healthy, collective and safe 

play” (Jones 1997). Much research has been conducted on children’s need to engage 

with nature and wild places, which are assumed to be easily attainable when living in 

the countryside. Natural spaces are also seen to offer children a chance to find and 

create their own spaces, which again is considered important for children (Sobel 1990 in 

Jones 1997). Jones concludes that “[t]he urban, in its unnaturalness, cannot seemingly 

offer these key ingredients of romantic childhood. Worse still, the urban offers greater 

threat and risk to children" (1997:19).	

	

The quality of play and play-spaces is a central aspect in the rural-urban dichotomy. A 

common idea is that children are able to “stay children” longer in the countryside: "It is 

as though the innocence of childhood is more at home, and can survive longer, in rural 

settings where children have contact with 'nature' and are away from the problems and 

unnatural sophistications of the urban” (Jones 2002:20). As Haliseva-Soila (1993) 

argues, the rural serves as an escape also for the parents. She claims that people may 

move to rural areas specifically in order to separate their working life in the city from 

their personal life in the country (ibid.). This division helps parents concentrate on their 

children and raising their family. In this mind-set the rural represents “stability, a sense 

of belonging and an escape from the city” (Valentine 1997:137). Thus the rural idyll 

exists also in the imaginations about parenthood, not only that of childhood. 	

	

What the rural idyll construct fails to consider is that there can also be negative sides to 

a life on the countryside. Pekkanen (1996) writes about how return-migrants may feel 

disappointed when they return to their childhood environment and it does not 

correspond with their memories. The countryside has also developed and the migrant 

“—[m]ay have unrealistic ideas about what life in rural communities is like” (Tuononen 

2005:16). For many the rural can be a place of poverty, isolation and actually lacking of 

places in which to play (Ward 1990). Other criticisms of the “rural idyll” is the Aitken’s 

(2001) claim about the “globalization of childhood”, according to which all children 

who have access to mobile technologies and the Internet can access the same sources of 

information and live similar lives irrespective of their physical location. Broadcast 
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media caters the same entertainment for children in rural and urban surroundings, which 

levels the experiences between rural and urban children. Jones (2002) continues:	

	

“[t]hese are powerful developments which are changing the nature of childhood and childhood 
space. But, as the following material will show, adult ideas about childhood and the spaces it is 
lived out in still ring with ideas of innocence, nature, fear and threat, and these are still often 
articulated in the symbolic frameworks of urban and rural, and it is this which sustains their 
influence in the shaping of children's lives” (Jones 2002:18-19).	

	

Colin Ward (1990) writes in his seminal book, The Child in the Country that "negative 

views of urban childhood [--] were based on an often unstated, but implicitly negative, 

comparison with some ideal country environment for childhood" (Jones 2002:19). Jones 

calls it the “disjuncture” between notions of childhood and notions of the urban, which 

are strong but largely unacknowledged and unexamined (ibid.:17). He continues by 

explaining that “[t]hese disjunctures are to do with romantic inheritances that see 

childhood as a state of naturalness and innocence, and the urban as a cultural (often 

corrupted) edifice which has moved away from nature” (ibid.:17). Jones writes that "—

because of its 'denial' of nature, [the urban is] an intrinsically inferior space in 

comparison to the rural” (Jones 2002:22). 	

	

Following the ideas of narrative constructionists, such as Margaret Somers (1994) and 

Jerome Bruner (1990), we can conclude that the way we imagine childhood is 

perpetuated by the circulating public and private narratives about childhood. As Jones 

(1997) argues, the narrative of the rural idyll is “introduced to children at an early age 

through countless books, films, and oral stories in which young people reside in 

agricultural or natural landscape and communicate with animals and other 

representatives of nature” (Jones 1997; Aitken 2001). These narratives are normalizing 

particular childhood experiences and othering the rest. 	

	

2.5			Narratives		
	

The study of narratives has been a long trend in social sciences beginning from early 

20th century, most prominently in the field of sociology but also increasingly in other 
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social sciences. In the early narrative studies, researchers such as Scott and Lyman 

(1968) found that constructing narratives (or accounts) in the context of daily 

interactions is a mechanism by which people neutralize negative acts or their 

consequences. They saw an account as 'a linguistic device employed whenever an action 

is subjected to valuative inquiry' (Scott & Lyman 1968:46).  Also John Harvey (Harvey 

et al 1990) argues that people have a tendency to create an account about things that 

require explanation. The need to explain can appear internally when a particular 

phenomenon is conceived conflicted or deviant, or externally by someone else asking 

for an explanation. Sometimes it is clearly evident why a particular story is being told, 

whereas sometimes people have to supply a reason or a context for telling the narrative. 

This “tellability” (Labov 1972) of a narrative is self-evident cases where something 

strange or tragic has occurred. Tellability (sometimes designated “narratability” or 

“reportability”) is dependent on the nature of specific incidents judged by storytellers to 

be significant or surprising and worthy of being reported. John A. Robinson writes: 	

	

"Any deviation from expectation is attention getting because it disrupts the fluent 
accommodation of individual action to anticipated states of the world. Unusual or unexpected 
happenings also expose the inadequacy of our cognitive models of reality [--] And, given 
mankind's propensity for inductive generalization, noteworthy experiences will often become the 
empirical basis for rules of thumb, proverbs, and other guides to conduct. Thus, telling stories 
about remarkable experiences is one of the ways in which people try to make the unexpected 
expectable, hence manageable” (Robinson 1981:60).	

	

Today narratives are seen as more than just justifications and excuses and it is believed 

that they play a more complex function in our lives and social interaction. Garfinkel 

(1956) argued that while detailed narratives may prove most vital in problematic 

situations, people tend to manage their lives so that their behaviour could be 

“accountable” to others if necessary (Garfinkel in Orbuch 1997). This suggests that the 

narratives known to us also have the propensity to guide our own behaviors. According 

to Mello (2002) narrative is transactional and developmental, which means that sharing 

narratives with other people is a way of evolving social knowledge and disseminating 

beneficial information. 	
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The development of theory and empirical research on narratives has spread from 

sociology to other disciplines such as psychology, history, communications and 

anthropology and grown in popularity especially in the past three decades during what 

has been called the “narrative turn” of social sciences (Orbuch 1997). The focus on 

narratives and their functions and consequences has become a popular approach in 

qualitative research, known as narrative inquiry (Orbuch 1997). Narrative inquiry allows 

dealing with the "—rich, complex, interwoven reports that investigators are currently 

collecting, often with populations who are facing major life stressors. [Narratives] may 

also give a fuller understanding than a checkmark on a questionnaire regarding the 

ambivalences, uncertainties, and angsts that are a day-to-day reality" (Orbuch 

1997:461). 	

	

There are many different views about what makes a narrative. This depends largely on 

the academic interest of a researcher and whether they are more interested in the form or 

the content of narratives. Common features for narratives are: temporal sequence, plot, 

character, theme and emotion (Orbuch 1997:467). Although narratives are not 

necessarily chronologically ordered, a temporal sequence is one of the most natural 

ways in storytelling to show the connection between two or more events. As Arntson & 

Droge (1987) found: the narrative order (A happened, then B) makes the events 

portrayed seem more understandable and predictable to the listener. If the connection 

between events is not chronological, the narrative coherence can arise from other things, 

such as thematic or structural features (Wiles et al. 2005). 	

	

Narrative theorists have divided different types of narratives into “big stories” and 

“small stories”. For a long time the social scientists were mainly focusing on the big 

stories by for example analyzing people’s life stories in their entirety. Big stories may 

also refer to overarching or recurrent themes that appear along a person’s lifespan. 

However the focus on “big stories” or “grand narratives” has been criticized for many 

reasons. Feminist and other critical narrative theorists argue that there is a need to look 

at the “alternative, small, forgotten and untold” stories that contest the existing power 

relations and conflict with the narratives we are used to listening to (Hyvärinen 

2008:450). Indeed in the recent years more research focus has been given to the “small” 
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stories that people tell in passing in everyday situations and interactions. According to 

one of the central figures of “small stories research” Alexandra Georgakopoulou the 

small stories are: “–tellings of ongoing events, future or hypothetical events, shared 

(known) events, but also allusions to tellings, deferrals of tellings, and refusals to tell” 

(Georgakopoulou 2006:146). Although individual “small stories” could easily be 

dismissed as ‘anecdotal evidence’ compared to the deeper and longer life stories, 

scholars such as Cortazzi (1993) believe that gathering a large number of anecdotes or 

“small stories” can shed a light into the important events, beliefs and attitudes of a 

researched group of people.	

	

“Small stories can be about very recent (‘this morning’, ‘last night’) or still unfolding events thus 
immediately reworking slices of experience and arising out of a need to share what has just 
happened or seemingly uninteresting titbits. They can be about small incidents that may (or may 
not) have actually happened, mentioned to back up or elaborate on an argumentative point 
occurring in an ongoing conversation. Small stories can even be about – colloquially speaking – 
‘nothing’; and as such indirectly reflect something about the interactional engagement between 
the interactants, while for outsiders, the interaction is literally ‘about nothing’” (Bamberg & 
Georgakopoulou 2008:381).	

	

Ochs and Capps (2001) argue that it would be hopeless and misleading to assume that 

narratives are formally similar, always complete and always neatly distinct from other 

kinds of discourse. This means that no definition will fit all narratives and that indeed 

the desire for a conceptual consensus may be rather counterproductive (Hyvärinen 

2008:448).	

	

In 1987 Hardy wrote that narrative is “a primary act of mind” (1987:1). What this 

means, is that it is a widespread understanding among narrative theorists currently that 

constructing narratives is a central human function and capability across different 

cultures. Mitchell writes that  narratives are a “means by which human beings represent 

and restructure the world” (1981:8). Narratives are thus understood as a cognitive tool 

for making sense of the world around us and for communicating about it to others in an 

understandable way. Narratives are related to personal experiences: they are a way of 

making sense of events, explaining relationships between things and accounting for 

personal behaviour. As Cortazzi puts it: “[n]arrative analysis can, therefore, be seen as 
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opening a window on the mind, or, if we are analyzing narratives of a certain group of 

tellers, as opening a window on their culture” (Cortazzi 1993:1-2). 	

	

Holstein & Gubrium argue that “narratives necessarily assert the speaker’s perspective 

or standpoint” (2012:6), which is influenced by his/her emotions, attitudes, beliefs and 

interpretations. We can examine the perspectives by looking at the attributions in a 

story. Attributions describe for instance causality, responsibility, and blame as well as 

trait ascriptions to others and to self (Orbuch 1997:464). Maybes et al. write that:	

	

“[w]hat people do and their understanding of why they do what they do are typically at the center 
of their stories about their lives. Empirically, they provide access to individuals’ claims about 
how their motivations, emotions, imaginations - in other words, about the subjective dimensions 
of social action - have been shaped by cumulative life experience” (2008:3).	

	

Narratives told by people cannot be treated as a “factual record” of what “really” 

happened, but as a “reflective reconstruction of experience” (Josselson 2011; Cortazzi 

1993). Lee et al. (2004) write that human action consists of “episodes in the making”, 

which means that people can often interpret the significance of a given set of events 

only once the moment has passed. It is in hindsight that they are able to locate their 

experience within a framework of other experiences and information.	

	

But the way narratives are told can influence the way other people remember and 

perceive events in the future (Daiute & Lightfoot 2004). Thus narratives are in a way 

portrayals of the perceived reality but also agents in modifying that reality. Eakin 

continues this point by arguing that narration is not only descriptive of the self, but 

“fundamental to the emergence of that subject” (Eakin in Maybes et al. 2008:31). Eakin 

(1999) argues that autobiographical memory is an active, constructivist process, much 

like a person’s sense of self. This means that memories of experiences that have 

happened a long time ago have been analysed and imagined many times over the years. 

One process in which reimagination occurs is what Eakin (1999) calls “memory talk”. 

This is a process in which families tell and retell stories in a way that children 

internalize them and begin to retell them as part of their personal history. Holstein & 

Gubrium argue that this happens throughout our lives as we create a “personal myth” by 
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retelling certain narratives over and over (Holstein & Gubrium 2012; McAdams 1993). 

Personal myth is also a framework for interpreting new experiences and translating them 

as parts of our “grand narrative”. These personal myths also keep evolving throughout 

our lifetime, as we readjust them to explain and fit in with new experiences social 

contexts. 	

	

The idea of a unitary self has raised opposition from post-structuralist critics, who argue 

that identity construction and representation is not so straightforward. For example 

Margaret Somers writes: “[p]eople construct identities (however multiple and changing) 

by locating themselves or being located within a repertoire of emplotted stories” 

(1994:614), which refers to a more dispersed and multifaceted idea of an unfixed 

identity. Bamberg and Georgakopolou (2008) have been studying the way “[p]eople use 

small stories in their interactive engagements to construct a sense of who they are, while 

big story research analyzes the stories as representations of world and identities” 

(Bamberg & Georgakopoulou 2008:382). Their approach looks at the small stories or 

conversational narratives as a way of constructing identity. Other scholars have shared 

similar ideas of the narrative as not mere representation of social lives, but a tool for 

identity building. Boenisch-Brednich (2002) suggests that people develop salient 

narratives to portray central events and developments in their lives. These narratives 

gather into a repertoire that can be used to explain and justify a person’s actions when 

needed (Boenisch-Brednich 2002). Her approach resembles the Holstein & Gubrium’s 

idea of “personal myth”, but the repertoire allows for people to construct different 

representations of the self in different situations. According to (Boenisch-Brednich 

2002) these stories are retold so many times that they form a series of well-worn 

accounts that have been structured and polished, but can also be reinvented as the life 

narrative is reworked.	

	

Daiute & Lightfoot write “[n]arrative discourses are cultural meanings and 

interpretations that guide perception, thought, interaction, and action” (2004:xi). Indeed, 

the act of narrating does not happen in a vacuum, but is very much situated in time, 

place, culture and social context or situation. As Mello puts it “--[n]arrative is an 

interactional experience that is constantly negotiated and manipulated by both listener 
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and speaker" (Mello 2002:232). A narrative can be constructed for a particular audience, 

but even when it is constructed privately, Harvey et al (1990) argue that it is always 

influenced by an imagined audience or cultural script. Often narrative also have a 

persuasive nature and they aim to achieve an impact on the listener (Orbuch 1997). This 

happens especially when the topic of narrative is conflicted or value-laden. There are 

many ways in which the desired impact on the listener can be achieved, for example 

“[i]magining, exaggerating, hiding, performing, joking, and other symbolic activities of 

narrating” (Daiute & Lightfoot 2004:xi). For this persuasion process, it is important that 

the audience understands the cultural context for both the story content as well as 

narrative form (Orbuch 1997). Maybes et al. (2008) argue, that there are “rules and 

models in circulation that govern how story elements link together in narrative logics” 

(2008:3) and both the teller and the audience need to know them in order for narratives 

to be persuasive. These rules affect for example how much the context in which narrated 

events occur needs to be described in advance. According to Cortazzi these rules are 

fairly self-evident for most people in everyday encounters: “—naturally-occurring 

narratives necessarily contain sufficient context for listeners’ correct interpretation. If 

not, the teller supplies it” (Cortazzi 1993:20). 	

	

Eakin argues that the act of self-narration is based on “[c]ulturally learned behaviors 

that commence in infancy” (Eakin in Maybes et al. 2008:31). What this means is that 

from early on during childhood, people learn the cultural “scripts” that help them to 

understand new and old situations. Hyvärinen (2008) argues that cultural scripts impact 

everyday actions such as going to a restaurant. A restaurant visit usually consists of 

similar events, such as choosing a table, getting a menu, ordering food and paying the 

bill (Hyvärinen 2008). The same script influences our expectations for a restaurant visit 

as well as the story we might tell about it. Hyvärinen argues, that “[w]hile experiences 

may be thought as mainly personal and subjective, expectations are always social, local 

and conventional. The analysis of expectations focuses on the dialectics of recognizing, 

following and deviating from scripts” (2008:456). With our own actions and narratives 

we all simultaneously contribute to the construction of the common cultural scripts. 

Bruner (1991) calls these conventions of storytelling “canonical narratives”. Canonical 

narratives represent the locally established and accepted normative explanations (i.e. 
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“common knowledge”) about a social phenomenon and can influence the types of 

narratives that people deem acceptable to portray.	

	

Phoenix (2008) writes that instead of focusing on the events and processes that research 

subjects experienced, narrative inquiry can focus on the identities that are portrayed 

through narratives. She argues that “[P]articipants may construct themselves as having 

particular philosophies and habitual ways of dealing with the world that constitute a 

projection of identity or that signal their preoccupations” (Phoenix 2008:67). The 

construction of identity through storytelling is not necessarily deliberate: “[a]ccounts are 

more likely to reveal nonconscious motives and meanings and to illuminate individuals' 

interpretations in a social, cultural, and personal context" (Orbuch 1997:461)	

 	

Narrators are always situated in both a local and a wider social context. Phoenix (2008) 

suggests that the way social contexts influence a person’s narrative process depends on 

his/her relationship to these contexts. She writes that “[t]he holistic approach to 

understanding people afforded by narrative analysis, therefore, requires a focus on 

narrators’ situated presentations of themselves and recognition that research interviews 

are ‘relational spaces’ where the researcher and the narrator co-construct interviews” 

(Phoenix 2008:66).	

	

2.6			The	narrative	identity	
	

In this Thesis I draw on theories of narrative identity as articulated by, among others, 

Margaret Somers (1994) and other narrative constructionists who suggest that narratives 

play a central role in the constitution of social identities. The central argument in these 

theories is that “social life ...is storied and that narrative is an ontological condition of 

social life” (Somers 1994:614). The following quote demonstrates Somers’ approach to 

narratives and identity in a bit more detail:	

	

“[S]tories guide action; that people construct identities (however multiple and changing) by 

locating themselves or being located within a repertoire of emplotted stories; that 'experience' is 
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constituted through narratives; that people make sense of what has happened and is happening to 

them by attempting to assemble or in some way to integrate these happenings within one or more 

narratives; and that people are guided to act in certain ways, and not others, on the basis of the 

projections, expectations, and memories derived from ... [an] ultimately limited repertoire of 

available social, public, and cultural narratives’ (Somers 1994:614)	

	

Somers claims that identity is constituted by a person’s “temporally and spatially 

variable place in culturally constructed stories” (Somers 1994:625). What this means is 

that a person can interpret situations differently and locate themselves differently by 

using a wide myriad of available narratives. The narrative approach locates the 

individual within institutional relationships and stories that shift temporally and 

spatially. These narratives are not incorporated into the self in any direct way, but they 

are continuously mediated by the individual who is trying to “understand their 

experience as more than an unconnected sequence of discrete occurrences” (Vanderbeck 

& Dunkley 2003:243). Somers argues that very few of the narratives people identify 

with are in fact of their “own making”, and that aligning with particular narratives and 

distancing with others can be either a conscious or an unconscious process (Somers 

1994; Vanderbeck & Dunkley 2003).	

	

In the past two decades there has been some research on the way children construct 

socio-spatial identities and notions such as rurality and urbanity through narratives. 

These narratives utilize public discourses and lived experiences. In 2003 Vanderbeck & 

Dunkley published a paper called “Young People's Narratives of Rural-Urban 

Difference” which studies the place-based narrative identities of young Americans. The 

study looked into empirical material from two different studies, one from a mid-sized 

Sunbelt city and other from rural Vermont to “--examine ways in which narratives of 

rural-urban difference are significant for young people's senses of self, processes of 

'othering', and the constitution of local youth cultures”  (Vanderbeck & Dunkley 

2003:241). In this research they found that youth demonstrated complex and “relational 

understanding of place influenced both by direct personal experience (including 

migration histories) and by interpretations of public narratives of place emanating from 

a variety of sources, including social networks, visitors, television, music, consumer 

goods, and educational material" (Vanderbeck & Dunkley 2003:249).	
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Also what Vanderbeck & Dunkley claim is that place-based narratives continue to be 

“imbued with social power, and have implications for, among other things, young 

people's senses of self, their thoughts about the future, and the constitution of youth 

cultures” (Vanderbeck & Dunkley 2003:256). In their study they found that youth were 

often influenced by public narratives that constructed urban as superior to the rural. 

However, the youth were also negotiating different aspects of their identities by 

choosing which public narratives about “urban” and “rural” they were identifying with. 

What is crucial however, is that in the research about English childhood (Valentine 

1997; Jones 2002) and the study by Vanderbeck and Dunkley (2003) is that in both 

cases there is clear signs of constructing place-based narrative identities with the use of 

rural-urban dichotomy. In both these research, the notions of urbanity and rurality are 

meaningful constructs for narratives about their communities and peer groups.	

	

Jerome Bruner argues that unlike narrative constructions cannot be verified as either 

true or false by falsification. Instead, narratives are “a version of reality whose 

acceptability is governed by convention and ‘narrative necessity’ rather than by 

empirical verification and logical requiredness, although ironically we have no 

compunction about calling stories true or false" (1991:4-5). What this means is that 

narratives circulate and become stronger because they are deemed useful and true by the 

people using them. As such, they have immense value as insights into the attitudes and 

perspectives of particular individuals and communities. For example the narrative of the 

rural idyll has value exactly because it has become so deeply rooted in our society. 

Arguably it may be a very valuable and definitive narrative for families who move to 

the countryside an actively engage in recreating the rural idyll for themselves. However, 

the narrative can become harmful for someone, who feels disappointed or inferior in 

their lives because of it.	

