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ABSTRACT 

In my doctoral thesis in social policy, I investigated the impact of higher 
education policies implemented in Finland on the retention of social scientists 
in Finnish academia. The project explores the tension between Finland’s 
efforts to attract talent due to an emerging demographic crisis, and the 
professional dilemma of social scientists in Finland. The work reflects on the 
unseen, unexpected and underdiscussed structural inequalities in Finnish 
academia missing from the policy discourse. Therefore, through a case study 
involving six social science units across Finnish higher education, the thesis 
cross examines the experiences of Finnish Social Scientists at the micro level 
and situates them with the macro level Finnish higher education policies. 

The aim is to focus on the reasons that push social sciences researchers 
from Finland to migrate to other countries. It is argued that academics are 
considered to be a ‘machine-like’ workforce which should comply with the 
(research output) demands of higher education institutions while expecting 
job insecurity, low salaries, unfair recruitment and an ambiguous future from 
them in return. Thus, the two key objectives of this project are: 1) to 
understand the important personal and structural factors described by Finnish 
social scientists that determine their intention to stay in Finland or emigrate 
and 2) to analyse how the national policies in Finnish higher education 
impacted the career prospects of academic researchers. To achieve these 
objectives, in this project I used a combination of meta synthesis to analyse the 
literature. It was followed by an interpretive biographical analysis   of 20 social 
science scholars in Finland to know the lived experience of the consequences 
of internationalisation policies in Finnish academia. Lastly, my 
autoethnography in the field of higher education research confirms the 
findings previously gathered through several qualitative methods. 

Examining the labour market integration of academic scholars in Finnish 
academia, this doctoral thesis revealed that researchers pass through the 
journey     from attraction to alienation. The attractive migration policies pull 
the academic nomads to migrate to the countries where they anticipate better 
career prospects. However, if the host country fails to integrate the scholars 
due to precarious employment relations and job insecurity, the feelings of 
precariousness and alienation arise. These feelings eventually cause loss of 
personal agency due to lack to academic freedom and academic capitalism. 

This multidisciplinary research advances the literature on 
internationalisation, brain drain and the global war for talent. Along with its 
contribution to scholarly research, the findings will provide actionable 
knowledge and guidelines to all academic stakeholders to devise inclusive 
policies to attract, retain and regain talent. 
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ABSTRACTI 
 

 
Sosiaalipolitiikan väitöskirjassani tutkin Suomessa toteutetun 
korkeakoulupolitiikan vaikutusta yhteiskuntatieteilijöiden pysymiseen 
suomalaisessa tiedemaailmassa. Tutkin jännitteitä, joita ilmenee 
yhteiskuntatieteilijöiden uranäkymien ja niiden toimien välillä, joilla pyritään 
houkuttelemaan osaajia Suomeen. Tutkimukseni heijastelee niitä 
näkymättömiä, odottamattomia ja monissa keskusteluissa ohitettuja 
rakenteellisia eriarvoisuuksia Suomen korkeakouluissa, joita ei huomioida 
politiikkadiskursseissa. Tämä väitöskirja tarkastelee kuudessa suomalaisessa 
yhteiskuntatieteellisessä yksikössä kerätyn aineiston kautta 
yhteiskuntatieteilijöiden mikrotason kokemuksia suhteessa makrotason 
korkeakoulupolitiikkaan Suomessa. 
 
Tutkimuksen tarkoituksena on pohtia syitä, jotka ajavat 
yhteiskuntatieteellisen alan tutkijat muuttamaan muihin maihin. Väitetään, 
että tutkijoita pidetään "konemaisena" työvoimana, joka mukautuu 
korkeakoulujen asettamiin (julkaisu-) vaatimuksiin ja sopeutuu samalla 
epävarmuuteen, mataliin palkkoihin, epäreiluihin rekrytointikäytäntöihin ja 
hämäriin tulevaisuudennäkymiin. Siispä tämän tutkimuksen kaksi keskeisintä 
tavoitetta on 1) ymmärtää, mitkä henkilökohtaiset ja rakenteelliset syyt 
vaikuttavat suomalaisten yhteiskuntatieteilijöiden päätökseen pysyä 
Suomessa tai muuttaa pois, ja 2) analysoida kuinka kansallinen 
korkeakoulupolitiikka vaikuttaa tutkijoiden uranäkymiin. Vastatakseni tähän 
tavoitteeseen hyödynsin metasynteesiä analysoidessani kirjallisuutta, jonka 
lisäksi tein tulkinnallisen biografisen analyysin 20 yhteiskuntatieteilijän 
kokemuksista liittyen suomalaisen korkeakoulumaailman 
kansainvälistämiseen. Lisäksi tekemäni autoetnografia tukee muilla 
laadullisilla menetelmillä tuottamaani analyysiä. 
 
Tarkastelemalla tutkijoiden kiinnittymistä työmarkkinoille tämä tutkimus 
paljastaa, että tutkijoiden kokemus muuttuu viehätyksestä vieraantumiseen. 
Niin sanotut akateemiset nomadit muuttavat sinne mistä he uskovat 
löytävänsä parempia uranäkymiä. Jos vastaanottava maa ei pysty 
integroimaan tutkijoita vaan he kohtaavat prekaareja työsuhteita ja 
epävarmaa työtä, vieraantumisen ja epävarmuuden tunteet kasvavat. Nämä 
tuntemukset yhdistettynä akateemisen vapauden vähenemiseen ja 
akateemiseen kapitalismisiin johtavat kokemukseen henkilökohtaisen 
toimijuuden heikkenemisestä. 
 
Tämä monimenetelmäinen tutkimus on kontribuutio kirjallisuuteen, jossa 
tarkastellaan kansainvälistymistä, aivovuotoa ja globaalia taistelua osaajista. 
Lisäksi tutkimus tuottaa käytännöllistä tietoa korkeakoulutuksen alan 
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sidosryhmille. Sen avulla voidaan kehittää inklusiivisia toimenpiteitä, joilla 
houkutella osaajia sekä saada heidät myös jäämään. 
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1 INTRODUCTION : THE PARADOX 

I know a lot of people who have done jobs that if they were Finnish 
[citizen], or if they were back in their home countries, they wouldn't have 
done it. And that's not fair! Also, it is not fair to promise people that you 
will come to this wonderland [Finland] and then go through 
discrimination because these things [precarity and discrimination] exist 
in the society which they [Finnish universities’ administrations] don't put 
it on the website, when they want to promote talent, or bring more talent 
here [...] If you're in the field of IT, I have to say that you can get a very 
decent job probably in Helsinki but to get a job as a social scientist is 
harder. So ethically speaking, promising people things that they can't 
deliver, or they can only deliver for certain people, I think is not ethical. 
Not at least warning people about it! 

– An international early career social scientist in Finland 
 
Countries across the globe have been trying to attract the highly skilled human 
resources (HSHR) commonly featured as the ‘best and the brightest’ and 
simply referred to as ‘talents’ or ‘brains’ (Kapur & McHale, 2005 ; Kelo & 
Wachter 2004). The competition to attract talent known as the ‘war for talent’ 
or ‘battle for brains’ has become more intensive with the passage of time for 
both the policy makers and HSHR (Mahroum, 2000). Particularly in Europe 
with its ageing population, demographic challenges and the shortage of skilled 
labour is demanding that more HSHR be attracted (Přívara, Rievajová & 
Barbulescu, 2020). Considering the importance of HSHR for the receiving 
countries, more research is needed to explore the strategies to attract, 
integrate and retain them. The consequences of migration for the receiving 
and sending countries have been discussed a lot, but there is a paucity of 
literature that has approached the subject from a new angle connecting the 
micro level decision about migration to macro level policies on integration. 

