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Abstract: Countries with aging population, such as Finland, are on a mission to attract and 

retain International Talent to fill the countries’ and their companies’ need for an educated 

workforce also in the future. One way to attract talent to the country is through higher education. 

However, international students have difficulties with finding employment after graduation. 

This thesis studies the reasons behind self-initiated expatriates, more precisely international 

students, decision to stay in Finland after graduation. The study uses institutional theory as the 

analytical lens to understand how organizations through talent management support or hinder 

their decision. This qualitative case study is based on semi-structured interviews with ten alumni 

from Hanken School of Economics. Through a thematic analysis, the study highlights the 

subjective experiences and voices of the alumni who have stayed and are employed in Finland.  

The study finds that the alumni’s main reasons for staying in Finland are connected to 

career/employment and/or relationships/networks. The institutions considering Finnish 

language, networking and international mindset were highlighted as the most important 

institutions connected to the alumni’s decision to stay in Finland after graduating from Hanken 

School of Economics. At the organizations where the alumni work at, the alumni appreciated 

especially the institutions international atmosphere, equality, and flexibility. Institution career 

development is also important because of the career driven motivations: the institutional work 

that was done in the organization to enable this institution had to do with open communication 

and manager discussing with the employee about goals, career possibilities and rewards at 

development talks. Also, as the alumni perceived learning the Finnish language as an important 

factor for integration, the organizational support in learning the language can be seen as 

institutional work that can support International Talents’ decision to stay in Finland in the future. 
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Avhandlingens rubrik: Från internationella studerande till skattebetalare i värdlandet: 

Anledningar och lärdomar över internationella talangers val att stanna i Finland efter examen. 

Sammandrag: Länder med åldrande befolkning såsom Finland, har i uppdrag att locka till sig och 

behålla internationell talang för att fylla ländernas och deras företags behov av utbildad arbetskraft 

även i framtiden. Ett sätt genom vilket talang kan lockas till landet är genom högre utbildning. 

Internationella studerande har dock svårt att hitta arbete efter examen. 

Denna avhandling behandlar orsakerna bakom självinitierade expatriater, närmare bestämt 

internationella studerandes, beslut att stanna i Finland efter examen. Institutionell teori används 

som analytisk lins för att förstå hur organisationer genom Talent Management stödjer eller hindrar 

dessa beslut. Denna kvalitativa fallstudie baseras på semistrukturerade intervjuer med tio alumner 

från Svenska handelshögskolan. Genom tematisk analys lyfter studien fram subjektiva upplevelser 

och röster hos alumner som stannat kvar och är anställda i Finland.  

Resultaten visar att alumnernas främsta skäl till att stanna i Finland är kopplade till 

karriär/anställning och/eller relationer/nätverk. Institutioner som behandlar det finska språket, 

nätverk och internationellt tänkesätt framhölls som de viktigaste institutionerna kopplade till 

alumnernas beslut att stanna i Finland efter examen från Svenska handelshögskolan. Inom 

organisationerna där alumnerna arbetar visade sig en internationell atmosfär, jämställdhet samt 

flexibilitet vara särskilt uppskattade attribut. Möjligheten till karriärutveckling inom organisationen 

är också viktig på grund av de karriärdrivna motivationerna: det institutionella arbete som utfördes 

i organisationen för att möjliggöra institutioner som gäller karriärutveckling var främst kopplat till 

öppen kommunikation och chefer som vid utvecklingssamtal diskuterade mål, karriärmöjligheter 

och belöningar med arbetstagaren. Eftersom alumnerna upplevde kunskaper i det finska språket som 

en viktig faktor för integrationen kan det organisatoriska stödet för att lära sig språket ses som 

institutionellt arbete för att stödja internationella talangers beslut att stanna i Finland i framtiden. 

Nyckelord: Självinitierad Expatriat (SIE), Talent Management, internationella studerande 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Setting the scene 

The population of Finland is ageing. The birth rate – which is one of the lowest in Europe - has 

been decreasing drastically during the last decade. In 2019 it reached the lowest number ever 

measured in Finland (Statistics Finland, 2021). It is estimated, that by the end of 2060, the 

working-age population will be 3.19 million - this is 400 000 people less than now (Statistics 

Finland, 2019). The decrease in the number of persons in the workforce has many negative effects: 

in the long term it has an impact on the employment, the economic dependency ratio, and the 

sustainability gap (Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment, 2021).Thus, impacting the 

maintenance of the welfare society (Ministry of the interior, 2021). As not enough people are born, 

population growth depends entirely on immigration (Ministry of Economic Affairs and 

Employment, 2021).  

Finland, as well as Finnish companies and organizations, need immigration in the form of 

educated workforce and special expertise. The international workforce makes Finland’s working 

environment more international, which also has a positive impact on how attractive Finland 

seems for international experts and investments. A more international environment also prevents 

brain drain from Finland and helps the employment of the international students and immigrants 

that are already in Finland. (Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment, 2021). 