	

In reference to place-based narrative identities Tani (2001) claims that a particularly 

powerful narrative can be one of a “golden” past, which emphasises values such as 

community, neighbourliness and decency. According to her, such a narrative has been 

used in Kallio as a yardstick for constructing notions of “right” and “wrong” and to 
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oppose to social action that was perceived negative for the community. She argues that a 

local public narrative of degeneration was employed for “othering” the drunks, junkies, 

prostitutes and kerb-crawlers in Kallio (Tani 2001:152).	

	

3			RESEARCH	METHODOLOGY	
	

As Steiner Kvale (1996 in Warren 2001) has noted, the original Greek meaning of the 

word method is “a route that leads to the goal”. Thus the purpose of this chapter is to 

account for the route I took in pursuit of answering the research questions I had set for 

this thesis research.	

	

The research questions I aim to answer with this Master’s Thesis research:	

● Based on analysis of narrative interview data from parents residing in Kallio: 

How do parents use narratives to construct meaning about the relationship 

between childhood and their residential area?	

● What are the key themes that arise from the parents’ narratives on childhood and 

family life in Kallio?	

● Is the rural-urban dichotomy a meaningful construct in the narratives of these 

parents? In what ways is it meaningful?	

	
	

3.1			Narrative	inquiry	and	interview	methods	
	

The way narratives occur in interviews has been a topic of debate in the field of 

narrative inquiry. How willingly or often do people express their thoughts and 

experiences through narratives if they are not specifically asked to do so, i.e. do they 

occur naturally? Even when research participants don’t express their ideas in a 

traditionally story-like form, it is possible to reveal meaning-making and various types 

of attributions from subjects’ free responses in an interview (Orbuch 1997). With the 
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interest in doing narrative analysis/inquiry growing the past decade or so also the 

different ways of conducting studies with narrative have increased. 	

	

Narrative research has perhaps most traditionally been conducted with in-depth 

interview methods. The in-depth interview is a method based on conversation “--with 

the emphasis on researchers asking questions and listening, and respondents answering 

(Rubin and Rubin 1995 in Warren 2001:83). Warren argues that ”[u]nlike the survey 

interview, the epistemology of the qualitative interview tends to be more constructionist 

than positivist” (2001:83). This means that instead of trying to arrive at a conclusion 

about the true state of things in the world, the research aims to uncover the way the 

research participants imagine/construct the social world around them. The participants 

are thus treated as “meaning makers” (Warren 2001:83).	

	

In in-depth interviewing a researcher should “--treat the unfolding social contexts of the 

interview as data, not as something that, under ideal conditions, can be eliminated from 

the interview process” (Warren 2001:91). Both the interview situation itself and the 

interaction that preceded it needs to be considered when analysing the interview 

material. Donna Luff (1999) argues that “--both researchers and respondents speak to 

each other not from stable and coherent standpoints, but from varied perspectives” (Luff 

in Warren 2001:84). Also, the research participant may be invited to consider various 

different perspectives during a single interview. In the case of my research, the 

participants were all asked to reflect the topic from the perspective of a current parent 

and that of a former child.  For example the interview location may guide the 

participants to take on particular roles. Most of my interviews were conducted at homes 

where my participants lived and I was there both as their guest as well as a researcher.	

	

As Johnson explains it, the in-depth interview has at its core the  “--common sense 

perceptions, explanations, and understandings of some lived cultural experience” and 

the aim is to explore this cultural experience in a particular context or to provide deeper 

understanding about the “nature of that experience” (Johnson 2001:106). The in-depth 

interview protocol can range from open-ended to structured, depending on how 
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precisely the topics of inquiry have been determined before the start of the interview. 

When the interview consists of open-ended questions, the interviewer is open to any and 

all responses that the participant deems relevant. The semi-structured interview is 

situated somewhere between open-ended and fully structured (questionnaire survey) 

interviews. It can incorporate both open-ended and more theoretically driven questions 

to "elicit[e] data grounded in the experience of the participant as well as data guided by 

existing constructs in the particular discipline within which one is conducting research” 

(Galletta 2012:45). 	

	

The semi-structured interview usually begins with more general and open-ended 

questions to tell their story in their own words. Further into the interview the questions 

become more specific and can play off the information that the participant provided in 

the beginning of the interview. Thus the interview guides the participant to portray their 

experiences in so far as they are tied to the specific topic of interest, while allowing for 

answers that might not have been anticipated in advance. The semi-structured interview 

at its best can incite stories, metaphors, contradictions or repeated uses of a phrase that 

allow the researcher to gain a deeper understanding of the phenomenon under study. 

The last section of the semi-structured interview allows the researcher to dig deeper by 

"--offer[ing] an opportunity to return to points in the participant's narrative that are still 

in need of exploration" (Galletta 2012:51). The semi-structured interview is sensitive to 

the level of the interviewer’s expertise: "It relies on your ability to probe and open up 

areas the participant may not have directly considered while also reading body 

language, facial expression, and tone of voice to determine a participant's desire to move 

on to the next question“ (ibid.:51).	

	

3.2			Analysing	narrative	data	
	

There are many different approaches to analysing narrative data. While others focus on 

the structure of the plot or interactional accomplishment, others focus on themes or 

dramatic episodes in the narrative (Riessman 2008). For instance Mishler (1995) 

proposes we should pay attention to a story's position, coherence, and structure when 
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intending to use it analytically (Mishler 1995 in Mello 2002:234). Catherine Riessman 

(2008) proposes three main approaches to narrative analysis:	

	

1) The first is the thematic approach, concerned with the so-called whats of the 

narratives such as themes, plots and characterizations	

2) The second approach is looking at the hows: how are narratives assembled and 

delivered	

3) The third is a structural approach: looking at the interaction, how the speaker 

attempts to persuade their listener and for what purposes	

	

Although addressing the narratives from many different perspectives, my main focus in 

this thesis will be on the themes of the narratives and how each narrative 

constructs/contributes to these themes. Phoenix (2008) suggests that the best way to 

detect key themes is simply to look at recurring content in the narrative data set. 

According to McAdams a researcher “gradually develops a set of integrative themes that 

appear to capture something interesting or important about the texts” (2012:18) through 

rereading the narratives multiple times with an open and discerning mind. Narrative 

analysis is useful, since it reveals so much more than what has “happened” according to 

the participant. Narratives provide a wealth of evaluations of places, situations and 

experiences (Wiles et al. 2005:89). The goal of narrative research is not to generalize. 

Instead, “narrative research offers the possibility of exploring nuances and 

interrelationships among aspects of experience. Narrative research explicates layers of 

meaning and the intersection of internal psychological mechanisms” (Josselson 

2011:239).	

	

Maybes et al. (2008) emphasize that while individual stories are interesting as such, 

their analytic value rests on their capability of increasing the researcher’s understanding 

about his/her particular research topic. This does not mean picking up only the things 

that support the researcher’s pre-existing view, but that the researcher has to be able to 

discern the parts that actually address their research question. It is not the primary 

concern of the participant to produce narratives that perfectly address the researcher’s 
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interest. It is the narrative researcher’s job to “read them productively for insights into 

norms about taboo topics, emotions, or opinions within different narratives and in 

different contexts” (Maybes et al. 2008:10). As Josselson argues, the goal of the 

narrative researcher is to “elicit stories around a theme in as unobtrusive a manner 

possible” (2011:228). 	

	

As the sample sizes of most narrative research projects are small and do not even aim to 

be representative of the total population, there may arise questions about the knowledge 

claims that narrative research can make. However, narrative research is to be evaluated 

on the basis of the veracity and persuasiveness of the research results. To this end, 

Maybes et al. (2008:11) argue that narrative researchers need to be able to showcase 

“transparency and clarity about the process that shape the production and analysis of the 

personal narratives” in order to make the analysis persuasive.	

	

3.3			Outline	and	description	of	my	research	process		
	

In this chapter I will present the methods I have used in the three different phases of this thesis 

research: 1) sampling and recruiting participants; 2) data collection; and 3) data analysis.	

	

3.3.1			Sampling	and	recruiting	participants	
	

I used a multifaceted approach for recruiting participants for the interview phase of this 

research. My sampling strategy was partly driven by theory and partly by convenience. 

Warren explains that with a theoretical sampling strategy “--the interviewer seeks out 

respondents who seem likely to epitomize the analytic criteria in which he or she is 

interested” (Warren 2001:87). In this case my criteria was to find parents who were 

raising their children in an inner city residential environment. The choice to limit my 

search of participants to those residing in a particular neighborhood was done both to 

minimize and to maximize differences in participants experiences (Warren 2001). By 

minimizing I mean that parents who live in the same residential area would hopefully 

have some overlapping in their experiences to enable me to detect some locally specific 
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patterns. On the other hand I tried to maximize difference in participants by including 

participants with different aged children and different residential backgrounds (not all 

originally from Helsinki). Also, having many different participants from the same 

residential area would display the conflicting interpretations and value-based 

judgements that parents might have towards local phenomena and explain what other 

than residential setting is related to these experiences. Interviewing parents from 

anywhere in central Helsinki might produce a cacophony of experiences that are hard to 

tie together. 	

	

My sampling was also driven by convenience, since I knew some parents living in the 

area and it was easy to begin by interviewing them. Also, engaging total strangers to 

participating a research can be quite difficult at times. My initial plan to contact parents 

through City of Helsinki kindergartens fell through as I would have needed a research 

permit and acquiring that would have postponed the beginning of my interview process 

by several weeks. Thus I began recruiting by posting notifications about the research to 

various relevant channels: University of Helsinki email lists, social media site “Kallion 

Skidit”3, asking people I knew and people I interviewed to recommend participants 

(snowballing), as well as approaching parents in public places in Kallio and asking them 

to participate in my research. I distributed a flyer about the research (in Finnish) which 

is presented as Appendix 1. “Kallion Skidit” is a group for parents in the Kallio area, in 

which there is discussion and news about a wide number of topics that may be of 

interest to parents in Kallio. The Facebook group was by far the most efficient channel 

of contacting participants and I ended up having to select only a few of the volunteers.	

	

3.3.2			Data	collection	methods		
	

Early into the literature review phase I decided to conduct semi-structured interviews 

with parents either individually or so that both parents of a family are interviewed 

together. Most parents participated individually, although I suggested both options and 

let the participants decide. In two interviews the participant’s baby or toddler was also 

																																																													
3	 In English “Kallion Skidit” means Kids in Kallio. The word “skidi” is Helsinki slang for a child. Its use 
in the name of the group emphasizes the urbanity, locality and nostalgic authenticity of the group.	
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present, which caused some pauses for checking up on the baby. Perhaps the parents’ 

concentration got interrupted a few times, but we quickly got back on track so I do not 

think that it affected the contents of the data. I also asked the participants to decide 

where to conduct the interview. I provided the option of conducting the interview in a 

group work facility of the University of Helsinki main library, but most parents invited 

me to interview them at their home or office. Conducting interviews in the 

neighborhood allowed for parents to demonstrate what they were telling me about by 

showing things from the window and pointing directions. It felt that being physically in 

the neighbourhood made it easier for the participants to approach the topic of the 

interview.	

	

I decided to conduct semi-structured interviews, because I wanted to limit the topic of 

conversation but still allow for variety in the meanings that participants attached to 

them. Thus I drafted an interview framework (see Appendix 2), where there are six 

themes that were discussed in the order in which the interview proceeded most naturally 

in each case. The interview began by me explaining the interview setting to the 

participant. This included asking for permission to record the interview and explaining 

how the recording would be used during the analysis and disposed of at the completion 

of the research. Then I would explain the guidelines of the interview: I introduce each 

topic of conversation and after that they describe their take on that topic. After their 

initial account I proceeded by asking further questions in order for them to expand on 

some things they mentioned earlier.	

	

The interview protocol begins with a few background questions and warm-up questions. 

Johnson (2001) promotes a protocol that transitions from icebreakers to between five 

and eight main questions that address the heart or essence of the research question. In 

my case there were six main themes as well as a few prompts that were used to invite 

elaborations to participants’ early answers. I also used summaries of what I had 

understood from the participant’s answer to allow them to confirm, deny or elaborate 

their answers at any point. What is important in in-depth interviews is that the interview 

unfolds reflexively (Warren 2001:98). This means that both the interviewer and 

interviewee respond to what the other is saying and discuss in order to understand each 
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other. I tried to refrain from guiding the discussion too much by making longer pauses 

before commenting or asking new comments. Thankfully the topic of the interview 

seemed quite pleasant to most of my interview participants and it was quite easy to 

invite them to elaborate on their views. Warren (2001) notes that most people are quite 

willing to discuss themselves as long as the context for the situation is pleasant.	

	

The amount of interviews was not decided beforehand, but I waited to reach a 

“saturation point” where each new interview provides less and less information that was 

new to the research (Johnson 2001). There is no set number of interviews one must 

conduct to reach this point but mine was at seven interviews with altogether eight 

participants. After each interview the taped recordings were then saved as original 

copies on my computer as well as a backup copy on my memory stick in case of a 

hardware malfunction. 	

	

Table 1: Basic information of my interview participants	

Interview no.	 Gender of participant	 Age	 Age of children	

0-1	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7	 8	 9	 10	

1.	 Woman	 29	 	 X	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

2.	 Woman	 37	 	 X	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

3.	 Woman	 31	 X	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

4.	 Man	 29	 X	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

5.	 Woman	 32	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 X	

6.	 Woman	 41	 	 	 	 	 	 X	 	 	 X	 	 	

7.	 Woman	 35	 	 	 	 	 X	 	 	 	 	 	 	

8.	 Woman	 36	 	 	 	 	 	 X	 	 X	 	 	 X	
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Image 2: Map of interview participants according to residential location	

	

	

3.3.3			Data	analysis	method	
	

When initially drafting my data analysis plan I wanted to leave open the possibility of 

discovering unanticipated patterns and meanings in the data, as suggested by Galletta 

(2012). Thus I had a rough roadmap for the data analysis, to which I added various 

phases and different steps of analysis as I was proceeding to do the analysis. Some steps 

proved more fruitful than others, and these I chose to continue with and also present in 

this chapter. 	

	

The data analysis phase began with transcribing the interview data. I transcribed each of 

the interviews into separate files on my computer. The text was initially transcribed with 

a high level of detail because I did not want to limit possible future uses. I decided to 

transcribe hesitations, false starts, response tokens and involuntary vocalizations in the 

transcripts. This is because for narrative analysis it is central to really understand the 

interaction of the interviewer and the participant in producing the narratives. Also some 

non-verbal vocalizations, such as pointing at something were included. The pauses in 

the text are marked with a full stop, or in the case of a longer pause with several full 

stops. The transcript style was readjusted later on for the excerpts that are included into 
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the analysis chapter. I edited these excerpts for clarity, which means I excluded any 

hesitations, false starts, involuntary vocalizations and minimal responses that were not 

necessary for understanding the interaction and intention of the narratives. 	

	

After the data was transcribed I began rereading the transcripts to gain a good overview 

of the data set and what it holds. Already during the interview phase and especially 

during the process of transcribing and rereading the transcripts, I began to see how the 

discussion about childhood in Kallio elicited a wealth of narratives that I was not 

expecting. It seemed that it was both the topic of the interviews as well as the semi-

structured interview protocol that guided the participants to express their thoughts and 

ideas by telling stories. It was clear that some participants were more prone to produce 

stories as part of their way of answering questions than others. Especially interview with 

participant 6 and interview with participants 3 and 4 were quite busy with narratives. 

This was likely due to varying narrative capabilities between participants as well as their 

interaction of the two participants during the joint interview. Several times the couple 

prompted each other to tell stories that had happened to the other one by reminding 

them about the incident or otherwise leading up to it. 	

	

Interview with participant 5 on the other hand included less storytelling than the other 

interviews in average. This interview was also notably shortest of my interviews, 

possibly due to the circumstances in which it was conducted, as it was in the middle of 

my participants work day. Also it was obvious that people became less reserved during 

the interview and more comfortable to share their stories with me. With one participant 

the act of recording seemed to make her more reserved, and she shared multiple stories 

concerning the interview topic once I had shut the tape recorded off at the end of the 

official interview.	

	

There were a few different types of narratives evident: a personal account of a situation 

that the participant was part of; a “hearsay” type of retelling about a situation that had 

happened to someone else (for example a member of the family or a friend), a 

recapitulation of a news article or a piece of research; and an imagined situation about 
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what might happen in a chosen scenario. The different narratives varied in their level of 

detail and in the intent for sharing them with me. Nevertheless, according to my 

observation, these stories were in many ways central to the way the parents discussed 

and understood the topic of discussion, and that influenced my decision to focus on 

these narratives as the units of analysis in this thesis.	

	

Focusing on narratives I scanned the data for bits of interview text that seemed like 

narratives to me. I had to distinguish between quotes that had narrative form and 

function from other types of quotes. Of course all of the interview material contributed 

towards my general understanding of the topic, but I chose to conduct detailed analysis 

only on the narrative content in the data set. I distinguished altogether 72 individual 

narratives from the data set. In Table 2 I have presented the occurrence of narratives in 

the data set by each participant and noted the length of the interview. One important 

way of recognizing narratives is the existence of temporal sequence. Temporal sequence 

is very central in the Western storytelling culture and thus it makes a story easier to tell 

as well as listen to. Arntson & Droge (1987) point out that one reason for using 

temporal sequence is to denote causality, which is why it is so central for storytelling. 	

	

There narratives in my data set varied in length, detail and intentionality. By 

intentionality I mean whether it seemed like the story was told in passing without having 

planned to tell it, or whether it was told purposefully by carefully setting the stage for it. 

A handful of stories can be qualified “fully formed narratives” in the sense Labovian 

sense (Labov, 1972). These narratives were purposefully told and had a clear structure 

of a narrative. Other narratives were less ‘obvious’ narratives, and could be 

characterized as “small stories” (Bamberg & Georgakopoulou 2008).	

	

After identifying the narratives from the Finnish transcripts, I needed to translate the 

narratives to English. Translating interview excerpts is tricky, because it requires a high 

level of language proficiency. However, Finnish is my native language and having been 

raised in Helsinki I also fluently understand local slang vocabulary. English on the other 

hand is my first foreign language and  I have lived in the United Kingdom for three 



	

		 47	

years, which gives me the confidence in my ability to accurately substitute Finnish 

proverbs and idioms with English ones. I have also completed both Undergraduate and 

Master’s level studies in English so I have confidence in the sufficient level of academic 

writing skills for this task. In cases where no suitable translation for a Finnish 

expression exists I have included the Finnish word in the excerpt and sometimes a small 

description in the footnotes.	

	

Table 2: Interview lengths and number of narratives per interview	

Number of 
Participant:	

Length of the 
Interview:	

Number of Narratives 
in the Interview:	

1	 43:59 min	 12	

2	 57:29 min	 5	

3 & 4	 56:05 min	 18	

5	 21:00 min	 4	

6	 58:16 min	 17	

7	 42:08 min	 12	

8	 32:23 min	 4	

	

In the next phase I followed Ruthellen Josselson’s four steps of operations to take when 

conducting narrative analysis (2011:228):	

	

1. First, I conducted a close overall reading of all of the narratives in the interview data to get an 
idea of the central themes they addressed 

2. Secondly, I began identifying different “voices” in the narratives to discern the internal 
contradictions within each individual interview and the common patterns between the different 
interviews 

3. Thirdly, I continued my readings until I reached what Josselson calls a “good Gestalt” of the 
thematic patterns of the narratives 

4. Lastly, I reflected the detected patterns against a wider theoretical framework drawn from the 
literature. I also reflected on how the particularities of this research context may influence my 
data supporting and challenging previous research 
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Finding the themes in the data can be an ambiguous process. The themes can arise either 

from the data set itself (inductive approach) or the theoretical understanding of the topic 

(a priori approach). As Ryan & Bernard explain: A priori themes come from the 

characteristics of the phenomenon being studied; from already agreed on professional 

definitional found in literature reviews; from local, commonsense constructs; and from 

researchers' values, theoretical orientations, and personal experiences" (2003:88). 

According to Ryan & Bernard you have found your themes when you can answer the 

question “What is this expression an example of?” (2003:87). The themes which I 

discovered arose both from the theoretical literature on childhood and residential 

environments as well as the data set itself. I translated the themes into codes and 

conducted test rounds of coding before settling on the list of themes you can see in 

Table 3. There were altogether 16 themes, which could be divided into four different 

categories: 1) attitudes 2) fears 3) practices and 4) social life.	

	

Table 3: 4 main categories that are comprised of 16 themes 	

Attitudes	 Fears	 Practices	 Social Life	

Tolerance	 11	 Traffic	 10	 Mobility/Commute	 12	 Sense of community	 5	

NIMBY	 4	 Junkies & 
Dossers	

18	 Using services	 9	 Parental Community	 6	

Urban 
romanticism	

7	 Strangers	 7	 Children’s routes	 15	 Children’s socialization 
& Friends	

8	

Rural 
romanticism	

4	 Isolation	 5	 Playgrounds and 
play	

12	 	

“Happy 
parents”	

3	 	 	

	

The next step was to code the narratives, by which I mean attach each narrative with a 

code/codes that most appropriately described what the narrative was about. In the 

coding phase I used the program Atlas TI to attach codes to the bits of data I had 

categorized as narratives. When the coding was finalized I began doing different 
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searches on the data set to get a clearer idea about the relationships: common patterns 

and disjunctures within the narratives in the data set.	