If we zoom in, we will see that the academic profession is also impacted 
by globalisation challenges. Academics are like global nomads, and they 
migrate to places where they can find better economic opportunities. Finland 
has also joined this race to attract talent in recent decades, to sustain its 
economic development and to fulfil the shortage of labour. 

In this doctoral thesis I argue that the need to attract and integrate talent 
in the labour market are neither completely independent nor are they 
conflicting, rather they are intertwined and go in parallel. If we now zoom out, 
in academia, the internationalisation policies are the consequence of 
neoliberal rationale implemented in higher education. Thus, labour market 
challenges faced by academics influence their decision to stay or leave the 
country. The attraction of talent without a proper integration strategy leads to 
highly skilled alienation and precarity. By studying in a specific sector of 
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higher education belonging to a country from the North, this doctoral thesis 
addressed the talent flow paradox of HSHR in Finland, focusing more on 
attraction and less on integration. The research covers the unseen, 
underdiscussed and untold personal narratives of social sciences scholars in 
Finnish higher education. 

According to the Global Talent Competitive Index (2021), being ranked 
seventh, Finland is among the leading countries in the EU in attracting 
international talent (INSEAD, 2021). However, the studies on labour market 
integration of highly skilled talent in Finland reveal that higher education does 
not guarantee employment in Finland (Habti & Elo, 2019). Therefore, the case 
of Finland represents an interesting context for highly skilled migration 
research. 

‘You embody this topic’ 
‘You are not neutral about your research’ 
‘You talk about the challenges of academics with such an enthusiasm’. 
These are among the comments I have received throughout my academic 

journey as a doctoral researcher. My thesis research is also my lived 
experience. In addition to my own lived experience, my research subjects were 
20 Finland-based national and international social scientists. I chose this 
vulnerable group from the public sector of higher education because in the 
global race to promote a neoliberal university based on metrics and 
performance indicators, this is one of the groups which is most affected and 
has been under-debated. Social sciences researchers globally are facing the 
precariousness of the profession since governments are more willing to invest 
in hard sciences (Ware & Mabe, 2015). 

In this doctoral thesis, I posed the following research questions : 
1.  How and why is European academic talent attracted to other countries 

and other continents ? 
2. How do Finnish social scientists experience the consequences of the 

internationalisation policies of Finnish higher education ? 
3. What are the blind spots in the integration of early career researchers 

in Finland ? 
These research questions have been answered through three journal articles 
and this summary. While I acknowledge that this research targets the specific 
labour market sector of higher education, I believe that the findings of this 
study could be applied to other public sectors as well. This dissertation entails 
a multidisciplinary approach and captures several fields. Generally, it targets 
organisation and management studies, human resource studies, migration 
and mobilities research and specifically it is useful for higher education 
research. In a nutshell, this doctoral thesis is intended for all stakeholders 
including researchers, policy makers, academic staff and university 
administrators who want to bring a change to Finnish higher education 
practices and improve the attraction, integration and retention of 
international talent in Finland. 
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The purpose of this summary is to provide a broader conceptual 
framework for the three original articles. By explaining the overarching theme 
of my dissertation, this summary will connect all three articles so that it will 
be helpful for the reader to understand the broader goal of this research. 
Chapter 2 reviews the existing literature on the topic and combines the 
previous research which formed the basis of all the three articles. Chapter 3 
builds the theoretical foundation of the thesis, explaining the neoliberalism in 
academia from attraction to alienation. Chapter 4 explains the methods used 
in each sub study and the ethical considerations. In Chapter 5, I briefly touch 
on the findings of each article. Chapter 6 highlights the discussion points and 
describes the limitations and areas of future research. Last but not least, 
Chapter 7 concludes the thesis with the summary and some recommendations. 
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2 REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

The journal articles which comprise the main substance of this dissertation 
draw on the literature of European academic mobility, integration of 
academics and early career researchers. The aim of this section is to capture 
the overarching literature that supports the main theme of all three articles. It 
starts by defining the highly skilled human resources, explains the attraction 
of talent in Finland, mentions the integration challenges, highlights the 
internationalisation of Finnish academia and concludes by revealing the 
missing link in the literature. 

2.1 HIGHLY SKILLED HUMAN RESOURCES 

The OECD talent attractiveness report of 2019 differentiates talented migrants 
into three distinct categories: 1) workers with a master’s or doctoral degree 2) 
entrepreneurs and 3) university students (Tuccio, 2019). International skilled 
migrants are defined as migrants with a qualification equal to at least a 
bachelor’s or master’s degree who have decided to move abroad to work and 
live for an indefinite period (Cerdin, Diné & Brewster, 2014). Their mobility is 
‘self-initiated’ and involves risk and unpredictability regarding life transitions. 
The literature also points out that skilled migrants have a low level of agency 
as compared to other migrants (Guo & Al Ariss, 2015; Hajro, Zilinskaite & 
Stahl, 2017). The highly skilled human resource in this dissertation is taken as 
those international students or researchers who came to work or study in 
Finland and are now part of Finnish academia. 

2.2 ATTRACTION OF TALENT IN FINLAND 

In 2022, Finland was recognised as the ‘Happiest Country’ in the world, for 
the fifth consecutive year (UN World Happiness Report, 2022). The country 
has a key role to play as an attractive destination for highly skilled migrants 
for several reasons. It is a well-ordered society with a proactive civic culture 
(Přívara et al., 2020). It is well known for equality, safety and the love of nature 
(Raunio, 2003). The Finnish work culture is also considered to be an 
‘alternative to Silicon Valley’ for the benefits it offers like work life balance and 
considerable value of family responsibilities (Raunio, 2003; Forsander & Trux, 
2002). Along with the well-functioning welfare system providing universal 
health care and childcare facilities, Finland has been globally recognised for 
its education system.  

 
Why does Finland need to attract talent? 
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Talent attraction is equal to investment for innovation because highly 
skilled talent is a source of innovation and growth. One of the main drivers of 
talent attraction in Finland is demographic changes. By 2030, the working age 
population is expected to have declined by 40,000 (Ministry of Economic 
Affairs and Employment, 2019). The demographic dependency ratio which 
measures the ratio of economically active workers in relation to inactive 
workers has been projected to increase in Finland. According to 2022 
statistics, the demographic dependency ratio is currently 62.9%, which is 
projected to increase to 67.3% in 2040 due to the ageing of the population 
(Statistics Finland, 2022). Hence, there is immense pressure at the 
government level to attract HSHR. 

 
How is Finland attracting talent? 

Finland does not have a merit-based points system for skilled migration. 
The EU Blue Card programme to attract non-EU skilled talent into the EU was 
introduced in 2009 by the European Council Directive and was adopted by 25 
member states including Finland (Přívara et al., 2020). The requirement for 
the applicants of the Blue Card is to have a higher education degree, a valid 
work contract and the work of the applicant must come under the category of 
‘highly qualified employment’. However, it has not been a successful scheme 
in Finland and only 437 Blue Card visas have been issued to date (Eurostat, 
2022). In addition, Finland introduced various macro level talent attraction 
schemes to increase the talent flow into Finland. The Talent Boost Action Plan 
is a recent initiative in the immigration policy of Finland to attract and retain 
talent. This plan will follow a four-stage cyclical talent management model, 
with a feedback loop: attraction-reception-integration-reputation–repeat. 

 
What are Finland’s challenges in attracting talent? 

Brain drain is a pressing issue in Finnish talent attraction policies, as the 
number of highly educated employees leaving Finland is higher than the 
number of highly skilled employees migrating to Finland (The Ministry of 
Economic Affairs and Employment, 2019). Hence, there is a pressing need to 
discuss the outflow of highly skilled Finns and non-Finns from the country 
(Habti & Elo, 2019). 

