
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Riikka Sarasjärvi  

 

  

Deciding to pursue a PhD in 

Humanities abroad:  

Describing international doctoral candidates’ choice 

for a doctoral programme at the University of 

Helsinki 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 Maisterintutkielma 

 ETK-119 

 Helsingin yliopisto 

 Maatalous-

metsätieteellinen 

tiedekunta 

 Taloustieteen osasto 

 Helsinki 2022  



 

 

 

 

Abstract 

 

Faculty: Faculty of agriculture and forestry 

Degree programme: Master’s programme in Food Economy and Consumption 

Author: Riikka Sarasjärvi 

Title: Deciding to pursue a PhD in Humanities abroad: Describing international doctoral candidates’ choice for 

a doctoral programme at the University of Helsinki 

Level: Master thesis 

Month and year: May 2022 

Number of pages: 54 

Keywords: Decision making process, doctoral candidate, motivations for a PhD, service evaluation 

Supervisor: Jari Salo 

Where deposited: University of Helsinki library 

Abstract:  

This study examines international doctoral candidates’ decision to apply to the University of Helsinki. It aims 

to shed light on the factors that result in choosing a doctoral programme at the Doctoral School in Humanities 

and Social Sciences as well as illustrating what that decision making process constitutes of. Finally, it seeks 

to understand how newly started doctoral candidates evaluate the decision that they made.  

For this case study 10 international doctoral candidates in humanities or social sciences were interviewed 

individually about their journey from a prospective student to an enrolled doctoral candidate. The interviews 

reveal their motivations and aspirations as well as how they influence the service evaluation.  

The decision making process constitutes of need recognition, search of information, evaluating information, 

making the choice and post-purchase evaluation. A dominant factor waking the need for a doctorate is a wish 

for career improvement either by advancing in one’s career or by making it possible to enter a research career. 

Personal and interpersonal reasons can also influence the desire for a PhD in a specific institution, for example, 

because of plans of migrating to that country or finding a supervisor there. 

The doctoral candidates evaluated their decision cautiously but in a positive manner. Some described 

challenges at the onset of their journey but none of those challenges were implied to be so serious that they 

would consider dropping out. The challenges were mostly related to academic and social integration, funding 

or figuring out how to organise one’s doctoral studies, however, the informants were mostly optimistic about 

overcoming these challenges.  
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Tiivistelmä:  

Tässä tutkimuksessa tarkastellaan kansainvälisten tohtorikoulutettavien päätöstä hakea Helsingin yliopiston 

Humanistis-yhteiskuntatieteellisen tutkijakouluun. Tutkimuksen tarkoituksena on valaista valintaan vaikuttavia 

tekijöitä sekä havainnollistaa, mistä päätöksentekoprosessi koostuu. Lisäksi se pyrkii ymmärtämään, miten 

hiljattain aloittaneet tohtorikoulutettavat arvioivat tekemäänsä päätöstä. 

 

Tätä tapaustutkimusta varten haastateltiin 10 kansainvälistä tohtorikoulutettavaa, jotka opiskelevat jossakin 

Helsingin yliopiston Humanistis-yhteiskuntatieteellisen tutkijakoulun tohtoriohjelmassa. Haastatteluissa 

kartoitettiin heidän reittinsä tohtoriopintoja harkitsevasta opiskelijasta tohtoriohjelmaan hyväksytyiksi 

tohtorikoulutettaviksi. Haastattelut paljastivat syynsä hakeutua tohtorikoulutukseen sekä 

päätöksentekoprosessin eri vaiheissa vaikuttavat tekijät. Hakuprosessin ja opintojen alkuvaiheen 

palvelukokemukset heijastuivat palvelun arviointiin. 

 

Päätöksentekoprosessi koostuu tarpeen tunnistamisesta, tiedonhausta, tiedon arvioinnista, valinnasta ja 

päätöksen jälkeisestä arvioinnista. Merkittävä tohtorikoulutukseen hakeutumiseen kannustava tekijä on toive 

urakehityksestä joko etenemällä urallaan tai mahdollistamalla tutkijanuralle pääsy. Henkilökohtaiset syyt sekä 

ihmissuhteet voivat vaikuttaa tohtoriohjelman valintaan tietyssä yliopistossa, esimerkiksi jos suunnitelmissa on 

muuttaa kyseiseen maahan tai tohtorikoulutettava löytää sieltä ohjaajan. 

 

Tohtorikoulutettavat arvioivat päätöstään varauksella, mutta positiivisesti. Jotkut kuvailivat haasteita matkansa 

alussa, mutta mikään näistä haasteista ei ollut niin vakava, että he harkitsisivat lopettamista. Haasteet liittyivät 

enimmäkseen akateemiseen ja yhteisöön integroitumiseen, rahoitukseen tai tohtoriopintojen organisointiin, 

mutta informantit suhtautuivat enimmäkseen optimistisesti haasteista selviytymiseen.  
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1 Introduction 

 

1.1 Doctoral education in Finland 

 

Education is a service that provides value to individuals and the society at large. Education is the 

backbone of our modern societies and time used for schooling has increased. Higher education 

means the education after secondary school, also called third-level or tertiary education. Higher 

education strengthens the individual’s knowledge and skills as well as enhances research potential 

of a country (Tarvid 2017:1017). The institutions offering higher education benefit from providing 

it due to the interactive nature of knowledge-sharing and knowledge-creation, meaning that the 

learners contribute to creating and sharing the educated information and knowledge.  

Higher education in Finland encompasses universities and universities of applied sciences, that 

offer free (or affordable in the few cases that it is not free) post-secondary education. Universities 

are mostly research-focused whereas universities of applied sciences have a stronger professional 

orientation. Universities offer education leading to Bachelor’s, Master’s or doctoral degrees and are 

pursued in that order. Typically, most of the bachelor’s degrees in Finnish universities are designed 

to be carried out in three years, a master’s degree in two and a PhD in four years if conducted as 

full-time work. In the centre of doctoral education is the specialisation in research resulting in a 

dissertation. Doctoral education aims to create specialised academics for the needs of the academic 

community and other knowledge-intense organisations.  

Globally, most higher education is not freely accessible and university education has become a 

lucrative international industry, especially in the United States, the United Kingdom and Australia. 

Moreover, the demand for higher education is rising as the third world continues to develop 

(Durvasula, Lysonski & Madhavi 2011). The desire to benefit from this rising demand has led to 

many higher education institutions to look at their offerings and processes from a market-oriented 

approach (Shanka, Quintal & Taylor 2006) to better compete in the market. Overall, there has 

happened a “marketisation” of higher education (Ng & Forbes 2009) as well as university education 

becoming a globally appealing service (Chen 2009:2). 

As the global market is growing there is also an international interest for Finnish degrees. The 

number of people starting doctoral education in Finland is increasing as is the number of foreign 
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doctoral candidates (Statistics Finland, University education [13.5.2020]). However, how do 

Finnish universities attract international students could use some further investigation. Moreover, 

how the Finnish universities respond to their foreign doctoral candidates’ needs is not adequately 

researched. Applying a service logic requires paying attention to students, that is the consumers, in 

a strategic manner. In the past, the need to understand the value-creation chain of doctoral education 

was easily neglected due to a resistance to evaluate education through the service logic of 

marketing. The opposition stems from a misconception that addressing the needs of the 

“consumers” will shape the education to serve others than the academia itself (Chen 2008:6). 

However, as doctoral candidates contribute to the academia, it is only wise for the universities to 

make the education experience as beneficial as possible for both parties.  

The universities in Finland are mainly state-funded and studying is free, but a service logic lens can 

still be applied without a profit-making incentive. Evaluating higher education from service 

marketing’s point of view helps to understand the actors involved, the processes happening and the 

value it produces, which links to its outcomes, for example completion rates. The amount of 

universities’ state funding is based on several factors, including the number of completed degrees 

(Ministry of Education and Culture, “Universities core funding from 2021” pdf, [5.2.20201]), which 

means that managing the education process well is also externally encouraged. Additionally, it is 

important that young researchers find universities that match their needs and that they integrate to 

the community in order to manage the multiple years that they spend in that institution. In a global 

world, these young researchers look for opportunities around the world. Finnish Ministry of 

Education has set targets that strive for a stronger internationalization according to the European 

recommendations (Aittola 2017:314), for example by increasing the international attraction and 

welcoming foreigners to Finland better (Ministry of Education and Culture, “Better together” 

publication, [5.2.2021]). Finnish universities have integrated these targets into their strategies (see 

e.g., the strategic plan for University of Helsinki 2017-2020 “Global impact in interaction”). 

However, universities might lack a proper understanding of what the foreign students most value 

when choosing their host institution and what they expect of the institution and the degree. This 

means that Finnish universities may lose an opportunity to effectively position themselves in the 

global market and not be able to target foreign young researchers with the aspects that they are 

looking for. It could also happen that the university fails with a satisfying service experience and as 

a result goes through hardships in achieving their targets not only about internationalisation but also 

in the number of completed degrees.  
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1.2 Doctoral education as a service 

 

Originally marketing was focused on serving companies that sold distinguished products. However, 

along with the development of service industry, the marketing of services grew, leading to extensive 

research about service marketing. The traditional view of services has sought to define what a service 

is by examining its features. A distinctive feature of a service is that it is intangible and created and 

consumed at the same time (Ghobadian, Speller & Jones 1993:45, Cubillo et al. 2006:103). Services 

also happen in interactions and the consumer plays a big part in the outcome, of which the service 

provider has a limited control of (Ghobadian, Speller & Jones 1993:45). Hand in hand with the 

interaction is the perishability of a service: they cannot be stored. Therefore, it is hard to keep record 

of delivered quality, to compare it over time or to assess its consistency. Doctoral education is a 

service that is a fluid and complex, especially since lasts for years (Dean, Griffin & Kulczynski 2016). 

Even though a degree has an outline, it is hard to know beforehand how the process will turn out to 

be for each consumer. The people element brings an element of unpredictability to the service 

experience. 

 

Organisations build marketing strategies to find and serve relevant consumers. In traditional Kotlerian 

marketing the so-called 4 Ps define the core aspects of marketing-mix as follows: the product, price, 

place and promotion. However, later the aspects have broadened from the product-led focus to include 

services resulting in a longer list of Ps: product, price, place, promotion, processes, people and 

physical evidence (Lovelock & Wirtz 2003, Chen 2008:6). In higher education context “people” 

include academic and administrative staff, support staff and the students, “physical evidence” are 

everything from teaching facilities to materials (for instance forms, manuals, guides) and “processes” 

are those methods to facilitate applications, registration, exceptions, learning activities, as well as 

social activities (Ng & Forbes 2009). It is important to note that processes (as an element of the 7P 

marketing mix) and supplementary services are not the same: supplementary services are what 

facilitate the core service experiences and they are formed with the people who are involved in the 

processes as well as the physical evidence (Ng & Forbes 2009). Therefore, things such as application 

processes, payment of scholarships and fees, campus facilities and staff helpfulness are 

supplementary services (Ng & Forbes 2009). A service can be accompanied with groups of secondary 

services, as in the case of overseas studies in which the applicant must consider not only the education 

itself but also aspects connected to host country’s society and quality of life in the prospective city 
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(Cubillo et al. 2006:103). The university experience is constructed of both the core and supplementary 

services which usually interact dynamically (Ng & Forbes 2009).  