	

Once the narratives were detached from their original interview context it was 

interesting to filter them according to codes and code families to begin to see the 

commonalities and contradictions between the different narratives. This provided the 

benefit of a practice Mello (2002) calls “anthologizing” the data. This means grouping a 

bunch of narratives together as in an anthology to provide a more holistic view of what 

meanings these stories have in the research context (Mello 2002). This also separates the 

narratives from the individuals who expressed them and may reveal universality of 

particular ideas over others.	

	

In the next phase I began writing about each theme and selected narratives that 

exemplified either the common trends in the data or exceptional views that differed 

from the other narratives. The goal in this part of the analysis was to provide a 

comprehensive overview of the data set and connect the findings to my theoretical 

framework. In this part of the analysis, it was not only crucial to see what was said in 

the data, but also consider what was not said. According to Ryan & Bernard (2003) 

people leave out information that they believe is known by everyone. Thus the gaps in 

information are valuable clues to the “primal cultural assumptions” (ibid.:93) which are 

also often the most interesting thematic findings. Of course information may be left out 

for other reasons, such as lack of trust of misunderstanding the questions. But according 

to Ryan & Bernard (ibid.) it is up to the researcher’s familiarity with the subject matter 

to distinguish when the participant assumes the researcher knows something and when 

they are simply unwilling to discuss it.	

	

	

3.4			Ethical	considerations	
	

In this thesis research I have followed the appropriate academic research practice as 

outlined by the Finnish Advisory Board on Research Integrity (2012). The ethical 
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principles in human subjects research can be divided into 3 areas: 1) respecting the self-

determination of the research participant(s), 2) avoiding any and all damage for the 

participant(s), and 3) privacy and data protection.	

	

The participation in this thesis research was made voluntary and there was no pressure 

for the participants to agree to the interview. Sufficient information about the thesis 

research was supplied to the interview participants in writing (Appendix 1) before the 

interviews took place. This information included the following: the topic of the research, 

concrete method and purpose of data collection, estimated duration of the interview 

process, voluntary nature of participation and contact details of the researcher. All of the 

participants expressed their consent in participation either verbally or in writing, in 

some cases both. The interviews were agreed by email and personal messages on social 

media (Facebook).	

	

In the interview situation I separately asked for consent for a sound recording of the 

interview. I explained the reason for the sound recording and promised the participants 

that the sound files would be deleted after completion of the thesis research. Any of the 

original research data (sound recordings of the interviews and original transcripts) will 

not be given to anyone other than the thesis examiners in case they were to require to 

inspect it. 	

	

I did not collect any unnecessary data on the participants. Although I knew the names of 

the participants through having contacted them online via Facebook and email, I 

refrained from transcribing any names mentioned on the voice recordings. I refer to the 

participants as participant 1-8, or P1-P8 as an abbreviated form. The names of children, 

spouses and other people mentioned in the interviews have been referred to by the initial 

of their first name. For example my name Katariina would be referred to as “K” if it 

were mentioned in the interviews. After the submission of this Master's thesis the 

original transcriptions of the interviews will be stored only on an external hard drive 

which I will store in my place of residence. No-one besides me has access to the hard 

drive.	
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I have aimed to treat my participants as respectfully as possible throughout the data 

gathering and analysis. As the Finnish Advisory Board on Research Integrity (2012) the 

participants should have the authority to define what topics of discussion they perceive 

as delicate or private and I did my best to remain sensitive to topics that the participants 

seemed to want to avoid. In case there had been significant awkwardness, hesitation or 

frightfulness to be detected from the participants I would have discontinued the 

interview process. However, and thankfully, the topic of discussion seemed a very 

pleasant one for the participants and they were eager to volunteer and to discuss the 

topics. Already before recruiting participants, I evaluated this research study to be 

relatively low-risk for the participants in terms of physical, mental or social harm that 

participating in it and publishing the results could cause.	

	

Conducting analysis based on in-depth interview material a researcher must always be 

careful not to present his/her conclusions in a judgmental, prejudiced, stigmatizing or 

disrespectful manner. Also the researcher needs to make sure that claims are based on 

sufficient data and its systematic analysis. The very last chapter of this thesis includes 

some discussion about how fitting the methods were for this topic of research and the 

implications that my choices had in terms of the results I got.	

 

Although the topic of this thesis research has to do with children, I did not want to 

conduct the research by interviewing minors. The reason is that I am interested 

primarily in the parental views of childhood. This is due to the greater decision-making 

power of parents in terms of a family’s residential choices and the more advanced 

narrative capabilities of adults compared to children. Also, the ethical considerations 

and preparations for interviewing children are much more demanding than interviewing 

parents, which is one reason for not including the children as research subjects.	
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4			ANALYSIS	
	

In this thesis I cover many different aspects of narratives, for example their structure 

and intention as well as agency in telling them. In this chapter I will present and analyse 

my narrative data with the goal of answering all three research questions. The chapter is 

structured according to the 16 themes that have arisen from the data set. The key themes 

were found by looking at the recurrent content in the parents narratives (Phoenix 2008). 	

	

As my interview protocol was semi-structured and the interviews were fairly 

conversational, the data is extremely versatile and there are numerous themes that come 

up in it. Out of the large amount of themes, I have selected to focus on the ones that are 

most meaningful in relation to the core thesis topic. Judging particular themes as more 

meaningful than others was based on my knowledge of existing academic literature on 

the relationship between childhood and residential environment and careful reading and 

exploration of my own data set. Some of the themes, for example children’s routes in 

Kallio, address the topic very directly, whereas others have less of a direct connection. 

The themes that are less obviously connected to childhood and residential environment, 

such as parents’ NIMBY attitude, are themes that surfaced in the interviews often 

enough to conclude they were integral for understanding the context of childhood and 

family life in Kallio.	

	

4.1			Attitudes	
	

4.1.1			Tolerance	
	

The most notable attitude arising in the data set is tolerance. Altogether eleven 

narratives about tolerance were found in the eight interviews. Each participant addressed 

tolerance in at least 1 narrative and it was described as central to the character of Kallio 

as a residential area. Many participants also expressed concern over protecting or 

maintaining the tolerant atmosphere and wanted to raise their children to have a tolerant 
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attitude. Parents described diversity in mostly positive terms and also felt that growing 

up in Kallio would provide exposure to different kinds of people and lifestyles, which 

would teach children to accept and appreciate them. Participant 7 was proud to tell a 

two-part narrative about the reactions her son had to encounters of diversity:	

	

P7: A few times he has, if -- yeah in the tram there was once this… this man, with awfully many 
piercings and he had some piercings in his forehead somehow that like, that he had these sort of 
devil’s... horns -- these like implants -- not piercings, but implants. So he was a very eccentric 
looking guy... and then, about that he asked that - that - that like what… like "look mom, what 
interesting horns (K: *laughs*) he has! *mimicking an excited voice*	

	

This first part of this narrative was about how the participant’s son had marveled at a 

man with horns implanted on his forehead. Participant 7 was visibly proud and joyful 

telling this story, which gave off the impression that she valued highly her son’s open 

approach. She came back to this theme in the second part of the narrative, which was 

about a child in her son’s kindergarten class who has two mothers:	

	

P7: And then like he just stated to me that-that "hey this and that kid -- that kid, he has got two 
mommies, that he has no father at all" and then I was like "yea, like... like some have two 
mommies and others have two daddies and some have one mother and one father and (K: mm-
hmm) and that" …Then he was like "yea… and mom look at the hubcaps on that bus!" *laughs* 
(K: yeah). So that was more like "wow" (K: *laughs*) like… startling (K: mm-hmm) or somehow 
miraculous than.. having horns or that someone has two -- different (K: two mothers?) [crosstalk] 
… yes. And that’s something I like, that..that it’s a place where you’re exposed to everything so 
you don’t sort of wonder, that it’s sort of. That there isn’t such a monoculture and there isn’t - 
there’s no.. there’s no homogenic living environment, but it’s very heterogeneous because I think 
that’s something that a city again gives to a child. Once again in both the good and the bad"	

	

Participant 7 argues that the open attitude which her son has towards heterogeneity is 

related to living in the city, and more specifically living in Kallio. She believes that 

exposure to difference increases tolerance towards it. Also participant 2 shared a 

narrative about how exposure leads to normalization and acceptance of diversity. She 

describes how certain behaviors have become normalized in Kallio, whereas they would 

be considered bizarre in another residential environment: 	

	

P 2: When you move around here, I’m not saying you get numb that’s not the right word, but we - 
like here - here you’re like "oh there’s someone riding a bike who is talking to himself -- and 
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singing by himself" and you don’t pay attention, but if for example I would see the same thing in 
Lauttasaari I would be like "Oh my god, there’s a crazy person here!" *laughs*	

	

Kallio residents have become accustomed to encountering odd behaviour and grown 

tolerant towards it. The parents whom I interviewed had different views about children’s 

tolerance towards difference. Participants 7, 3 and 4 argued that being tolerant is 

something innate for children, and that intolerant attitudes are learned from their 

environment as children grow up. These participants wanted to preserve the innate 

tolerance of their children by explaining the surrounding world to their child in a 

manner as open as possible. In the following narrative participants 3 and 4 discuss how 

they should go about teaching their child about the heterogeneity of the world without 

instilling “judgemental” attitudes to their son. Instead of shielding or blocking the child 

from controversial issues, they believe they should aim to explain complex issues in a 

way that the child will understand them:	

	

P3: Yeah and maybe then also the -- all the massage parlours and such (P4 *laughs*) that how will 
you explain a child what they are or (P4: yeah) like, in a way *P3&P4 laugh*. Because then, you 
don’t want to give this – or that you do want to give this like… whole and understanding view of 
the world and not like censorious and judgemental 	

P4 & K: mm-hmm	

P4: and yea I have really strong memories from childhood from the sort of situations, where the 
parents didn’t really know how to explain something (P3: yeah) and if they just ignored or soft-
pedalled something away 	

P3: yeah and then it leaves such as strange feeling -- 	

P4: that there was something here	

P3: yea exactly! *laughs* But I would somehow prefer to..be able to talk in a neutral way about 
everything with the kid but then again *P4 laughs* of course this is an ideal image and most 
probably you will end up using the same models than your parents did *P3&P4 laugh* at that point 
when…At the point when he asks something really loudly in a tram in front of all the other adults 
then *P3&P4 laugh* (P4: yeah). But what other threats, I can’t really come up with any other 
threats like (P4: mm-hmm). Like what-what other threats are there in a city in general? (P4: yeah). 
I can’t think of any.	

	

At the end of the above narrative participant 3 also poses an interesting point about the 

perception of threat, with questioning whether there are in fact any threats to a child in a 

city. I will come back to this topic in the chapter 4.2 about Fears. There is however a 

clear relationship between the sense of threat and a tolerant attitude. The parents who 
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seemed most tolerant towards difference and diversity were also the ones that felt less 

threatened by other people. A narrative by participant 1 compared her own attitude with 

her friend’s approach. In this narrative she tells about a friend who has a much more 

protective and suspicious attitude towards letting people interact with her child in 

public:	

	

P1: Yes, people definitely have opinions, and like one friend of mine is basically in the same - 
same situation as me, that we have sons who are the same age and like she has a very clear attitude 
towards like if someone - anyone approaches her in any way then her duty is to block it. That like, 
there is no approaching her child like. But that, I have thought it in the way that it’s nothing away 
from me to exchange a few words with some - somebody and I think it teaches the child an 
important thing about how different people there are in this world and that - that we are not all as 
lucky or whatever you wanna call it. I for one have thought it this way, that I treat people so as 
they are all on the same line, or like just as valuable!	

	

4.1.2			NIMBY	
	

In my data set I coded four narratives in three different interviews with “NIMBY”. The 

primary reason for studying this theme was that the participants themselves used the 

term. Two different participants stated that they do not want to be considered NIMBY 

when they were expressing negative opinions about something in their neighbourhood. I 

found it interesting that the culture of tolerance is so deeply rooted in the identity of 

Kallio that the parents seemed to be judging themselves for having an intolerant attitude 

towards some phenomenon in their neighbourhood. For example, participant 1 expresses 

her dislike for two bars on her home street and claims that if being a NIMBY wasn’t “so 

depressing” she would “NIMBY” them out of there. It is left unclear what activity she 

considers to be “NIMBYing”, but in popular use the term refers to actions such as 

making official complaints to authorities and influencing other people’s opinions 

through campaigning, lobbying and boycotting (Dear 1992). She however deems such 

activities as “depressing”, meaning that although she dislikes the bars on her home street 

she also dislikes the idea of taking action to have them shut down. This expresses the 

sometimes tested culture of tolerance amongst many residents in Kallio:	

	

P1: Hey, I want to still say one thing! (K: yeah) There are two of this apocalyptic [fin. 
maailmanlopun] dive bars near here that I would like to -- if being a NIMBY wasn’t so *laughs* 
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like so depressing so I would NIMBY that Bar Lab and Bar Arizona (K: *laughs*) away [fin. 
hittoon] from here if -- if I had like or I mean if there’s these like, these totally awful dive bars 
where like…people are boozing [fin. ihmisiä juotetaan] from 9am onwards with really cheap prices 
and um, and like this then that-then that is pretty depressing. And in one of them someone was shot 
with a crossbow *laughs* in the Bar Arizona (K: oh really?). Yes yes yea umm *sighs* then that’s 
again something that…	

K: What kind of -- is it that there’s noise coming from them or that you run into the people on the 
street or like how do they affect or come into your life --	

P1: Yea like in the summer if you have the balcony door open, you get this continuous grumble 
[fin. örinä] from the terrace of Bar Lab *laughs*, and every now and then you hear a "goddamn" 
[fin. perkele] and the likes (K: okay…). But it doesn’t like, they close so early that they don’t like 
they don’t like… I don’t lose sleep because of them but they are not the kind of any kind of like… 
the sort of urban culture that evokes a bit of controversy *laughs*	

	

In the above narrative participant 1 is describing what she calls “urban culture that 

evokes a bit of controversy”, by which she means two dive bars that have drunken 

clientele making noise outside on the street. The participant is bothered by the noise 

emanating to the balcony of their apartment as they wanted to have the balcony door 

open in the summer. She seems torn whether she has a “right” to be bothered about this 

issue, and provides reasons for not having complained about it. The first reason is that 

“being a NIMBY” is very depressing, and the other reason is not being sure whether the 

disturbance counts as severe enough: “I don’t lose sleep because of them”. In small 

Kallio apartments having a balcony or a courtyard came up as important for parents with 

young children as a place to put the baby for a nap. Also participant 1 mentioned that 

their apartment gets hot in the summer and they need to ventilate through the windows 

and the balcony door, so these bars cause a disadvantage for the family. On top of that 

participant 1 seems to dislike the “urban culture” that these bars represent. There seems 

to be a clash of lifestyles and interests between different groups of residents (or visitors) 

of Kallio. As Orbuch (1997) argued, narrative accounts often are told with the aim of 

being persuasive. I think that definitely some of the narratives were told with the intent 

of impacting the way I perceive things. These persuasive narratives were often about 

describing living in an area with substance abuse. Persuasive narratives were also 

frequently used by my participants for debunking popular beliefs about life in Kallio 

and childhood in Kallio. Telling these narratives function as some kind of justification 

for thinking or behaving a certain way.	
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Participant 7 takes another stand on the NIMBY phenomenon and claims that choosing 

to live in Kallio means accepting it as it is. She seems to think that the good sides in her 

residential area come together with some less favourable sides, and that the culture of 

the area should be protected somehow. She wanted to position herself away from the 

NIMBY attitudes that have been expressed in public discussion about “tidying up” 

Kallio. In her narrative she exemplifies that NIMBY attitude by quoting a suggestion to 

raise the price of beer in Kallio bars to drive away particular kind of clientele from the 

area:	

	

K: Is there something in Kallio that you would like to change?	

P7: …well…In a way I would like to say just these junkies, but…But it’s in a way part of having 
all sorts there…I hate this Not In My Backyard NIMBY -thinking. I have decided to live in the 
inner city and there are…all the good and the bad sides. And in Kallio you somehow really have 
all the good and the bad sides. So this sort of clearing it up or like "hey what if we raise the price 
of a pint…by two Euros then even Helsinginkatu would tidy up" so like yeah, but then it’s no 
longer Kallio. Then the roughness would disappear and it would be this middle-class.. mhh.. 
pinky-up.. eh.. residential -- No, then-then it would lose it’s own thing, so no.	

	

Participant 7 opposes taking action against the dive bar culture in Kallio. She sees it as 

characteristic of the residential area and has chosen to accept it. To participant 7 the 

alternative to Kallio would be a “middle-class” and “pinky-up” residential area, which 

she does not want to live in. She mocks the the people who aim to tidy up the area by 

quoting an imagined “NIMBY claim” about how raising beer prices would “tidy up” 

Kallio.	

	

Participant 6 has again a different stand to the issue. According to her, some residents in 

Kallio are overdoing the tolerant attitude that Kallio has become known for. In her 

narrative she claims that being too tolerant can foster illegal activities such as drug trade 

and prostitution in the area. It seems that the participant 6 is worried about the growth of 

these side effects and thus may be exaggerating their extent to prove her point. She for 

example emphasized the existence of “open drug trade” in some parts of Kallio which 

she sees as a threat to residents’ general safety. She also expresses her concern over 

diminishing feeling of safety and respect for bodily integrity, but does not provide any 

examples that would demonstrate this development. Participant 6 has lived her entire 
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life in Kallio, and she claims that the newer residents who talk about protecting the 

“authentic” Kallio have a distorted view of what that is.	

	

P6: But then - then in some way that -- you feel the continuing rise of this, that it’s so great that 
you can be free in Kallio and so on and so on and so on and then I thought "Hey I’m like all for 
tolerance and that’s like yes", but that as long there’s umm…You begin to tolerate this particular 
type of action, like that [in the “Kallio ryhmä” social media site] was like some discussion about 
the open drug -- open drug trade on Vaasankatu and…And the prostitutes and such, that are more 
on Aleksis Kiven katu, then others are like "I think it’s great that this is going on in Kallio that you 
can -- or that it’s such an allowing environment, like a free city". Like "NO, this isn’t some free 
city, this is like a real residential...like area and the people who live here are fully entitled to their 
bodily integrity and like this sort of general feeling of safety". So no need to be.. like "if you don’t 
like it, move somewhere else" . Like "I was here before these phenomena!" 	

*both laugh* 	

P6: Like I get the feeling like that there are a lot of people who were here before these...And then 
here moved this sort of…Well I wouldn’t say hipster generation *both laugh* though, other than 
in some sense, but in a way yea. Who like.. I can’t say took over Kallio, because I think it’s all 
fine: "great, welcome -- enjoy" but-but just a bit like "don’t come and tell me that this is what 
Kallio should be like" that like everyone who lives here can have their opinion about what it can be 
like. But I do hope that everyone would agree on the fact that -- that like this…Safety and indeed 
like the…bodily integrity should be preserved for everyone. Like that you don’t have to be scared 
to go in from your front door, like that someone will follow...Like.. Yes.. I still hope on a certain 
level this general shift in attitude maybe like there -- ehm I’m sure that there’s -- I would argue that 
the majority anyhow hopes that there weren’t open drug trade here and prostitutes [fin. maksullisia 
naisia] and this and that and the other. I think it’s somehow -- I in no way want to take things to the 
direction of being more tolerant in that way. That being tolerant towards many other things and 
that people have their own way of living and-and so, yet like that...the sur-like the other residents 
should be taken into consideration so more towards that direction *laughs* the attitude, that let’s 
be allowing and..and tolerant, but then considering others and that’s like.. the thing.	

	

The narratives presented in this chapter highlight well the different claims that people 

have over the same residential area. Kallio arguably has different kinds of “pockets” or 

neighbourhoods within its borders so living in different sides of Kallio can result in 

opposing views about the prevalence of particular issues. It seems that in general the 

parents in Kallio enjoy the tolerant attitudes and diversity, but NIMBY attitude can arise 

in cases where participants deem that other people’s lifestyles are hampering their own 

in a direct manner.	
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4.1.3			Urban	romanticism		
	

Many of the participants shared stories that romanticised inner city living and the 

history of Kallio in some way. These narratives included descriptions of how the 

participants loved living in old jugend style houses or sentimental description of what 

Kallio was like during some historical era. Related to the topic of inquiry, many recalled 

how Kallio used to have a lot of families as residents during early 20th century up until 

the 1950s-60s. For example the fact that families used to live in smaller apartments was 

brought up as a “justification” for living in relatively crowded conditions compared to 

national averages.	

	

The parents I interviewed had mostly formed their idea of rural or suburban based on 

their own experiences from childhood. Five of the participants had been raised outside 

of Helsinki and at least in some of the narratives their own childhood surroundings 

represented “the other” to their current residential surrounding. Sometimes the parents 

even mentioned that the reason behind moving to Kallio was exactly to escape from the 

kind of surrounding that they themselves were raised in. Especially these parents were 

keen to point out the negative aspects of living in a rural or suburban place in terms of 

childhood.	