There are some visible challenges which become a hindrance in talent 
attraction strategies. Native language proficiency is one of the challenges in 
talent attraction approach. The climate and geographic location of Finland has 
also become a pressing issue for skilled migrants. Raunio (2003) mentions 
that salaries are considered to be too low and taxation too high in the Finnish 
labour market. He also mentions that the prospects for career advancement 
are too narrow in Finland. To sum up, Koskela (2010) states in her article: 

‘Finland’s supposed trump cards of high quality of living standards, safety 
and nature are not strong enough pull-factors for attracting, and certainly 
not for committing, skilled migrants to Finland. Furthermore, they imply 
that the social sphere is where most problems are felt and that it is 
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considered very important when deciding whether to stay on in Finland or 
not’ (Koskela, 2010: 60). 
 

2.3 ECONOMIC INTEGRATION OF HSHR IN FINLAND 

The topic of the labour market integration of talent in Finland has been 
debated extensively in the literature. Scholars have discussed various aspects 
of discrimination in the Finnish labour market for highly skilled talent. Maury 
(2020) highlighted the ‘differential inclusion’ of student migrants in Finland 
regarding the problems with their work permits. The challenges of finding a 
high prestige jobs by skilled migrants of Pakistani origin were analysed by 
Ahmad (2015). The experience of international students stressing the role of 
networking in finding jobs in the Finnish labour market has been researched 
by Alho (2020). Further, the lack of Finnish language proficiency, networks 
and work experience have been identified as major barriers to entry to the 
Finnish labour market (Yamazaki, 2022; Mathies & Karhunen, 2021; Koskela, 
2019). Similarly, ethnic discrimination among migrant job applicants in 
Finland having equal qualifications in terms of language proficiency and 
experience has also been studied (Ahmad, 2020). 

Furthermore, there have been studies that have shown biased 
employment processes favouring domestic over skilled migrants in Finland 
from Arabic countries (Habti, 2019; Ahmad, 2020), African countries 
(Ndukwe, 2017), Japan (Yamazaki, 2022), the Indian subcontinent (Ahmad, 
2005), Russia (Habti, 2021; Ahmad, 2020), Taiwan (Chang & Holm, 2017) and 
Poland (Liebkind et al., 2016). 
 
2.3.1 LABOUR MARKET INTEGRATION OF DOCTORAL 

RESEARCHERS 
 
The literature has pointed towards the importance of academic staff and 
students. However, there is a category of ‘doctoral researchers’ which lies 
between the academic staff and students that is missing from the discourse. 
Doctoral students are an asset for the universities in terms of knowledge 
production (Larivière, 2012). Doctoral researchers in Finland are expected to 
develop and progress in their career within higher education which is 
becoming scarce due to the lack of opportunities and funding (Aarinkoivu et 
al., 2019). Along with that, the challenges of the academic sector and the job 
dissatisfaction are forcing the PhD students to look for jobs outside academia 
(Aarinkoivu et al., 2019). 

Due to the performance-based funding model for universities, there is 
pressure on the universities to produce more graduate students and more 
research outputs in terms of publications to win national funding (Mathies, 
Kivistö, & Birnbaum, 2020). Since 2010, the ten-year average employment 
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rate for PhDs one year after graduation is 76.4% (Vipunen, 2020). Publishing 
and more publishing in internationally recognised high ranked journals have 
been regarded as a significant activity for the early career researchers to get 
funding, to earn performance rewards and better evaluations (Siekkinen, 
2019). This causes stress among the academics and causes negative motivation 
to carry out work tasks (Aarinkoivu et al., 2019; Kuoppakangas et al., 2020). 
Further, Nokkala et al., (2020) found that female early career researchers 
suffer more from the labour market challenges in academia due to the 
requirements of lengthy mobility periods and lack of family considerations. 
 

 
2.4 INTERNATIONALISATION OF FINNISH HIGHER 

EDUCATION 
 

Internationalisation of higher education is a contested issue (De Wit, 1999). It 
involves a range of aspects, including internationalising the curriculum (Leask 
& Bridge, 2013), promoting the mobility of students and staff (Egron-Polak & 
Hudson, 2014), increasing the use of information technology, widening the use 
of English for academic communication (Saarinen, 2012) and constantly 
expanding the international labour markets for academics (Altbach & Knight, 
2007). The theme of internationalisation on which I have focused my research 
is ‘integration’. The best way to put internationalisation in words for this 
doctoral research has been provided by (Knight, 1994) as she defines 
internationalisation as “the process of integrating an international, 
intercultural or global dimension into the research, teaching and services 
functions of higher education” (p.7). 

 
Global/European influence 

The three largest economies in the world the EU, China and USA as well 
as the emerging economies of Japan and India started competing to build a 
‘knowledge economy’ (Nokkala, 2007). The Bologna Process and the Lisbon 
Agenda were responses to these tensions to compete as a global knowledge 
economy. While analysing the rationale of internationalisation De Wit (1999) 
poses a thoughtful question: 

 
Can we expect, in the coming century, that universities will finally 
embark on the same path as have banks, industry, and even countries in 
the past: that is, move into joint ventures, merge across borders, and 
share their human resources? (p.3) 
 
Many of the global reforms brought in higher education subjugated the 

autonomy of the researchers. 
1. Academic capitalism 
2. New public management 
3. Managerialism 
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4. Massification 
 

National context 
Historically, Finland was a part of the Swedish kingdom (until 1809) and 

later the Russian Empire (1809-1917). Rinne (2004) divides the reforms 
introduced in Finnish higher education into three categories: 

1. Elite university phase (until the 1960s) 
The education was available only to the elite class or higher social 
class. 

2. Mass university phase (from 1960s until the late 1980s) 
Provided equal educational opportunities for all with a strong 
state control. 

3. Universal enterprise university phase (late 1980s and early 1990s) 
Promoted productivity and results driven by market competition. 

In the first two decades of the twenty-first century, Finnish academia has 
been introduced to highly problematic, complex and neoliberal higher 
education reforms. Finland represented the Europeanisation of higher 
education by the introduction of these reforms. The Higher Education 
Development Act of 1986 brought promising university funding, but it was 
never fully materialised as public budgets for universities were already 
declining (Välimaa, 2001). 

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, the economic depression led to 
budget cuts in 1993, which were followed by the introduction of the rhetoric of 
the ‘global knowledge economy’ in 1995 (Nokkala 2007; Välimaa, 2001). The 
public funding for higher education was reduced from 84% to 63% of total 
funding, whereas private funding sources increased almost six-fold (Välimaa, 
2001). Therefore, these arrangements gave rise to more temporary positions 
and fewer permanent positions for academic staff. 

The Universities Act of 2009 put the final nail in the coffin to transform 
Finnish universities into ‘scalable enterprises’ (Trifuljesko, 2021). The 
universities were granted more institutional autonomy through this reform. 
Previously, university staff had been civil servants, but following the 1997 
University Act and Universities Act of 2009, they became direct employees of 
the universities. (Välimaa, 2012). The University Act took effect in 2010 which 
resulted in several university mergers and funding objectives based on 
performance metrics were set for each university (Kallio et al., 2016). 

The Finnish Ministry of Education and Culture published the Strategy 
for the Internationalisation of Higher Education Institutions in Finland, to 
increase the influx of international students. Figure 1 presents a holistic        
picture of the internationalisation policies in Finnish higher education. 
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Figure 1. Internationalisation of Finnish higher education policies 

during the last 20 years. 
 

2.5   THE MISSING LINK: WHY SOCIAL SCIENTISTS? 
 
[N]o public policy can be developed, no market interaction can occur and 
no statement in the public sphere can be made, that does not refer 
explicitly or implicitly to the findings and concepts of the social and 
human sciences. 