Media, consultants, and academics around the world admit that there is a limited amount of 

qualified potential employees on a global scale (Guthridge, Komm and Lawson, 2008), hence, 

Finland competes for the best talent with the rest of the world (Ministry of Economic Affairs and 

Employment, 2021). The government of Finland has acknowledged that attracting and retaining 

international talent to Finland is crucial (Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment, 2021). 

1.2 The issue 

As Finland is globally known for its great education system (Mathies and Karhunen, 2020), one 

way of attracting international expertise to Finland is by attracting foreigners to study in Finland. 

These students can be classified as self-initiated expatriates (SIEs), meaning they are high-skilled 

individuals that by their own initiative, voluntarily relocate to another country for a temporary 
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(however open ended) period of time (Altman and Baruch, 2012). Even though it is widely 

understood that international expertise is needed, after graduating many of these SIEs have a 

hard time finding employment in Finland (Alho, 2020).  Additionally, studies show that on 

average it takes them longer to find employment than for their Finnish equivalents. Studies also 

indicate that international experts get employed to a lower level positions than Finns with a 

similar level of education. Finnish employers also value Finnish language skills high, even if the 

work tasks would not necessarily require it. (Statistics Finland, 2020; Ministry of Economic 

Affairs and Employment, 2020) 

Studies show that relevant employment and family ties are important contributors to 

international students’ decision to stay in the host country after graduation (Mosneaga and 

Winter, 2013; Mathies et al., 2020). If these alumni find employment in Finland and decide to 

stay, the level of their integration to the society is a defining factor on how happy they are in 

Finland, and if they stay for a longer time (Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment, 2020). 

Integration is a complex phenomenon and depends on many factors as for example social factors, 

but employment can contribute to these factors in a positive way (Ministry of Economic Affairs 

and Employment, 2020). 

In 2013, the government of Finland acknowledged the importance of international students 

integrating into the Finnish labor market (Ministry of Interior, 2013). In 2017, the government 

started the initiative “Talent Boost”, with the purpose to attract and retain international expertise 

to Finland (Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment, 2021). In this program, The Ministry 

of Economic Affairs and Employment of Finland support different actors like municipalities, 

universities, and companies in their different initiatives to better integrate the international talent 

(Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment, 2021)  

Successful integration of international talent requires efforts from many actors. However, after 

employment, the alumni spend most of their day at work. Therefore, it can be argued that 

employers are key contributors in integrating the international experts and supporting them in 

their choice to stay in the country.  

1.3 The aim of the study 

The purpose of this paper is to find out what work-related factors are connected to self-initiated 

expatriates’ (SIE) decision to stay in Finland. More specifically, the objective of the paper is to 

understand why international students, alumni with an international background, choose to stay 
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in Finland after their studies, and if they perceive that their employer supports their decision. The 

study aims to give a platform for the subjective experiences of the SIEs and bring up their voice. 

The result of the paper can contribute to the employers understanding of the needs of the SIEs, 

and this way contribute to alumni’s better experience in Finnish labour market. Equally 

importantly, the findings can give employers a better possibility to contribute to retaining 

international talent in Finland, which helps the Finnish economy and society to also prosper in 

the future. 

This is a qualitative, inductive case study. The case setting is former international master’s degree 

students, graduates from Hanken School of Economics (also referred to as “Hanken” in this 

study), a higher education institution in Finland. The empirical data is collected by interviewing 

localized self-initiated expatriates that have graduated from Hanken and are currently working in 

Finland. With the help of theoretical models of talent management and institutional theory, the 

objective of the paper is to find out what employers’ actions are aligned with self-initiated 

expatriates’ decision to stay in Finland. 

1.4 Research questions 

The following research questions are formed to fulfil the aim of the study: 

I. What kind of institutions are connected to international students’ decision 

to stay in Finland after graduation? 

II. How does institutional work at the organization support or hinder their 

decision to stay?   

The first question requires a general look to the stories of the SIEs – what made them come here 

in the first place and how come they decided to stay after graduation. The second question 

requires a closer look to how SIE’s perceive the organizations they currently work at: e.g. what 

kind of talent management practises the organizations have. These questions are studied using 

institutional theory, in which institutions refer to taken for granted beliefs and assumptions that 

structure organizations activities. The research questions are answered through the qualitative 

case study, where the data is collected by semi-structured interviews and analysed by thematic 

analysis. Answering these questions shall give concrete ideas on what the different actors within 

organizations are doing and can do in terms of institutional work to better integrate the self-

initiated expatriates, and especially alumni.  
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1.5 Key concepts 

The key concepts used in this study are defined below. While it is notable that there are multiple 

possible definitions to these terms, the definitions below are used throughout the thesis.  

Self-initiated expatriate (SIE) 

Self-initiate expatriate is a high-skilled individual that by their own initiative, voluntarily relocate 

to another country for a temporary (however open ended) period of time (Altman and Baruch, 

2012). 

International talent 

The term international talent is often used in public discussion in Finland, e.g. by the Ministry of 

Economic Affairs and Employment (2021) to describe skilled migrants, and thus this term is also 

used in this thesis. 