	

Some of the romanticised narratives about Kallio were based on stories that family 

members had told about Kallio in different eras. These memories are passed on from 

family member to another and they blend into the personal place affiliations of the 

modern-day residents. For example participant 3’s grandmother had lived in Kallio as a 

child in the 1950s and told her many stories about it. Several times during the interview 

participant 3 made comparisons between their current life in Kallio and how it “used to 

be” like in the 1950s. She makes claims about the change in children’s safety in Kallio 

based on her grandmother’s stories which have led her to imagine the 1950’s Kallio as 

fairly peaceful, safe and free for the children:	

	

P3: And then maybe, if you think about like let’s say the 50’s when there have been children here 
then maybe it’s not in that way like…safe anymore. That if like children have been like running 
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around here…and knew all the shortcuts through the courtyards and stuff. That now that there are 
these big roads and so many cars these days (K & P4: mm-hmm) then maybe that-that way you 
can’t let sort of - let a five-year old (P4: yea) run around there, but *laughs*.	

	

The thought of living in the same place where her grandmother had lived in six decades 

prior seemed important to participant 3. Participant 6 in turn had spent her own 

childhood in Kallio, and thus she was able to make fairly elaborate comparisons 

between her childhood and her children’s life in Kallio. Her family lives now very close 

to her childhood home and her children even attend the same elementary school and go 

to the same parks as she did as a child:	

	

P6: But ehm yea like we used to roam the streets a lot and…and of course also in the parks as well. 
And I remember that, that then we used to go to the park lunch [fin. puistoruokailu] a lot in the 
summers and so, that it’s wonderful that some things have remained. We have gone to the same 
library that we still go to, and the school is the same one, that I used to go to and so it’s 
somehow…In some ways sometimes I even have to calm myself in the way that my…like 
childhood is a different thing than our children’s childhood, I mean in a way like that no matter 
how many similarities there are. 	

Plus that our kids are very similar than I was as a child…And so in some ways like that one tries to 
like…Bring them that, they don’t need to do the exact same things in the same way than how I’ve 
done them in my time. Like "make your own decisions". There like, just because their school was 
selected to be the local school, which happens to be the one where I went, it doesn’t mean that-that 
the child needs to pick the same languages there and pick like the -- in some way in certain things 
it’s like, like that - like that "I used to do this as a child and you’re exactly like me and we even 
live in the same (*K laughs*) place so can’t we do it like this?".	

	

Yet participant 6 is very conscious about how different her childhood 1970s was in 

many ways and does not allow her children as much freedom as she herself had as a 

child. She describes having “roamed” the streets from a young age, while her own 

children now are mostly restricted to using predetermined routes to go to school and 

after-school activities. It is difficult to state whether the circumstances were much less 

dangerous for children in the 1970s by some objective measures, but participant 6 

perceives there having been a change. The change has most likely happened also in the 

general culture of upbringing.	

	

Participant 8 describes how she used to fantasize about living in the city while feeling 

bored in her childhood residential environment. Several of the parents mentioned 
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boredom as a negative experience from their own childhood in rural or suburban 

contexts. For example participant 8 describes her childhood environment as a “suburb, 

where it felt nothing ever happened”. The reasons contributing to this boredom was lack 

of same-age playmates, visually uninspiring landscapes and long distances that 

prohibited doing something fun and interesting. Participant 8 tells me how her youthful 

hopes for a livelier and more exciting environment were realized when she moved to 

Kallio as a young adult. The romanticized ideas of inner city living are also derived 

from portrayals in popular culture. Participant 8 tells me that she has read particular 

children’s books to her children, which are all about the urban environment:	

	

P8: I have had a like…idyllic and idealistic image about city living. Compared to how I always had 
this feeling that I longed for something, away from there and more somehow, that it was this sort 
of -- it was lacking some…life and culture around and such, like I felt it was a little insipid. That I 
think it’s so great and we read to the first-born when he was little -- and the others, but in particular 
these city books by Richard Scarry and that "Hey there’s this and that" and "wow we are living in 
such a place" (K: *laughs*) and "There’s all these things in the inner city" and I thought it was 
really great compared to such a depressing like childhood suburb, where I felt nothing ever 
happened. 	

But then our first-born -- he somehow idealizes it. He always wants to leave here and go to the 
countryside: "It’s so peaceful there -- you can be in peace" *laughs*. And then he thinks it’s 
wonderful to go there and he always wants to and now he just made Easter plans together with his 
grandma like always *both laugh*. Then he remembers to notify us at some point, like apparently 
now he’s going there over Easter. Well yea, but…like that *both laugh*	

	

It is interesting how several of the parents I interviewed shared the experience of being 

bored as a child or youth in their residential environment away from the inner 

city. Participant 8 also describes how her oldest child has the same idealized idea about 

what she calls the “countryside”. By this she refers to her own childhood home where 

her mother still lives and where her oldest son loves to visit with or even without his 

parents. She quotes her son claiming how “it’s so peaceful there - you can be in peace”. 

It is surprising to find that all but one of the eight parents I interviewed had very 

different preferences in residential environment than where they spent their own 

childhood. The literature would suggest that most people tend to prefer the similar 

context for raising their children than where they themselves were raised (Pekkanen 

1997).	
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4.1.4			Rural	romanticism	

	

My research participants expressed also some romanticized ideas about rural life, even 

if this was mostly in reference to the countryside as a place of visit, and not as a place to 

live in. These romanticized narratives were a mix of participants own childhood 

experiences and imagined scenarios. According to Valentine (1997) this is due to the 

collective imagination of a shared rural past.	

	

There is some differences between narratives about events in the recent past and 

narratives from the participants’ childhood. As Eakin (1999) argued, this “memory talk” 

about childhood experiences are more heavily influenced by narrative conventions and 

multiple re-imaginings that shape the stories each time they are told. It was clear that the 

childhood narratives came quite easily for many of my participants and they were 

somewhat easier to recognize as clearly defined narratives, since they may have been 

told several times before. The had perhaps told those stories before, which had polished 

them and increased their tellability (Labov 1972). Interestingly, my participants also 

infused references to popular fiction to portrayals of their childhood experiences. They 

also are filled with periodical characterizations, in which the participants describe their 

experience as “common for that time”. Maybe they had discovered this through sharing 

those stories to others in a particular age or similar origins who had had similar 

experiences. The way that childhood memories are told shows us how stories can be “--

simultaneously embodied in an individual and intrinsically social, based as they are on 

culturally learned behaviors that commence in infancy” (Eakin in Maybes et al. 

2008:31).	

	

Participant 1 tells a narrative about spending summers at her cousin’s hometown of 

Laihia in the agricultural parts of Ostrobothnia. This narrative include all the aspects of 

the “rural idyll” as characterized by Valentine (1997) and Jones (1997). Participant 

describes the feelings of communality and safety, while also being able to get around 

more independently than at home. She attaches positive qualities, such as mixture of 

freedom and sense of safety, to her summers spent in Laihia. The individuality and 
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freedom combined to closely-knit community is an interesting combination that arises in 

many of the interviews. 	

	

P1: One place I enjoyed as a child was this funny place called Laihia. I spent a lot of time there 
over the summers since my cousins lived there and like, really sort of small village but there was 
like close-knit atmosphere when everyone knows each other and all the juniors were out in the 
village [fin. kirkolla4], we always spent time in the village (K: yes yes). Yeah *laughs*. And like 
people of different ages and that everyone just comes there and some are more friends with 
someone but in theory in theory it was more collective. And that is something I didn’t experience 
there in Ala-Tikkurila where I lived. It was lacking the - that like my circle of friends consisted of 
the people I was in school with and they were scattered around the area and somehow like really 
far away as well. Ehm there it was probably also this like freedom, but then there was also this asp-
aspect that like when all the parents also know who is whose child and like they also knew me as 
the cousin of these guys who is from Helsinki. So in a way we were also always being supervised. 
That there was this safety or like that you are not completely running wild [fin. pellossa5] so like 
probably this mixture of freedom and sense of safety… would somehow be…nice to achieve and I 
am -- I’m sure that many different environments can offer that…at best.	

	

This combination of freedom and togetherness is often characterised to either the 

countryside or the inner city surroundings. Participant 1 uses the phrases “kirkolla” and 

“pellossa” as ways of describing the rurality of her childhood summers in Laihia. These 

phrases also function as insights to the traditional and rural idea of childhood, where 

communities of children of different ages were gathering “kirkolle” and parents made 

sure that their offspring were not completely “pellossa”.	

	

Suburban life is criticised as being a “fit-for-all” or “mass” solution that doesn’t allow 

people to shape their daily lives according to their individual needs. In one narrative, 

participants 3 and 4 told about their ideas about what it would be like to live somewhere 

else than Kallio. Participant 4 describes how he has this idea of moving to an old 

detached house somewhere to a near-by countryside when they reach a stage in their 

lives that their everyday life is more home-based. In a stage at their lives when they use 

less of the culture services it would be a good opportunity to move to some “rural” 

municipality near the Metropolitan region. 	
																																																													
4 The direct translation of “kirkolla” would be “by the church”. It is a traditional Finnish expression which 
refers to being in the centre of a town or a village. The town church is usually centrally located and thus 
the centre of the town is “by the church”. Using this term highlights the rurality of Laihia.	
5 The direct translation for “pellossa” would be “in a field”. This phrase is used to refer to a free 
childhood spent running around in the countryside, but it also has an implication of wilderness or 
uncultured behavior.	
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P3: But like that -- that my fear is that I would end up somewhere a long bus journey away (*P4 
laughs*) Like because - because then it would really mean that - that every day like commuting etc 
would take so terribly - terribly long and then…then you maybe couldn’t in the same way 
spontaneously somehow --	

P4: yes yes.  I have noticed that I have begun - begun also entertain these ideas in my head about 
like if we were to buy some old detached house [fin. rintamamiestalo6] or something and there was 
more space and the likes…*everyone laughs* Because like I don’t know it’s of course that 
different stages of life matter and that I wouldn’t like…want to be there now but at some stage if 
there will be -- if we get another child for example and life becomes more centred around the home 
so like. Living somewhere close [to the city centre] one can easily go to movies and theatre, [but] 
would we ever go anyway?	

P3: Yeah well, but just because it’s so difficult for me to go (*P4 laughs*) then it’s important for 
me *laughs* that that’s possible without having to plan for a month (P4: yeah) in advance	

P4: yeah – yeah – yeah…And we are not moving now *P3 & P4 laugh*	

P3: And then it’s quite important for me that, that the environment is aesthetic in a way and that’s 
why I wanna live in Kallio, because this is a really beautiful residential area. And like…well, 
rintamamiestalo is of course (*P4 laughs*), that would also be beautiful, but then if you end up in 
some horrible new detached house then that would be awful *everyone laughs*	

	

This narrative discusses the way that residential location has to do with the balance 

between the family life at home and the other life outside home. Participant 3 explains 

that her fear is to move somewhere, where she has to go on a long bus journey to get to 

work or to do other things outside the home. She characterises herself as someone who 

enjoys being home so much that if leaving home would be more difficult than it is now 

she is afraid she would get stuck at home. She needs the ability to spontaneously leave 

home to go to the theatre or movies without planning ahead. 	

	

4.1.5			“Happy	parents”	
	

Traditionally the children’s best interest described as top priority for families deciding 

where to live. However, I encountered another rhetoric in these narratives, which was 

about how children will be happy in an environment in which their parents are happy. 

This rhetoric was used especially by participant 1:	

	

																																																													
6	 Rintamamiestalo is a specific design for a detached house which was common in the post-war era. This 
type of housing has a romanticized cultural significance for many Finns.	
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K:  What kind of place is Kallio for a child?	

P1: Erm, well…I think this is…a good place also for a child and I think that somehow a child’s 
well-being starts from the family’s general well-being and that if - if parents like the place they 
live in then that maximizes the family’s well-being. And let’s say that if I for some reason or 
my husband was forced to some…eh…I’m gonna say a suburb, that represents the sort of life I 
don’t want to live. And like our happiness would go down, which would mean our child 
wouldn’t feel so good. That like, I think that generally children do adjust to any environment 
and we have such a happy situation that S is with his father -- can be with his father who 
continually takes him to any and all places. There is Lammassaari and so many other green 
spaces close by, so somehow I don’t experience there to be a contrast that one couldn’t be in a 
city with a child.	

	

In the above story, participant 1 describes a few things. The first thing is her belief that 

children adjust to any environment. In comparison, she feels that she and her husband 

could not enjoy living in another type of residential environment. She also describes 

how a child’s well-being is dependent on his/her parents’ well-being. She seems to 

suggest that children don’t evaluate their residential surroundings in the same way as 

adults do. Thus it is parents preference that is crucial for the family’s residential choice. 

Similar sentiment was expressed by participant 4:	

	

P4: And how I like uhm…when I was - was a child and child’s age my – my grandma lived in this 
like very Soviet-like concrete suburb [fin. betonilähiö] and - and then when we were staying over 
at her place and we played there and we thought is was a pretty neat place. And there was like, 
there was an ice hockey rink close by and anyways like we didn’t like valuate it any worse than 
any other place that like, yea...yea.	

	

Participant 4 claims that children do not evaluate their environments in a similar way 

than adults as negative or positive. What they want is places to play and environment 

that feeds their imagination. They have not yet internalized the attitudes that adults have 

towards various residential districts based on their esthetic qualities or socio-economical 

composition. As participant 4 explains that when he was a child he did not see anything 

bad about a “Soviet-style concrete suburb” as in contrast to what someone else might 

have thought or what he himself thinks now. This is a crucial point to make here and 

something that the study of geographies or children have looked into in the past few 

decades. Children are not merely miniature adults with undeveloped ideas, but they see 

the world in a wholly different way than adults. They are less affected by social norms 

and their activities and needs are completely different than most adults. 	
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Participant 1, 2 and 7  were arguing that when parents do not have to spend too much 

time commuting to work it is much easier for them to spend quality time with the family 

as well as to have some time for themselves. This juxtaposition between having a 

peaceful environmental setting and on the other hand more time to spend with the family 

is fairly common also in the other interviews.	

	

P2: Well, somehow like that I think maybe that whether the…That if like the parents are at work 
then is it so that they can still do something after work, that in a way if one lives in some place 
where there’s nothing going on, then you have to leave and then it’s really easily so that such an 
evening when one comes home from work at five so then it’s no longer possible so I don’t know if 
this is what is appropriate - for children but that I would think that it’s miserable for a family that 
they can’t anymore like…that there’s in a way the basic tracks of working life [fin. työelämän 
rattaat] that go a little like that - that if most people are working so that they get off in the early 
evening and umm if you try to be able to do something then then it has to happen quite close to 
home - yes…	

	

This participant’s child is only a little over 1 year old, which means she does not yet 

have the ability to communicate individual needs. It would be interesting to compare the 

discussion about different family member’s preferences between families with very 

young children and families in which the children are old enough to have and express 

their own opinions.	

	

4.2			Fears	
	

The topic of fears was a very active one in the interviews. This is related to the high 

focus on risks in the contemporary society (Beck 1992) and the centrality of the 

narratives about fears and threats in the popular discourse. Parents shared narratives 

about fears that they had for their children’s safety or wellbeing, but also their own. Fear 

often has a spatial component, meaning that it is felt more in a particular place or type of 

environment. In this chapter I will present the four different narrative themes that dealt 

with different causes of fear.	
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4.2.1			Traffic	

	

The data set had ten narratives which were specifically about the threat of traffic. These 

narratives dealt with the topic of traffic as both an existing threat, which had been 

experienced in a situation, and as a more theoretical threat. Some narratives described a 

particular place that was deemed dangerous, whereas others were more about children’s 

capabilities and learning to watch out for traffic.	

	

K: Is it easy for children to move around here?	

P5: I think it’s easy…(K: …yeah?) …For quite a long time I walked E to school because, he is in 
Kallio elementary school on Porthaninkatu and there are a few crossings that I think would require 
a traffic light and, I know that the parents association has made a complaint about it and everything 
since there are no traffic lights at the library. But I hear there won’t be any traffic lights there either 
-- that the city has said the reason is it would slow down the tram traffic so much. Which feels a 
little ludicrous, since there are - there are buses and taxis and private cars and trams and all these 
equipment. But that, I really think that the bigger kids move around by themselves a lot and they 
know how to watch the [vehicle] traffic and the other traffic here. But the smaller ones of course 
[move around] with their parents.	

	

In the above narrative, participant 5 describes how her son needs to pass some spots that 

are dangerous in terms of traffic to get to school. Her narrative also reveals that other 

parents have been concerned about the traffic arrangements near the school and the 

Kallio library and even made complaints to the city about it. According to participant 5, 

there are no traffic lights in a heavily trafficked intersection, because “it would slow 

down the tram traffic”. Participant 5 says that only the older children who know how to 

watch the traffic can walk there independently, while the younger ones need to be 

escorted. On the one hand, she finds it objectionable that the city are not trying to reduce 

the risk of traffic incidents in the area and on the other she assumes the responsibility of 

teaching one’s children how to beware traffic. The situation highlights a conflict of 

interest between different types of mobility, which the participant understands while 

does not agree with. There are a few other places that get mentioned as dangerous in 

terms of traffic. One of the places that got several mentions is Hämeentie, which has 

also been at the center of recent popular discussion for not having bicycle lanes on it. 

One of these stories was told by participants 3 and 4:	
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P3: …maybe you can tell that story about Alepa, the grandmother and the little boy?	

P4: *laughs* ehm…yeah I was in the 24h Alepa the other - other day and there was this grandma 
with this like three-year old and…And then the grandma was at the till in front of me and the 
three-year old just started walking out of there towards Hämeentie and…the grandma was 
panicking and tried to demand the child, and the child just didn’t obey. Really just defying like 
inching out of there the whole time and somehow - somehow it got really stressful the situation 
because you just think that "oh how can the kids be so stupid" *K & P3 laugh* like what if - what 
if he walks under a bus? He’d die, although he just wanted - wanted to defy his grandma…So 
that’s something (*P3 & P4 laugh*) I witnessed.	

	

In this story he well portrays the difficulty that parents with small children have to face 

teaching their children to watch out for traffic. He witnessed a situation in which a 

young child was disobeying his grandmother’s order and teasing her by threatening to 

walk out on the street when the grandmother was paying her groceries and could not 

grab him. The narrative is a good portrayal of the mismatch between how a parent and a 

child perceive the extent of danger in different environments. It may be that the child 

really does not understand what walking on to Hämeentie would cause, but it may also 

be that the grandparent overreacted thinking about the worst possible risk there could 

be. The relativity of the sense of danger is also evident in a narrative by participant 7:	

	

P7: Every now and then people wonder, that isn’t it really -- or aren’t you scared like that when 
[you have] a small child with like a scooter or in some other way he’ll rumble [fin. pökeltää] under 
a bus or something else…We’ve thought about it a lot at home with the husband -- or actually 
more when the kid was smaller and he wasn’t walking yet or anything and then we came to the 
conclusion that in the city center he’ll actually learn…He’ll learn that he shouldn’t go under the 
bus whereas a country child can immediately rumble under the bus as he doesn’t know how to 
watch out for that. You like learn different things.	

	

In this narrative participant 7 argues that dealing with traffic is something that children 

learn at an early age living in the inner city. This is a topic that came up several times in 

the interviews, how Kallio children learn specific skills in order to manage in the urban 

environment. Participant 7 compares how a child in Kallio will be accustomed to avoid 

the threat of getting hit by a bus, whereas a “country child” would be in greater danger 

for not being prepared. The exposure to dangerous traffic and the skills to survive are 

definitely narrated as a feature of an urban childhood. Participant 6 exemplified a 

situation in which a child would have to be “street smart” close to their home:	
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P6: and then, for example traffic, sometimes despite it being 30 [kilometers per hour] zone here on 
Linjat and Porthaninkatu and the likes, and sometimes they drive quite carelessly. On 
Porthaninkatu there’s a tram stop, and in front there’s a zebra crossing and it’s almost daily that 
some car whizzes past…the tram, when the tram is at the stop without thinking that it’s a zebra 
crossing. Like a small child can’t at that point see anymore, that "okay the tram has stopped there, 
maybe I can -- and nobody is coming from the other direction -- I can go across" So they don’t 
realize to look that maybe there’s someone behind the tram coming like on the wrong lane…Like 
this type of things we’ve had.	

	

Participant 6 is explaining a situation in which a child ought to be able to understand 

that sometimes people drive recklessly and on the wrong lane to go past a tram. In the 

end of the narrative she says they have had similar close shaves with her own children. 

The narrative was told as justification for the participant being fearful of traffic with her 

children. On top of narratives about places of danger, the parents also describe places in 

which they do not have to fear traffic. For example participant 7 has a summer house at 

an allotment garden in Helsinki, where no cars are allowed. Allotment gardens cabins 

are popular among urban residents in Helsinki, who yearn for an enclave “countryside” 

in the city. Participant 7 tells a narrative about how her child is allowed much more 

freedom when they are at their allotment garden cottage:	

	

P7: Well it’s this sort of a place, that after the summer you notice [--] that this sort of briskness and 
bravery had grown immensely, because there the parent isn’t present all the time. In the city, or 
like at the playground I’ll have my friend there, whom I talk to and the kids can do whatever they 
want -- but it’s still an enclosed space. But then that you get to experience this sense of reckless 
freedom somewhere at four years of age like outdoors then it sure is, like it does increase this sort 
of courage and that it must be a pretty awesome feeling for a four-five-year old little one, who 
otherwise lives in a way that mommy or daddy are on a leash at all times. At the other end of a 
leash, even if the leash is invisible (K: yes) …And, like it’s mostly just the that the traffic is in my 
mind the thing that limits how the child can go about, because the more people there are the safer - 
sort of safer it is in anycase…And somehow the trust in that if something were to happen, there 
will always be some adult there to help, but exactly like the traffic is so unpredictable then…that’s 
why you don’t dare to…let them.	