 

A marketing model for higher education institutions applies marketing principles such as service 

marketing mix and positioning so that they can respond to the potential students’ needs and interests 

(Chen 2008:6). The prospective student’s choice for a higher education institution is an interactive 

process depending on the match between the potential students’ needs, perceptions, preferences etc. 

and university’s offering/programme (“product”), costs/tuitions/scholarships (price), location 

(place) and communication of the institution and information exchanged between the two 

(promotion) (Chen 2008:6-7).  

As a contrast to the traditional idea of service merely being the outcome of an organisation’s efforts 

(that is, producing a service instead of goods), the newer look on services views it as a driver for those 

efforts, seeing service as a process of using resources for someone’s benefit and therefore being the 

foundation for all economic exchange (Vargo & Lusch 2008). Service in this case is often defined as 

“the application of specific competences or resources for the benefit of someone” (Vargo & Lusch 

2008:4) but it is harder to define what and how it is achieved (Grönroos 2011:285). The service 

provider, which in this context is the university, is an organisation with multiple functions and actors 

working in teaching, research and administration. The consumers, doctoral candidates in our context, 

undergo the training provided and benefit of the university’s resources and competences in a 

transformative service. Value co-creation happens in interactions that are occurring to develop skills 

and attributes important for career and post-university life, whereas independent value creation is 

reflected by confidence in the outcome of the co-creation experience, the perceived ability to gain 

value-in-use into the future (Dean, Griffin & Kulczynski 2016:326). The overall customer value of 

the service includes both co-created as well as the consumer’s independent value creation and the 

ratio may differ for different students (Dean, Griffin & Kulczynski 2016). A co-created learning 

experience means that the student influences the outcome of the service: being on one hand a skilful 

resource themselves and on the other hand controlling their level of effort. The value of this education 

is emergent, unstructured, and uncertain yet interactive, with a hedonic dimension (Ng & Forbes 

2009). This co-creation of value suggests that the satisfaction of the learning experience is allocated 

to both the university and the student, however, the service experience is affected also by other parties, 

such as other students (Ng & Forbes 2009).  
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1.3 Aim of the study and research questions 

 

This research is based on three research questions that shape the course of this work and aim to shed 

light on the process of deciding to pursue a doctorate in Humanities abroad. The first question is 

“what motivates international students in social sciences and humanities to apply for a doctoral 

programme at the University of Helsinki?” The first question addresses reasons that attract 

prospective international applicants to want to pursue a doctoral degree at the University of Helsinki 

(UH). It seeks to pinpoint the needs, motivations and drivers that lead to the decision of doing a PhD 

abroad and how they chose a doctoral programme in UH’s Doctoral school in Humanities and Social 

sciences. 

 

The second question is “how does the decision making process look like?” The second question 

focuses on describing the individual phases of a decision making process and how they manifest in 

the context of doctoral education. It seeks to map out what the decision making process constitutes 

of and how does it feel like from a potential doctoral candidate’s perspective. 

 

The third question is “how do international doctoral candidates evaluate their decision?” It aims to 

reveal what young foreign researchers value in their doctoral degree and the doctoral experience from 

the University of Helsinki and how this evaluation affects one’s engagement to their decision. The 

post-purchase evaluation connects with one’s aspirations as well as actual experiences at the onset of 

their research process, meaning that the early service experience is linked with both the integration 

process and motivation building. Therefore, the concept of value enriches the understanding of 

decision making outcomes. 

 

Together these three questions help to understand what international doctoral candidates in 

humanities and social sciences go through when deciding to apply and enrol a doctoral programme 

at UH. This work aims to shed light on the steps of the decision making process as well as the factors 

affecting it in the doctoral education context. This study turns to the existing international doctoral 

candidates in the Doctoral school of Humanities and Social Sciences to see how they were attracted 

to the University of Helsinki and to see whether this very heterogenous group’s service experience at 

the onset of their doctoral research and evaluation of perceived value differs. This will help 

administrative staff to better serve current and potential doctoral researchers.  
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2 Previous research  

 

2.1 The decision making process 

 

Often it is hard to determine a point where a service starts. It is equally hard to define the point where 

an individual’s decision making process starts. The visible part is when the prospective student 

contacts the institution or someone from its academic staff in some way to request information or to 

express their interest towards the institution, and that important moment is the first service image 

impact on the prospective student (Cubillo et al. 2006:103). It is about how the intention is met that 

sets the start for the interaction.  

 

Decision making is in the very core of human behaviour. In marketing terms, the decision to select a 

particular product or service is referred as a “purchase decision” since there usually happens a 

transaction, but a similar cognitive process is evoked in us also in cases that do not involve money. 

The so-called cognitive decision making process follows certain phases from first realising a need 

(=problem recognition) to finding out about alternatives (=searching for information) and evaluating 

those alternatives, then selecting (=making the choice) and finally comes post-purchase evaluation 

(Solomon 2016:330).  

 

Stiber (2000) illustrates the decision making process to enrolling in a doctoral programme in his “BSC 

Enrollment Process (BEP) Model”. BEP model depicts the decision making process stages and its 

elements and variables in the context of applying to a doctoral programme in business. This model 

defines the stages as problem recognition, search for information, alternative evaluation, applicant 

choice, enrolment and outcomes (Stiber 2000:15, see Model 1). The purpose of the BSC Enrollment 

Process Model is for learning about how the decision is formed (depicted in the decision process 

column in the middle) and designing a questionnaire for each decision process stage (enrolment 

questions on the left). The questionnaire covers the doctoral student’s motivational factors (stemming 

from the respective decision process stage, here problem recognition), information sources (search 

for information), evaluative factors of program and institution (i.e., alternative evaluation), program 

perceptions (applicant choice), conversion process (enrolment) and satisfaction levels (outcomes). 

Satisfaction or dissatisfaction can then lead to drop out or graduation. On the right column are listed 

three main variables influencing the decision process which are individual characteristics 
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(occupation, age, education, experience), social influences (culture, peers, family) and situational 

influences (tuition aid, income). In the middle box are depicted beliefs which affect attitude, which 

then affect intention. 

 

 

Model 1. The BSC Enrollment Model (Stiber 2000) 
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2.1.1 Need recognition in decision making process: motivation for pursuing a PhD 

 

A decision making starts with problem recognition; understanding that one has a need that should be 

addressed. Problem recognition starts when there is a gap between the current state and a desired or 

ideal state (Solomon 2016:332). The motivation for people to pursue a doctoral degree stems from a 

need or needs that doing a PhD could satisfy. People have needs concerning their career and their 

professional skills as well as personal needs like a sense of purpose and achievement. A Canadian 

study researched East Asian students about the factors that influenced their choice of university and 

the most important factors influencing the decision to study abroad for research graduate students 

were that they wanted an advanced degree for their personal satisfactions and their profession 

requiring an advanced degree (Chen 2008). Baltic doctoral candidates were asked about their main 

goals for getting a doctoral degree and the top four reasons they chose were continuing learning 

and/or research experience, contributing to the development of science or society or world in general, 

new achievements, or better career prospects (Tarvid 2017:1026, own italics). Since education mostly 

aims for producing skilled workforce, it comes as no surprise that the choice of pursuing doctoral 

degree relates to career prospects. In the cases where the Baltic respondents preferred labour-market 

goals (such as improving career prospects, increasing salary and reacting to the employer’s demand 

for the degree) over personal goals, most respondents were either already employed by a higher 

education or research institution or planning to work there and knew that a PhD was a prerequisite 

(Tarvid 2017:1027). However, as noted, doctoral degree isn’t pursued solely for labour-market goals 

but out of hedonistic and intrinsic reasons, too. Personal goals encompass for example a sense of 

achievement, self-development, higher status and continuing with a research topic started already in 

their Masters (Tarvid 2017:1028). Personal satisfaction was ranked as the most important and 

preparation for teaching as the second most motivational factor to enrol in their doctoral programme 

in a study of doctoral candidates in business at an American university (Stiber 2000). In addition, the 

context of one’s current life situation plays a role. Changes in circumstances or dissatisfaction in 

one’s work were reported reasons for Australasian doctoral candidates to enrol in a PhD programme 

in history (Brailsford 2010:18). Besides career factors and personal motives, there are also 

interpersonal factors. The influence of one’s social connections such as family, friends, colleagues 

and academics can boost the decision to pursue a doctorate (Brailsford 2010:18). 
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These reasons are relevant whether one decides to pursue a doctorate in one’s home country or abroad. 

However, there are factors that influence the decision to pick a specific institution and location that 

depend on each prospective student’s context.  

 

2.1.2 Searching for information 

 

After noticing a need one reacts by searching for information about how to satisfy it. The choice of 

selecting a doctoral programme is a high-involvement situation, which means that it activates a so-

called extended problem solving (Stiber 2000). A high involvement occurs when the consumption 

process is seen as having high personal importance: the service or commodity reflects on one’s self-

image, is costly, the purchase is infrequent, and the risk of a wrong decision is high (Solomon 

2016:327-328). Not everyone who sets out for a PhD project manages to finish the degree and often 

students are aware of the risks (Brailsford 2010:24), meaning that students must evaluate the task and 

their resources. People respond to extended problem-solving by carefully gathering information both 

internally (our memory) as well as externally (Solomon 2016:327). Information seeking has been 

often regarded as an activity for problem-solving or sense-making (Case & Given 2016:92). The use 

of information can result in change in the recipient’s knowledge or applying the information to a task 

or decision, and the outcome of the information is what the person does with the information as well 

as what is the effect of that information with regard to the consequences (Case & Given 2016:94). 

 

Originally economic theories considered people as rational decision makers who allocate resources 

efficiently and make purchase decisions always based on full information. However, researchers and 

theorists later discovered that our cognitive capabilities in processing information is limited, and no 

decision is ever fully rational. These cognitive limits and patterns in our decision making is called the 

theory of bounded rationality (Gigerenzer & Selten 2002), meaning that our decision making will 

follow certain boundaries and even biases. It affects the sources of information that one trusts as well 

as the how we look for information. Moreover, people do not evaluate every single possible choice 

but assess their preferences to a selected group of candidates. The alternatives that the consumer 

knows from their information search is called their “evoked set” and the ones that they actually 

consider their “consideration set” (Solomon 2016:340).  
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The most important sources of information about the institution or the doctoral programmes for Baltic 

doctoral candidates are professors whom they knew from their master’s studies, following the existing 

students and graduates of that institution as well as the institution’s official sources of information 

(website, accounts in social networks, etc.) (Tarvid 2017:1034). Noteworthy is that those doctoral 

candidates who reported mostly labour-market related reasons for study pay up to twice less attention 

to official information sources and trust the experience of other people more (Tarvid 2017:1035). 

This was also visible in the answers of Australasian History PhD holders who described having face-

to-face conversations with acquaintances and relatives who were familiar with the process before 

starting their own doctorate (Brailsford 2010:22). An Australian study revealed that international 

students use many sources depending on their information needs and that relevant information was 

not only sought from online sources but also on offline avenues, e.g., communicating with other 

students, friends and parents, making word-of-mouth a crucial information gathering method 

(Alzougool et al. 2013). However, post graduate students were likely to turn to universities websites 

for pre-arrival information (Alzougool et al. 2013). Additional sources of information, though less 

important, are family, HEI rankings and open-door events (Tarvid 2017:1035). Earlier studies have 

found brochures and catalogues to have some important as a source of information (see e.g., Stiber 

2000:19) but on the era of growing digitalisation most of advertisement material have become digital. 

It must also be noted that word-of-mouth has merged extensively with social media and should not 

be regarded as simply an offline means.  