Home country  

The term home country is widely used in research on self-initiated expatriates (e.g. Altman et al., 

2012) to refer to the country SIE expatriates from. In this thesis, home country is the country of 

origin, where individual is “born and raised”. This thesis doesn’t consider e.g. the citizenship of 

the SIE as a defining factor for home country. 

Host country  

In this thesis, host country refers to the country individual has expatriated to and is currently 

living in. Term host country is widely used in previous research about self-initiated expatriates 

(e.g. Richardson and McKenna, 2006) to refer to the country where the SIE currently works at. 

International student 

International student is a term used widely in research to describe degree students in higher 

education institutes in countries other than their home country. In this thesis, international 

student refers to a foreign student in a master´s degree programme in English. International 

Student Migration (ISM) increasingly being seen as a subgroup of skilled migration (Mosneaga et 

al., 2013) 
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Alumnus (male)/Alumnae (female)/Alumni(plural) 

This term refers to “Someone who has left a school, college, or university after finishing their 

studies there” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2021). In this thesis, the term Alumni with an 

international background refers to university graduates whos’ home country is other than 

Finland. In this paper, term alumni refers to the study’s group of interest, alumni with an 

international background who process a master’s degree from Hanken School of Economics. 

Talent management 

Vaiman, Haslberger, and Vance (2015) define Talent Management (TM) as a “…set of 

organizational processes that are designed to attract, develop, mobilize and retain key people”. 

This study adopts an inclusive view on talent management that considers all employees instead 

of only key people, as presented by Cooke, Saini, and Wang (2014). 

Integration 

According to Cambridge Dictionary integration is “the action or process of successfully joining or 

mixing with a different group of people” (2021).  

1.6 Limitations 

This study is conducted by interviewing self-initiated expatriates who once came to Finland to 

study and stayed in the country after graduation. More specifically, all interviewees are alumni 

from the English-speaking Master of Science (Economics and Business Administration) 

programme at Hanken School of Economics, either in Helsinki or Vaasa. Because this study 

focuses in the first hand on the institutions at the workplace, a criteria for interviewees was a 

current employment in Finland. Thus, the study does not include alumni that left the country after 

graduation, nor those who are unemployed.  

The study focuses on the subjective perceptions of the alumni with an international background: 

the organizations’ perspectives are not studied in this thesis.  

1.7 Structure of the thesis 

The theoretical framework will be presented in the next chapter. The first chapter introduces 

institutional theory, which is used as the analytical lens guiding this study. The second part 
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concentrates on getting to know the group of interest, the alumni, with the help of the concept 

self-imitated expatriates. The third part introduces a recent framework for international student 

migration, and recent research on the topic in Finland. The fourth part combines together 

institutional theory and research on the group of interest with the help of framework talent 

management. The theoretical framework ends in a short summary. 

The third chapter presents the methodology for the qualitative case study. The fourth chapter 

introduces and analyses the empirical findings with the help of thematic analysis. The fifth and 

last chapter’s concluding discussion compares the empirical findings with the previous research. 

The last chapter also gives suggestions to practice and further research.  
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2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

This study takes an institutional approach to organizational studies. The first chapter presents the 

institutional theory through a literature review with a focus on institutional work on different 

institutional levels. The second chapter maps out previous research on framework self-initiated 

expatriate (SIE), through which the group of interest and their motivations can be understood. 

The third chapter introduces an aspiring framework, international student migration (ISM), and 

a recent study conducted in Finland. The fourth and last chapter briefly presents the talent 

management (TM) framework, which can be useful in finding institutions at the organizational 

level. The chapter also brings together the institutional theory and what is known about the group 

of interest with the frameworks of SIE and ISM.  

2.1 Institutional approach to organizational studies 

Institutional approaches to organizational studies focus on the relationships between 

organizations and the industries they operate in. These approaches highlight the role of rational 

formal structures in enabling and limiting organizational behaviour (Lawrence and Suddaby, 

2006). The concept of an institution is at the heart of the institutional approach to organizational 

studies; central to both theoretical and empirical research that adopts an institutionalist 

perspective is the idea that there are continuing elements in social life – institutions – that have 

a deep impact on individual and collective actors thoughts, feelings, and behaviour (Lawrence et 

al., 2006). 

The researchers have through the past few decades had many different approaches to studying 

the complex phenomenon of institutional theory. Wooten and Hoffman (2017) argue that 

DiMaggio and Powell’s argument on Institutional Theory from 1991 is still relevant today: ‘it is 

often easier to gain agreement about what it is not than about what it is’. The second edition of 

the SAGE Handbook of Organizational Institutionalism from 2017 gives a wide and quite recent 

view to the Institutional Theory, thus I start my literature review there. 