(Bastow, & Tinkler, 2014).  
This shows that social science research is inevitable for the functioning of a 
democratic society. On the same lines, Finnish higher education found its deep 
roots in the soft pure disciplines like the social sciences and humanities 
because of Finland’s colonial past. The colonial rulers, Sweden and then 
Russia, required the expertise of civil servants in the social sciences and 
humanities (Välimaa, 2019). However, by looking at the Occupational 
Barometer of Finland (2022) published by Ministry of Economic Affairs and 
Employment in collaboration with Employment and Economic Development 
Offices (TE offices), we can see that the profession of ‘Sociologists, 
Anthropologists and Related Professionals’ already has an abundance of 
people. Hence, there is no need to attract talent to this sector. 

There is a vast literature that has addressed the issues regarding the 
attraction of talent to Finland and problems with the integration of talent. 
However, limited research has focused on the integration challenges of either 
the national or international researchers in Finnish labour markets. There is 
even a paucity of literature about the researchers in social sciences discipline 
who are more vulnerable in the era of academic capitalism than the 
researchers in the hard sciences. Further, one of the major unnoticed and 
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under- discussed problems with the higher education internationalisation 
strategy of Finnish academia is that the integration of non-Finnish academic 
staff has not been considered. All the debates concerning the attraction of 
international talent are a ‘monocultural’ dialogue among the stakeholders who 
fail to see the blind spot in the policies (Hoffman, 2007). 
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3 NEOLIBERALISM IN ACADEMIA : FROM 
ATTRACTION TO ALIENATION 

This chapter investigates the theoretical dimensions of human agency which 
encourages their ability to migrate and integrate. Neoliberalism in higher 
education has been discussed extensively in the literature. However, this thesis 
takes a new angle to theoretical dimension of neoliberalism and talks about 
human agency and labour market integration. 
 

3.1 ROLE OF HUMAN AGENCY IN MIGRATION, 
PRECARITY AND ALIENATION 

Migration 
Attraction of highly skilled talent due to their demand globally encourages 
nations to devise attractive national policies in order to pull in talent from 
abroad. While migration of highly skilled people is a personal decision, it 
cannot be studied in isolation from other related socio-economic factors. Push 
and pull models of international labour migration following Lewin’s (1975) 
field theory is useful for understanding the motivation behind highly skilled 
migration. One of the factors that causes international talent to migrate 
permanently is to build and improve their career capital. Article I addressed 
the push and pull factors of academic brain in Europe. 

The theories related to highly skilled migration often ignore the human 
agency involved behind the migration decision of an individual. The individual 
agency of highly skilled talent defines the dynamics of their mobility and 
eventually effects their career trajectories (Habti & Elo, 2019). The non- 
supportive working condition for international migrants causes the feeling of 
withdrawal and affect their personal agency to integrate into the host country 
(Hajro, Stahl, Clegg, & Lazarova, 2019). Saltmarsh and Swirski (2010) used the 
metaphor of ‘pawns and prawns’ to describe the loss of agency experienced by 
international talent during their transition from global to local. By using this 
metaphor, they related the international academics as powerless and 
insignificant members who have no capacity to decide what the rules of the 
game are, and how they just struggle aimlessly for their survival. 

 
Precarity 
The temporariness of external sources of funding in higher education research 
has given rise to preciousness in the academic labour market. Precariousness 
is a by-product of the neoliberalism and ‘the precariat’ referred to those least 
privileged people who are deprived of support from the welfare state due to the 
neoliberal turn in society (Gasiukova & Korotaev, 2019). The etymological root 
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of the word precarious goes back to Latin word ‘prayer, prex’, which indicated 
that you get work only by ‘praying’ for it. (Guenther, 2020). Low skilled 
workers used to be the target of this contingent employment (Nollen, 1996). 
Contrastingly, highly skilled workers are also the target of this employment 
instability in the form precariousness. Article II discussed the precariousness 
of academics in detail. 

The concept of precariousness has been highly debated, but confusion 
remains about how precarious work should be defined. Precariousness in 
employment at the basic level is a multidimensional concept which involves 
low level of employee agency over wages, hours of work, working conditions 
and encompasses high level of job insecurity (Siekkinen, Kuoppala, Pekkola, & 
Välimaa, 2017). The underlying issue explored through this thesis is that 
precarious work affects an individual’s well-being in multiple ways. It affects 
their physical, mental and social well-being and specifically their personal 
agency (Campbell & Price, 2016). This feeling of loss of agency due to unpaid 
or underpaid work affects their ability to integrate into the labour market. 

The consequences of precarious work can be amplified or cushioned by 
the influence of institutions and social relations (Campbell & Price, 2016). 
Considering the situation of academic staff in Finland, amplifying occurs when 
external factors like higher education policies and performance-based 
indicators indirectly support precarious academic employment. Further, in 
case of early career researchers the unfamiliarity with the challenges of the 
academic career amplifies the effects of precarious work. 

 
Alienation 
Article III covers the concept of alienation in detail. Alienation theory emerges 
from Karl Marx’s concept of subsumption of labour due to the penetration of 
capitalism in the society (Marx, 2007 [1961]). The low level of agency due to 
the feeling of loss of control over working conditions that also leads to 
disassociation and dissatisfaction can be termed as ‘alienation’ (Poutanen, 
2022). This doctoral thesis proposes that alienation is a feeling of subjugation 
of academic labour because of intense academic capitalism. The Finnish 
context presented in this thesis shows that alienation causes the feeling of little 
influence over the academic reforms introduced due to neoliberal policies in 
Finnish academia. Due to job insecurity and growing pressure of publications, 
academics feel the disconnect with their own identities. The passion of their 
work or in Marxist words ‘the species essence’ or the fruit of their labour is 
alienated (Marx, 2007 [1961]). 

Further, alienation affects the motivation of academic researchers, as 
external factors like ‘imposed managerial practices’ and ‘stress on excellence’ 
due to competitiveness subjugate the autonomy of their work (Poutanen, 
2022). In the Finnish context, the performance-based model has pressurised 
the academics to deliver results at an accelerated pace. Consequently, Finnish 
academics feel the loss of agency over their work in terms of quantity, quality 
and time. 
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3.2 INTEGRATION OF ACADEMICS: BRAIN DRAIN OR 
DRAINED BRAINS? 

‘The desire for highly skilled migrant academics has, in many cases, 
outpaced the capacity of higher education institutions to tackle 
issues that arise when migrant students or personnel arrive.’  

           (Hoffman, 2009: p. 348) 
Career success, job security and job satisfaction play key roles in enhancing the 
successful integration of highly skilled migrants (Cerdin et al., 2014). However, 
the lack of a career path and labour market challenges leads to poor 
integration. I argue in this thesis that attractive labour market policies become 
the cause of the academic brain drain, whereas poor integration leads to drained 
brains entrapped in the feelings of alienation and precariousness. 

Figure 2 explains the overlap of theoretical consideration taken in this 
thesis. Neoliberalism in higher education has been proved to be an umbrella 
theory comprising all the three articles. Articles I and II present the theoretical 
basis of the potential academic brain using the push and pull theory of 
migration and highlighting the drivers of attraction for academic scholars. 
Article II introduces the relationship between structural integration and the 
retention of talent influenced by a neoliberal rationale in higher education. 
It introduces five themes which emerged out of the analysis that pointed 
towards a correlation between integration and retention of academic staff in 
universities. These themes are unmet expectations, precarity, relative 
deprivation, role of luck and on-migration intentions.  

 

 
 
Figure 2. Higher Education from the Lens of Neoliberalism 
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4 DATA AND METHODS 

This chapter provides a brief description of the data collection and 
methodology of each sub study. It provides a detailed account of when, where 
and how the data were collected and my reflections as a researcher. It also 
includes sections on the relationship between the methods and the ethical 
considerations used in the study. 