 

2.1.3 Evaluating information: factors influencing choice of university 

 

The decision to take on, and even to pay for, doctoral studies in a foreign country “is not only buying 

the education service but also acquiring an important pack of services jointly provided with the core 

service” (Cubillo et al. 2006:102). Hence, it is not just the image of the institution or “brand” that 

matter but also the overall context such as image of the country. In important decisions people 

evaluate the alternatives thoroughly considering the attributes of the brand and assess how each 

brand’s attributes form outcomes that we obtain with that decision (Solomon 2016:327). A 

prospective doctoral candidate must apply some decision rules to organise the factors that the decision 

will be based on. So called non-compensatory decision rules mean that an option is eliminated if it 

does not meet some basic standards expected of it and other attributes cannot compensate for its flaws 

(Solomon 2016:347). Compensatory decision rules, on the other hand, assess all the aspects and some 

shortcomings can be compensated with other features (Solomon 2016:348). 
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The purchase intention model (i.e., decision to select a host university) by Cubillo et al. (2006) 

presents purchase intention as a dependent and not observable variable with four factors attached to 

it, which were already identified in previous studies. The identified factors are personal reasons, 

country image, institution image and programme evaluation, and together they connect to a total of 

19 independent variables (see Model 2). Personal reasons have to do with for example employment 

prospects, gaining new experiences and skills and recommendations. However, the prestige and 

recognition of the institution and programme are affected also by the view of future employers since 

they are the ones who finally “purchase” the trained scholars. (Cubillo et al. 2006:104-107). Country 

image, meaning the reputation and/or stereotype that the prospective applicant connects with the 

country, is tightly linked with the purchase decision (Cubillo et al. 2006:109). Institution image is a 

collection of both abstract impression as well as physical aspects such as facilities (Cubillo et al. 

2006:110). The programme evaluation factor means that the prospective students compare and 

evaluate how well the programme responses to their needs and desires (Cubillo et al. 2006:111).  

 

Model 2. A model of international students’ preferences (Cubillo et al. 2006) 
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Research suggests that the prestige of the school or department has remained as a key variable for 

choosing a host institution throughout the years (Shanka, Quintal & Taylor 2006:34). Academic 

reputation, accreditation status and placement reputation were top selection criteria in a case study of 

American doctoral students in business (Webb, Coccari & Allen 1997). Their peers at another 

American university ranked quality faculty the highest, followed by relevant curriculum, respected 

school accreditation, responsive faculty and respected school reputation as the top five characteristics 

when ranking characteristics describing an ideal doctoral programme (Stiber 2000:20 Table 3). The 

list holds much the same in another American study with doctoral candidates from various 

backgrounds as students considered faculty quality the most important factor in the selection of the 

doctoral program, followed by research quality, faculty access, and program reputation (Bersola et 

al. 2014:525). The prestige is assessed not just through rankings and reputation but also through the 

skills of the staff and the variety of offerings. The number and diversity of programs or subjects play 

a role on students’ choice and was supported in a study of Asian students in Australia in which 

educational quality and/or variety of programs as well as the experience of staff were major reasons 

in choosing their host institution (Shanka, Quintal & Taylor 2006:34-35). The prestige is also built 

through what the degree implies to outsiders. For Asian students abroad, detected important factors 

were the value of a degree from abroad and a Western culture experience as well as improvement in 

job prospects or promotion (Chen 2008).  

 

Social connections play a role in the decision, too. The opinion of family and friends were also seen 

important (Shanka, Quintal & Taylor 2006:35-36), though the respondents in the study were in their 

early twenties. However, graduate students perceived that their partner influenced the selection of 

university according to an American study for doctoral students in business (Webb, Coccari & Allen 

1997). Encouragement from family or spouse was also relatively important for making a choice (Chen 

2008:12). Apart from one’s personal circle, the academic circle influences the choice to pursue a 

doctorate. For research graduates, encouragement from professors or teachers and other students or 

friends was more important than for undergraduates or professional graduates (Chen 2008:12). 

Potential supervisors as well as academic staff and advisors proved to be significant sources of 

encouragement and motivation for Australasian doctors in history (Brailsford 2010:23).  

 

In addition to one’s personal aspirations, the potential candidate must also consider practical aspects 

of living. In a survey about international students mainly from Asia in an Australian university the 

students ranked proximity of the city to student’s home country, following with the cost of living and 
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tuition fees as important reasons for choice of university (Shanka, Quintal & Taylor 2006:31, 37). An 

American study found that financial situation guides the choice as admitted students who received 

financial support enrolled at higher rates than those who did not receive support (Bersola et al. 

2014:525). Additionally, foreign language skills were seen desirable (Chen 2008). 

 

A prospective doctoral candidate will consider multiple aspects related to the host city and country, 

such as safety, culture, living expenses and visa requirements and so on (Cubillo et al. 2006:103). 

However, in order to evaluate those aspects a vigorous information search might not always be 

needed, since potential doctoral candidates might already have knowledge about the country and 

institution to which they apply to due to exchange, visits and other experiences. In fact, the 

internationalisation activities, such as conferences, are in important factor for graduate students to 

find supervisors and select their host institution (Chen 2008:23). Hence, the prospective candidate 

can evaluate information that has been cumulating already for a longer period.  

 

As a conclusion, factors influencing the choice of a host institution abroad can be grouped into 

a) prestige and the academic reputation of the institution, its departments and/or researchers 

b) practical issues such as location and costs of studying and living 

c) social influence such as partner or family or professor 

d) familiarity with the environment and previous experiences 

 

However, it must be borne in mind that the weight of each factor may vary across student segments. 

Studies usually find variations in the levels of importance based on the respondents’ background. A 

survey of Asian students in Australia found out that there were differences in most important criteria 

depending on the respondent’s home country and therefore “no single criteria fits all, rather a number 

of factors dictate an international student’s choice of education destination” (Shanka, Quintal & 

Taylor 2006:42).  

 

Another limitation with these studies is that they research the criteria for doctoral candidates who 

chose and were selected to a programme. They neglect the potential students who abandoned the idea 

of applying because of unknown reasons or did not get selected. However, it is merely some personal 

hinders or minor push-factors to a particular institution which remain unfolded, and likely that the 

mentioned factors apply even for those candidates who turned to some other institution. Also, it is 

worth noting that these surveys usually only display the respondent’s attitude towards the topics 
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questioned but not whether they did something to confirm that their perception about for example 

educational quality holds true. This is because there is a gap between our attitude, intention and actual 

behaviour. However, our feelings influence the actions that we take, and people tend to be motivated 

to seek out a lot of information and weigh alternatives carefully when the decision is important and 

central to our self-concept (Solomon 2016:286). Nonetheless, our cognitive biases as well as the 

desire for resource optimisation and the economics of information (collecting only as much data as 

we see fit) contribute to the fact that we might not seek information as thoroughly as possible 

(Solomon 2016:330). 

 

2.1.4 Choice: applying & admission 

 

Eventually one has to make a decision and pick either an alternative/alternatives or abandon the 

process. It is not possible to gather every possible piece of information, so all decisions always face 

a certain uncertainty. People construct preferences (Camerer 1998:180) which help to make a choice. 

A decision is made under the influence of previous experiences of similar events, information 

available at the time of the choice and beliefs about the brand (Solomon 2016:349). It is important 

that the information reaching the prospective student is relevant since they will apply to a doctoral 

programme only when they feel that the admission requirements, academic objectives and curriculum 

philosophy meet with their personal qualifications and objectives (Stiber 2000:24). Also, when the 

prospective student places more emphasis on institutional reputation than average in their institution 

choice decision they were more likely to enrol (Bersola et al. 2014:529). 

 

In higher education context, making the decision of a preferred institution doesn’t necessarily mean 

that they automatically obtain a study right there. The decision of applying may result in an unwanted 

outcome, that is, rejection. The possibility of rejection may influence the choice of where to apply or 

even whether to apply in the first place. Additionally, the admission criteria might pose challenges 

that the prospective student might have overlooked in their information search or choice evaluation 

stages. For example, the most common selection criteria include the prior approval of the doctoral 

candidate’s research topic, which should be applicable to the research field of the aimed doctoral 

programme (Aittola 2017:313). After being accepted, those admitted must consider whether they are 

content with their decision and want to enrol. However, in all these cases, whether the process stops 

at rejection or continues to enrolment, the person must evaluate the outcome to establish their next 

step.  
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2.1.5 Post-purchase evaluation: outcomes  

 

Finally, after making the choice (in this case, deciding on where to apply and going through the 

admission) it is the post-purchase phase in which the person evaluates their decision. The person can 

be accepted or rejected or even getting accepted to just some of the things applied to, for example 

study right but not funding, and must consider their next steps. One could also be accepted to multiple 

institutions. The satisfaction or dissatisfaction with the decision lead to further outcomes, for example 

the degree of engagement. After the admission, the doctoral candidate evaluates the service quality 

to confirm that they have made the right choice to continue with their studies and not drop out. What 

consumers evaluate in a commodity after a purchase are quality and value (Solomon 2016:352).  

 

So, what factors lead to satisfaction or dissatisfaction in a service? When one evaluates the decision 

to enroll and stay in a doctoral programme, it also shapes one’s intentions for future actions. The 

commitment in completing the degree reflects the doctoral candidate’s assessment about whether they 

feel they have made a good decision. The reality once enrolled might not match their (unconscious) 

expectations. The service experiences during the enrollment processes have potential for the 

candidate to abandon the process or it to reduce their motivation to perform well in the future. Ibrahim 

et al. found in their study of Chinese and Taiwanese post-graduate students in Scotland that the areas 

that they perceived to be less satisfactory were staff’s willingness to help overseas students, staff’s 

sincerity in resolving students’ problems, and quality of feedback given by academics, which are 

results that match previous studies (2013:28). Shcheglova et al. (2020) researched first-year 

undergraduate students’ attrition in a Russian university trying to explain what made the students 

either engaged with their university or resulted in them dropping out. They argue that “factors of 

student attrition include academic and social integration, students’ commitment to obtaining a 

university degree, socio-economic status and student loans”. They note that the factors of student 

attrition vary by country as they depend on the design of the admission system, funding sources and 

curriculum structure. They also state that plans for a high academic degree or commitment to study 

correlate with students setting long-term goals and standards for themselves, which results in them 

being less likely to drop out (Shcheglova, Gorbunova & Chirikov 2020). These long-term goals can 

help in shaping their perception to reframe difficulties or to cope with stress factors. Literature 

suggests that newly started doctoral candidates report being stressed about time pressure, uncertainty 

about doctoral processes, poor sense of belonging in scholarly communities and financial pressures 
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(Cornwall et al. 2019). Sufficient funding periods enhance completion of the degree (Spronken-

Smith, Cameron & Quigg 2018, Skopek, Tvitenti & Blossfeld 2022). 

 

Interestingly, international doctoral candidates in Finland perceived stress also as a motivating 

element, since positive stress can spark professional development and the emergence of a scholarly 

identity (Pappa et al. 2020). However, the study notes that for stress to become a positive force, the 

informants had to moderate it by personal resources, finding their research purposeful and positioning 

themselves within their academic and social environment. The main sources of negative stress were 

caused by intrapersonal regulation, challenges pertaining to doing research, funding and career 

prospects, and lack of a supportive network (Pappa et al. 2020). Committing to a decision that was 

influenced by many factors, also the engagement has multiple factors. In the case of international 

students, in addition to navigating through their doctoral training and the socialisation to their 

discipline they also have address the expectations in a foreign country (Pappa et al. 2020). However, 

merely being unsatisfied with staff or being stressed is not enough for dropping out, rather quitting is 

a combination of factors. The most important differences between completers and non-completers 

are their view of the extent to which they feel that they are moving forward, how much the research 

project that makes sense to them and the amount of distress (Devos et al. 2017). Adequate supervision 

support is also a significant factor in finished degrees (Devos et al. 2017, Spronken-Smith, Cameron 

& Quigg 2018, Skopek, Tvitenti & Blossfeld 2022).  