The editors of the handbook (Greenwood, Oliver, Lawrence and Meyer, 2017) see that the research 

focus among institutional theory has during the last decade been on the complexity of the 

relationships between organizations and their institutional context, and on processes and 

practices on creating, changing, maintaining and destroying institutions. Agency and institutional 

work are some of the main concepts that the authors find important throughout both of these 
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themes (Greenwood et al., 2017). The term institutional work was first introduced by Lawrence 

and Suddaby (2006) to cover the beforenamed actions, for which also the terms institutional 

entrepreneurship, deinstitutionalization, and institutional maintenance can be used. 

The editors see that the focus on institutional studies is currently shifting from understanding the 

institutional processes towards institutional outcomes: understanding the institutional processes 

effects to major societal issues (Greenwood er al., 2017). In this paper the major societal issue is 

understanding the organizational institutionalism’s effects to international alumni’s integration 

to the workforce in the host country.  

The editors also highlight an important issue also earlier addressed by Suddaby (2010) in his 

critical review: the researchers should pay more attention to how the actors experience the 

institutions. “Institutional work, of course, is conducted by individuals and it is somewhat 

surprising to me how individuals often disappear from institutional research”, Suddaby (2010 

p. 17) writes. Thus, Suddaby (2010) suggests that institutional researchers should adopt an 

internal perspective in order to understand how the actors within the organization understand 

the systems of institutional meaning.  Greenwood et al. (2017) take a similar stand: the authors 

write that research in the subjective ways by which actors experience institutions is needed.  

2.1.1 What are the institutions 

“Institutions are the rules of the game in a society or, more formally, are the humanly devised 

constraints that shape human interaction.” (North, 1990 p. 3). Another widely used definition is 

to view institutions as standardized behaviour patterns or states of being in and across 

organizations (Jepperson, 1991 in Elsbach, 2002). North (1990) argues that the institutional 

change shapes the way societies transform through time and therefore is the key to understanding 

historical change.  

There are formal and more informal institutions: Lewis et al. (2019) present traditional, yet much 

criticized, pillars of institutions first introduced by Scott (2001). The first pillar is the regulative 

pillar which includes e.g. laws and regulations. The second pillar, the normative pillar, includes 

the socially held norms and values connected to appropriate behaviour. The third pillar, the 

cultural-cognitive pillar, includes e.g. identities, schemas, and scripts. In her literature review, 

Elsbach (2002) also finds that the empirical research on institutions (at the organizational level) 

had until then focused on three areas: process institutions, structure institutions, and value 

institutions. The process institutions include for example different operating procedures and 
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protocols, whilst the structure institutions include e.g. the norms about power and control. The 

value institutions are norms of the normative goals and ideals within and for the organization 

(Elsbach, 2002). While the different types of institutions, or at least their categorizations, haven’t 

been much of interest in more recent research, they give an understanding of what kinds of things 

to look for when viewing institutions.  

2.1.2 Institutional work 

Lawrence and Suddaby (2006, p.215) describe institutional work as “the purposive action of 

individuals and organizations aimed at creating, maintaining and disrupting institutions.” The 

authors take the position that institutions are the intentional or unintentional product of these 

purposive actions. 

Lawrence et al. (2006) see that the articles by DiMaggio (1988) and Oliver (1991) were the first 

studies that recognised the agency as a central part of the new institutional theory. Agency is 

central when studying institutional work; the authors suggest that understanding the ways the 

institutional actors are able to maintain institutions, as well as their actions that create new or 

disrupt the old ones, are central for the institutional work studies. (Lawrence et al., 2006). 

Lawrence, Suddaby, and Leca (2011) argue that the institutional actors are influenced by many 

different institutions. The institutionalization and institutional change “enacted in the everyday 

getting by of individuals and groups who reproduce their roles, rites, and rituals at the same 

time that they challenge, modify, and disrupt them” (Lawrence et al., 2011, p. 57). Powell and 

Rerup (2017, p311) also stress that ”institutions are sustained, altered and extinguished as they 

are enacted by collections of individuals in everyday situations”. This implies that the 

institutional work doesn’t need to be done by “heroic” “institutional entrepreneurs” but instead 

can be considered also as a response of individuals and groups that go on with their everyday life 

and respond to everyday things coming their way. 

Hampel, Lawrence, and Tracey (2017) study institutional work with help of the questions “what”, 

“who” and “how”. What is the institutional work that is mentioned in institutional work research, 

who are the actors the research has focused on, and through which strategies (how) do the actors 

influence institutions? The authors argue that there are three types of institutional work: 

symbolic, material, and relational work. The symbolic work uses language, identities, and 

symbols, e.g. by transforming happenings to story form, to affect institutions. The material work 

uses tangibles, e.g. places or objects to create, maintain, or disrupt institutions. The relational 
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work is done through the actor interacting with others, either by gaining followers or networking 

with others. (Hampel et al., 2017) 

Lawrence et al. (2006) found in their literature review many different types of institutional work 

in previous research. They categorised these actions for different types of institutional creation 

(also often called institutional entrepreneurship), institutional maintenance and disruptance of 

institutions (also called deinstitutionalization). In the next chapters their categories are presented 

in order to understand the wide range of actions that can be involved in institutional work.  