The qualitative data for this dissertation were collected at both the macro 
and micro level scales of the academic labour market. Article I concentrates 
on    the European academic labour market. Article II investigates the case of 
Finnish social scientists. Finally, Article III emphasises the role of early career 
migrant researchers in the Finnish academic labour market through my auto 
ethnography. The data for this doctoral dissertation consist of three sets of 
qualitative methods: meta synthesis, biographical interviews and 
autoethnography. Table 1 summarises the qualitative methods used in all the 
three articles. 

 

Table 1       The Qualitative Methods Used 
 

 
 
 
Characteristics 

Qualitative Method 

 
Meta – synthesis 
(Article I) 

 
Biographical Narratives 

(Article II) 

 
Autoethnography 
(Article III) 

 
 
 

Objective 

To understand the 
reasons or pull/push 
factors of European 
academic talent 
attraction to other 
continents and 
regions. 

To analyse the impact of 
internationalisation policies 
of higher education on the 
experiences of academic 
researchers. 

To examine the link 
between labour 
market integration of 
early career 
researchers and 
alienation of academic 
labour. 

 
 
Group studied 

 
European academic 
scholars 

 
Social scientists in Finnish 
academia 

International early 
career researchers in 
Finland 

 
Data collection 

Web of Science and 
Scopus databases 

Biographical narratives of 20 
Social Scientists living in 
Finland 

Personal diary, emails, 
observations and 
conversations 

Data Analysis Meta analysis Thematic content analysis Thematic analysis 

Limitations Use of secondary data Validity of research Validity of research 
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4.1 SUB STUDY I: META SYNTHESIS 

Before starting the fieldwork, I wanted to explore the existing secondary data 
on the attraction and retention of academic scholars. One way to approach 
that was to review the existing literature and then map the combined data 
together, to generate a new conceptual framework. Hence, this study sets the 
background literature I used in my doctoral thesis. I chose a qualitative 
method of meta-synthesis to analyse the findings of individual studies done 
previously in the field. As Sandelowski et al., (1997) described, meta synthesis 
is a qualitative research method that requires “carefully peeling away the 
surface layers of studies to find their hearts and souls in a way that does the 
least damage to them” (p. 370). It was challenging as I had to walk a fine line 
between needing to come up with new conceptual framework yet maintaining 
the integrity of each study examined. It took me more than seven months 
(between October 2019 and June 2020) to generate the data for meta-
synthesis. Rather than choosing meta-analysis which focuses on the 
quantitative data, I chose meta-synthesis to study only qualitative studies in 
the field. The reason for this choice was twofold. Firstly, quantitative studies 
only focus on standard variables and statistical information and my aim was 
to gather in-depth information regarding personal motivations of migration. 
Secondly, meta- synthesis has the potential to generate evidence that can help 
to find blind spots in the policy. My aim was to examine the in-depth 
understanding and interpretation of ‘why and how does European academic 
talent get attracted to other continents and regions’ or in other words ‘what 
are the causes of the European academic brain drain’. 

For analysis, I decided to draw images and connect the overlapping and 
emerging themes. This helped me to integrate the findings into a coherent 
analysis. After screening the articles, I took the approach of reading the 
selected studies in chronological order, it helped me to evaluate the changes 
made over time in the behaviour of academics and implementation of 
policies. It was the beginning of my doctorate, and I could not be more 
satisfied about the fact that I chose this method because it helped me 
immensely in growing as a researcher. I learnt to research from the Web of 
Science and Scopus databases. Screening the articles from a sample of 266 to 
25 was a daunting yet rewarding journey for me (Figure 3). I searched, read, 
re-read and then searched again during the process. Limiting my focus to only 
qualitative articles produced between a specific time span (2000-2020) in 
English for a specific region (i.e., Europe) was also challenging. 
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Figure 3. Prisma flow diagram for qualitative meta synthesis 
 
Although meta-synthesis provides a new insight into qualitative studies 

while maintaining their integrity, but it is still questioned for combining 
methodologically heterogenous studies (interviews, focus groups, narratives, 
etc.). It was a laborious method because it required a lot of time to collect and 
carefully analyse all the studies done on this topic from several databases. 
Deciding what was relevant and what data to extract was also a cautious move. 
 

4.2 SUB STUDY II: BIOGRAPHICAL NARRATIVES 

Since the aim of this dissertation was to examine the ‘bottom-up perspective’ 
of academic scholars, I pursued this through biographical narratives. I wanted 
to trace the experiences and expectations of social sciences academics. The 
purpose of choosing a biographical narrative was to study the personal 
circumstances in relation to the context of the internationalisation policies of 
higher education in Finland. The idea of using a biographical narrative as a 
method was generated when I did my meta-synthesis. The findings made me 
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opt for a method which could cover the personal choices made by academics 
due to the influence of macro-level policies. It is a method that is known to 
make it possible to compare the micro and macro level perspectives (Suárez- 
Ortega, 2013). 

Biographical narratives are described as a tool to ‘understand, reflect, 
negotiate, transform and create’ (Suárez-Ortega, 2013). One cannot study the 
personal dimension of an individual without considering the collective one, 
which explains more about the context and give meaning to personal 
behaviour. Biographical narratives are not just categorised as qualitative 
methodology, rather it is a process of in-depth research that helps the 
researcher to construct reality and empowers the participants to act and 
transform the reality. 

The objective of my data collection was to analyse the professional 
trajectories and struggles of social scientists from the perspectives of the past, 
present and future. Our research participants consisted of 20 social scientists 
including doctoral students, post-doctoral students, professors, university 
lecturers and researchers currently affiliated with five universities in Finland. 
The interviews were conducted between March and October 2021, online 
through Zoom, following COVID-19 protocols and data protection guidelines. 
All interviews were conducted in English, although it was not the mother 
tongue of most of the participants. On average, the interviews lasted about 50 
minutes. Overall, it was easy to get an elaborate narrative from the group 
chosen for study because academics are usually verbal, good at 
communication, familiar with the ethics and technicalities of research 
interviews and most importantly, they were quite enthusiastic about the 
research topic. However, there was a difference in the approach taken by 
international early career researchers, as they could relate to us (the 
interviewees) more closely than the senior academics or domestic academics. 
International early career researchers were tempted to say more about and 
comment on the Finnish academic system, sometimes comparing their 
experiences with national early career researchers. 

4.3 SUB STUDY III: AUTO ETHNOGRAPHY 

The idea of writing a reflexive piece was in my mind when I first discussed the 
breakdown of my three articles with my supervisors. I told them that I wanted 
the third article to be my written reflection in the field as a researcher. I 
carefully observed and jotted down my vignettes in a diary. However, my initial 
idea was to write a self-ethnography which is different from an 
autoethnography. The change in the method happened when I was collecting 
data (biographical narratives) for Article II. The participants of the research 
pointed out the connection of their experience with the academic labour 
market challenges with mine. Also, I am a living example of a doctoral 
researcher who can complete a PhD on time without funding. After a careful 
consideration of the methods of writing reflexive accounts, I switched from 
self-ethnography to autoethnography. Self-ethnography focuses on studying 
our culture and institutions but not necessarily ourselves (Alvesson, 2003). 
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Autoethnography is a qualitative method that uses personal experience 
(auto) about the culture, experience, beliefs and practices (ethno) for 
systematic description and interpretation (graphy). It combines 
autobiography and ethnography (Ellis, Adams & Bochner, 2011). Hence, the 
subject of this method is the ‘author(s)’ describing his/her/their personal 
narratives. The purpose of autoethnography is to look inward and analyse 
one’s personal experiences as a researcher (Wall, 2008). 