 

Therefore, it is important to understand what services are being delivered and how. Ng and Forbes 

(2009) argue that “that the efficient delivery of supplementary services does not denote a good 

university experience” since they are services covering basic needs and thus meeting them is merely 

preventing consumers from being dissatisfied rather than making them satisfied. Instead of looking 

at just individual service encounters, a bigger picture needs to be visible. So, “the construction of the 

actual value of the university experience requires the construction of the core and supplementary 

services. These services are constructed with the elements of people, processes, and physical evidence 

through their interaction with one another, which in turn may inhibit or enhance the service 

experience (Ng & Forbes 2009). As noted, dropping out is sometimes not a result of dissatisfaction 

but can also happen due to hinders related to the service, such as price (translating into lack of funding 

in the doctoral education context). As Stiber’s model’s (2000) dashed line depicts, satisfaction does 

not guarantee graduation.  
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2.2 Service experience: service quality and value 

 

Prestigious universities are seen to offer high quality education. However, as a service is not 

something tangible, it is not a straightforward task to evaluate the quality of the delivered education, 

especially when the service is experienced subjectively and encompasses a long period of time. It can 

be hard to decide on which elements to evaluate and what metrics to use, especially since people tend 

to have a selective memory, meaning that a service is often not evaluated holistically. Rather, people 

focus on specific aspects. Three major dimensions constitute service quality: the first one is the 

physical quality visible in for instance buildings and equipment, the second one is organisational 

quality referring to an organisation’s profile and image and finally the third one is interactive quality 

which derives both from the interaction between the personnel and the consumer as well as the 

interaction between the consumers (Lehtinen & Lehtinen 1993). Drawing from the first dimension, 

the intangibleness of a service means that the consumer looks for the non-physical aspects and 

possible physical features as clues to evaluate it. This can mean ranking, websites, word-of-mouth or 

the campus. Mainly people tend to evaluate things is by comparison which in service context is often 

comparing expectations to actual happenings. There are also other many other efforts in modelling 

and measuring service quality. A popular tool is the so-called SERVQUAL instrument that is based 

on five dimensions of service quality, namely reliability, responsiveness, assurance, tangibles and 

empathy (Ibrahim et al. 2013). It can reveal areas in which there are gaps in consumer’s expectations 

and their actual experiences. However, although SERVQUAL questionnaire seeks to cover a 

multitude of service aspects, it still only reflects the perceptions of each consumer. Moreover, some 

determinants for the expectations of quality are the consumer’s own needs: physical, social and 

psychological (Zeithmal, Berry and Parasuraman 1993). Since they are influenced by the environment 

and culture of the consumer, even cultural aspects should be acknowledged in the service quality 

experience (Ibrahim et al. 2013:20).  

 

Since higher education is a co-created service, the service quality “delivered” by the university 

depends on also students' effort and abilities, which is why universities select their students, making 

sure they have enough “resources” for the co-creation process (Ng & Forbes 2009). However, it must 

be noted that it does not ensure the level and type of effort students are prepared to commit. What is 

more, the expectations of the service are not created solely by the student. The university shapes the 

expectations of both the institution and of the students themselves through their brand messages and 

communications strategy (Ng & Forbes 2009). The conveyed messages are shaped by the institution’s 
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standards and arrangements, which are influenced by its values, beliefs and ideology. The benefit of 

communicating ideals about what a university experience is and what it is made of (such as academic 

excellence, community) is the ability to shape the students' expectations as well as deliver on their 

promises when their programmes are designed accordingly (ibid.). Ng and Forbes (2009) argue that 

universities have a two-folded role in forming a student orientation that delivers on quality. Firstly, 

forming a communications strategy that conveys the ideology of what kind of commitment is 

expected from the institution and of the students. Secondly, ensuring the delivery of the service as 

suggested in the strategy. This means for example relevant designs and levels for teaching, guidance 

and curriculum. However, the needs of the students are not pre-established, static or short-term but 

emergent, which makes the second step harder and often performed poorer. 

 

Apart from service quality, the consumers evaluate the value they gain from selecting the service. 

The concept of value is abstract and used in many fields, which is why it is defined in various ways. 

Definitions of perceived value in research literature generally focus on the change and/or feeling left 

with the consumer after the event. Popular definitions of value in research literature look at the 

benefits assessed with sacrifices, evaluate the means and ends, or note a personal appreciation or 

improvement (Grönroos 2011:282). Perceived value in service context is never an outcome of a single 

factor but “a combined assessment of consumers’ perception of benefits and sacrifices, including 

quality and price, for a variety of perceived value dimensions with original behavioural intentions 

and customer satisfaction playing a role in overall evaluation” (Boksberger & Melsen 2011:233). 

Value is the motivational engine in our decisions and actions, which is why organisations are 

interested in how their service translates into value for the consumer. However, Grönroos points out 

that even though literature usually speaks of creating value, we do not fully understand how it is 

created as it is perceived in an individualistic way. It would be more accurate to admit that value 

emerges rather than an organisation is in full control of creating it (2011:282). The co-creation 

experience of value during university can be defined as the set of interactions that are occurring to 

develop skills and attributes important for employment and post-university life, whereas independent 

value creation is students’ expectations about the extent to which the learned skills and attributes will 

be present when desired, so-called value-in-use (Dean, Griffin & Kulczynski 2016). 
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3 Conducting the research 

 

3.1 Case study research 

 

The empirical part of this work is qualitative research. Ten semi-structured interviews were carried 

out with recently started international doctoral candidates who study in one of the doctoral 

programmes in the Doctoral School of Humanities and Social Sciences at the University of Helsinki 

(abbreviated as HYMY). The informants that were interviewed in this research were selected from 

the HYMY’s large, heterogeneous pool of international doctoral candidates in social sciences and 

humanities by choosing newly started students who had registered as attending and emailing them an 

interview invitation. The ones who responded to that email form the group of informants. Therefore, 

the information that they provide are their own subjective views and experiences that cannot be 

generalised to encompass all possible cases. Hence, the work does not aim for an all-around 

generalised description. However, it is possible to describe the case and seek to find categories that 

match previous research. This means that the study matches the criteria of a case study research.  

 

Case study research is a study of “the particular, the unique” (Simons 2009:3). It can be defined as a 

“an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real-life 

context” and “relies on multiple sources of evidence” benefitting from prior theory to guide data 

collection and analysis (Yin 2009:18). A relatively small number of informants allows the researcher 

to focus more deeply to their informants. Additionally, case study research is interested in the context 

in which the phenomenon occurs, “so that the findings generate insight into how the phenomenon 

actually occurs within a given situation” (Farquhar 2012:6). Therefore, a theory can be enriched with 

the broadened understanding of the actual practices. This work reflects decision making process, 

service experience and perceived value in the context of deciding to pursue doctoral education abroad. 

The specific context derives from the newly started international doctoral candidates in the fields of 

Social Sciences and Humanities at the University of Helsinki. In other words, it is a case study since 

it specifically analyses a specific, real-life case what current HYMY’s doctoral candidates 

experienced on their path from planning to apply to being enrolled doctoral candidates. The path of 

each candidate is different from others and their lived experiences are unique. In a case study the 

researcher seeks for a full in-depth understanding of the case, taking its complexity into consideration 
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(Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008:117-118). Through determining the underlying structure and meaning, 

we make sense of the case (Simons 2009:5). 

 

As was just illustrated, a case study is relevant when it is needed to describe and explain (Farquhar 

2012:14, Lee & Saunders 2017:34). A study gathering subjective experiences and connecting them 

in order to reach meaningful descriptions and explanations suggests that the reality around us is built 

in a constructivist way. In constructivist theory we learn about reality through our cultural and social 

discourses and meaning making (Fosnot 2005). In other words, the informants recalling their 

perceptions in the interview interaction create and construct the memories and knowledge in that 

moment. Case study research is sometimes criticised of its lack of objectivity. However, as the nature 

of a case study research is not testing hypotheses with experiments but an in-depth understanding of 

a case, objectivity in traditional sense and a broad generalisation is not something to strive for 

(Farquhar 2012:10). Instead, a transparent and focused way in conducting and reporting the study is 

the key to its precision and credibility (Farquhar 2012). Interpretation is a highly skilled cognitive 

and intuitive process and in many cases the key in making sense of that what has been learned about 

the case (Simons 2009:117-118). Case studies address specific phenomenon in a certain context and 

strengthen theory by building up with other case studies (Lee & Saunders 2017). As a conclusion, 

this case study acknowledges that the world constitutes of our observations, and it seeks to provide 

an understanding of the case in question. In contrast to surveys’ statistical generalisations, it relies on 

analytic generalisation (Yin 2009:43).  

 

3.2 Research method: interviewing 

 

This study is a case study, meaning that it examines a particular group in a specific environment. 

Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008) point out that case study research is closer to a research approach or 

strategy rather than a method itself. Case study research comply to a variety of empirical data and the 

method chosen to analyse the material(s) vary depending on the aims of the study (Eriksson & 

Kovalainen 2008:116).  

 

This work is based on the qualitative research method of interviewing. Interviews range from closed 

surveys to semi-structured to open interviews depending on how much freedom the interviewee is 

given providing information (Edwards & Holland 2013). The nature of qualitative research approach 
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is usually to understand the constructed reality in its contexts and therefore the focus is on 

interpretation and understanding (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008). To gain a better understanding of 

the things that the foreign doctoral candidates value when choosing their host university and how 

they experienced the process of choosing, applying and enrolling at the University of Helsinki, a 

semi-structured interview was chosen to be carried out. A semi-structured interview was chosen as 

the method for data collection due to its many strengths as a method to gather information. Firstly, it 

makes possible to gather information directly from the informant about a topic that there is no 

previous information in text. Secondly, interviewing can conveniently transfer experiences that the 

informant possibly would not make the effort to share in writing due to its complex nature. 

Additionally, interviewing allows flexibility due to its dialogic nature: the interviewer can ask for 

clarifications or correct misunderstandings (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2012:63). The strong point of an 

interview is its ability to let the interviewee talk easily whereas in contrast answering an open question 

in a questionnaire might have a limited space and requires the interviewee to be able to shape his or 

her thoughts into writing. Additionally, speaking allows interaction and asking for clarifications, 

which decreases the possibility for misunderstandings. This can also be seen as the downside of 

interviews: how to exclude the interviewer’s effect on the outcome? A research interview is a part of 

a knowledge-making process in which the interviewer is also a part of (Ruusuvuori & Tiittula 

2005:10-11).  