2.1.2.1 Creating institutions  

Lawrence et al. (2006) introduce nine different types of institutional work that aim to create 

institutions. By advocacy actors try to gain political or legal support, defining refers to 

establishing rules that create boundaries of membership, create hierarchies, or boost status or 

identity. Vesting refers to refers to formation of rule structures that grants property rights. 

(Lawrence et al., 2006) 

Constructing identities refers to defining the relationship between the actor and the field in which 

the actor operates in.  Changing normative associations means re-defining connections between 

sets of practices and the moral and cultural foundations of those practices. Constructing 

normative networks refers to interorganizational connections through which practices become 

normatively sanctioned. Mimicry means that actor connects new practices with existing taken-

for-granted practices, technologies, and rules in order to ease the adoption of the new practice. 

Theorizing means explaining cause-effect relationships and categorizing. The last category, 

educating, refers to educating the individuals of the organization or field, so they have the 

knowledge and skills to support the new institution. (Lawrence et al., 2016) 

2.1.2.2 Maintaining institutions 

Lawrence et al. (2006) argue that only few institutions are so powerful that they maintain 

themselves - institutional work is needed to reproduce the existing rules systems, belief systems, 

and norms. The authors argue that organizations and individuals do institutional work related to 

rules by  “enabling”: creating rules that facilitate institutions; “policing”: that can include 

auditing; and “deterring”: building barriers for institutional change (Lawrence et al., 2006).  
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When it comes to believes and norms, they can be maintained for example by “valourizing and 

demonizing”, which means showing exceptionally positive or negative examples that represent 

the norms. “Mythodologizing” the history can also be seen as a type of institutional work to 

maintain the norms. “Embedding” in forms of continuous use of educating, training, and hiring 

routines and different ceremonies and “routinizing” the replication of shared frameworks by 

hiring practices. (Lawrence et al., 2006) 

Institutional work in maintaining institutions is relevant for this study in terms of maintaining 

those institutions that are connected positively to SIEs decision to stay in Finland. The multiple 

different ways in which actors can support existing institutions can help to identify institutional 

work from the stories of SIEs. 

2.1.2.3 Disrupting institutions  

Oliver (1992: 567, in Lawrence et al., 2006) describes institutional work in deinstitutionalization 

as a ‘direct assault on the validity of a long-standing tradition or established activity’. In their 

literature review, Lawrence et al. (2006 p. 238) found that “Actors appear to disrupt institutions 

primarily by redefining, recategorizing, reconfiguring, abstracting, problematizing and, 

generally, manipulating the social and symbolic boundaries that constitute institutions.” When 

an organization or individual assaults or undermines the structures that make individuals obey 

the institutions, this can be seen as institutional work on disrupting institutions. According to the 

authors, “disconnecting sanctions or rewards” is a powerful way to directly cancel strong 

institutions such as laws. Institutions can effectively be disrupted also by disassociating practice, 

technology or rule from its moral foundation. Deinstitutionalization is relevant for this study, 

because by disrupting institutions that hinder SIEs decision to stay in the country the organization 

can contribute positively to their decision to stay in the country. 

2.1.3 Institutional levels 

The institutions and institutional work can be found on different levels: societal, field, 

organizational (Hampel et al., 2017) and intra-organizational (Elsbach, 2002) even according to 

some, individual level (Hampel et al., 2017).  Holm (1995) introduces an approach that the 

institutions in different levels can be seen as a “nested systems”. From the nested system 

perspective, institutions exist in many levels, and the wider levels are not just a collection of the 

members of the lower level: they are accomplishments of the members (Lawrence et al, 2006). 

The levels that Lawrence et al. (2006) mention, are societal level, field level, and organizational 
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level. However, there is also smaller amount of research done on intraorganizational level 

(Elsbach, 2002). While Lawrence et al (2006) don’t use the term “intraorganizational institution”, 

they mention “groups” as well as organizations being part of the micro level institutions. This 

“group” level could be considered the same as intraorganizational level in Elsbach’s study, where 

the organizational groups refer to departments, teams, subunits, divisions and/or offices 

(Elsbach, 2002). These four levels are illustrated in the picture below. 

 

Figure 1: Different levels of institutions 

The concept institutional work provides a clear way of studying the relationship between 

institutions on different levels (Lawrence et al., 2006). As an example of how institutional work 

on organizational level can affect higher, even societal level institutions, Greenwood et al., (2016) 

mention Dacin, Munir, and Tracey’s (2010) research where the authors found that organizational 

level practices that can be considered incidental, thus repetitive, could contribute to maintaining 

a societal institution, like dining practices at University of Cambridge college can be considered 

to maintain the British class system. The Societal level of institutions are processes, practices, 

norms, and values on the largest scale, such as role of family or religion and how gender is 

understood (Lawrence et al., 2006). 
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The field is described as “a community of organizations that partakes of a common meaning 

system and whose participants interact more frequently and fatefully with one another than 

with actors outside the field’”(Scott, 1995: 56, in Hampel et al., 2017). Thus, to the field belongs 

not only for example corporations in the same industry, but also e.g. trade unions. Hampel et al. 