I chose the autoethnographic method for two reasons. First, I wanted to 
highlight the experiences of international doctoral students in the Finnish 
academic labour market by exposing my vulnerable self. The goal was to speak 
the unspoken truth about the integration challenges. Second, I took this 
personal narrative backed by the sociological theory of Marxism as a practice 
to resist against the discrimination done by academic capitalism. 

Collecting this autoethnography started within two months of starting my 
PhD. The data comprised a personal diary, headnotes, conversations, emails 
and experiences. It was a daunting process, as I was writing about my PhD 
story and all the people and experiences that shaped my epiphanies. On the 
one hand, I wanted to be utterly fair in my narrative and not present a biased 
self-reflexive piece. On the other hand, I did not want to hide any disturbing 
experience. 

The first draft of this autoethnographic account was received with a 
significant degree  of academic suspicion, when the very first draft by the friend 
reviewers was labelled as being qualified as a ‘blog’ or ‘public science piece’ 
rather than a pure qualitative research publication. According to Holt (2003) 
autoethnographies leave the reviewers in a ‘perilous’ situation because the 
validity criteria to evaluate and provide feedback to such accounts is ‘lagging’. 
However, one piece of advice I can give to others pursuing this methodology is 
to be ‘persistent’ and ‘resilient’ in facing rejection/criticism and to bring about 
change. 

4.4 RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN METHODS 

The three methods I used in my doctoral thesis showed some connection with 
each other in one way or another. Meta synthesis has a much broader scope 
than biographical narratives and autoethnography. It entailed all the 
qualitative studies related to the topic using different qualitative methods. 
Therefore, biographical narratives and autoethnography could be one of the 
methods used, and the studies shortlisted for meta synthesis. It gave a more 
general view of the topic, and I concluded that a bottom-up narrative of the 
topic is missing from the discourse. Therefore, I decided to come up with the 
method biographical narratives of scholars. This method provided a much 
narrower view about the topic while analysing the narratives of people within 
the system who are experiencing the challenges of Finnish academia. It is 
looking at the issue from being an ‘outsider’ as a researcher. Further, the idea 
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of doing an autoethnography came up during the data collection of 
biographical narratives. As biographical narratives provided an outsider view 
about the topic, by zooming in more, a method like autoethnography was the 
right choice to study the insider view of the topic. So basically, all three 
methods influenced each other in a way that each method overlaps with the 
other two and is a narrower and more detailed version of the others (see Figure 
4). 

 
 
 
 

Figure 4. Relationship between the three qualitative methods used 

4.5 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

This section is divided into the four types of research ethics themes coined by 
Tracy (2010) for tracing out qualitative research best practices. These are 
procedural, situational, relational and exiting ethics. 
 

i. Procedural Ethics: Informed Consent & Anonymity 
I followed the research ethics precepts provided by the Finnish National 
Advisory Board on Research Ethics for collecting the data for Article II (TENK 
2019). Before collecting each biographical narrative, I approached the 
research participants through an email which indicated the research idea and 
the importance of their narrative. After they agreed to participate by sharing 
their narrative, I sent them an informed consent form based on the guidelines 
of data protection of research (GDPR). The consent form consisted of 
information about the purpose of the study, the process of participation, the 
choice and benefits of participation, the right of withdrawal and the use of data 
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in the present and future. Apart from obtaining informed consent through the 
written consent form, I also recorded their verbal consent at the start of each 
interview. It was no surprise to me that no research participant contested the 
informed consent, as the subjects were social science scholars quite familiar 
with the ethics of the research themselves. All the participants agreed to be 
both audio and visually recorded on zoom. 

As the study involved the sharing of personal experiences, 
vulnerabilities, practical and financial challenges and insecurities in the 
academic system, the anonymity of the data was guaranteed during the entire 
research process. To avoid the risk of identification, pseudonyms, such as ECR 
and SR, were used. Further, excerpts of interviews which might have revealed 
the identity of the scholars were not used. 
 

ii. Situational Ethics: Reflexivity and Positionality 
When I reflect on the process of conducting interviews, it was hard for me to 
keep up with my neutrality as I am one of them. Therefore, from the beginning 
of the research, I started writing my reflections and observations in the field 
to come up with my own reflexive piece one day. The process of writing and 
iterations of my autoethnography enabled me to tackle the issue of reflexivity 
in the field. 

 The idea of reflexivity practiced in this dissertation is not as it sounds. 
Bringing my own reflections, vulnerabilities, expectations and reactions to the 
table required a thick skin. It is indeed a daunting task for the sincerest of 
researchers. A researcher feels uncomfortable, threatened and even resistant 
to critically evaluate their own position in the field.  

“You can't look at other people's lives without looking at what else is 
going on in you” because “reflexivity means testing the knowledge–
power relationship that's going on in that process all the time.” (Probst, 
2015, p.43). 
The personal challenges I encountered while tackling reflexivity were 

anxiety, self-doubt, frustration, overwhelming emotions and discomfort. In 
addition, I experienced that reflexivity is a time taking and slow process which 
required patience. There was a lot of going back and forth and giving time to 
let the experiences unfold. Stepping back and seeing what is in the data and 
how I am perceiving it also helped me overcome my limitations as a 
researcher.  

Pondering the literature also helped me to determine my positionality as 
a researcher. Knowing that how my work corroborates or negates the existing 
knowledge helped me to identify my own understanding about the topic.  
 

iii. Relational Ethics: The researcher-participant relationship 
Studying the group of researchers to which one is a member has its own 
advantages and perils. The goodwill of the participants before, during and 
after the research was an important factor for me in terms of relational ethics. 
The dilemma experienced by my research participants was that they were 
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fellow researchers and were aware of the ‘tricks of the trade’. They knew what 
informed consent and anonymity are. Therefore, I observed that many of them 
were trying to be cautious about how they presented their narratives. There 
were instances when the participants assumed that I saw the things in the 
same way that they did. Hence, I also mentioned this concern in Article III.  
 

iv. Exiting Ethics: Dissemination of findings 
As a qualitative researcher, the exiting phase ethics are the most challenging, 
yet they are important. It shows that how the research will be understood / 
misunderstood, enhanced / distorted, read / misread and shared / ignored by 
our stakeholders. Researchers cannot have full control over how the research 
will be received, but one thing they can strive to provide through their 
publications is the accuracy of the participants’ narratives. 
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5 FINDINGS 

In this section I have summarised the findings of each of the sub studies of my 
doctoral dissertation in a condensed format. Each summary corresponds with 
the overarching research questions for this doctoral dissertation, mentioned 
in Section 1. By providing brief summaries of each article, I will help the reader 
to acquire a broader view of the main argument of the thesis. 

5.1 ARTICLE I 

Sub study I, entitled ‘European Academic Brain Drain: A meta- synthesis’, 
revolves around the theme of mobility of the ‘academic brains’. Based on the 
notion of ‘brain drain’ which explains the migration of highly skilled 
individuals in search of better career opportunities and living standards, this 
article takes the case of scholars from the 27 EU countries and the UK. By 
looking through the lens of the internationalisation of higher education 
policies introduced in the EU, this article highlights the case of the European 
academic brain drain to other countries and continents, especially to the US. 

The gap this research article has filled is by providing a synthesis of 
qualitative analysis on the topic of European academic brain drain which was 
missing from the literature. Further, previous studies have looked at the 
phenomenon of academic mobility from the perspective of individual life 
course decisions. This research paper gathered information on the ‘forced 
mobility’ of academics due to changes in higher education policies. Thus, this 
study provided a new frame missing from the academic mobility debate. 