 

The outcome of a dialogue is always unpredictable (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2012:67). Therefore, a semi-

structured interview was chosen as the research method to build some frames for the discussion and 

to strive for more controlled research to ensure its validity. By conducting a semi-structured 

interview, the researcher can attain knowledge from a topic of interest by letting the informant to tell 

with their own words about their experiences and thoughts, them only directing with some premade 

and ad hoc questions based on what the informant says. The premade questions ensure that the same 

topics are asked from all informants. In a semi-structured interview, the interviewer guides the 

informant through the chosen topics that they wish to know about, but the wording or sequence of 

questions may vary (Ruusuvuori & Tiittula 2005:11). The benefit of a semi-structured interview is its 

ability to create broad and systematic material about certain topics while keeping the conversation 

casual (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008:84). The downside of a semi-structured interview is that the 

existing structure and planned topics may prevent the informant to raise some other important topics 

(ibid.). Therefore, an open question was put at the end so that the participant could point out or 

emphasis aspects that they found relevant or wanted talk more about. 
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The kind of interview in which the interview is seen as a way to reach to the interviewee’s perceptions, 

viewpoints and emotions is according to Silverman’s (2001) classification of interview studies called 

an emotionalist or a subjectivist interview (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008:78-96). The other two types 

are positivist (also sometimes referred as naturalist or realist) and constructionist interview. In an 

emotionalist interview the interviewer chooses questions to hear about the interviewee’s 

understandings and experiences, whereas in positivist interview to aim is to distract facts and 

information. A constructionist approach on information focuses on the interaction between the 

interviewer and the interviewee and how meanings are produced. The research question(s) directs the 

researcher to evaluate a suitable type (ibid.). When the informant talks about their experiences it is 

called narrative interviewing (Ruusuvuori & Tiittula 2005:12). A narrative interview aims to gather 

narratives for the researcher to analyse. Analysing narratives gives access to observe such interesting 

parts as how the narrative describes experiencing the world and change. It is important to note that 

not all speech is narrativistic, for example looking for facts (asking for one’s background information) 

or asking about explanations or opinions. (Hyvärinen & Löyttyniemi in Ruusuvuori & Tiittula 

2005:189-191). The benefit of a good narrative is that it distracts the personal and concrete out of the 

whole event and is therefore richer than just a report (Hyvärinen & Löyttyniemi in Ruusuvuori & 

Tiittula 2005:199). However, narrative interviews have always an uncontrolled aspect in them and 

sometimes the interviewees answer something else than what was asked from them, which can also 

change the style of information from a narrativistic to for example argumentative. Hence, interviews 

always face a certain uncertainty (Hyvärinen & Löyttyniemi in Ruusuvuori & Tiittula 2005:218). 

Interviews seen as narratives enforce the idea that information is not an objective piece of knowledge 

unable to change over time, or vary between persons, but rather narrated happenings and experiences 

that reveal emotions, attitudes and observations, which is equally important information. In addition, 

interviews get hold of what people say which might not align with what they do (Arksey & Knight 

1999:15). 

 

3.3 Informants 

 

The empirical material in this study consists of 10 individually recorded semi-structured interviews 

with recently started doctoral candidates. In total there were 10 informants aged between 26 to 45, 

the average mean age was 32,5 and median age 31,5 years. They all studied in one of the doctoral 
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programmes in Doctoral School of Humanities and Social Sciences at the University of Helsinki 

(HYMY). They had enrolled into their programmes 2019 or early 2020. Their respective home 

countries were Japan, Germany, Ghana, Indonesia, India, Lebanon, Malaysia, Nepal, Hungary and 

the United States.  

 

The reason to focus on international doctoral candidates who attained a study right in one of the 11 

doctoral programmes in humanities and social sciences is due to the much lower proportional share 

of international doctoral candidates in that doctoral school compared with the other three doctoral 

schools at the University of Helsinki1. Even though HYMY is the biggest of the doctoral schools, it 

seems to attract less foreigners than the doctoral schools in other fields. Also, since foreigners often 

have to put some extra effort in finding the information about pursuing a PhD in a foreign institution, 

it makes their decision making process more interesting compared with Finnish students. The 

University in Helsinki is well-renowned in Finland since it is the biggest and the best university in 

the country. However, on a global scale the University of Helsinki is a relatively small player and 

might not enjoy an equal familiarity.  

 

The selected informants were chosen from a list of doctoral candidates who got their study right in 

autumn 2019 in any of the doctoral programmes in the Doctoral school in Humanities and Social 

sciences. At the time of research in spring 2020 these doctoral candidates were the most recently 

accepted ones, so technically even though they had started their doctoral studies for about six months 

ago (=when receiving their study right) it is still valid to expect them to recall the decision making 

and application processes. The informants were contacted by personified emails asking them to be 

part of a research interview. In order to gain the informants trust, the interviewer approached them 

from their university-email address and explained the purpose of the study and her affiliations with 

the University. 

 

A semi-structured interview was chosen because there already exists information about the research 

phenomenon and the aim is to see how well the experiences fit to the existing knowledge. In this 

study the point is to analyse the whole decision making process, which is a somewhat subconscious 

process, and therefore some instructing questions were necessary to get the informants to observe the 

 
1 The doctoral schools at the Univeristy of Helsinki are Doctoral school in Humanities and Social sciences (abbreviated 

as HYMY), Doctoral school in Natural sciences, Doctoral school in Health sciences and Doctoral school in 

Environmental, Food and Biological sciences. 
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things related to the topic.  The interviews were done individually, since focus group interviews might 

create group pressure to be like-minded. Also, the theme is about personal experiences, which is why 

the group-aspect would only decrease the value. Some of the interviews were done face-to-face 

whereas others were done online (video) calls via Zoom due to the corona pandemic situation 

restricting live interaction. All interviews were recorded and additionally notes on the spot were 

written down about what the interviewee had just said. Writing notes allowed the interviewee to have 

some time to reflect on the things they just said because it created small pauses after each question 

before the interviewer moved on to the next. The questionnaire was tested prior the interviews with 

a person who came to Finland to study their master’s to evaluate its length and difficulty.  

 

From a research ethical point of view interviewing doctoral candidates has many benefits: doctoral 

candidates are often familiar with interviewing process for research purposes, and they can be 

expected to know what they sign up for, at least compared with laymen (which makes it easier to 

secure the so-called informed consent). The problems rise from the relatively small pool of 

informants, which can risk their anonymity. Therefore, in this research the nationality and exact 

discipline of each informant are not revealed. It is important to secure the informant’s anonymity to 

gain their trust (Ruusuvuori & Tiittula 2005:41) and to ensure ethically sustainable research (Eriksson 

& Kovalainen 2008:13). The scientific demand of reliable and truthful information has traditionally 

often seen as a demand for the researcher to keep as much distance to the interviewee as possible. 

However, it must be noted that it is not possible lose the effect of interaction entirely. It must be kept 

in mind that even an interviewing situation is interaction in which the basic principles of interaction 

apply: we ask, answer, make interpretations and seek to show interest to find a common ground in 

the ways that we have learned (Ruusuvuori & Tiittula 2005:22). What makes the situation special is 

that there are certain roles that the parts adapt to. In addition, the interview has an aim which is 

directed by the target of the research. (Ruusuvuori & Tiittula 2005:23). The interviewer has often a 

broader perspective, trying to achieve a bigger picture, whereas the interviewee talks about their own 

experiences and might find it difficult to relate to the general categories suggested by the researcher 

(Ruusuvuori & Tiittula 2005:37).  

 

Another important aspect to bear in mind is the cultural differences between the interviewer and the 

interviewee. The interviewer might interpret things differently as well as the limited pre-information 

about the interviewee might hinder the possibilities to find a mutual understanding about the shared 

information (Rastas in Ruusuvuori & Tiittula 2005:80). Cultural differences might not be visible in 
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the interviewing process itself but when analysing the materials, the researcher should have 

precautions about the interpretations that they make, especially if he/she is not familiar with the 

interviewees’ cultural backgrounds. (Rastas in Ruusuvuori & Tiittula 2005:86).  

 

3.4 Analysis of the interviews 

 

Altogether there were 10 interviews. Some of the interviews were done face-to-face and others via 

an online (video) call platform Zoom. All interviews were recorded with the interviewee’s 

permission. The interviews lasted from around 30 minutes to almost an hour depending on how much 

the interviewee had to say about the asked topics. The interview questions (see appendix) covered 

some basic background information, the reasons to pursue a doctoral degree, the experiences of 

applying and enrollment as well as the value of their degree. The questions were asked from all of 

the informants. All interviews were transcribed for the analysis. Since the focus is solely on the 

content instead of the interaction, only the content of the speech was transcribed and pauses, 

intonation etc. were left out.  

 

The method for data analysis includes a mix of different qualitative approaches. The analysis draws 

from the guidelines and practices of content analysis and thematic analysis. In exploratory studies the 

researcher examines the data looking for key words, themes or patterns to outline the analysis (Guest 

et al. 2014:6). Content analysis is a method to make sense of the content, here trying to determine 

textual meanings (Gheyle & Jacobs 2017). Thematic analysis is a method for “identifying, analyzing, 

and interpreting patterns of meaning (‘themes’) within qualitative data” (Clarke & Braun 2017:297). 

It is a widely used and accessible method for generating codes developing into themes of the data. A 

thematic analysis is not about counting words or phrases but about tracing implicit and explicit ideas 

in the data which make up themes (Guest et al. 2014:9). Codes are small units for analysis capturing 

interesting and (potentially) relevant features of the data and the building blocks for themes, which 

are larger patterns of meaning related to the research questions (Clarke & Braun 2017:297). So, 

thematic analysis is a tool for identifying, interpreting and organising relevant features of the data 

guided by the research questions and the researcher’s analytic observations and hence, suits well even 

for small case studies (Clarke & Braun 2017:297-298). This was applied to the informants’ answers 

to find the key points relevant to each research question. The answers were read and reread 

highlighting important meanings and topics and then compared with other answers.  
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3.5 Validity & reliability 

 

It is important to ensure that the study is valid and reliable for it to provide useful information. 

Inspecting the whole research process critically (also referred to as reflexivity) increases the validity 

(Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008). The interviews were conducted carefully; the interview questions 

were tested beforehand, the questionnaire was followed in all of the interviews, the interviews were 

recorded and later transcribed to ensure to capture all relevant information as accurately as possible. 

Additionally, international doctoral candidates have excellent English skills so even though the 

interview was held in a foreign language for most of the informants, it can still be expected for both 

parties to understand each other well. Therefore, the responses can be considered reliable. In the 

analysis stage, all notes and highlights were documented, marking the points that the researcher 

considered important for the study. The goal of reliability is to minimize errors in a study, so that if 

someone conducted the same study in the same way all over again, they would arrive at the same 

findings and conclusions (Yin 2009:45). The only part that the researcher has no control of, is the 

interpretation of the atmosphere that each interviewer creates with their presence and non-verbal 

communication, which may affect the degree of depth or sincerity that the interviewee is willing to 

talk. 

 

Qualitative studies do not aim for large generalisations nor to produce numeric data, and therefore it 

is not relevant to assume that the opinions and insights in this study would be an average experience 

of a foreign doctoral candidate at the University of Helsinki. A qualitive research strives to, for 

example, describe events or processes, understand particular actions or to provide theoretical 

reasonings and interpretations for certain phenomenon (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2017:73). This study does 

not produce “an average case” of an international doctoral candidate’s reasoning to apply to the 

University of Helsinki but describes the range of motives and experiences detected. It is also 

important to note whether data is used to look for similarities or differences. In a small data, it is 

easier to find things that repeat than to map all the possible different categories (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 

2017:76). In this study the reoccurring themes are given more emphasis.  
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4 Results 

 

4.1 Describing the decision making process:  

 

4.1.1 Problem recognition: The decision for a PhD at the University of Helsinki 

 

The first research question is what motivated the doctoral candidates to embark a PhD process at the 

University of Helsinki? Discussing the reasons to choose doctoral education is in fact a discussion 

about future plans. In order to pursue doctoral studies, one must already have a master’s degree 

meaning that they already have a field of expertise and sufficient knowledge for multiple positions in 

the job market. Additionally, people who hold a master’s degree have some life experience and may 

have relationships, ambitions, work prospects etc. that direct the other aspects of their life. 