(2017) mention that institutional work on the field level needs to be done for example in order to 

build and preserve the legitimacy of the field, in order to ensure stable support from resources 

provided outside of the field (e.g. media, regulators). Much of the research on the field level has 

focused on organizational practices, forms, roles, and standards (Hampel et al., 2017). 

The institutions and institutional work on the organizational level has been studied recently in 

the forms of organizational practices, logics, values, and rules (Hampel et al., 2017). While the 

societal and field level institutions are likely to also arise during the interviews, as this study 

especially focuses on the institutional work that can be done by the organization the international 

alumni work at, organizational level is in focus in order to answer the second research question.  

Another focus area for this study is the intra-organizational level. Intraorganizational institutions 

are by Elsbach’s (2002) definition “beliefs that are taken for granted that arise within and across 

organizational groups and define what behaviour is acceptable and normative for the members 

of these groups” (p.37). The organizational groups refer to departments, teams, subunits, 

divisions and/or offices (Elsbach, 2002). Elsbach (2002) also separates intraorganizational 

institutions from organizational culture: organizational culture being what “is” done and 

intraorganizational institutions referring to what “should” be done. Organizational culture that 

becomes taken for granted can, however, be considered as a form of institutions in organizational 

or intra-organizational level. (Elsbach, 2002). 

Hampel et al. (2017) also highlight the individual level in organizational work. Very few studies 

focus on this “bottom-up” area, which outgoes from that actors can engage in institutional work 

by transforming the memories, identities and emotions of themselves and other individuals 

(Hampel et al., 2017). 

Institutions such as standards, routines and norms contribute to the employees’ experience in and 

integration to the organization. Thus, in this study I have focused on learning what type of 

institutions on the societal level and on the organizational level support the self-initiated 

expatriates’ integration and decision to stay. Next, I will introduce the concept of SIE and discus 

the peculiarities of this group in detail. 
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2.2 Self-initiated expatriates (SIEs) 

In this chapter I present a selection of previous research on the group of interest. I approach the 

group with the framework for self-initiated expatriates. The chapter aims to give a good 

understanding on why people expatriate in the first place, and what factors contribute to their 

decisions to repatriate or stay in the host country. 

An expatriate is a person who does not live in his or her home country. Altman and Baruch (2012) 

divide expatriates into two different categories: company-assigned expatriates (AEs) and self-

initiated expatriates (SIEs). Whereas company assigned expatriates are sent to another country 

by the organization, self-initiated expatriates initiate to move themselves. 

Altman and Baruch (2012) list following criteria that together characterise a self-initiated 

expatriate: (1). Relocation is initiated by the expatriate; (2). Relocation is voluntary; (3) 

Relocation is intended to be temporary (however possibly open ended) and (4). Expatriate has a 

high skill level. 

This definition includes self-employed individuals and “corporate-SIEs”, that are people that 

themselves initiate to expatriate for an international assignment for their current employer (they 

are not asked by their employer if they want to take the possibility). This definition excludes 

refugees that must flee their home country because of different reasons, and immigrants that are 

aiming to relocate for good, whereas SIEs do not arrange to leave their home country for forever. 

This definition also excludes AEs and lower skilled labour. (Vaiman and Haslberger, 2013) 

The group of interest in this study, international alumni, fill all the criteria and thus can be 

considered as SIEs. Some earlier studies have challenged the idea that international students can 

be considered “highly skilled” due to their student status, and for example terms as “prospective 

skilled workers” have been used (Mosneaga and Winter, 2013). However, as Hanken’s 

international students already have a bachelor’s degree which in many parts of the world is 

enough for pursuing a professional career, and generally many of them have been in worklife 

already before applying for their master’s, I argue that the group of interest can be categorised as 

having a high skill level.   
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2.2.1 SIEs background 

“Expatriation (from the Latin ex-patria: out of country) has existed from the time that there were 

countries for people to expatriate from” (McNulty and Brewster, 2016). McNulty and Inkson 

wrote already in 2013 that worldwide there were more than 200 million people that lived and 

worked in a different country than their country of origin. 

Among others, Van der Bergh and Du Plessis (2011) bring up that the need for talented workforce 

is increasing in Europe due to the aging and declining population. Baruch and Bozionelos (2010) 

list the main reasons for expatriating as SIEs is becoming more common during the last years: 

I. Movement of labour is facilitated increasingly across national borders (e.g., the EU) 

II. Information about job openings is available everywhere in the world thanks to 

development of technology 

III. There is an imbalance between demand and supply of “skilled” and “unskilled” labour 

between areas. 

Alongside with Baruch and Bozionelos, also McDonnel and Scullion (2013) agree with the role of 

the easy cross-border mobility for example in Europe and highlight the role of countries actively 

seeking to attract skilled labour. On a national level, Finland seeks to attract talent with its Talent 

Boost -initiative (Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment, 2021).  