The paper argued that although the brain drain of scholars from Europe 
is small considering the need for labour due to demographic demand in 
Europe, this brain drain could be detrimental. The article examined the role of 
the internationalisation of higher education policies introduced in Europe to 
enhance Europe’s regional attractiveness for international students. These 
policies were introduced to compete with the US and China. 

The findings suggested the importance of three factors in attracting 
global academic scholars, described as pull factors of migration: 1) high 
salaries 2) job security and 3) attractive migration policies. Simultaneously, it 
also highlighted the role played by internationalisation policies and unfair 
recruitment procedures in damaging the attractiveness of Europe. 

The article suggested that rather than sticking to the top-down policies 
which indirectly subjugate the autonomy of the researchers and cause forced 
mobility, there is a need to design inclusive policies for academic researchers 
in Europe. In short, it recommends delegating authority to the people who are 
affected by the introduction of these policies (which promote metrics weighing 
quantity over quality, short term contracts, unfair recruitment processes and 
low salaries). 
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5.2 ARTICLE II 

As Article I set the theme for how the introduction of internationalisation 
policies affected the ‘forced’ mobility of academics, Article II dug deeper into 
knowing the experiences of academic scholars. For the scope of the Article, the 
main idea was narrowed down from Europe to the specific case of Finland and 
from academic scholars to social scientists. Article II is entitled “Navigating 
the link between integration and retention of social science 
scholars in Finnish academia’. Based on the biographical narratives of 
20 social scientists residing in Finland, the article focuses on the mismatch 
between Finland’s efforts to attract international talent and the poor 
integration of the already-present talent by studying the case of social 
scientists. 

Previous studies focused on neoliberalism in higher education, but there 
is a paucity of literature that explains how these policies are  manifested in the 
professional lives of the academic scholars, especially the integration and 
retention of social sciences researchers. The experience-based reflection of 
Finnish social sciences researchers has helped to identify the barriers and 
enablers of labour market integration, and the recommendations to improve 
the system. 

The findings indicated five themes that present a correlation between the 
integration and retention of academics in the Finnish academy. The article 
points out that what is missing from the talent attraction rhetoric is the 
structural integration of talent that is already present. The first is the unmet 
expectations which arise due to precarious employment conditions. In other 
words, no guaranteed funding and short-term fixed contracts for both the early 
career researchers and senior researchers to sustain employment have     
promoted precarious academic staff.  

The second theme is precarity because early career researchers have to 
take odd jobs along with their research in order to put food on the table, which 
they might not have been willing to do in their home country. Overall, the poor 
integration of these talented people is causing harm to both the country’s 
image and the quality of talent that is lost.  

The international academic talent in Finland faces structural challenges 
to advancing        in their careers, due to a lack of networks and a lack of native 
language proficiency which in turn causes relative deprivation of international 
academics, the third theme of the findings.  

Article I touched briefly on the autonomy of researchers’ issue, because 
the higher education reforms have subjugated the autonomy of researchers by 
demanding that they  overwork. However, Article II looked at this autonomy 
of academics from a deeper perspective, that success in academia is perceived 
as ‘luck’ (fourth theme) which manifests that    there is no winning formula in an 
academic career. Failure in academia leads the social sciences researchers to 
question their abilities and skill. In the cases of          both success and failure, the 
researcher feels that they have no control. Hence, luck makes the researchers 
dependent solely on their skills which indirectly     consolidates structural 
integration issues in Finnish academia. 

The last theme is about on-migration intentions among the social science 
researchers based in Finland. Again, this theme reiterates the fact that the 
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Finnish higher education system is not doing enough to integrate the talent 
and hence the talent is forced to think about on-migration decision.  

As the participants in this study have been facing the consequences of 
internationalisation of higher education in Finland, they also put forward 
some suggestions to improve the structural barriers and hence the integration 
of social scientists in Finnish universities. The emphasis was at both the 
individual and policy levels. At the individual level, social sciences researchers 
could tackle the integration issues by being ethically responsible about 
inclusion, the quality of research and administrative workload. At the policy 
level, the funding models should be revised, and the autonomy of universities 
and researchers should be revived. 

In short, through the biographical narratives of both the national and 
international social sciences researchers, Article II has highlighted the issue of 
integration and thus retention of academics in Finland. 

5.3 ARTICLE III 

Article III, entitled ‘A Stressed Present and a Scared Future: An 
Autoethnography of a Migrant Scholar in Finland’ builds further on 
the theme of the integration of academic scholars in Finland. This article 
further narrows it down to the category of international early career 
researchers in Finland. Based on my own autoethnography, this article 
presents the struggles of early career researchers in Finland wrapped in the 
four cases of Marxist alienation and supports the view that academic labour is 
in crisis. 

The findings indicate that higher education is just like factory without 
walls in which labour is exploited at the expense of profit. In the case of early 
career researchers in Finland, the doctoral students are not guaranteed 
funding and sufficient means of production, however they are forced to 
complete their PhD on time. Research agendas that can be commercialised get 
funding. Also, to secure funding, they are expected to have some publications, 
and to publish their research, they are indirectly forced to work without any 
financial support. In this loop of expectation-result-exploitation, the academic 
researchers become alienated from their own research outputs which is the 
first category of Marxist alienation i.e., alienation from the product. 

Similarly, the academic system does not communicate the challenges of 
being an early career researcher in Finland. It is not well communicated to the 
aspiring doctoral students, how many rejections they are supposed to face in 
terms of grant applications, how to face them, which research gets funding and 
why it is more important to become market oriented than research oriented. 
Overall, this miscommunication subjugates the academic freedom of the 
researchers and alienates them from the process of production which is the 
second category of alienation. 

In the third category of alienation, the researcher becomes alienated from 
their species being. Marx defines ‘species being’ as a joy of doing intrinsic work, 
in other words, the object of labour is the passion of researchers. The early 
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career researchers become alienated from their species being because they 
overwork without compensation in the hope of achieving their passion. 

The last category of alienation is the alienation of a worker with co-
workers. The competitive academic labour market erodes the collegiality 
between the researchers. The academic scholars are trapped into this 
competition to outperform each other to become more visible and secure more 
grants. Hence, this competition causes alienation of the workers with co-
workers. 

In the light of the findings, Article III recommended that rather than 
conforming to academic capitalism, the academic scholars should resist. The 
method to resist suggested in this article was to take personal agency and 
produce ethically responsible and meaningful researchers.   
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6 DISCUSSION 

Table 2 summarises the aim and scope of each Article. 
Table 2. Summary of research questions, focus, contributions and further 
research. 
 

Article Aim/Research Question Focus Scholarly and Practical Contributions Areas for Further Research 

I The aim is to capture the 

issue of academic brain 

drain from the 

perspective of individual 

decisions constrained by 

policy discourses. 

Attraction 

and retention 

of academic 

scholars 

This article extends the under-researched 

literature on the academic brain drain through a 

qualitative synthesis. Also, it draws the attention of 

policy makers, practitioners, higher education staff 

and stakeholders to the burning concerns of 

attracting and retaining talent within the EU. 

Another dimension that would 

benefit from further enquiry is how 

academic mobility can be 

transformed into brain circulation 

and return migration to foster 

economic development in the EU. 

II 1) What is the state of Integration This research highlights fresh insights into Future studies could aim for an 
 integration of social and the integration challenges - of both the analytical dialogue between the 
 sciences scholars in retention of national and international social sciences three groups   central   to   the 
 Finnish academia today? academic researchers at   different   career   stages   in research topic: researchers, 
 In other words, what are scholars Finnish academia - which are university leadership, and 
 the barriers and enablers  unacknowledged by policy makers. Along funding bodies   including   the 
 to   the    integration    of  with the contribution to scholarly research, Ministry of Education and 
 social sciences scholars  the research underscores the interconnected Culture. 
 in Finnish academia?  financial and human resource challenges of  

 2) What can be done to  talent attraction, talent integration and talent  

 improve the integration  retention, thus   providing   an   actionable  

 and thus   retention   of  knowledge to all stakeholders.  

 social sciences scholars    

 in Finnish academia?    