	

This narrative suggests that participant thinks it is beneficial for her son to be able to 

spend time in a place where he does not need to worry about cars. Although this is 

probably not a place to learn “street smart” skills, it is a place to learn confidence 

through greater independence. There were also several other narratives in the data about 

parents taking their children away from the city to learn from different natural 
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environments. It is interesting how the parents describe how they can take their children 

out of the city to learn about nature, but they portray rural children as completely 

lacking “street smartness” and an understanding about urban environments.	

	

4.2.2			Junkies	and	dossers	
	

The topic of junkies7 and dossers8 came out in each interview and was addressed in 

altogether 18 narratives. As we can see from Table 3 in the methods chapter, this topic 

was addressed in more narratives than any other topic. It is difficult to estimate whether 

the topic of substance abuse is one that is 1) closely related to speaking about Kallio as a 

residential neighbourhood, or 2) further stirred up because the topic of the interviews 

was childhood. The coexistence of drug addicts and drunks in a neighborhood with 

children and families is clearly deemed a deviant feature in a childhood environment 

and thus the topic fulfills the measure of “tellability” (Labov 1972). By deviant I mean 

unordinary, but not necessarily negative, as the parents express very different sentiments 

and meanings through their narratives of substance abusers in Kallio. This topic of 

substance abuse was discussed from many different perspectives, as I will demonstrate 

in the other chapters, but perhaps the most pressing one was junkies and dossers as a 

threat to children’s safety and well-being in Kallio. Substance abuse in Kallio has been a 

widely discussed topic and source of moral panic in both the media and public 

discourse.	

	

The terms “junkie” and “dosser” are in themselves of course controversial, but in this 

research I use the characterizations and classifications that the participants used in the 

interview. The participants usually distinguish very clearly between alcohol abusers and 

drug abusers in their narratives. Often “drunks” and “dossers” are characterised as 

harmless and sympathetic, whereas “junkies” are portrayed as unpredictable and 

reckless. It seemed that drunks and dossers were generally considered worthy of being 

tolerated, whereas tolerating narcotics users divided the participants opinions more. 

Drunks’ and dossers’ lifestyles seemed to be deemed less harmful to others residents 
																																																													
7	Junkie is translation for Finnish slang words “narkkari” and “nisti”, which refer to a narcotics user.	
8	Dosser is used here as the best available translation for a range of Finnish slang words, such as 
“puliukko”, “pultsari” and “deeku” which all denote a (homeless) alcoholic person.	
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and visitors of Kallio and thus they were spoken about in a more empathetic fashion. 

There was also and understanding that there has always been drunks in Kallio and that 

their presence in Kallio is somehow inherent to the district’s character.	

	

The primary way in which parents deemed junkies to pose danger for their children was 

by leaving used syringe needles in public spaces that children have access to. Some 

parents told stories about finding syringes themselves, others were based on “common 

knowledge” that there are syringes in parks and other public spaces in Kallio. The 

following narrative was a response to a question about possible threat for children in 

Kallio:	

	

P2: Well I would think the biggest risk are the -- like I don’t believe that people wish to hurt 
children as such, but as a bigger threat I would almost consider the drug syringes because they - 
they’re just there on the street and no-one anymore…like that…I mean once we found a box that 
must have had like two hundred or something like…a completely insane amount of them right 
there on Alppikatu. And then we went to tell the Pelastusarmeija shelter and they cleaned them 
away.	

K: It is just… (P2: yeah) incredible that they (P2: yes) they are so strongly visible (P2: yes) 
*laughs* in the urban landscape?	

P2: Yeah and usual -- I mean before I have only seen individual cases, but this was like a *laughs* 
well a heap, so maybe I would like…yea for me I think that’s the grossest. And then, I don’t like 
fear…becoming a victim of violence or not even that… I don’t know it’s not like -- if I think about 
whether the child is getting influenced by drugs from seeing a lot of drug abuse but like, that 
doesn’t feel like (*baby whoops*) *laughs* I don’t really - really fear that, since there’s so many 
other things here too.	

	

The parents I interviewed for this thesis seemed to mostly be tolerant towards other 

people’s different lifestyles. However, visible drug abuse seems to be the exception to 

this rule for at least some. For example participant 2 argues that she believes that junkies 

do not intend harm by leaving used syringes to places where children may find them, 

but that it is reprehensible that it happens out of carelessness. This idea that any lifestyle 

can be accepted as long as it does not mean disregard for other people’s welfare was 

present in several interviews. Parents also discuss the strategies that families adopt to 

avoid threat of children finding and playing with syringes. These strategies include 

banning access to places such as particular parks or metro stations, where the risk of 



	

		 72	

finding syringes is deemed higher, as well as educating the children about how to react 

if they ever would encounter used drug syringes:	

	

K: Okay.. mm, well how about are there any places where [children] can’t go or that you’ve 
negotiated in relation to the boundaries?	

P8: Um…well…Well with the smaller ones it’s maybe in that way that they know where they can 
go and then they can’t go anywhere else without permission. And like, maybe the oldest one like 
*sighs* I don’t know if we’ve talked about it so much, not -- somehow it feels that also he 
himself…can…understand the boundaries a little that there hasn’t been any such situation in which 
he was found somewhere and we would have had to discuss it much. More like if they go to 
Torkkelinmäki to play…then they know what to do if they see some syringes, like that you never 
touch them *laughs*And like…yeah.	

K: Have you then had some -- has it happened that the kids have found them somewhere?	

P8: Pretty sure all the local children have seen them in the parks and sometimes even in 
playgrounds and…But it’s good to kind of know, how to act. That you should never touch, that is 
like one rule. But well, I can’t think of any place, that we would have warned them about 
especially, that you…can’t go or…	

	

Torkkelinpuisto was mentioned several times in the interview data as an example of a 

place where used syringes can be found. Participant 8 living close by to Torkkelinpuisto 

also stated that she was sure all local children had found syringes from parks or 

playgrounds. Simultaneously the parents argue that drug syringes are not a problem 

exclusive to Kallio, but rather that the risk exists everywhere nowadays. Here we can 

sense a bit of an internal contradiction, where the participants argue both that syringes 

are a problem in Kallio and that syringes can be found just as well anywhere else. This 

kind of cross-argumentation was more common when discussing controversial topics 

and I assume the reason was that the parents want to offer a fair representation of 

different perspectives. Also the social issues related to substance abuse are quite 

complex and the parents wanted to be tolerant. These internal contradictions may also 

relate to the limited first-hand knowledge that the parents were judging by. The 

uncertainty of drawing conclusions based on first-hand experience are exemplified in 

the following narrative:	

	

P3: Now that I’ve started to pay attention, like you do see more people with prams and pushchairs 
-- that like you can also see it… I mean like it must be that in a way there’s still the reputation that 
it’s like a restless area like sort of, I don’t know how common it is anymore but I’m sure that like 
when…If you stay here with a child and then when he’s bigger you have to watch that he won’t get 
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syringe needles in his hands at like Torkkelinpuisto, but on the other hand that’s probably the same 
everywhere now. That no matter where you live you need to be careful about these things.	

	

The narrative presents at least 3 uncertain conclusions: 1) there might be more people 

with prams in Kallio; 2) Kallio might still today have a reputation as being restless; and 

3) there might be are as many drug abuse related phenomena in other residential 

environments than there are in Kallio. These shaky conclusions that are based on fairly 

random personal observations and can just as well be right or wrong assumptions. 

Whether they are descriptive of reality is not even so important. The meaningful point 

here is that such assumptions can influence people’s attitudes and decision-making. Of 

course, we have to take into account that these opinions and conclusions are expressed 

to me in the context of this interview so it might be that the participants feel a pressure 

of answering even if they don’t feel sure of what they think about something. 	

	

There is a notable difference in attitudes towards junkies and what one of my 

participants called “traditional” dossers. Parents seemed to have accepted that there are 

dossers in the Kallio area, and that this has somehow always been the case. Dossers are 

found a bit pitiful and deserving of our understanding, and often they were characterised 

as “harmless” and even “sympathetic”:	

	

P6: Already when I was a child, there were all kinds of dossers in Kallio, but I didn’t somehow 
experience it in a way that like the so called traditional drunks they were never in a way -- I 
haven’t experienced them like as a scary thing in that sense. Like they have some -- *laughs* or 
seem to have this intrinsic thing that - that [they] try to behave well in front of children and 
something like that. There’s more like politeness, like they can hold a door open for you and not 
even try to force themselves through.	

Whereas things have now gone further in the way that you have drug addicts now, some of whom 
are imperceptibly unpredictable. Or then there’s like…paedophiles and the likes, that have come 
more - I’m not saying that there wouldn’t have been just as many surely back in the day but uhm - 
but these things have surfaced more. And of course in a way these are things, that I wish not to 
have in my children’s living environment. And yet they exist, but… I don’t think, that… like 
changing the residential environment in the way that you move somewhere else that then you’d get 
rid of these certain things. It can be like okay some residential districts have more drug users or 
something, but paedophiles you probably have everywhere	

K: Mm…Well have you then had any experiences, like have you encountered these people or are 
they more like…	

P6: Well, some yea, but nothing like super…eh like scary situations or like that we would have 
experienced any actual threat, but that - like erm…Us particularly, there’s a tram stop right in front 
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of our downstairs door, where there’s at times who knows what groups hanging out there. And 
then it’s a bit like, when our second grader comes home alone and has to come through that door, 
so it’s a bit like… always that no-one slips through the door after her. 	

	

In comparison to the harmlessness of dossers, junkies are often characterised as 

unpredictable, which in my mind is the second most important reason for why junkies 

were seen as a threat to children. In the close quarters of Kallio people are used to living 

side by side with others. It is natural for people to assume that others behave according 

to the same social norms and standards that guide our own behavior. It can feel 

threatening if it turns out that somebody does not, as it makes their logic unknown. For 

example, a junkie leaving a syringe into the playground may signal to a parent that 

he/she do not care about children’s safety in playgrounds, at least as much as the parent. 

Participants 6, 7 and 8 mentioned how they “have to trust” people on the street to help 

their children if they get into trouble. In this regard junkies represent not only the people 

who may not help the children, but people who may in fact cause danger to the children. 	

	

I asked participant 5 whether there had been any encounters that would have caused fear 

or distress to her child. She responded with the following narrative, in which we can 

sense an underlying conflict between sustaining a tolerant attitude towards other 

people’s lifestyles and wanting to protect one’s child from frightening encounters.	

	

P5: Yes he has…umm once he got scared when we were taking the tram to Pasila and there was 
some really drunken man that was shouting and making trouble and that left a bit of a dread. So 
that for a long while he didn’t want to take the tram in the evenings for example, but now I think 
he’s forgotten about it a little. But I think that that’s something quite healthy to be a bit frightened 
[about that] but…And of course a tram is not a place for a child in the evenings, but… But 
sometimes you need to come home from hobbies around seven at night so you can have these. 
Then the tram number 8 is also pretty restless that there - there along the route you can have this 
ruckus.	

	

In my data there are also some positive narratives about narcotics users, for example 

participant 2 tells a story of how two people on the street reacted towards her walking 

by with a pram:	

	



	

		 75	

P2: Well, like no -- I remember this one time there were two of these-these -- in front of the 
Salvation Army shelter there were two of these guys who have obviously used a lot of drugs in 
their lives *laughs* and the first one couldn’t even stand up and then the other one said really 
angrily "hey listen you need to watch it, there’s a pram coming" *laughs*	

	

The following joined narrative by participant 3 and 4 describes the conflicted attitudes 

that parents may have towards the visible substance abuse in Kallio. They portray how 

their own attitudes towards the “rough action” in Piritori9 by the Sörnäinen metro station 

has changed since they had their first child. What used to be harmless and even 

somehow amusing sign of livelihood in the area has now began to raise questions about 

what kind of an influence would this sight be to a young child:	

	

P4: I have sometimes been thinking when there’s some like action…on Piritori *laughs*…going 
on, that I have never really felt that that region would be any way threatening (P3: yeah no it’s not) 
at any time of the day. But there’s always-always some fairly rough looking action at times. So 
you begin to - to think that…or no, but you’re aware that having a child makes you a little more 
conservative (P3: yes right). Like you start to think that is it --	

P3: That before it was like "yea good, [there’s] life!" *P3 & P4 laugh*	

P4: …and you begin to think that like in your head that is this-is this the…is this the appropriate 
place for a child? *laughs* And I don’t like -- I don’t have an answer to that. Or like --	

P3: And I think it’s largely that you explain to the child that maybe the problem is exactly that you 
have to explain some difficult things, that you don’t even really yourself know…You don’t see 
how that like, what do you give the child if you explain it in one way or then another and --	

P4: Yeah and like that when-when we -- myself I have grown in this like…sleepy remote suburb, 
that was like the idyllic place as a child but then as a teen and a little older it was pretty boring and 
stuff so that like…that like…So how does sort of this area relate to growing there and how like… 	

P3: it’s really a different childhood…yes	

P4: [crosstalk] yes yes yes yes 	

	

In different narratives we can well see the different ways in which my participants 

approach threats. Others based their judgement of what is a threat and what is not on 

experiences that they had about being threatened somehow. Others were much quicker 

in describing various things that they felt uneasy about as threats. Participant 8 reflects 

the relationship to threats in the following narrative:	

																																																													
9 Piritori is a nickname for Vaasanpuistikko, which is a square outside Sörnäinen metro station. “Piri” is a 
common slang word for the drug amphetamine, which means the literal translation would be 
“Amphetamine square” or “Speed square”. The name has been awarded due to the often visible signs of 
substance abuse and trade in the square.	
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P8: ……well…well for example the syringes…And like… of course, you can always -- or like for 
example there’s some…in Kurvi10 like…those drunken people or -- But I don’t like experience 
them as a very big threat because in all these years I have never had any…clash, or any problem. 
So maybe children themselves know to stay away from these shady characters…And like, since 
nothing has ever happened I’m like a fairly…relaxed type, I don’t overall like…approach this area 
or life like through potential threats or…I don’t know. I’m pretty… have been relaxed with letting, 
that the -- just the first-grader, has begun to train taking the tram, for example. He takes the tram to 
practice in Pasila one night a week by himself and…Well, that’s one where he goes a fairly long 
route by himself, that he goes to Pasila and then to the end of Aleksis Kiven katu, where there is 
this…beauty school or some other school. And then he maybe even walks home from there, or 
takes a tram. Of course, well…of course anything can happen, he can be hit by a car or like…I 
don’t know, I don’t want to somehow -- or I have to just trust that - that the kids will survive, I 
can’t be like walking them everywhere all the time.	

	

4.2.3			Strangers	
	

In this chapter I have analysed the seven narratives that dealt with fear of strangers, or 

“stranger danger”. Many of my participants feared stranger danger less in the city than 

in the countryside or suburb. They felt safer when surrounded by people than isolated 

with no-one around. This comes from the belief that most people intend to do good and 

help you in case you are in trouble. In isolation the fear is encountering someone who 

wants to do harm, without anyone else to protect. Participant 1 tells a story about her 

childhood and how she was scared walking home in the evening by herself:	

	

P1: So for example there in Ala-Tikkurila if you walked home from school it could happen that not 
a single person passed you by in the half an hour. That it’s only cars that drive by. And then you 
start to have this sort of -- then you quickly get these experiences of fear just because you have 
tabloids full of something -- you know, what have you. And like if you walk along this one long 
road by yourself being a small person and there is nobody there. We didn’t have cell phones at the 
time, so like in a way “what would I do if that person, whom I see over there, would want to harm 
me?” And I remember having these kinds of ideas in my mind as a child and like in an urban 
environment there are so many other people. There are also eyes and windows, that are all in a way 
there for your collective safety.	

	

The fear of strangers is often quite intangible or difficult to explain, because the fear is 

not caused by an imminent threat. This makes it also difficult for parents to prepare 

themselves against a threat that they have yet not experienced. Stranger danger is more a 

																																																													
10 “Kurvi” means “curve” or “turn” in English. It is a nickname for a part of Sörnäinen, referring to the 
surroundings of the metro station where Hämeentie makes a big turn.	
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sentiment instigated by the media and popular discourse that construct children as likely 

victim for threats (Pain 2006; Valentine 1996). I found that especially around this topic 

there were many tellings of hypothetical events in the interviews. This means that the 

parents told stories about things that could happen and use them as justifications for a 

fear they have. Intriguing about whether the fear was based on a feeling or a real 

experience led to some narratives of past experiences and other times to participants 

admitting that the fear was feeling-based. The hypothetical narratives about threat 

seemed to be fuelled by seeing people in public space, whose behavior is unpredictable 

or incomprehensible for the participants. In the next narrative participant 5 describes 

how together with her neighbours they have advised the children to avoid going to 

particular places because there’s “all sorts of crowds” there:	

	

P5: Well…I think it’s pleasant, or a really nice place it is to live, but of course I sometimes think 
about how there are all sorts of crowds…out and about sometimes. There on Hämeentie and Kurvi 
especially and…and then…on the…Piritori *laughs* is there a prettier name for it? *laughs* 	

Oh well, anyways there and, we have talked about it with the kids that - that they should avoid 
these areas that…Of course it’s only life, but as a parent you’re always nervous about anything 
happening. But then, there haven’t - nothing has ever happened to any of the families we know 
either.	

K: So you can’t think of any…(P5: no) examples, so is it more feeling-based?	

P5: It’s very clearly feeling-based yes. Thankfully, at least until now. And our courtyard is indeed 
so nice that there aren’t -- no-one wanders in here.	

	

In the narrative participant 5 admits that the fear does not originate to any particular 

experience that would have made them wary, but is more about the unpredictability of 

some “crowds”. Also she states that it is nice that “no-one” wanders into the courtyard 

of their building. This statement is interesting in that on the other hand it specifies what 

she is scared about: that “someone wanders into the courtyard”, meaning a person she 

does not know and thus not trust comes into their semi-private sphere without a clear 

purpose of being there. Not knowing the intentions of someone makes the person 

suspect for having bad intentions. Participant 6 had some similar fears about having an 

unknown person enter into the private domain of their apartment building. Her fear was 

that someone will follow her daughter inside when she returns alone from school. In a 

previous apartment closer to Sörnäinen she had experienced some negative encounters 
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with unknown people in their hallway, which made her more cautious about such 

situations after that:	

	

P6: But there where I lived…on Pengerkatu before there was a bit more *laughs* of these… 
phenomena. Like there were clearly prostitutes and…on the other side there was an alcoholic 
couple and upstairs -- it wasn’t only once or twice when there was someone banging the doors with 
a metal chain and and shouting “you’ll let me in now!” and.. (K: mm-hmm). Like I was calling the 
police there quite often and -- 	

Like at that age I didn’t, when I was like twenty-something and so…And I was doing shift work 
and I could come home from work at like two in the morning. And then there were so many bars 
there, that it was safe to walk on the street, because every bar still had a doorman then, which they 
don’t anymore…So I had this feeling that if anything were to happen then help is close by.	

Once…and I remember it was exactly one of those moments when I heard there was someone 
upstairs…ehm in the seventh,  I lived like just below the top floor and he was up there rampaging 
and shouting and…doing who knows what. I was like "I have to call the police" and we didn’t 
have a buzzer we had this code at the door, which didn’t work at night, so at night you could only 
enter with a key. Then the police was like how are they gonna get in and I was like "Yea…I need 
to come open the door for you, so I need to go out into the hallway" And then I was just like "Well, 
I think I can go downward from here" and like ran down the stairs as fast as I could and went to 
open the door for the police. That sort of thing one has had to think about more.	

	

Different participants had very different stances towards stranger danger. Participant 1 

was comparing between her attitude towards strangers and her friend’s attitude. 

Participant 1 argued that she always wants to approach people with an open attitude 

without expecting the worst, whereas according to her the friend has a much more 

suspicious and defensive attitude:	

	

P1: Yes, people definitely have opinions, and like one friend of mine is basically in the same 
situation as me, that we have sons who are the same age and like she has a very clear attitude 
towards like if someone - anyone approaches her in any way then her duty is to block it. That like, 
there is no approaching her child like. But that, I have thought it in the way that it’s nothing away 
from me to exchange a few words with some - somebody and I think it teaches the child an 
important thing about how different people there are in this world and that - that we are not all as 
lucky or whatever you wanna call it. I for one have thought it this way, that I treat people so as 
they are all on the same line, or like just as valuable!	

	

Participant 6 also shared a childhood memory about a scary encounter with a stranger in 

the Hakaniemi market place. This narrative is a good example of what Eakin (1999) 

writes about narratives of childhood memories: it is a childhood memory that has faded 

so much that the details, such as the gender of the stranger, have become blurry to the 
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teller. Nevertheless the sentiment of an unwarranted surprise attack by a stranger with a 

knife is clearly the main point of the memory:	

	

P6:  One time I remember that we were there on Hakaniemi market place…in the evening, it must 
have been like at seven, but it was already a bit dark out and…And my shoelaces were untied and I 
must have been quite little so I maybe knew how to tie them myself, but it was like it didn’t always 
go so well and…and like, my brother started to tie them and then there was this…	

… I don’t even know if it was a man or a woman, it was sort of an androgynous figure. He/she was 
a bit scary and they had a knife in their hand…And umm…And at the point when the person was 
approaching, then my -- like my brother realized that, we cannot begin to run so long as my shoes 
are untied. So he was tying them like crazy and just told me that "as soon as this is tied we’ll run 
that way as fast as we can" 	

So that I remember, that has stayed in mind somehow. Nothing happened there, but the person was 
coming towards us with this determination and they did have a switchblade or something in hand 
and the blade was out (K: oh?). I don’t know what the person planned to do with it if like one of us 
was six or seven and the other maybe nine or ten years old…But like then we ran fast - really fast.	