McDonnel and Scullion (2013) also add that SIEs are in many organizations increasingly either 

substituting or completing the more traditional forms of assignments (e.g. company assigned 

expatriation). Suutari and Brewster (2000), however, found that highly skilled SIEs tend to work 

in lower positions than their company-assigned counterparts. Doherty, Dickmann and Mills 

(2011) had the same finding in their study.  

2.2.2 SIEs motivations for expatriation 

There are multiple reasons why people become SIEs. In their literature review, Fee and Karsaklian 

(2013) compare the motivations for SIEs, AEs and international volunteers in existing research. 

They found that the motivational factors for SIEs are the following: 

I. Career (opportunity or development, or poor employment possibilities in the home 

country) 
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II. Experience (international experience, cultural experience, desire for travel/adventure) 

III. Lifestyle (desirability of the host location, quality of life) 

IV. Financial benefits (incentives) 

V. Family issues (Family and spouse) 

Fee et al. (2013) argue that whereas the motivations for company assigned expatriates are mostly 

career related, the motives for SIEs are mainly experience related. However, Doherty et al. (2013), 

highlight the location as a key motivator. NcNulty and Inkson (2013) highlight intercultural 

experience, personal adventure, and career advancement as the key motivations.  In Fee and 

Karsaklian’s (2013) list the location (as in host country or city) can belong both to category 

“experience” and “lifestyle”. This study will possibly enlighten whether the SIEs see that the 

employers can offer these experiences to them, or do they find them elsewhere, as well as if they 

perceive their lifestyle in Finland desirable.  

2.2.3 The different types of SIEs 

McDonnell and Scullion (2013) remind that there are different types of SIEs. The authors divide 

the SIEs into six different groups based on their motivation and/or situation: 

I. Exploring SIEs are typically young people that are expatriating to see a new 

environment or gain new, different types of experiences. 

II. Career focused SIEs see international experience as a mean to step up their career in 

the future. 

III. Financial SIEs expatriate because of unemployment in the home country. 

IV. Continuous SIEs move to different locations before having the employment in the host 

countries and are employed on local terms and conditions. 

V. Localized SIEs are staying in the host country after their first assignment has ended. 

VI. Trailing SIEs may be receiving support for relocation from their spouses’ organization. 

The alumni in the sample can all be categorised at least as “Localized SIEs”: their first assignment 

(Master’s degree at a Hanken) has ended and they are staying for a next assignment: their current 

employment. In the sample, many may also fit in the category “Exploring SIE” or “Career focused 

SIE”. 
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Howe-Walsh and Schyns (2011) divide self-initiated expatriates according to their motivations to 

“career expatriates” and “private expatriates”. The career expatriates are the SIEs that come to a 

country in order to pursue a career, while the private expatriates decide to move to the country 

for personal reasons, such as relationship or “simply for the love of a specific country” (Howe-

Walsh el al., 2011 p.4).  

2.2.4 Balancing between host country and repatriation 

Self-initiated expatriated stay in the host country is aimed to be temporary, however possibly 

open-ended (Altman et al., 2012). Thus, the expatriates balance with a decision: to stay in the host 

country or to repatriate. Tharenou and Caulfield (2010) argue that the most cited reasons for self-

initiated expatriates’ intention to return to their home country are the pull of the home country 

and the lifestyle. In their research they identify that easiness of repatriation can be a pull-factor, 

as well as a shock that arises from the home country (e.g. a relative’s illness). The authors identify 

as the most important barriers to leave the career and professional considerations, as well as 

embeddedness to the host country (Tharenou et al., 2010), if the SIE’s perceive their employment 

and career possibilities, and networks are desirable in the host country, they tend to stay.  

Baruch (1995, cited in Altman et al., 2012) introduces a model of push/pull forces that push/pull 

to two directions: to stay put or (temporarily) relocate. This model can be used to identify push 

and pull forces that SIEs balance. For this study the interesting part is the organizational 

environment: strategy, policies, and practices – the institutions in organizational, also possibly 

intra-organizational level. These are the push/pull forces the organization can affect. The 

organizational factors are also directly involved with employment and career considerations and 

professional networks, which according to Tharenou et al. (2010) are part are important factors 

in the host country embeddedness that acts as a pull factor of the host country.  
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Figure 2: Push/Pull model for SIEs as in Altman and Baruch (2012, from Baruch, 1995) 

 

2.3 International student migration 

In addition to approaching the target group as self-initiated expatriates, it is important to consider 

the special characteristic of them in the light of their first assignment in Finland: Master’s degree 

studies. During the last couple of years there has been an approaching framework, International 

Student Migration (ISM).  Although the framework is still in the beginning of its development, its 

relevance is large for this paper. Hence, this chapter goes through and describes previous research 

on the framework. 
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2.3.1 International students in Finland  

First, I will present what is known about international students in Finland in the light of statistics. 