 

Literature suggests that there are personal factors and internal motivation as well as external reasons 

such as career boost that play a part in the decision to pursue a doctoral degree. Both aspects did 

emerge in the interviews. The themes related to future plans that rose in the interviews were interest 

in research and academic career and enhancing one’s career prospects, but also fulfilling one’s 

personal desires and contributing to one’s home country. A doctorate could also function as an 

adaptation tool for Finnish culture and society facilitating entry to labour market. The informants 

recognised a motivation, a goal, an aspiration, an opportunity or a need for change that reflected their 

internal desires and/or external requirements. A few informants expressed that they wish to become 

researchers or lecturers and doing a PhD is a “required step” for that goal. Some described that doing 

research is something that “suits them well”. The ambition for a PhD constitutes of various aspects, 

such as wanting to work as a researcher in the field, wanting to continue with a research topic that 

needs more research, a need to enhance one’s skills for deep analysis, wanting to proceed on one’s 

career, looking for a high-ranked programme to enhance one’s job prospects and adding value for 

one’s home country by being a more knowledgeable civil servant.  

 

“I reached the point that I am not improving myself at all and neither did my husband in his 

career, so we decided we need to move in order to find better education for both me and my 

kids.” (Informant H) 
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“I work in research and when you work as a principal research assistant, you have to do 

your PhD to become a research fellow, so that was the decision, because I was stuck, that 

was the highest point you could go with your Masters, the job pushed me. --- I personally 

wanted to do it because as you’re involved in research, you tend to want to do more of your 

own stuff but you can’t do it, because you always have to work under someone as a research 

assistant, but when you have PhD, then you work as a research fellow, then you can do your 

own stuff, so that was basically the motivation for that.” (Informant E) 

 

“It’s a required step to do the career that I want to do.” (Informant A) 

 

The decision for pursuing a PhD was usually not a swift one. Some mentioned that the spark for 

research was lit while working on their master’s thesis and for some the desire for a doctorate had 

been smouldering for a longer time before reaching a point where all the pieces could come together. 

A few of the informants mentioned that their current work situation pushed them so that they would 

be able to take the next steps on their career. Some got encouraging feedback from supervisors to 

consider doctoral studies. In these cases, the academic environment created a pull effect. 

 

“I guess it was a process, already in my Master program in the first year there were some 

people who were supervisors of the Master thesis or the coordinators, they were 

encouraging me like: ‘Yeah, you should really think about doctoral studies’. --- In general, 

it was something I always wanted because I think being a researcher just fits really well to 

me. It was my first priority before the all the other stuff.” (Informant F) 

 

“My Master’s programme motivated me to be more interested in research. I enjoyed doing 

research and did quite well during my master’s programme and my master’s thesis process. 

I wanted to build up on what I was already doing. My doctoral research is a progressive 

project on what I was already doing and what I was already interested in.” (Informant C) 

 

As a conclusion, a doctorate was seen as a way to fulfil personal desires for example by gaining 

more independence, reaching one’s dream work, improving one’s job prospects or to proceed career 

wise, to contribute to the research world and/or to one’s home country. However, sometimes the 

decision was intertwined with other personal reasons such as relationship. Several of the informants 

had either a Finnish partner or a partner who wanted to live in Finland and they were looking for a 

solution that would best match their needs as a couple. A partner residing in Finland was a crucial 

factor for choosing Finland because a long-distance relationship was not seen desirable. Previous 

studies about factors influencing the choice of higher institution found that family influences the 

prospective student’s decision for a host institution. Even though it holds true for both 

undergraduates and graduate students, it must be noted that they often mean different things. 
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Undergraduates value the opinion of their parents whereas doctoral candidates who are older 

consider their partner and possible children. 

 

“So, we were finding ways to be in the same country. But I always had this plan to pursue a 

doctoral degree sometime in the future. I thought that because I’m a foreigner and I don’t 

know the language, it could be quite hard for me to be in the labour market directly. So, I 

thought maybe I should continue with my studies.” (Informant C) 

 

“--while I liked the work, but I did realise I missed research very, very much. --- Part of it 

was personal, my partner was going to come back to Finland to finish his Master’s. I wasn’t 

super satisfied with what I was doing so I thought it was natural to apply for doctoral 

studies so that we could be in the same country.” (Informant I) 

 

The reason for internationals to choose a doctoral programme at the University of Helsinki, however, 

is not solely to blame on love since not all of them had a Finnish partner. Which factors then 

influenced their choice of institution? Previous studies show that the academic reputation of the 

university, its departments/programmes and/or researchers play a major role in the choice of host 

university. This was confirmed in the interviews. The informants were well aware of the international 

ranking of University of Helsinki (UH), and it was a regarded significant for them. Additionally, the 

education at UH was regarded modern and flexible in terms of giving doctoral candidates tools to 

pursue their own goals.  

 

“It’s an international and highly ranked programme so that’s a big factor. --- The higher 

the ranking of the programme, the more likely you are to get a job so that ranking matters.” 

(Informant A) 

 

“The university of Helsinki is known for very good quality in terms of research.” (Informant 

C) 

 

“My research area is multidisciplinary, it’s two sectors, --- Some traditional universities 

have more traditional subjects, no any kind of multidisciplinary area the students can 

pursue.” (Informant G) 

 

The attractiveness of an institution is greatly influenced by its academic staff. Sometimes when the 

prospective student still is unsure of a suitable institution, the supervisor is a major pulling factor. 

The informants acknowledged the importance of a supervisor that matches with their research 

interests and usually stopped searching for other alternatives once they got a reply to their supervision 

enquiry.  



35 

 

 

 

“Starting from the list given by my donor I was looking for suitable supervisors with my 

interest and my research proposal. One of the replies I got was from a Finnish professor 

from the University of Helsinki and he said that I could name him as my future supervisor. --

- And the most important part, the first thing to be successful in conducting the doctoral 

studies, is the supervisor. (Informant D) 

 

“Most importantly it was my supervisor, because that wasn’t the plan [to choose the 

University of Helsinki]. We do the same thing with my supervisor. I also wanted to go to the 

University of Essex, in the UK. When I talked to him about it, he told me that if I’m willing 

to do it here because he feels that it was a good programme, so he basically convinced me, 

that’s why the University of Helsinki.” (Informant E) 

 

“As I said, the most important factor is the supervisors, I met them and had the opportunity 

to discuss my research and also the qualification to the university, doctoral programme.” 

(Informant J) 

 

“And once I got a response from one supervisor, why would I risk it and talk to another one, 

so I focused on this.” (Informant H) 

 

Apart from internal drive and social reasons, there were practical reasons that contributed to the final 

decision of picking the doctoral school at UH. The practical reasons are different based on whether 

the doctoral candidate is staying or plans of staying in Finland after graduation or not. For the ones 

who already live or had lived here reasons of convenience, such as being already familiar with the 

country and/or institution, were highly influential. There were also informants who had carefully 

planned to migrate into Finland and valued for example social security and possibility to an outdoor 

lifestyle. However, if the doctoral candidate saw Helsinki merely as a pit stop on their journey, the 

practical aspects they considered were for instance costs of studying or wanting to live in a socially 

stable environment. 

 

“I already studied my Master here, I knew that I really like Helsinki, I really like the 

university and I really like my supervisor. ---, so, I thought of applying elsewhere, but then it 

would have just been such a hazard, I would have had to find a new supervisor and I don’t 

know how it is there, like the climate or whatever. So here I knew that I really enjoy 

everything. It was the easiest way - and also the best way (laugh)”. (Informant F) 

 

“I was quite happy with that department, and I really liked my supervisors, that was a big 

part of it.” (Informant I) 
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“Finland was once again number one in the world in terms of happiness. --- It’s a country 

that is still, for now, taking care of its people. They make sure they have what they need to 

live a decent life in terms of education, medical care. Those are big factors for people of a 

certain age with family responsibilities.” (Informant A) 

 

“--- experienced it [Scandinavia] when I did my Master, so I liked the landscape of 

Scandinavia.” (Informant G) 

 

“And later I found out that the PhD was free of tuition, that was also another thing. --- My 

visits here got me more interested in studying here because it had a good scenery, and 

everything was calm and steady. For a PhD I needed to concentrate, so I needed a place 

where I didn’t have too many friends, so that I can concentrate and finish quickly. That’s 

also important.” (Informant E) 

 

In short, the range of pull-factors in choosing a doctoral programme at UH’s doctoral school were 

being close to one’s partner, attracted by UH’s high ranking, finding a suitable supervisor, the comfort 

of being in a familiar environment, UH offering a non-traditional and multidisciplinary teaching 

approach as well as not collecting tuition fees. It must be noted that even though there sometimes was 

a main factor, there usually were several factors at play simultaneously. The decision seems to be a 

sum of optimising one’s life and trying to find a solution that does not take up too many resources to 

organise. The doctoral candidates constructed their preference criteria for a university based on 

multiple factors. As literature suggests “people often do not have well-formed preferences as standard 

theory assumes” (Camerer 1998:180) but they make those preferences along the way. Moreover, 

some of the candidates reported that research has always been their dream, but the decision waited 

for the good moment and context in their life.  

 

Deciding is just as much about choosing something as it is about excluding other alternatives. What 

made the informants exclude other higher education institutions? The informants were asked whether 

they had considered some other institutions besides the University of Helsinki and many of them had. 

Reasons that the candidate scanned for options elsewhere as well were other institution’s higher 

prestige, the possibility for a funded/salaried position, and matching research profile at another 

institution.  

 

Some informants also speculated UH’s possible push-factors that could have someone choosing 

another institution. They listed University’s non-responsiveness in contacting attempts, its relatively 
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low international visibility, lack of proper funding possibilities, its geographic location along with a 

different language and demanding immigration bureaucracy as factors that reduce its attractiveness. 

 

“Because of the funding situation in Finland it’s not likely that they’re going to attract 

‘normal’ profiles. I’m an unusual profile because I’m of a certain age and have enough 

savings and remote work that allows me to be self-funded, but most 28-year-olds wouldn’t 

have that kind of background. So funding is the biggest problem for your international 

candidates.” (Informant A)  

 

”Firstly maybe geographical reasons, it’s far away from [my home country]. Another reason 

maybe the language, it seems very difficult and very different from languages like English, 

Germany or French.” (Interviewer: You were open minded to come here?) ”Yeah, I like 

challenges.” (Informant D) 

 

4.1.2 Search for information 

 

All of the informants turned to the official web pages of the University to find out information about 

the doctoral programmes and application process. They described visiting them often, especially 

concerning the admission instructions, supervisors and funding, and less so about finding out about 

the university’s profile in general. When discussing the image of the University, Finnish welfare state 

and University of Helsinki’s high ranking were mentioned repeatedly. Those who were not familiar 

with the University beforehand had found the University’s webpages from Google, from a list of 

recommended Universities provided by their employer, or via their supervisor whom they had found 

either through work or in an international data base used in their research field. Although they were 

not familiar with the University of Helsinki the informants still usually had some kind of idea about 

Finland. In fact, most of the respondents had visited Finland prior to their decision to apply to the 

University of Helsinki because of previous studies, their partner and/or work. However, many 

informants explained that the application arrangements are different than in their home country or the 

country in which they previously studied in, so they had to learn about the local system.  