	

4.2.4			Isolation	
	

There were five narratives with the theme “isolation”, which were both memories from 

feeling isolated as a child and hypothetical situations in which the participants assume 

they or their children would feel isolated. Five of the participants described having felt 

isolated and bored in their childhood environment. They had experienced isolation from 

friends who lived far away, as well as isolation from activities, which are often located 

at the centre of a city or village. For example, participant 7 tells the story of different 

places in which they lived during her childhood. She first describes a “60s suburb” in 

which there were many peers to play with in the courtyard and then about a detached 

house in the countryside where she spent most of her childhood. The house had a yard 

but was located in a sparsely populated area with long distances to school, hobbies and 

friends’ houses. Participant 7 states that she never wishes to move to a similar 

residential area that she lived in as a child:	

	

P7: But then the detached house, then there wasn’t…anything *laughs* I mean it was - there was a 
yard. But there were no friends and it was hinterlands. And there for some reason there weren’t 
many families with children and like and it was in a way sparsely populated area that. I wasn’t like 
traumatized, but *laughs* it’s like -- this kind of hinterlands is an absolute "no-no" for me.	

	



	

		 80	

The fear of isolation is not as acute compared to some of the other things that the 

participants were afraid of. However it seems it contributed to the residential decisions 

of these parents. They for example expressed not wanting to raise their own children in 

environments that they would be lonely and bored in. While many parents in Finland do 

not have a similar fear about moving away from the inner city, this sentiment seemed 

quite strong with the five participants who brought it up. As seen earlier in the narrative 

by participants 3 and 4 who were talking about the possibility of living in a detached 

house in the countryside. While feeling isolated was a fear for participant 3, her fiancé 

had a fairly romantic idea about living in a detached house somewhere. She stated “my 

fear is that I would end up somewhere a long bus journey away” which would make it 

more difficult to engage in any impromptu social activities. She was scared that she 

would just stop doing the things she enjoys doing in the city if there was a higher barrier 

for doing them. For participant 6 the reason why isolation was scary was in fact related 

to a fear of strangers. She argues that cities have a lot of people around who make her 

feel safe, while in a suburb “anything can happen just as well, but there isn’t anyone 

else”. Thus for her, isolation means having to be more scared about the possibility of 

stranger danger.	

	

4.3			Practices:	
	

4.3.1			Mobility	and	commute	
	

There were altogether twelve narratives about the topics of commuting and mobility. 

Many of these narratives portrayed how difficult/easy it was to commute, go to hobbies 

and take care of daily errands from a particular residential location. Also some 

narratives that addressed questions of accessibility when going around with a pram or a 

small child. Many of my participant mentioned that it is important to them that the daily 

travel time to work or university is not too long. The time spent commuting was seen as 

time away from the family:	

	

P7: It just doesn’t suit this -- or it doesn’t suit us. Like, somehow that like you wouldn’t be able to 
get to work quickly, like commuting would take too much time and the time spent home with the 
child would be very scant. And then like you couldn’t come home quickly and then take him to 
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visit [a friend] or to the park or…Like sort of, it has to be sort of easy and like everything needs to 
be at a close reach and somehow that… The fact that you have a yard hasn’t been like -- Because 
then I’ve thought that “What then? He’ll be there by himself… he won’t enjoy himself there. So 
what would we do with the yard?” *laughs* So that was the logic then, that we won’t move 
anywhere with a yard, because he wouldn’t *laughs* enjoy it by himself…	

	

Participant 7 argues that with the time that is saved from commuting she will be able to 

spend on taking her child to the playground or a play date with a friend. In her mind, 

people agree to a longer commute as a tradeoff for having a house with a yard. She feels 

that having a yard but also long distances to the child’s playmates and the parent’s jobs 

would result in her child having to spend time at their yard by himself, which she does 

not want. The narrative also represents the same appreciation for the ability to make 

spontaneous plans and decisions as was described by participant 3 in the previous 

chapter. For participant 1, the big issue about long commutes is the unreliability of 

public transport:	

	

P1: Well, then are these like natural elements ehm and like infrastructure and like.. in a city, you 
have so much better services that here you never really have this like - just this difficulty going 
somewhere, but I remember that there [in the suburb] you actually have these -- I remember as a 
child having so much snow and you’re walking home in heavy snowfall *laughing* so that like it’s 
really difficult…	

I remember like this one time that I had still taken the bike to school but then coming home there 
was suddenly this *showing by hands* much snow and I had to like carry the bike *laughing* for 
two kilometers home. And well that’s rare, but you are much more exposed to the elements. And 
so here everything is much closer and you can always go somewhere to warm up. I remember how 
deeply I detested having to wait at the bus stop when you miss the bus by one minute and then the 
next bus comes along in twenty-five minutes and like…then if something happens, there’s a bus 
strike or something so then you’re there at the bus stop for like an hour so that like, you are more 
reliant.	 	

	

The long distances and infrequent or nonexistent access to public transport are also seen 

by some participants as obstacles for children’s independent mobility. Many of the 

participants mention not wanting to own a car, or trying to minimize its use. Not having 

to own a car to get to places signifies independence in other terms as well, as the parents 

do not have to chauffeur their children everywhere. The parents emphasize the 

importance of having their own independence, as well as believed that their children are 

more happy if they get to do things independently:	

 	



	

		 82	

P7: Then again that’s one thing, which an inner-city - currently the child obviously only has 
hobbies with us - but then somehow that…I wait for the time when he can independently go to his 
hobbies without me having to sit freezing somewhere as a soccer mom. That he will go to hobbies 
independently (K: *laughs*) because buses will take him there and trams bring back and *laughs* 
(K: yes yes). But *krhm* there, in my childhood my parents came along to every hobby and 
bringing and picking me up and.. so, that…Because one couldn’t access, there were no buses there 
like.	

	

There were also narratives about the inconvenience of accessing places with a pram or a 

carrycot. For example a few participants were describing the way that the old buildings 

in Kallio are "incompatible" with a pram, because the elevators are so small. Participant 

3 told a narrative in which she explained their everyday mobility challenges. Participant 

1 also told a similar story about an incident that happened once when getting on a tram. 

Her pram is too wide to fit easily through one type of tram carriage doors and fitting 

through the door requires taking off one wheel. This maneuver is something that her 

husband has apparently mastered, but she cannot do it and thus needed the help of three 

strangers to get into the tram. One thing to note is that in fact there were three other 

passengers helping her, perhaps the experience would have been more negative had she 

not gotten help from the other passengers.	

	

P1: And some trams don’t have like a lowered part, and our pram is so wide that it gets stuck 
there…	

K: oh like if there’s the bar in the middle?	

P1: Yeah I’ve been in such a situation a couple times. [My husband] can somehow hold the pram 
up with the other hand and detach the wheel and go in, but I can’t do that. I was once in fact stuck 
in between the tram doors and there were three guys helping me like “how do we get this inside?” 
*laughing* In the end we got it. Yeah there’s all these elevator things, old buildings and elevators 
aren’t really compatible with a pram. But like mostly it’s pretty easy in the end I think the winter’s 
a bit like, like a season that it can be tough.	

	

	

P3: I have dug these old houses very much and I have lived in a lot of 60’s concrete dumps so I am 
somehow very happy to be here now in this apartment of high ceilings and wooden floors, but… 
Now that we’re going out with the pram you can also appreciate when you visit -- I visited this 
new -- or the same friend with the 8-month old child, who moved away from Kallio when he was 
born -- to the Vanhankaupunginlahti to a newly built apartment building… And like you could just 
drive the pram into an elevator and then out onto the balcony and then it’s like… 	

[Here] I tote this carrycot and baby in the other arm and then the elevator has got double doors and 
you hold the other one open with your foot and go --  you go to the other [part of the building] to 
get the pram frame with wheels and you attach it and like it’s…Even if you get here really quickly 
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with the metro *P3 & P4 laugh* you’re still in this old building. There are these…although I don’t 
want to say this *P3 & P4 laugh* difficulties in a way.	

	

4.3.2			Using	services	
	

The access to grocery stores was a topic of several narratives. Especially participants 3 

and 4 brought it up several times. Participant 4 describes the place he grew up in as a 

“bedroom community” [fin. nukkumalähiö] due to the lack of services there. They also 

thought about moving to Suomenlinna, which is an island off the coast of Helsinki, but 

the scarcity of grocery stores and other services made them reconsider:	

	

P3: Maybe we can tell about like this Suomenlinna case?	

P4: Yeah, do tell do	

P3: Yeah so we were thinking, as there were these apartments available in Suomenlinna…There 
were several of them and then we got this, we suddenly began having this feeling that “oh man it 
would be great if the kid could just [run] around in Suomenlinna, like there are no cars there or 
anything. One can be in peace and there are all these interesting places to play and stuff. And that 
for me too that would be like a romantic (*P4 laughs*) like sea view and oh so peaceful and stuff”. 	

Then as we were already applying for them -- we were already like writing applications at this 
point, when we realized that maybe this is not the right moment to apply yet (P4: yeah, right) And 
like, as I have gone to school there so I actually know how seldom those ferries come in the winter 
time for example. And that there is for example only this one Siwa, which is quite small and 
expensive. So then the idea about like running the everyday life with a baby and stuff …Like our 
own prospective social life from there,  just felt quite challenging. That like if the child was a bit 
older, in that case it would probably be a really ideal place to live and then it could…Well indeed it 
is dangerous if you fall from the cliffs (*P4 laughs*) or something like that. But there one can sort 
of go with the child and he can run around in your sight. As [compared to] here these sort of areas 
are smaller where -- where it’s possible to be. But well maybe it’s just like if you take the baby on 
the ferry and then you’re at Kauppatori and he already wants to go back then so we concluded 
that…	

P4: Yea it’s a little different than…	

P3: Maybe this Kallio is just that much better with a baby.	

P4: And it is just so handy that you can walk to the subway with the baby in five minutes and 
there’s four grocery stores near-by (P3: yeah, that’s really…) My friend lives there in Suomenlinna 
and he says that like once or twice a week he takes a rucksack and goes to…Kasarmintori S-
market [on the mainland]. He goes on this journey *everyone laughs* …And that doesn’t really 
sound like something we could fit on top of all of this other stuff *P3 & P4 laugh* like maintaining 
supplies like that	

K: Maintenance runs?	

P3: Exactly	
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In this narrative the couple’s plan was driven by the idyllic idea they have about living 

in Suomenlinna. Things such as peacefulness, lack of car traffic, proximity to the sea 

and having interesting places to play contribute to this idyllic idea of Suomenlinna as a 

place to live as a family. They also account their thought process in which they began to 

realize the more rational arguments against moving to the island. The negative aspects 

were: difficult access/long journey to mainland, not having good grocery stores on the 

island and even the possible threat of a child falling off the seaside cliffs. In this 

narrative they also account lived experiences from when participant 3 used to study in 

Suomenlinna as well as the stories that their friend who lives in Suomenlinna has told 

them. This particular narrative is also a good example of how the narratives occur in 

interaction. It begins by participant 3 confirming with her fiancé whether this story is 

worth telling, or “tellable” (Labov 1972). She confirms whether he thinks this particular 

story is relevant to this discussion and worth telling by asking: “Maybe we can tell 

about like this Suomenlinna case?” to which he replies by encouraging her to tell it.	

	

Participant 1 also describes how their way of taking care of grocery shopping would not 

be possible anywhere but the inner city. She describes that for her it is important that 

one can easily stop outside to get their groceries from smaller shops that might be 

specialised for different things. She characterizes Kallio’s service structure as “small 

and grainy” compared to what she calls “automarket shopping”, which she hates. This 

contrast of “small and grainy” and “mass-solutions” shows the appreciation for 

individualistic choices. The same participant told a story about how her son could go to 

the bakery near their home by himself once he grows a little older. Her idea of Kallio is 

coloured by urban romanticism of village-like community in the center of the city.	

	

Participant 6 also seemed to really value the services in Kallio. She listed schools, 

kindergartens, library, traffic connections, sports fields, natatoriums and the health 

center as the necessary “basic services” that work well in Kallio. The easy access to 

public transport was clearly important to all of my participants, as they all mentioned it 

as a positive side of living in Kallio. It was seen as beneficial for the parents’ easy 

access to jobs, but also for the children’s access to school and hobbies. One evaluation 



	

		 85	

criteria for good public services was also accessibility with a pram. For example, 

participants 3 and 4 highlighted how having to move with a pram has influenced their 

choice of which grocery stores to shop in:	

	

P3: These sort of changes in use of space that we have begun to -- if we go to the [grocery] store 
together, I mean mostly we have done it so that J has gone to the store by himself . But if we go all 
together then we have started to go to this S-market [on Aleksis Kiven katu] although it’s a bit 
further away and we’ve never gone there before *P3 & P4 laugh*	

P4: Too far *laughs*	

P3: Yeah *laughs* it is, but they have much wider aisles. And then in the Piritori S-market you’re 
always in somebody’s way and. And people aren’t always necessarily so understanding about 
prams, like if your pram if blocking someone’s way, then like...	

P4: Yeah one couldn’t go to Lidl with a pram (P3: you couldn’t) ever, I feel that it’s like everyone 
hates each other despite how they [only] have baskets in hand 	

P3: yeah that’s right *laughs* (*K laughs*)	

	

Also the kindergartens and schools in Kallio were a common topic with the parents I 

interviewed. They told many stories about threats of closing down kindergartens and 

elementary schools during earlier decades, and how the schools were now more filled 

with students than ever before. The parents seemed to base their estimates over the 

number of families with children in the area on the demand for these services:	

	

P3: I remember that a few years ago maybe there were threats that..was it the Aleksis Kivi 
elementary school which was to be like terminated, but I’d guess that now there isn’t umm…at this 
stage any fear of it leaving.	

P4: And the Kalliola elementary school near the church (P3: oh it was that one..) I think they were 
planning to close that one (P3: yea okay) but I don’t know if those plans have been cancelled 
because somehow isn’t the city gonna have -- well i don’t really know…Didn’t their plans need to 
be thought over once they noticed that people are not leaving here after they have children?	

P3: But umm so now there is Franzenia, that’s really close by so there will be a kindergarten for 
200 children that like…it can be that there are beginning to be more children here again. There 
must have been several decades when there weren’t many families with children here at all,  like 
since the 50’s *laughs* but umm. Like now it seems that there are maybe starting to be from what 
I’ve seen [--] And there is quite a lot of things to do here, just like Kallio library is organising like 
Baby-Kinos and then I started going to pilates with this [litte] one and that’s just in Hakaniemi…	

	

The Kallio library was mentioned by all of the parents as a positive service that they 

used in their family. It was also a place where the older children were allowed to go by 
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themselves or with friends to spend time and borrow books. Also other culture related 

services were mentioned, such as going to the movies and theatre. Hakaniemi market 

hall had a special importance for participant 7’s family as a place for doing daily 

groceries, meeting up with friends and spending time together as a family.	

	

4.3.3			Children’s	routes	
	

One important topic in the narratives I collected is about the independent mobility of 

their children in Kallio. Some narratives are about the way the limits to their children’s 

independent movement had grown as they had gotten older, others described the 

characteristics along the routes that their children used to go to school or other places of 

interest. These narratives portray ideas that parents have about the abilities of their 

children and children in general, the threats existing in their residential environment and 

the supervision and security measures taken to ensure their children’s safety. Participant 

1 described how she imagined her son to begin learning about and familiarizing with 

their immediate surroundings gradually by first venturing out to the other side of the 

courtyard and then further along as he grows older. This is exactly how Nyström (2003) 

argues that children learn best about their environment. Participant 6 who had grown up 

in Kallio describes how children’s independent mobility has changed since she was a 

child:	

 	

P6: Definitely times have like changed…in the sense that I remember wandering around more at a 
much younger age than what our eight-year old now does. That her routes are kind of just her 
going to school by herself, going from school to the afternoon day care to Linjat park by herself, 
from there back home by herself. She has visited...the library a few times by herself, but that that’s 
in a way. They are still these prepared routes in a way that she takes, like so far we haven’t had the 
need for this like "you just go and leave and hang out wherever you want	

	

In another part of the interview participant 6 mentions that some routes had been 

practiced together with the child in order for the child to memorize them and identify 

the dangerous sports along the way. She also tells me that their oldest child always has 

to let her parents know where and when she will go. Thus the independent mobility is 

subjected to particular terms that act as safety measures in case anything were to 

happen. Marketta Kyttä (2004) argues that inner cities are like “aquariums” for children: 
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there are social opportunities, but children’s movement is highly restricted by adult 

supervision. According to these narratives this seems to be the case, especially with the 

very young children. As Den Besten (2011) argued, it may be difficult for a parent to 

judge what the appropriate limits for a child would be in Kallio, if they have grown up 

in a completely different kind of environment. Participant 4 himself grew up in what he 

called a “bedroom community” with not much going on and he expressed struggling 

with knowing what would be the dangerous or scary elements of moving around Kallio 

for a child. Their child was only a newborn at the time so they had not yet had any 

personal experience of observing their child interact with his environment:	

	

P4: No, yeah I have also noticed, even in the years before that sometimes in some tram there can 
even be some really small child who is traveling by themselves…Umm but yeah I haven’t really 
thought about that so much and then…I have thought about how when a child starts to be like six 
or seven, and like understands it in some way and of course will begin to move around according 
to his own maturity… It is also that since I haven’t grown up here myself so I don’t have this 
*laughs* existing model to what is the correct…Somehow I have been thinking that could it even 
lead to me being a little too lax because you’re just like "you’ll get the hang of it" -- [because] you 
know there isn’t really anything to be scared of here.	

	

The oldest children of two of the participants were allowed already a bit more spatial 

freedom. Instead of having only a few places they were allowed to go to, they were 

allowed to move around by themselves, as long as they told their parents where they are. 

The other parent said she had not placed any bans for where the child was allowed to go 

because she trusted that we would not go anywhere dangerous. The other boy aged 10 

had been warned not to go to the metro stations or Alppipuisto park without an adult.	

	

Participant 6 had concerns about having many people waiting for the tram in front of 

their downstairs door. She mentions several times in the interview that there are often 

people there and that she wants to be very careful that strangers do not follow her into 

the hallway when she comes in. She has instructed their daughter about different routes 

to access their building in case there would be something suspicious or threatening 

happening at their front door. This narrative highlights well the measures that some 

parents had taken to make sure their residential environment is safe for their children. 

Some had employed more “coping strategies” than others, but many seemed to trust that 
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with age their children would learn the needed skills to manage any possibly threatening 

situations they could encounter:	

	

P6: Well from early on we have talked about how on the street you can see all sorts of things and 
so on and we have -- especially when the older one started to go about on her own a bit then 
umm…we’ve discussed about how she needs to act in such a situation. And that it’s not…In our 
house you have the upside that you can enter through many different stairways with your key and 
from there you can get home through the basement if you feel like there’s something going on in 
front of our door. So if she doesn’t want to go through there, then she doesn’t have to. And mainly 
we have this that I’m home in the afternoons when she comes because I do night work so even if I 
was asleep I will be home and you can always call. Or then, my own parents live in the same 
building. She can get to their staircase with her own key and umm…they’re mostly at home so 
there are always these sort of possibilities to do things in a different way, if she gets this feeling of 
being scared. 	

Or then that you need to be loud enough that like other people notice. I still dare to have some faith 
in that -- that if a small child is really crying for help because someone is harassing her or doing 
anything, then I believe that people have the sense to intervene. You have to trust that *laughs* 
you can’t do anything else.	

	

The parents also told me about using cellphones or smartphones to keep contact with 

their children when they were out independently. Despite having the latest technology at 

hand, participants were also accepting of the limits to how much they can control and 

protect their children. Participant 8 well portrayed how it is impossible to know what 

kind of things the children will encounter so she also saw it syringes to worry and warn 

her children about every possible threat:	

	

P8: For example there’s some…in Kurvi like…those drunken people or -- But I don’t like 
experience them as a very big threat because in all these years I have never has any…clash or any 
problem. So maybe children themselves know to stay away from these shady characters. And like, 
since nothing has ever happened I’m like a fairly…relaxed type, I don’t overall like…approach 
this area, or life like through potential threats or [--] 	

Of course anything can happen, [my son] can be hit by a car or like.. I don’t know, I don’t want to 
somehow -- or I have to just trust that...that the kids will survive, I can’t be like walking them 
everywhere all the time.	

	

Also one aspect that participant 1 pointed out is that Kallio provides a pretty stimulating 

environment for a child with lots of interesting things to see and experience. She argued 

that children require more visual stimulation, such as variation and interesting sites, in 

their environment in order to find it interesting. She claims that environments where one 
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has to travel long distances between interesting places are boring for a child, whereas 

Kallio has small streets with plenty of interesting sights. Also other parents described 

Kallio as an aesthetically beautiful place, but they seemed to comment it mostly from 

their own point-of-views and not make claims about how that affects children.	