III How will the Integration My lived experience as a social science Autoethnographies of more 
 precariousness o f  t h e  and researcher provides a bridge to facilitate a international scholars in Finland. 
 profession, intensified retention of better understanding of the needs of others in  

 competition, workload academic my field.   Further, i t    provides   learning  

 and academic capitalism scholars insights to the early career researchers about  

 result in   alienation   of  the researcher’s   vulnerabilities   and   the  

 academics?  unexpected practical, financial and  

   motivational challenges. Finally, it will be a  

   source of empowerment for the students who  

   realise themselves as ‘subjects of oppression’  

   (Fitzsimmons, 2015) and undermine their  

   personal agency and ethical responsibility.  
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6.1 ATTRACTING GLOBAL ACADEMIC NOMADS 

The notions of the ‘wandering scholar’ or ‘academic nomads’ are not new 
concepts (Kim, 2009) and their roots can be found in the era of medieval 
Europe, when universities tried to attract international scholars (Altbach & 
Knight, 2007). The findings from Article I were an attempt to highlight that 
job security in terms of salaries, permanent positions and a clear career path 
play a major role in the attraction of academic talent. Highly skilled talent is 
as asset for nation-states and especially for the international highly skilled 
individuals. If international academic staff choose to stay in the country (in 
this case Finland), then they could have undeniable value for the economy. 

In Europe, there are many precariously employed academic staff due to 
the lack of funding opportunities and an increase in short term fixed contracts 
of employment, especially during early career stages. The responsibility is on 
the early career researchers themselves to obtain the funding. This leads to 
uncertainty and stress at the beginning of an academic career and negatively 
affects the attractiveness of Europe (Huisman, de Weert & Bartelse 2002). 
Thus, I argued in this thesis that to attract academic scholars, Finland needs 
to devise a comprehensive talent attraction programme in the light of the 
integration challenges mentioned in Article II and Article III. 

6.2 EXPERIENCING THE CONSEQUENCES OF 
INTERNATIONALISATION 

The higher education reforms introduced in the Finnish academia subjugated 
the autonomy of researchers. The rationale behind the reforms was purely 
economic competitiveness, consequently it has created an academic labour 
market which is operating according to an entrepreneurial mode. 
Consequently, the quantity of publications in highly ranked international 
journals determines academic worth. 

There is mounting evidence provided by all three articles that identifies 
the feelings of precarity in the Finnish academic labour market. Finnish 
universities follow a four-stage career model: 1) early-stage researcher, 2) 
postdoctoral researcher, 3) senior researcher, and 4) professor. It is assumed 
that an academic career will follow a linear progress according to this model, 
but the reality does not support this linear progression. There is a large 
category of ‘project researchers’ which are excluded from this model 
(Siekkinen, Kuoppala, Pekkola, & Välimaa, 2017). Also, the category of early 
career researchers who complete their PhD without funding is excluded from 
the discourse which is touched upon in Article III. 

Further, we see that social science researchers are in abundance in 
Finland. The job prospects of these researchers are bleak. In the functioning 
of a social democratic state like Finland, the importance and contribution of 
social science researchers is deniable. Instead of killing the demand for 
graduates of the social sciences, the country needs to recognise their 
importance and work on their successful integration into the labour market. 
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6.3 ALIENATING THE ACADEMICS DUE TO 
INADEQUATE INTEGRATION 

Article II highlights that integration of academics is a two-way street, in which 
academics take the responsibility for the administrative tasks, learn the 
national language of the host country and contribute in producing meaningful 
research. Meanwhile, the host country takes care of the career prospects and 
job security of the academics. However, Article III reveals that even after 
learning the language and demonstrating a willingness to take the 
responsibility for producing meaningful research, the academics become 
disassociated and feel alienated. This   is especially the case for international 
early career researchers who embark on their doctoral journey with a certain 
set of expectations, but the stress, feeling of powerlessness, and dissatisfaction 
with the working conditions causes their alienation. 

The unmet expectations of the aspiring doctoral researchers also push 
them to leave academia. Labour market challenges, coupled with visa 
challenges (Maury, 2020) and incidents of ethnic and racial discrimination, 
further aggravate the dissatisfaction. Eventually it forces the academics to 
either leave the profession which they chose out of their passion, or directs 
them to migrate to a better destination, where their skills could be valued and 
compensated accordingly. 

6.4 LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

Although this thesis has addressed the topics of academic migration and 
integration in detail, in doing so, there were some theoretical, conceptual and 
methodological limitations which should be highlighted. 

Firstly, this study takes into account the concept of brain drain as a 
potential threat to the Finnish economy. However, the newly introduced term 
in the literature ‘self-initiated expatriation’ has not been discussed, which 
shows that highly skilled individuals decided to stay or leave the host country 
after careful consideration. Their decision to stay or leave the country was not 
initially based on the boundaryless career encouraged by COVID-19, the 
notion of permanent mobility becomes null and void. Nevertheless, this issue 
can be explored further in the light of self-initiated expats and their behaviour. 

Secondly, this research has focused on social science researchers in 
Finnish academia and has not compared them with the researchers in other 
fields of natural sciences, arts, humanities, etc. Future research could 
strengthen the results on the integration challenges of Finnish social scientists 
by comparing them with the researchers in other disciplines. 

Lastly, the thesis covers the challenges of academic researchers in 
Finland by using the Marxist concept of alienation. Although this theme of 
alienation has been a novel introduction in the research, other concepts of the 
commodification of labour and the rise of a precariat class in Finnish academia 
could have been studied further. This opens a new stream of debate which 
could also answers the question that ‘are all of us victim of this system?’, then 
who is the oppressor? 
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7 CONCLUSION 

In the current situation of the post COVID-19 and post Brexit global economy, 
it is essential to know the role of highly skilled human capital. Specifically, it 
is essential to study the role of academic scholars in the competitive knowledge 
economy. Therefore, I focused on the labour market integration challenges 
faced by academics. Although the research questions of each sub study 
differed, however I found a common theme combining the overarching aim of 
this dissertation which highlights the paradox of more attraction and less 
integration in Finnish academia. 

At the policy level, the findings of this thesis provide concrete 
information on the attraction, retention, integration and management of 
highly skilled individuals for both the national and international audience. The 
methodological lens and theoretical approach taken in this research presents 
a new angle which will be helpful in the successful integration of academic 
scholars. 

The research has answered all three questions posed in Chapter 1 of this 
summary. The findings show that both push and pull factors play a significant 
role in the attraction and retention of academic scholars. Once they arrive in 
the destination country, the labour market integration further confirms their 
retention. In cases of successful integration, the academic scholars tend to stay 
in the host country, whereas failed or poor economic integration forces them 
to leave the country, reiterating the notion of ‘global academic nomads’. 

In the case of Finland, the country needs to attract more highly skilled 
individuals due to the ageing population and other demographic challenges, 
but the national strategy to attract talent missed the blind spots in their 
successful integration. Further, after exploring the labour market stratification 
for the social science researchers, the research begs the question: does Finnish 
society really needs social scientists? 

Due to the introduction of reforms in Finnish academia, the status of 
academics has been reduced to ‘neoliberal subjects’ lacking academic freedom, 
experiencing precariousness and feeling alienated. Nonetheless, if the 
academic researchers exercise their personal agency to bring change in the 
system no force on earth can stop them from doing so. As a closing point I want 
to mention that as change has to start somewhere, I take this research as an 
initiation point for that change. 
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