 

My boyfriend was very encouraging that I should just give it a chance, it doesn’t matter that 

I didn’t do my master’s here and that no one knows me. He knew that there is an application 

in the autumn and spring. Then I went to the homepage and went through who can apply, how 

to apply and so on. (Informant B) 
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The informants searched information not only about the application process but also about suitable 

supervisors since the Doctoral School in Humanities and Social Sciences requires that the doctoral 

candidate has found a supervisor before applying. This information search was sometimes quite 

interactive as the people whom the prospective students had contacted recommended further people 

to contact to find the most relevant recipient for the message.  

 

My husband previously came to Helsinki to train some organisation, so he asked the people 

living here how is Finland, how is the education in here and they were telling him why not to 

come and try it here, so this is how it started. I was checking regularly your website and I was 

trying to find out what are the positions available and what are the chances, and I found out 

that there were hundreds of supervisors and a lot of groups. So when I was checking the 

different research groups, it was very difficult to know who am I going to contact, who is the 

person and is he available. (Informant H) 

 

4.1.3 Applying & admission 

 

After the decision of preferred institution(s) was made, one had to apply to a doctoral programme. 

The interviews confirmed that the decision to apply is a high involvement situation since it took up a 

lot of resources and often involved also other people for assistance. Several informants speculated 

that it could be “close to impossible” to know the right way how to construct the application form 

properly without some “insider” help, i.e., help from someone who knows the requirements and 

preferences to the University of Helsinki. The University of Helsinki’s application platform was 

appreciated since it is completely digital, what was considered hard was filling out relevant 

information in correct columns and constructing a good research plan. 

 

“I’d say you need determination because it’s time consuming, it’s not an easy job. You need 

definitely supervisors or someone who could guide you during the application process.” 

(Informant J) 

 

What makes applying to the Doctoral School in Humanities and Social Sciences at the University of 

Helsinki different from most doctoral schools is the fact that it is possible to apply the study right 

even without any source of funding. The informants considered it both a positive thing as well as a 

disadvantage. Most of the informants applied before they had found funding. Some had secured their 

funding from their employer and applied only for study right and some applied for the university’s 

funded positions along with study right and had also an interview, either on-site or online.  
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4.2 Evaluating one’s choice  

 

Enrolling to a doctoral programme compels the doctoral candidate to evaluate the choice they made. 

The informants evaluated the service quality and value of the degree both directly and indirectly. The 

great majority considered their future doctoral degree from the University of Helsinki to be of great 

value. The experiences they have faced at the onset of their doctoral research shape their image of the 

institution as well as their sense of motivation and encouragement for research. Themes related to 

their experiences with enrolment at the University were nice supervisors, demanding application 

period and the somewhat rough start of their studies.  

 

A reoccurring theme that frames the enrolment process is the emotionally demanding side in starting 

a big research project and integrating to the university and adamic community as a foreigner. While 

many of the informants considered the application process stressful and demanding, it was also 

something that they mostly had expected. Additionally, negative experiences related to slow 

bureaucracy had usually to do with Finland’s immigration rather than the demands of the university 

and therefore they were considered as just a one-time inconvenience. As a contrast, the kind of 

struggles that they encountered at the onset of their doctoral research came mostly as a surprise and 

left many with a slight disappointment that asks for efforts to compensate. However, most of the 

informants luckily had found ways to overcome the hardships and were now quite optimistic and 

looking forward to getting their research in full swing.  

 

The strong commitment that comes with a high involvement decision resulted in the fact that the 

informants said that they were either happy with the choice they had made or were reluctant to 

evaluate it just yet and said that only time will tell. Those who said that they were satisfied with their 

choice mentioned for example that they are proud and happy to be part of the University of Helsinki, 

that there are currently no issues, that it is the best decision for them now, that the resources are good, 

or that the teaching quality is excellent and comparable to the US. The latter indicates that at least 

those informants who have peers in other universities compare practices between institutions to 

evaluate the level of quality. Therefore, universities should benchmark what the most successful ones 

are doing to avoid being considered as lagging behind.  
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The hardships faced by the new doctoral candidates were mostly about academic and social 

integration, which made them feel isolated and uncertain. In order to feel that they had made the right 

decision they looked for evidence that they were welcomed and appreciated. That sensation was built 

on several factors, for example how they were received, to whom they were introduced to, what 

benefits or facilities they were entitled to and how easy is it to get assistance. Basically, the more the 

doctoral candidate was left to manage things on their own, the more they saw it as a sign that they do 

not matter. Spencer-Oatey, Dauber & Williams (2014) suggest that integration can take place at 

different levels: individual, the community, and institutional. The individual level focuses on the 

personal needs and aspirations of students, both in terms of health and welfare (such as the stress they 

are experiencing) and in terms of learning and growth (such as the development of competence). 

Many of the informants felt more reassured once they became more familiar with the University’s 

structure and practices. 

 

The lack of academic and social integration were a significant theme resulting in feelings of 

disappointment, confusion or frustration. The insufficient academic integration happened when it was 

unclear for the doctoral candidate what was expected of them, when the supervisor is also new to the 

University and unable to guide with the practices, when they do not know who to contact, or when 

the initial plan for curriculum and timetable were not happening. Often the feeling of being neglected 

was not about people not being friendly enough, on the contrary the informants described the 

supervisors and staff as extremely friendly, instead it is the unclear processes that form the obstacles. 

One informant talked about how the University’s admission page does not clearly explain how the 

PhD process is constructed and how the four years are planned to be carried out process-wise. Some 

described that it was difficult managing a lot of information on your own and not knowing where to 

focus and hoping for guidance. Academic integration does not occur just by social interaction, it 

seems also to be about understanding the organisation structure and practices, being familiar with the 

buildings and having a relevant curriculum. Some considered their situation unique to other doctoral 

candidates which may result in them not trying to find peer support. The social integration stems from 

inclusive behaviour as well as having social contacts.  

 

“About supervising process or practices, it’s far more complex than I expected. There are at 

least few channels that I can ask for supervision and to be honest I’m not confident that I 

understood fully how the system works. [- -] So, considering that I’m now here, concerning 

courses, supervising time table, it’s quite slow. I would definitely feel that I’m somehow 

isolated from the university bubble. And that no one would teach you on how to operate in 

https://journals-sagepub-com.libproxy.helsinki.fi/doi/full/10.1177/1028315319842346
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the course register, well of course they’d explain to you, but you’d have to ask but there are 

so many branches that I don’t know who I should ask. In the orientation there’s some 

information but I think you need a real person to talk to.” (Informant J) 

 

“I remember that in the beginning I was always a little bit anxious because I lacked that 

feeling of relatedness or belonging. I felt like okay, I just walked in here and I’m completely 

on my own and they’re expecting me to do stuff now which I have no idea of how to start 

with the big project. I can sit here and read texts, I really had no idea what to do. All the 

information about the doctoral programme first had to be read all by myself, they send you 

links. It would have been better if someone really explained you what is important right 

now. Then I asked the other doctoral students at my office about it, I was the only one 

starting now, and they were all laughing like ‘I had to find out myself as well’, ‘no one told 

me that’ and they were sharing with me similar experiences. One also said that when I came 

and started, my first day was exactly the same, ‘no one was here, no one said hello’. [- -] 

I’m in an office with only Finnish people and they have this culture, even when they go to 

lunch, each of them stands up but go there alone, I go to Unicafe and sit there alone. [- -] 

They never ask if anyone wants to go to lunch. I think from my perspective it’s really 

Finnish. The first months left me feeling a bit isolated or alone.” (Informant F) 

 

“During the orientation day on January there was not much information related to the 

campuses, or the ‘fulfil A or B and what do you get’, what it the requirement?” (Informant 

G) 

 

Other factors that were stressful and demotivating for the doctoral candidates were cost of living 

and/or lack of funding. Some of the informants were self-funded and relied on their savings or part-

time jobs. Some informants had a grant ranging from one to four years, and one had a university-

funded position for four years. However, most of them did not know how they would be funded at 

the time of applying and some not even when they were first permitted the study right in the doctoral 

programme. The decision to take on a big research project with no promise of income asks for an 

optimistic attitude, a will to search for options and motivation for research.  

 

“It would have been absolutely very difficult for me to continue it if I didn’t have any 

funding. The motivation to work was little because you were giving some much of your time 

and expected to do well but there was no support, not even a desk, or a workplace to work 

from. So, it was really difficult. Financial support is important to sustain your life here, even 

when I had my husband who was earning money. But my motivation was going down, so 

probably I wouldn’t have completely abandoned it, but I would have maybe taken part time 

jobs or something else. I think doing four years of doctoral programme is a big commitment 

and doing it without funding is really next to impossible.” (Informant C) 
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“For me the biggest challenge right now is to find funding and to navigate the largely 

Finnish language resources for locating those options and figuring out how to apply for 

them.” (Informant A) 

 

“Also, the funding, I was not really aware that it’s so much work, there are so many 

possibilities and much work with that as well. Every application is a new start. Sometimes 

it’s pretty stressful.” (Informant B) 

 

“My supervisors very strongly encouraged me to apply to Kone grant. I wasn’t really 

expecting much, I thought if I’d ever get funding I would more likely get it from the 

department, because my research is about gender, and I didn’t anticipate that a corporate 

company in Finland would be that interested in that area. I didn’t get the salaried position 

from the university, got the news in November, in December got the Kone grant. I wouldn’t 

have decided to do my doctoral studies otherwise without any funding.” (Informant I) 

 

The observation that financial situation links with the motivation and possibilities to finish one’s 

degree is also backed on literature. Literature on student attrition suggests that academic and social 

integration, students’ commitment to obtaining a degree, socio-economic status and financial issues 

like student loans are relevant factors in first-year student attrition (Shcheglova, Gorbunova & 

Chirikov 2020). However, it can be noted that pursuing the degree is a high involvement decision 

since even though there were some struggles, no one reported being so dissatisfied that they would 

like to quit. Most of them who had sentiments of disappointment suspected that their feelings will 

change. Even those informants whose financial situation was not secured for the whole PhD journey 

did not imply regretting their choice.  

 

On the other hand, in situations that the academic and social integration happened, the informants 

were usually excited, happy or grateful. Social and academic integration occurred usually 

simultaneously, knowing more researchers in one’s field gave them not only social connections but 

also introduced them to the academic world more deeply. Most often it happened through a research 

seminar, but it could also happen through other means such as group chat or signing a supervision 

agreement to ensure regular meetups.  

 

“As a grant researcher, a lot of us may feel not that connected to the university compared to 

salaried researchers, but my supervisor organises these group meetings once a month, that 

definitely makes me feel like a part of a wider academic community.” (Informant I) 
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“What’s very important for me now is that I started to feel a bit more safe and I think the 

university and the [programme] especially really helps. They have these small meetings. 

There are these plans that you will get the next funding from somewhere, don’t worry, don’t 

stress. That’s very, very nice. I have this general feeling that when somebody really wants to 

do their work and ask for money and travel support, they usually try to help you. If you put 

energy into it, they will notice. This is my impression; they want to give you the 

opportunities.” (Informant B) 

 

“And another positive surprise is that the professor is so kind since the first day I came. 

After our first meeting, he showed me around, where the cafe room is and where to clean 

and ways to get to the library and so on.” (Informant D) 

 

“People were helpful when I went and asked questions, but I was left to be proactive myself. 