	

4.3.4			Playgrounds	and	play	
	

There are twelve narratives about playgrounds and play in the data. In one narrative, 

participant 3 describes the best kind of environments for playing as those which “feed a 

child’s imagination” and where the child is free from adult supervision. She refers to a 

child’s need to “create their own spaces”, which is what also Sobel (1990) wrote about. 

She names forests as such an environment, possibly since that has been the environment 

in which she played in as a child. She nevertheless argues that such environments can be 

found anywhere, even in the city. As Ward wrote in The Child in the City (1978) cities 

can provide a 'flowing terrain' rich in possibilities for childhood play, which gets 

overlooked.	

	

P3: Maybe, maybe that’s the only thing I can really come up with…or like if there was a small bit 
of forest [fin. metsäläntti] and such. That’s after all fun as a child. And like even if you take them 
out into the nature and like hiking and somewhere, then it’s still different than being able to go 
with friends…run freely. [-- And if] you have friends sort of, so that you can in a way go with 
them into this children’s own world. Because as a parent you can never really offer…	

Like we start to have a few friends with children and there are a few on the way -- about to be 
born, so like in a way even if we meet up and take the kids to visit each other then there’s still like 
the parental control that it’s not like totally free. And then when you think about the best games [as 
a child] it was always in some environment freely by yourself and not with some toys at home. Or 
like if it was that at home then it was something like building forts and that sort of imaginary play 
that like you create this…world.	

So like if then that world is shrunk into like moving some figurines around then that is a little sad 
indeed. So for that matter somewhere further away there could be sort of more possibilities. But 
then on the other hand, who was it that we just talked with who had grown up in Töölö (P4: it was 
D) Yea it was D, and umm she said that they for example played a lot and that they had a big 
courtyard and they played there and had these amazing games, so that doesn’t necessarily like 
necessarily mean in the end 	

K: The small bit of forest?	

P3: Yeah exactly. If we’ll reflect on our own childhoods in which we’ve been free to go in these 
uninhabited areas and if one like thinks that that is exactly how it how childhood should be. But 
like then it can after all be like that the child comes up with his/her own world. 	
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In a previous narrative participants 3 and 4 described Suomenlinna has being a great 

place to play, as there are interesting places and children can run free since there are no 

cars. She comments that the places where children can run free in Kallio are much 

smaller than in Suomenlinna for example. In one narrative participant 4 in narrative 

characterized his childhood environment as “Astrid Lindgren-ish”11, where they “played 

war with rowanberries through the backyards”.	

	

The existence of syringes in the parks and children’s playgrounds in Kallio came up a 

few times in the interviews as a limiting or worrying factor. All the participants whose 

children were old enough to play in the playgrounds mentioned having instructed their 

children about how to react if finding syringes. Participant 8 described the boundaries 

they have agreed upon with her 10 year-old child:	

	

K: Okay…Well how about are there any places where [children] can’t go or that you’ve negotiated 
in terms of boundaries?	

P8: Well with the smaller ones it’s maybe in that way that they know where they can go and then 
they can’t go anywhere else without permission. And like, maybe the oldest one like *sighs* I 
don’t know if we’ve talked about it so much, not --  somehow it feels that also he himself…can… 
understand the boundaries a little that there hasn’t been any such situation in which the boy was 
found somewhere that we would have had to discuss it much. More like if they go to 
Torkkelinmäki to play…Then they know what to do if they see some syringes, like that you never 
touch them *laughs* And like…Yeah.	

K: Have you then had some -- has it happened that the kids have found them somewhere?	

P8: Pretty sure all the local children have seen them in the parks and sometimes even in 
playgrounds and…But it’s good to kind of know, how to act. That you should never touch, that is 
like one rule. But well, I can’t think of any place, that we would have warned them about 
especially, that you…can’t go or …	

	

Although many parents discuss in their narratives about the possibility of finding 

syringes and participant 8 stated to be “pretty sure” all the local children have seen them 

in the parks, there were no narratives that would have actually described an incident of a 

child discovering a syringe in my data. Participant 3 on the other hand brought up the 

																																																													
11	 Lindgren is a Swedish children’s author, who is known for portraying children in idyllic rural 
communities.	
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issue of “threat talk”, by which she refers to the readiness of parents to share stories 

about sighting of syringes:	

	

P3: So threats and risks? Well then maybe the syringes in the park is one of those. But I don’t 
know how many there actually are (P4: yea that’s – that’s) Or is it more like this threat talk or such	

P4: pretty – pretty seldom you see them anywhere (P3: yes, that’s true) so that is again a bit sort 
of… 	

P3: but on the other hand we don’t go around there like *pretending to crawl*	

P4: *laughs* yeah no-no-no	

	

It is difficult to decipher the proportional risk of running into syringes based on these 

narratives. One thing that is clear is that they remain a topic and a cause to worry for 

most of the parents I interviewed. In general, it seemed that despite some disadvantages 

the parents participating in my research thought that the playgrounds in Kallio were 

quite good and had many possibilities. The one playground mentioned more than others 

is Leikkipuisto Linja, which offers park lunch for children as well as things such as a 

swimming pool in the summer. For many parents it was also a place where their 

children could go independently after school or play with friends without their parents 

coming with them. The proximity of playgrounds to the home was clearly important for 

many of my research participants. The importance of public playgrounds is likely higher 

for many Kallio parents, who do not have access to their own yard or even a courtyard.	

	

4.4			Social	life	
	

4.4.1			Sense	of	community	
	

Participant 1 describes having a good sense of community in her neighbourhood, which 

is sort of a well defined quarter inside Kallio. She also mentions, how having a child 

increases the amount of interaction between neighbours: children can provide a shared 

topic of conversation for neighbours. She also describes the relationship with 

neighbours by telling that: "Well, like - like it’s of course a little superficial and we 

haven’t started exchanging phone numbers, but like the people that you see you talk to 
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and exchange news and experiences and such". Later in the interview she comes back to 

this topic:	

	

P1: Yeah and then there are so many other people here and - and there are plenty of friends and 
relatives and families with children, that like there is always things to do and I think it’s like a very 
communal way of being, which it necessarily isn’t somewhere where it is less densely inhabited.	

	

As I mentioned in the chapter on using services, the Hakaniemi market place and market 

hall is clearly important for some locals. Participant 7 describes the market also as a 

place with a sense of community to it. In the narrative she describes how the 

marketplace and market hall were important to her husband while he was on parental 

leave. Visiting the market hall is clearly a social activity, a way for the parents to spend 

time together with their son, to meet up with friends and to socialize with the local 

community:	

	

P7: Hakaniemi market place is just so terribly important for shopping groceries, but also for the 
social. We often make trysts [fin. treffit] there and for the child it’s like "when do I get to go to the 
market again.. for a donut or for porridge etc" The [market] hall is very important, when my 
husband was taking care leave after I already returned to work, he like took the boy to the hall 
almost every day and then sometimes when he went by himself so then the vendors at the hall 
asked like "Hey, where did you leave your son?" *laughs* "Isn’t he with you?" So it’s like this sort 
of…or it’s nice to have familiar vendors there.	

	

The above narrative is also an example how participants “retell” other people’s 

experiences, and incorporate them as parts of their own narratives. This retelling 

happened mostly with the experiences of family members or close peers, people whose 

stories the participants felt entitled to retell. These peers are often friends, family 

members and other parents, sometimes living in Kallio and sometimes not. 	

	

Although a few of the narratives living in rural/suburban areas as a child were 

characterized by sense of boredom or isolation, participant 1 shared a narrative about 

sense of community in a small agricultural town of Laihia. She describes the 

characteristic features of the rural idyll: closely-knit community, safety and freedom to 

roam around in natural environments (Valentine 1996). Although usually this sense of 

community is located in the countryside, participant 5 told similar stories about the 
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community feeling they have in their residential block. She described an event that they 

organize every summer with the other families in the block, which is their own version 

of Summer Olympics with different games and activities for the whole group.	

	

P5: Well I think it’s nice that you can walk everywhere from here. I’m so used to always walking 
or biking or something that I don’t have a buss pass or anything…Everything is close by. Thus, I 
don’t have to go to the city center, very rarely if I need something…And then we have this fairly 
communal atmosphere here in [our residential block] like we always gather to fix the courtyard up 
in the spring and we have our own Facebook group and nice stuff like that. And then I’ve made 
good - good friends too with the other parents in the yard. And playmates are here and also 
childcare help, since I am a single parent. So that I can easily go if I need to go somewhere where I 
cannot take E, so I can call the neighbours that “Hey - can he come for an hour or two?”.	

	

Participant 8 also described the communal feeling that came from having many festivals 

and events going on in Kallio in the summertime. In Kallio there are several local 

community groups who organize events and activities, discuss topical issues or 

exchange things and services with each other. As stated before, three of my research 

participants were recruited after they learned about the thesis research through a 

notification that I posted into a Facebook group called “Kallion Skidit”. In the next 

chapter I will address the theme of “parental community”.	

	

4.4.2			Parental	community	
	

Parental community is an interesting theme of analysis. In the following narrative, 

participant 6 explains her take on the parental community of their residential area:	

	

P6: Like you always see acquaintances in the park, but I have never been the type of mom who sits 
at the edge of the sand pit. Like when our children were really small and I was at home for many 
years taking care of the children and like…We didn’t like only hang out in any one specific park, 
where you have the same faces every day, who you’re with. We like…took long walks with the 
pram and then we visited some other park or maybe I saw my own friends, who had children at the 
same time and live in Lauttasaari or Vantaa or elsewhere, so not like…Maybe by doing that one 
could’ve gotten to know more of the families with children in the area, but then more through just 
like parents’ nights at school I’ve met classmates’ parents and gotten to know them a bit and so. 
But like the families with children in our building I don’t…I know of most of the families, but I 
haven’t like…I can’t say that I really know them, we don’t socialize with nearly all of them. 	

There was one family in our building, who just moved to Jätkäsaari and…and umm, another live 
on the other side of that wall *gestures towards one of the walls*, like in the next building… 
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Behind the wall, they have a son who is in our child’s - the older one’s - class and a girl who is in 
the same kindergarten class as the younger one 	

K: oh really *laughs*	

P6: With them we have been like in contact, especially now through the younger ones, like we can 
just call them up like "Hey how about if…she came to visit or?" Visit and…then like 
extempore…friend visits happen	

K: But that’s nice that they’re close?	

P6: Yeah, it is and seriously at the point when she’s like "yeah let’s go and visit", then you only 
have to...pull some Crocs on and go through the basement so that like there really isn’t any 
distance.	

	

In the beginning of her narrative she says: “I have never been the type of mom who sits 

at the edge of the sand pit” by which she refers to this characteristic image of a mother 

socializing with other mothers living in the neighbourhood. Like in so many narratives 

in my data, this one highlights the individuality and freedom of choice that many Kallio 

parents seem to value highly. Many participants valued participatory collectivity - 

meaning that they like to choose where, when and with whom they build a sense of 

community with. Communities based just on residential proximity or the fact that there 

are other people who also have children is not enough, but the Kallio parents like to 

choose their communities. Independence of the children was also valued by the 

participants. This means that they enjoyed the idea that once the children are old 

enough, they can go to the playground, their hobbies or to visit their friends by 

themselves, without parents having to take them by car or walk them everywhere:	

	

P7: Then again that’s one thing, which an inner-city -- currently the child obviously only has 
hobbies with us, but then somehow like I wait for the time when he can independently go to his 
hobbies without me having to sit freezing somewhere as a soccer mom. That he will go to hobbies 
independently (*K laughs*) because buses will take him and trams bring back and *laughs* But 
there, in my childhood [in the countryside] my parents came along to every hobby and bringing 
and picking me up and…so…Because one couldn’t access, there were no buses there.	

	

As exemplified by narratives in earlier chapters, especially participant 1, 5, 6 and 8 

described belonging into different - formal or informal - parents groups. Parents 1 and 8 

described more of an informal community of parents who greet each other and exchange 

pleasantries when seeing each others. For these parents the communities were centered 

around living in the same part of Kallio, although participant 8 also mentioned being 
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active in the work of the Kallio congregation, which might form the basis of knowing 

many people in the area. Several participant also noted that they had relatives and 

friends living in Kallio, some of whom also had children and thus formed a network of 

parents in the area. Parents 5 and 6 described the work of the parents’ associations of the 

local kindergartens or schools. These parents’ associations probably concentrate on 

organizing activities for the kindergarteners and their parents, but participant 5 also 

mentioned that they had petitioned to change the traffic arrangements that were deemed 

hazardous for children. On top of that, participant 5 was very active in a semi-formal 

parental community that had formed in their residential block. They had a Facebook 

group (which was not limited to only parents) but the activity appears fairly informal 

and voluntary. Participant 5 states that she has made friends and found childcare help 

through this community and the parents seemed to pull together in the restrictions and 

guidelines that they gave to their children. In response to a question about threats:	

	

P5: Well what first comes to mind is the traffic on Hämeentie, because the busses they swoosh by 
really fast. And then sometimes I worry about the trip to school, just because the traffic lights, they 
are missing and I feel it’s important [they were there]. There are a lot of children walking to school 
there every day. And…Well I don’t know if I perceive it as a threat or anything but sometimes I 
worry that these dossers [fin. laitapuolenkulkijat]  but all of us neighbours have tried to tell the kids 
that.. how to deal with it if somebody comes to talk to them, that they don’t have to answer and 
so…	

	

As Holloway argued, local ties to other parents - especially mothers - is very important 

for women who are single parents and working (1998). She also argued that it is 

especially women’s interpersonal relationships that reproduce the local cultures 

(Holloway 1998:328). Participant 5 mentions that the parents as a group have taught 

their children how to react to encounters with homeless alcoholics, that the children do 

not need to answer to these strangers in the street.	

	

4.4.3			Children’s	socialization	and	friends	
	

One surprising finding in this research was that parents told very few stories about the 

daily activities of their children and how their children socialized with other children. 

The stories that they did tell were less “romanticized” than stories about the parents’ 
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own childhood games. One explanation may be that several of the participants had such 

young children that they did not play independently from their parents yet. Participant 5, 

6 and 8 had children who were in elementary school and already allowed to move and 

play more freely in the Kallio area. These children had also more independently formed 

friendships, than the toddlers aged 0-2 did.	

	

The importance of friendships and ability to socialize with friends was mentioned 

several times in the interview data. The negative experiences or fears relating to this 

topic were mostly related to geographical isolation between children and their friends. 

Many participants had had these feelings in their childhood, and they did not want their 

children to experience that. Participant 1 also compared the differences between the way 

friendships were formed in her childhood home in the suburbs and Laihia, where she 

spent her summer vacations with some relatives. According to her the children in 

different ages socialized very collectively in Laihia, whereas friendships in the suburbs 

were formed in school or around hobbies. This meant that the friends could live far apart 

from each other, while attending the same school. She also stated that there were not 

many places “places of doing” that would invite children to spend time and socialize in 

Ala-Tikkurila. Participant 1 blames the way the suburban environment was planned for 

the lack of different choices for spending her free time as a child. Her experience was 

that all the activities and spaces for them were “predetermined”, which alienated her 

from identifying with them.	

	

Another, very different experience was expressed by participant 7, who had lived both 

in a suburban and a rural residential setting. Her description of the suburban 

environment was one in which all the children of different ages spent time in the 

communal courtyards of the residential buildings. Here the sense of community comes 

from gathering to common playgrounds, where older children look after the younger 

ones. Also, she describes how the kids would shout from the courtyard to their mothers 

to come to the window, and the mothers would call the children inside at meal times. 

This sort of “casual” supervision from the parents represents the same sense of safety 

that Participant 1 described in the previous narrative about Laihia.	
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P7: Well I was born into this like basic 60’s residential suburb and then I lived there for the first 
six years of my life and then we moved to a detached house [-- ] And like the 60’s suburb it was 
like all the kids were outside. I’m not sure from what age onwards I was there like hurtling around, 
but I guess I was maybe five around that. Maybe, yeah four-five. There were some older kids, who 
looked after us a little, but it was like that "mom, come to the window, it’s H here" - time12 that 
like…Then they always yelled like "okay, H come to dinner!" and like…These yards exist in old 
suburbs still, a lot of them…	

	

Positive attributes related to children’s socialization in my interview data were freedom, 

safety, creativity and taking place outside. However sometimes the parents struggled to 

find a balance of these. For example, participant 7 gave an example about how having 

the freedom and safety of your own yard in a rural setting can mean isolation and 

loneliness for the children. In another narrative she contrasts having a yard (safety and 

freedom) with children’s need for “social circles”:	

	

K: Yes. Well, how about then…Umm…What does a child need from their living surroundings or 
residential environment in your opinion?	

P7: ……Well… They don’t really need anything, other than the parent who first guides them in 
that [environment] and points…those spots that are safe and those spots, that are a bit less safe but 
that you can bravely go and try… In the countryside there are the pros of the countryside and 
dangers and…It is very, like. I think everything has its sides, but you have to explain living in the 
inner city so much. In a really different way than [someone moving]…out in the boondocks [fin. 
pöndelle] then for them people say "oh that’s so nice the children can be so freely there" But then, 
I myself have like lived in the countryside so…Well, the child needs social circles and the 
guidance and safety provided by the parent. It really doesn’t matter if it’s a city or a village or the 
countryside or a ship *laughs* or anything… somehow, I don’t know.	

K: So who do you have to explain yourself to about living in an inner city?	

P7: I don’t know, well maybe not concretely to anyone. But it’s always -- at times well I remember 
when we moved here and the mother-in-law was a bit terrified like…And in fact my own mother 
said that "well, where will you put the baby for a nap, as there is no balcony there" -- because there 
are no balconies in 1920’s buildings. And I thought "Well, in the bed like… (K: *laughs*) where 
he sleeps his nights too" That these like customs and then that quite many sort of blurted out that 
"now that you’re pregnant so where are you -- or are you moving?" or "Where have you planned to 
move?" And you get this backlash like "Nooo, *laughs* we’re not moving anywhere, we’re 
staying here!" *laughs*	

 

 

In this narrative, participant 7 describes the social conventions and values that guide 

																																																													
12 Participant is referring to a children’s rhyme, which characterises the mentality of childhood in the 
post-war residential suburbs. In these suburbs there were often many residential blocks surrounding a 
shared communal courtyard, where children would play and then call their mothers to the window.	



	

		 98	

people’s attitudes and reactions to different ways of bringing up children. Her claim is 

that children’s safety and freedom to play outside without supervision in a rural setting 

is valued higher than having availability of close social circles and spending more time 

together in the inner city. She claims to have had to explain their choice of raising a 

family in Kallio to other people, such as her mother who was wondering where in Kallio 

could they put their baby outside for his nap time. This is an excellent example of how 

the public narratives about childhood come up in everyday situations and influence 

people’s lives. The narrative of parents moving away from the city when they start a 

family is so common that some people consider it as the automatic solution for new 

parents. It may be uncomfortable for a new parent to have to listen to other people’s 

assumptions about where they should live or what kind of environments they should 

raise their children in.	

	

5			CONCLUSIONS	
	

This thesis research set out to study the meanings that parents attach to childhood in 

relation to residential environment in their narratives. Particularly I wanted to examine 

the concept of urban childhood and the use of rural-urban dichotomy when speaking 

about childhood. The purpose for this research is to better understand how narratives 

portray as well as influence the experience of childhood and family life in different 

residential environments. I also wanted to contribute to a better understanding about the 

way in which parents evaluate the relationship between their children and the residential 

area. The findings of this Thesis contribute towards a finer understanding about the 

experience of inner city family life, which has increased in popularity within the Kallio 

area in recent years.	

	

In the literature review I present an overview of academic literature about family living 

in Kallio, the relationship between childhood and the residential environment, the 

“urban” and “rural” childhoods, narratives and narrative identity. There is a small 

number or very relevant pieces of academic research conducted in the UK and in the US 

which I review as the starting point and foundation for my research. Parental views 

about the rural and urban childhoods has been researched in the UK for example by Gill 
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Valentine (1997), Owain Jones (2002) and Colin Ward (1990). Interesting research by 

Vanderbeck and Dunkley (2003) has also been conducted in the US with a focus on 

teenage youth’s narratives of rural-urban difference.	

	

My data collection method was semi-structured in-depth interview and I conducted 

interviews with 8 parents who currently live in Kallio with their children. I contacted 

my participants through referral recruitment and online advertisement in a social media 

page for parents in the Kallio area called “Kallion Skidit”.  The interviews were 

recorded, transcribed and the 72 narratives I detected from the data were then translated 

into English. In the analysis I chose to focus on the topics of these narratives and thus 

chose to conduct thematic narrative analysis. Based on my knowledge of previous 

research and a thorough reading of my data I formulated a set of themes as codes and 

assigned each narrative with the corresponding codes.  

 

Based on the data that I collected from in-depth interviews with Kallio parents it is clear 

that telling stories is an important way to portray and conceive the relationships between 

children and their residential environments. Some parents are more prone to produce 

narratives in the context of the interview, but all of them do that to some extent. Some 

parents are more “chatty” in general, which translates into a higher occurrence of 

narratives per interview. Also the interview with two participants is rife with narratives, 

as the couple keeps prompting each other to tell stories. Circumstances may influence 

the way that some interviews have fewer narratives than others, for example the shortest 

interview was conducted with the participant in the middle of her workday. Also some 

participants seem to consider these narratives more personal than others and were shy to 

tell them in the beginning of the interview.  

 

The narratives are shared as ways of highlighting a point that was previously made, or 

as a way to put into words something that is difficult to explain in general terms. The 

narratives are also told as ways to entertain and liven up the discussion. Humour seems 

to be an important way of getting the audience to bond with the listener, and the 

personal narratives worked to create a personal connection between the participants and 
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myself. The narratives refer often to public narratives of childhood, sometimes 

implicitly and other times explicitly. The parents tell narratives about their lives to 

confirm and to contest public narratives about urban childhood. This is evident in the 

way that participants lauch into telling a narrative without a previous conversation about 

the topic. They clearly assume that I am aware of the same public discussion and 

circulating narratives as they are. It was beneficial for this research that I am familiar 

with the public debate about childhood and residential environments in the past few 

years. Some of the parents clearly understood what had prompted me to conduct a 

research about childhood in the context of Kallio. 

 

There were a few different types of narratives evident: a personal account of a situation 

that the participant was part of; a “hearsay” type of retelling about a situation that had 

happened to someone else (for example a member of the family or a friend), a 

recapitulation of a news article or a piece of research; and an imagined situation about 

what might happen in a chosen scenario. The different narratives varied in their level of 

detail and in the intent for sharing them with me. Nevertheless, according to my 

observation, these stories were in many ways central to the way the parents discussed 

and understood the topic of childhood and the residential environment. 	

	
	
The results of the study showed that the narratives were divided into four categories: 1) 

attitudes, 2) fears, 3) practices and 4) social life. These categories consist of sixteen 

different themes: tolerance, NIMBY, urban romanticism, rural romanticism, happy 

parents, traffic, junkies and dossers, strangers, isolation, using services, children's 

routes, playgrounds and play, sense of community, parental community and children's 

socialization/friends. Most of these themes are familiar from the previous research 

literature on childhood and residential environments. However, three of the themes 

arising from these narratives have not been reported in previous research. These themes 

are called “NIMBY”, “junkies and dossers” and “happy parents”. What these three 

themes have in common is that they all have been present in the way that Kallio and 

urban parenting have been discussed in the media in the recent past. The NIMBY-ilmiö 

with its countermovement from the Kallio-liike has raised a lot of discussion for 

example during the annual Kallio Block Fest event. The happy parents narratives in 
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turn, has been visible in the way that media has dealt with the “return” of families to the 

inner cities (Tuuli Vattulainen HS Koti 17.8.2014; Savanna Saarikko HS Koti 

31.5.2015).	

	

It is a little surprising just how much the parents’ narratives addressed the category of 

attitudes. The participants are eager to present tolerance as an important part of what 

Kallio means to them and their children. The parents describe tolerance as central to the 

character of the area and are very concerned about protecting and maintaining this 

culture of tolerance. The parents are proud about having “all sorts” in Kallio, by which 

they mean that there are different kinds of people living in the area. In particular, 

tolerance is expressed towards drunks and dossers, who are defended as being 

sympathetic and harmless. Parents tell stories about how good it is that there are 

homeless shelters in the area and also want to teach their children not to be afraid of 

people just because they lead a different lifestyle than their own. Parents also emphasize 

tolerance towards immigrants and asylum seekers, sexual minorities and people with 

eccentric body art. Participants are somewhat divided on tolerance towards junkies and 

drug trade in the area. The parents are concerned about the possibility of their children 

finding syringe needles in the playgrounds, but otherwise they do not report notable 

harm caused by narcotics users.	

	

The other attitudes found in the interview narratives included NIMBYism, which the 

parents mostly want to separate themselves from, as well as rural and urban 

romanticism. The narratives about rural and urban romanticism are interesting as they 

depict idealized, almost fairy tale -like representations of life either in the city or in the 

countryside. These narratives had many references to popular fiction, literature, movies 

or children’s fairytales. These narratives provided an understanding about the 

intertextuality of narratives and how much personal narratives are influenced by the 

public and fictional narratives in circulation.	

	

The second category of themes is fears. The parents discuss different threats and risks in 

both their own residential environment and elsewhere. This tendency of framing the 

discussion of childhood and residential environment through threats is also present in 

earlier research on this topic. Rachel Pain’s (2006) article about “paranoid parenting” 

highlights the way in which children are actively being victimized through an excessive 
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focus on various dangers that threaten them. The parents whom I interviewed both 

critically evaluate the variety of risks in their residential environment as well as repeat 

what one participant calls “threat speech”. In the interviews I inquired about the origin 

of the fears that the parents were telling me about and every now and again they were 

based on actual negative experiences that the families had faced. A few of the parents 

also note the extensive media reporting about threats and some of the narratives in this 

category are actually about refuting a claim about how threatening for example dossers 

are for children. A somewhat unexpected amount of narratives is about the fear of 

isolation. Although isolation is less of a sudden threat than for example traffic, yet the 

parents make strong claims about how negatively isolation could affect them and their 

family’s wellbeing.	

	

The third category of themes is practices. Parents tell a number of narratives about the 

daily practices of their families, concerning commuting to work and school and using 

services such as grocery stores. The narratives about commuting and grocery stores 

mostly address practices that the parents have, but they also express the implications of 

these practices to their children. For example parents describe how a short commute 

allows them more time to spend with their children. The narratives about children’s 

routes and play describe the daily practices of the children themselves. These narratives 

open nicely the way that parents teach their children to interact with their environment 

and manage risks independently. The narratives about playgrounds and play portray the 

kinds of places that the parents imagine their children enjoy best. The parents emphasize 

how important it is for children to be able to use their imagination and create their own 

spaces. One interesting observation is that based on this narrative data parents do not 

consider gender of their children as a factor that should influence the children’s 

relationship with the residential environment. The parents for example do not portray 

girls as more vulnerable to stranger danger, which would lead to higher limitations of 

their independent mobility as has been assumed in earlier research (Kyttä 2004). It is 

impossible to know whether the fact that this did not come up in the interviews was due 

to parents not considering girls more “at risk”, or because they were reluctant to express 

a heightened concern for girls than boys. 

	

The final category of themes is about social life. Most of the parents describe 

experiencing a communal feeling in Kallio. For someone the communality is about 
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festivals in the summer, while for another it is about doing things with their neighbours. 

Also places like the market hall or Kallio church provide a feeling of communality to 

the participants. The narratives about children’s socialization reveal how the interaction 

with peers is largely dependent on parents while the children are young. However the 

children who are a little older seem to have various ways of socializing with their peers 

in Kallio according to their parents. Even the older children can have limitations that 

concern the places that they should not go, such as the metro stations and Alppipuisto. 

These limitations are based mostly on the parents’ own deliberation, but also some 

parents have agreed upon limits with other local parents.	

	

In the analysis I attempt to explore the differences between the ways my participants 

address these topics and the way they have been addressed in the previous research in 

Finland and abroad. I also draw comparisons to the traditional understanding of 

childhood as belonging to the countryside or the “rural idyll”. My general finding is that 

many narratives in my data reproduce the traditional views of childhood by emphasizing 

the centrality of nature, creativity and play. However, the parents do not perceive these 

things to be unattainable for urban children like the traditional view portrays it. Parents 

describe different ways that they have ensured their children have access to green spaces 

and nature by for example taking day-trips and spending time at their summer cottage. 

They described places and ways that their children can engage in play with peers and be 

creative. It seems that the parents downplay the difference between rural and urban 

childhoods when discussing the things that are traditionally considered advantages of 

rural environments. Simultaneously the parents often downplay the existence of threats 

in Kallio by arguing that the same threats are found everywhere these days. For example 

stranger danger and encountering substance abuse are traditionally imagined as urban 

disadvantages, but my participants insisted that these problems exist everywhere. In 

fact, the parents even fear stranger danger more in the countryside and the suburbs, 

because in those environments there are less by-passers to help in case something 

happens.	

	

Several participants fear children to become isolated, bored and prejudiced in the 

countryside. Two participants argue that having a private yard for outdoors play in the 

countryside does not compensate for living far away from prospective playmates. So 

although a private yard could be considered an advantage of living in the countryside, it 
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is accompanied by negative disadvantages of isolation. Similarly the participants pit the 

advantage of owning a more spacious home in the countryside against the advantage of 

a shorter commute and more family time in the city. Thus, the dichotomy between rural 

and urban childhoods is continuously evident in these narratives, but its traditional 

meanings are contested and reversed in the narratives of my participants.	

	

One of the main conclusions is that the dichotomy of urban and rural is widely present 

in the narratives by Kallio parents. The dichotomy arises in regard to almost all of the 

sixteen themes. Mostly the dichotomy is used to highlight how inner city living is the 

best option for these parents and their children. The parents highly value tolerance and 

deem it as characteristic for urban living. They believe that children’s natural openness 

and tolerance towards difference is preserved as they grow up in a city, because they are 

subjected to encountering difference from early on and thus difference becomes 

normalized as a part of their world view. Based on these narratives, it seems that parents 

consider it useful for the children to get exposure to difference early on, as these 

experiences give them readiness to deal with controversy also later in life. Whereas the 

rural idyll is about shielding children from bad influences, urban childhood is portrayed 

as a learning experience that will make the children able to handle difficult situations as 

adults.	

 	

I think it is interesting to compare the results of this study to the narratives about 

childhood circulating in the public discourse that mostly repeat the traditional views on 

childhood. The parents I interviewed are well aware of these ideas and both support and 

contest them in their narratives. However the dichotomy of urban and rural childhoods 

is ever present and got reinforced by the narratives that my participants shared. An 

interesting topic for further research would be to study children’s own narratives about 

childhood in the city or in the countryside. Children could be interviewed before and 

after moving from one residential environment to another.	
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6			DISCUSSION	
	

	

According to the theory on narrative identity by Margaret Somers (1994) and others, 

narratives are not merely a way of portraying the social world, but are a cognitive tool 

that influences the way we perceive and interpret our experiences. It is thus important to 

look at the narratives, their thematic and various patterns to see what we can learn about 

the relationship between people and their residential environments. They may offer a 

key to understanding the positive experiences such as a sense of pride, communal 

identity and belonging as well as negative experiences such as a sense of insecurity, 

instability or fear. As became evident in my analysis, narratives are integral to the way 

Kallio parents experience and portray their residential environment and they can be 

studied to understand the positive and negative experiences related to childhood and 

family life in Kallio. The narratives in circulation about the nature of urban childhood 

affect the everyday lived experience of those childhood in inner city areas. Thus it is 

justified to pay academic attention on the circulating public narratives about childhood 

and their implications for attitudes, fears, practices and social life of families in all 

residential environments.	

	

Essential in studying narratives is the understanding of the inherently social aspect of 

their construction. Harvey (1990) argues that narratives are always influenced by an 

imagined audience or cultural script. The audiences to which the parents in my research 

interviews were narrating to was of course myself and then the academic community in 

which my thesis will be published. The primary reason for my research participants to 

produce narratives was the assignment that I had set for them by asking them to 

participate in my research. It is possible, that they would not share these same exact 

stories in other circumstances or that they were choosing to tell particular narratives 

over others based on what they assumed I wanted to hear. I did my best to confirm and 

challenge the parents’ claims where they seemed unsure or superimposed, but seeing as 

the data was jointly produced in the context of my interviews (Hollingswort & Dybdahl 

2007) my personal take on the topic and data has to be acknowledged.	
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In my analysis I try to be mindful of the context in which these narratives were shared in 

and account for the possible implications on the data. Firstly, I wanted to conduct the 

interviews in a fairly conversational manner and in an environment that the participants 

would feel comfortable in. Participants were asked to choose the place in which they 

wanted to get interviewed. Four of the seven interviews were conducted at the 

participants’ places of residence and three at the participants’ places of work. Before the 

interview, my research participants had been told that I want to interview parents with 

young children who currently live in Kallio. Thus the expectation for these interviews 

was to discuss views and experiences of Kallio parents and their families. I think one of 

the driving reasons for participation and sharing their stories with me was the interest 

that the participants had for my topic of research. The participants asked questions about 

my thesis research and showed interest towards contributing to the academic knowledge 

around this topic. Some probably wanted to offer their help for my thesis while others 

wanted to get their voices heard. Five of the participants received information about my 

thesis research through a mutual friend and the remaining three were found through a 

notice in a Kallio parents’ group on Facebook.	

	

In a research interview, the participant is considered the holder of “higher” knowledge 

about the topic of inquiry. Mello (2002) proposes that we need to be careful when 

conducting narrative analyses to avoid "creating texts that are solely reflections of one 

person's biases, beliefs, or agendas”. She suggests this can be accomplished by 

thoughtfully connecting and collocating data: “In doing so, the researcher becomes the 

storyteller, a bridge-builder working to link the use and production of stories in the field 

together with the analytical discourse of research literature" (Mello 2002:241). Narrative 

analysis, such as any form of collecting and interpreting qualitative data on humans is 

inherently subjective (Willis 2007). Although conducting my research according to 

good academic conduct, my subjectivity as a researcher and a person has to be taken 

into account. From an epistemological perspective (as laid out by Hollingsworth & 

Dybdahl 2007) my approach would best be characterised as a constructivist perspective. 

What that means is that I believe that instead of fixed truths, people’s ideas about the 

social world are unfixed and can vary depending on the context of the inquiry.	
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Mello argues, that "[t]he negotiated, nonlinear, and interactional nature of storytelling -- 

presents a dilemma to inquirers who want to ensure validity and clarity of findings” 

(2002:233). The meaning of narratives are dependent on the context, time, place, 

audience response, teller’s viewpoint and researcher’s findings (Mello 2002). Other 

theorists have pointed out that narratives are confined by the linguistic and social 

conventions (Gergen 1988) as well as narrator’s memory (Cortazzi 1993), which 

automatically make narratives a problematic source of data. Simultaneously these very 

things can be seen as narrative inquiry’s strengths as they provide such a wealth of 

material for analysis. As Daiute & Lightfoot conclude: “--the theoretical complexity and 

methodological diversity in narrative modes of inquiry are its major strengths. Narrative 

analyses tend to be flexible and systematic even as they seek complexity” (Daiute & 

Lightfoot 2004:viii).	

	

One of the limitations of this thesis research is the relatively small sample size. 

However, narrative research is at its core descriptive and aims to provide a deeper 

understanding of social world rather than reveal a generalizable pattern of behavior. 

Also with a wider scope for the research I could have conducted another set of 

interviews in a different type of residential environment.	

	

There are many different ways in which childhood experiences in different 

neighbourhoods could be researched. One way would be to focus the inquiry on the 

experiences of children themselves. For example children who move from residential 

surroundings to another could be interviewed about their changing relationship with the 

residential environment move. Also it would be interesting to compare children’s 

narratives before and after moving to see whether they tell different stories about their 

relationship with the residential environment in different places.	

	

Another topic for further research could be to study the prevalence of different 

narratives about childhood in mainstream media and entertainment. Especially 

narratives about threats to children’s safety and wellbeing in different environments 

would be an interesting topic for further research.	
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Appendix 1: The recruitment letter for participants 

 

 
 
ETSITÄÄN HAASTATELTAVIA VANHEMPIA PRO GRADU -TUTKIMUKSEEN 
 

Olen yhteiskuntapolitiikan ja kaupunkitutkimuksen opiskelija maisterivaiheessa 
Helsingin yliopistolla ja etsin haastateltavia pro gradu -tutkimukseeni. Tutkimukseni 
käsittelee lapsiperheiden vanhempien näkemyksiä asuinalueestaan pääkaupunkiseudulla. 
Tutkimuksessa pyrin selvittämään esimerkiksi sitä, mikä vanhempien mielestä tekee 
asuinalueesta lapselle ja lapsiperheelle hyvän/huonon ja minkälaisia merkityksiä 
asuinalueella on lapsiperheelle. 
 

Tulen tekemään kokonaisuudessa n. 10 haastattelua, jotka voidaan osallistujien 
toiveiden mukaan toteuttaa joko heidän kotonaan tai Helsingin yliopiston 
ryhmätyötilassa, osoitteessa Kaisaniemenkatu 5, 000100 Helsinki. Haastattelu kestää 
20-60 minuuttia, eikä siihen tarvitse valmistautua erikseen. Haastatteluun voi osallistua 
joko itsenäisesti tai puolison kanssa. Lapset voivat olla mukana, mutta tarkoituksenani 
on haastatella ensisijaisesti vanhempia. 
 

Haastattelu on luonteeltaan rento ja keskustelullinen. Keskustelua ohjaavat vanhempien 
omat kokemukset ja näkemykset, joten mitään tiettyjä ennakkotietoja tai kokemusta 
aiheeseen liittyvästä tutkimuksesta ei tarvitse olla. Haastattelut nauhoitetaan 
helpottaakseen tiedonkäsittelyä myöhemmässä vaiheessa, mutta kaikki tutkimuksen 
aineisto on luottamuksellista, eikä osallistujien henkilöllisyydet käy ilmi pro gradu -
työssä. 
 
Mikäli olisit kiinnostunut osallistumaan, voit olla minuun yhteydessä joko puhelimitse 
tai sähköpostitse. Kiitos ja toivottavasti tapaamme haastattelun merkeissä! 
 
Ystävällisin terveisin, 
Katariina Mäkelä, katariina.es.makela@helsinki.fi, 050-5647697 
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Appendix 2: The interview protocol 

 
 
Intro: 
Tervetuloa haastatteluun pro gradu -tutkimustani varten. Tutkimus tosiaan koskee 
lapsiperheiden vanhempien näkemyksiä koskien asuinaluettaan. 
 

Onko ok, että haastattelu nauhoitetaan? Haastattelu nauhoitetaan minun oman 
muistamisen tueksi. Nauhoite on tarkoitettu vain tämän tutkimuksen aineistoksi ja se 
poistetaan kun tutkimus päättyy. Mitään osallistujien henkilökohtaisia tietoja ei 
tietenkään anneta ulospäin, eivätkä ne käy esiin lopullisessa pro gradu -työssä. 
 

Haastattelussa edetään niin että minä esittelen aina aiheen/teeman ja sitten sinä voit ihan 
vapaasti kertoa mitä siitä tulee mieleen. Sen jälkeen minä saatan esittää täydentäviä 
kysymyksiä ja ihan vaan jutellaan aiheesta. Mikäli eteen tulee kysymys, johon et halua 
vastata niin ei ole pakko. Mutta toivottavasti tässä on nyt kyseessä sellaiset aiheet, joista 
on ihan mukava jutella! Onko kysymyksiä ennen kuin aloitetaan? 
Taustakysymykset: 
-Ikä? 
-Asuinalue/kaupunginosa? 
-Mitä kautta kuulit tästä pro gradu -tutkimuksesta? 
-Perheenjäsenet/samassa kotitaloudessa asuvat? 
-Voisitko kertoa ihan muutamalla lauseella itsestäsi ja teidän perheestä? 
 

Ensimmäinen teema: nykyinen asuinalue 
-Voitko kertoa nykyisestä asuinalueestasi ja minkälaiset asiat tässä asuinalueessa ovat 
sinulle ja perheellesi tärkeitä? 
 
Toinen teema: nykyinen asuinalue lasten elinympäristönä 
-Minkälainen paikka asuinalueesi on lapsille? 
-Minkälaiset asiat näin yleisellä tasolla tekevät mielestäsi asuinalueesta lapsiperheelle 
sopivan tai epäsopivan? 
-Mitä lapsi tarvitsee elin/asuinympäristöltään? 
 

Kolmas teema: lasten itsenäinen suhde asuinalueeseen ja rajat 
-Voitko kertoa omien lastesi suhteesta asuinympäristöönne? Entä muut lapset alueella? 
-Minkälaisia rajoja olet asettanut lapsillesi ja minkälaisia rajoja ajattelet, että lapsilla 
tulisi olla? 
 

Neljäs teema: riskit ja uhkatekijät 
-Minkälaisia riskitekijöitä tai uhkia lapsille koet asuinympäristössäsi? 
 

Viides teema: haastateltavan oma lapsuuden ympäristö 
-Voitko kertoa omasta lapsuuden ympäristöstäsi? 
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Kuudes teema: muutostoiveet 
-Onko teidän perhe asunut jossain muualla tai harkinnut muuttamista jollekin toiselle 
alueelle? 
-Onko jotain, mitä haluaisitte muuttaa Kalliossa? 
 

Lisäkysymyksiä 

-Mainitsit …… voitko kertoa siitä lisää? 
-Mainitsit….tuleeko mieleen esimerkkejä? Henkilökohtaisia tai yleisiä? 
-Mainitsit paikan X - minkälaisia kokemuksia sinulla on kyseisestä paikasta? Mikä 
tämän paikan merkitys on perheenjäsenille? 
-Onko mainitsemassasi asiassa X hyviäkin/huonojakin puolia? 
-Mainitsit asian X - mitä se merkitsee sinulle? 
 
Lopetus 
-Tuleeko sinulla vielä mieleen jotain muuta tähän aiheeseen liittyvää? 
-Kiitos osallistumisestasi, tässä tuli paljon hyvää asiaa! 
-Teen tässä vielä lisää haastatteluita tämän aiheen tiimoilta, mutta mikäli myöhemmässä 
vaiheessa herää jotain kysyttävää, niin onko mahdollista että palaan asiaan? 
Kun pro gradu -tutkimus on valmis, niin tiedotan siitä kaikille osallistuneille ja siihen on 
mahdollisuus tutustua joko sähköisessä muodossa tai painettuna versiona. 
 