If I hadn’t done it all by myself and had just waited for an email to pop in, then it would 

have been late. So, I did everything myself, I organised a lot of meetings. [- -] Although [my 

supervisors] are very busy themselves, we meet every six weeks or at least once in two 

months. We also have the monthly seminar in our department which also gives me a chance 

to know more researches from my own field. Otherwise, it’s a very lonely experience, I 

would say, as a doctoral student. You’re very alone because you don’t go to the university 

every day, you’re left with no one, just yourself.” (Informant C) 

 

“Now that I got a grip on everything and I understand what is expected of me and what I 

have to do, I’m feeling really happy and I’m thinking that this is exactly what I want to do 

right now. Now I’m really happy. Much of it is because of my supervisors. They are really, 

really nice both. I think if they weren’t as approachable as they are, it could still this feeling 

of loneliness or the isolation would prevail. They are both really open, nice and talkative so 

I think that makes a big difference.”(Interviewer: You had to reach out to them?) “Ever 

since we’ve made this supervising plan, we have there that we meet once a month. Now I’m 

seeing them regularly, but before that I had to reach out.” (Informant D) 
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5 Conclusion 

 

5.1 Summary of the main results 

 

This study examines international doctoral candidates’ decision to pursue their degree at the 

University of Helsinki. It describes the motives and the process of how international candidates’ chose 

a doctoral programme in the Doctoral School of Humanities and Social Sciences at the University of 

Helsinki as well as how they evaluate their decision shortly after enrolling the programme. The 

theoretical contribution of this study is deepening the understanding of factors that influence the 

decision making in a Finnish university context as well as demonstrating the multiple interactions 

that happen in each decision making stage.  

 

This study was set out to seek answers for following research questions: 1) “what motivates 

international students in social sciences and humanities to apply for a doctoral programme at the 

University of Helsinki?”, 2) “how does the decision making process look like?” and 3) “how do 

international doctoral candidates evaluate their decision?” First, the decision to pursue a doctoral 

degree in a foreign country is not done lightly. Realising the need, which getting a PhD could satisfy 

could pend for years before one would see that the time was fit for applying. The motivations for a 

doctorate were fuelled by enhancing one’s career prospects, being drawn to doing research, enhancing 

one’s knowledge or continuing a project, as well as some pursuing a dream of becoming a researcher. 

The reasons to apply to the University of Helsinki were various, such as finding a supervisor there, 

wanting to continue there after one’s master’s, being attracted by the University’s ranking, research 

profile and education style as well as in some cases also finding an optimal solution as a foreigner 

with a Finnish partner. Some informants had planned to migrate into Finland, while others came here 

just for obtaining the degree. These findings are in line with previous research, however, they broaden 

the scope of understanding about various personal and interpersonal reasons that one can have 

simultaneously at play.  

 

Second, a decision making process can be broken down into a problem recognition stage, information 

seeking phase, then reaching a choice and executing it and finally evaluating the choice, which results 

in different outcomes depending on one’s satisfaction. This traditional decision making model that 

was created to illustrate how we purchase goods but is proven to be applicable also for complex 
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services such as the decision for a doctoral programme. Often a decision making process can be a 

very independent process, but in doctoral education context it seems to have much interaction and 

possibilities for external forces to influence the outcomes.  

 

The third research question asks how the international doctoral candidates’ evaluate their decision to 

pursue a PhD at the University of Helsinki. So far, the decision was seen to be worth the commitment. 

As literature suggest, deciding to apply for doctoral studies can be considered as a high-involvement 

decision since the informants were ready to go through some demanding tasks to be admitted. The 

most stressful stages in the decision making process were described to be applying to the doctoral 

programme and starting one’s research project, especially if the start did not land close to the 

orientation since having to wait for orientation or missing it made them insecure about their timetable. 

The application period was considered stressful due to the application form being a new system, so 

the doctoral candidates faced uncertainty on how to fill it our correctly. They were also nervous about 

whether the research plan would get support or funding. After enrolment the stress at the onset of 

one’s PhD journey emerged from a sense of being left alone or not being on track. Nonetheless, 

despite some initial turbulence in integration to the University, the informants evaluated their decision 

in a positive manner and expected their challenges to resolve. Their contentment stemmed from 

feeling proud of being part of the University, finding guidance and peers to help with academic and 

social integration and not facing any too major issues. Most of the informants said they were happy 

with the choice they had made, although some described it still being very “early days” to evaluate 

the decision just yet.  

 

5.2 Applications & discussion 

 

This study has described motives for applying to a doctoral programme in the Doctoral School of 

Humanities and Social Sciences at the University of Helsinki and how that decision is constructed 

and finally evaluated. This information is useful for an organisation that is curious about the elements 

of a decision making process in a higher education context and especially for understanding how 

foreign doctoral candidates experience applying and enrolling to the University of Helsinki. From a 

marketing perspective, it provides information about the needs of current and potential consumers. It 

maps their service experience, which offers an insight about the perceived service quality. The study 

draws attention to the importance of establishing a good connection with supervisor(s), getting help 
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in starting the project, securing adequate funding, and using additional means strengthening academic 

and social integration. It is also notes that institutions offering doctoral education should be able to 

outline the process for the service that they are offering in a manner that gives the potential applicants 

correct expectations. For example, universities could organise event for people considering a PhD 

(Brailsford 2010). It would help them to understand how the process looks like and shape their 

expectations to avoid false ideas. If the process of doing a doctorate is unclear and the expectations 

are not met, it will reflect on the doctoral candidates’ evaluation of their decision. Therefore, a 

consumer-driven market orientation is necessary for universities. However, adapting a market-

orientation may cause opposition and resistance as it is seen to drive the “marketization” of higher 

education causing consumerism and capitalism (Ng & Forbes 2009). On the contrary, a market 

orientation is adapted to meet consumer needs for a better functioning organisation. Meeting 

consumer needs does not mean making doctoral students “a ruling class”, rather it is a concept of 

understanding consumers and with understanding comes the knowledge of how to how to organise 

the functions efficiently. A consumer understanding that brings market orientation is also about 

quality assurance to keep one’s position and to better balance on a competitive global market 

(Ghobadian, Speller & Jones 1993:44, Ng & Forbes 2009). Additionally, it is important to remember 

that since education is a co-created service, the value created is not only beneficial for the consumer 

(a person obtaining a doctoral degree) but also for the institution that benefits from the research and 

the expert it gets.  

 

Aiming for a real market orientation requires successful positioning. Especially in the global world 

where people pursue degrees based on their interests and not based on national borders it is 

important to think about how institutions are viewed in an international context. Shanka, Quintal & 

Taylor (2006:43) argue that institutions need to consider how to differentiate their offering as well 

as considering the factors that matter to the prospective students from abroad. They remind that “no 

single criteria that fits all, rather a number of factors dictate an international student’s choice of an 

educational destination”, meaning that based on what the different prospective students value 

different kinds of messages will be listened to. The combination of high academic ranking, low 

hierarchy and social security present in Finland were valued by many of the informants.  

Addressing the difficulties that the doctoral candidates had at the onset of their PhD journey is 

central since it effects the engagement to the decision that they have made as well as their 

impressions about their future resources and possibilities to get assistance. It also affects their 

motivation and abilities to help out those who considering of going through the same process as 
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they did. A solid engagement is linked with the probability of completing one’s degree: “a strong 

commitment to the dissertation topic itself coupled with a desire to reach the summit of academic 

achievement appears to act as forceful motives.” (Brailsford 2010:25). 

 

5.3 Shortcomings of this study and future research 

 

This study may have some shortcomings. First is the limited sample size which may result in a 

narrower understanding since some possible factors remain undiscovered. However, when the 

researcher notices same themes even with different versions, it indicates that there is a degree of 

reliability in the findings, referred to as “a level of theoretical saturation” (Brailsford 2010:24). 

Secondly, every researcher has limits in their knowledge and ability to understand their informants 

and their relation to the topic in question. I as a white, Finnish student who is not striving for an 

academic career cannot assume to know what my foreign informants talk about, but I must trust that 

I have interpreted my informants correctly (see Rastas in Ruusuvuori &Tiittula 2005:95). 

 

Additionally, this study draws its outline from research cases that are not an exact match to the case 

at hand. Many of the studies looking at the reasons why international students chose a particular 

institution for their studies are about bachelor-level students for whom the academic world is still a 

novelty. As bachelor level education is a lucrative business especially in English-speaking countries, 

it is therefore more aggressively marketed and studied. In addition, a large number of the research are 

conducted in an Anglo-American culture (Tarvid 2017:1018) which differ from the Finnish one not 

just by social but also physical aspects resulting in completely different university experiences. 

Moreover, many of the studies focus on domestic students that form the majority of the student 

population. However, these studies are taken into account in cases where relevance is seen sufficiently 

matching.  

 

In a case of qualitative research, the experiences of the informants form the backbone for the study. 

However, what each informant chooses to say is beyond the researcher’s scope of influence. What is 

more, is what the informant recalls about their experience inquired, which might be just parts of the 

events as “what participants remembered about their motives, hopes, and aspirations might have been 

selective memories.” (Brailsford 2010:24).  
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As future development, this study could be developed further by inspecting the elements that affect 

the engagement to one’s decision in the long run. Also, since a supervisor is crucial for a doctoral 

candidate, it would be interesting to see how supervisor’s decide which students to accept as their 

supervisees. These would further explain how the outcomes of a complex service are formed and 

could contribute to universities attempts of managing their services better.  
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Appendix: Interview questions 

 

The prologue for the interview 

 

“Thank you for participating in this interview.  

 

All the persons who are interviewed for my research are guaranteed full anonymity, no single 

informant can be recognised from the final work and no single individual that the interviewee 

mentions will appear in the report in a way that they could be identified. For example if you mention 

your supervisor, he or she is not going to be mentioned by his or her name and will never be 

contacted about any of the information that I have.  

 

I am not a foreigner nor a doctoral candidate myself, so I am interested in everything you say and 

there is no right or wrong answers. I am somewhat familiar with doctoral education but as I don’t 

know your background and your contexts, please try to describe things from your perspective and 

as much in detail as you can.  

 

I’m making notes to help me to recall this conversation later when I listen to all the materials. 

 

Do you have any questions or shall we start?” 

 

The questionnaire 

 

1) Please provide some background information:  

-age,  

-nationality,  

-where have you studied before your doctoral studies,  

-for how long have you been in Finland,  

-what is your doctoral programme,  

-source(s) of funding/how do you fund your studies? 

 

2) Could you please describe your decision process to pursue a doctoral degree: what made 

you choose doctoral studies? 

 

3) What do you consider are the most important factors that made you choose to apply to 

the University of Helsinki? 

-why are they important to you? 

 

4) What other choices for university did you have? Why them? 

 

5) Brand awareness/associations: What did you know about Finland, Helsinki and this 

University before applying? 

-where did this information come from? 
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6) How did you find information about the doctoral programmes, supervisors, funding 

and the application process? 

 

7) How do you recall the application process? Please describe your journey from a 

graduated Master student to a doctoral candidate at the University of Helsinki: what was it 

like to go through the application process? 

 

8) How well did the application process and the start of your studies fit with your 

expectations? 

-what surprised you? (positive surprises, negative surprises) 

-are you happy with the choice that you made? Why? 

 

9) What do you consider the value of your future doctoral degree and do you think it would 

differ should it be from another university? 

 

10)  Is there something else that you would like to mention or anything else that crossed your 

mind? 
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