The latest statistics available at the Finnish National Agency for Education are from 2018, when 

there were 20 237 foreign degree students in Finnish higher education institutions 

(Opetushallitus, 2018). Of the students 10 698 studied at universities. Around 46% of the 

university students were from Asia and 37% from Europe. In 2018, 12% of the foreign university 

degree students’ studies were in the fields of business, social sciences and law, which means that 

around 6% of all the university degree students in these fields have an international background. 

(Opetushallitus, 2018) 

2.3.2 Previous research on International Student Migration (ISM) 

Mosneaga and Winter studied international student migration in their empirical study in 2013 

when they interviewed master’s and PhD students in Denmark. The authors found that the 

general motivations for moving to another country for master’s studies are experiencing a 

different culture, studying a specific major, and broadening general opportunities, while certain 

destinations were chosen by considering financial resources and different constraints (such as 

relationship) at the moment of application (Mosneaga et al., 2013). 

Mosneaga et al. 2013) argue that the individuals’ attachment to the country determines whether 

they decide to stay in the host country after studies. Most of the interviewees considered relevant 

employment and/or relationships such factors of attachment that could make them stay in the 

host country after graduation (Mosneaga et al., 2013). The authors stress the importance of 

understanding the weight of situational dynamics: transition from student to employee in the host 

country is rarely solely a rational, planned in advance, decision (Mosneaga et al., 2013.   

There is also a recent study about ISM that focuses especially on the international student 

migration in Finland. Mathies and Karhunen (2020) wanted to find out what the stay rate of 

international alumni three years after graduation is. They also studied if the labour market 

opportunities and family ties (career possibilities and relationships identified as important 

attachment factors by among others Mosneaga et al., 2013) relation to staying in the host country, 

Finland.  

The researchers found that 67% of the international degree students from universities master’s 

programmes between 1999 and 2011 were staying in Finland three years after graduation. When 
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not considering the students that had been living in Finland already before their degree studies, 

the percent was 64%. This stay rate is higher than studies in several European countries, however, 

it is important to note that the overall number of international students in Finland is small 

compared to many other countries (Mathies and Karhunen, 2019).  

Mathies et al. (2019; 2020) found that family ties (marriage, children) and employment had a 

positive relation to the stay rate of the alumni. However, as noted in the introduction, previous 

research has also shown that finding employment is difficult for international students in Finland 

(Ministry of interior, 2013; Alho, 2020). The studies find that the main barriers for (relevant) 

employment are personal and professional networks, and a lack of Finnish language skills 

(Mathies et al., 2020; Ministry or interior, 2013; Alho, 2020). 

2.4 Institutions, Talent Management and the group of interest 

This chapter connects the frameworks for institutional work, self-initiated expatriates, and 

international student migration together. In order to find institutions and institutional work that 

organizations possibly do to affect the alumni’s intention to stay in the host country, an additional 

framework is needed. I have chosen to use the Talent Management (TM) as the framework. It is 

notable that some of the research that is discussed in this chapter is on Human Resources 

Management (HRM) instead of Talent Management. In existing literature these two topics can be 

seen in different ways, and this study approaches them from the perspective that (inclusive, as 

explained in the next chapter) Talent Management is just HRM seen from another point of view. 

2.4.1 Talent management and self-initiated expatriates 

Vaiman, Haslberger, and Vance (2015) define Talent Management (TM) as a “…set of 

organizational processes that are designed to attract, develop, mobilize and retain key people”. 

They key people are according to the authors those employees that have or are currently gaining 

special skills or knowledge and employees in critical roles (Vaiman et al., 2015). According to 

Vaiman et al (2015), the following activities are usually seen as parts of talent management: 

▪ Identifying, recruiting, and choosing talent from the labour market 

▪ Identifying key talent within the company 

▪ Developing current employees 

▪ Managing talent flows 

▪ Ensuring retention of key talent 
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Notably however, this study takes an inclusive perspective to talent management, which builds on 

the assumption that all employees have talent, and that talent should be utilized for organizational 

profit through HRM practices (Cooke et al., 2014). While a lot of research considers talent 

management to only include the “key” talent, key positions, or the succession planning in the 

organization (Cooke et al., 2014; Ribero and Gomes, 2017), this inclusive view is used in this thesis 

as an objective viewpoint so no stand taking on whether each interviewed individual is considered 

key talent in his/her organization is needed. For the purposes of this study I consider each 

interviewed SIE as a “talent” in their respective organizations.   

Talent management in general consists of multiple activities as identifying, recruiting, and 

developing key talent (Vaiman et al., 2015). The most interesting part of talent management 

actions in Vaiman et al. (2015) list, from the perspective of this study, is ensuring retention of 

(key) talent. This is relevant for this study because it has to do with the actions the employer takes 

to make the employees want work for the organization also in the future. Thunnisen (2016) argue 

that the term talent management can be seen as subjective: the two actors (the organisation and 

the employee) can perceive the intended and actual Talent Management differently (Thunnisen 

2016). 

Howe-Walsh and Schyns (2010) studied HRM practices in comparison to self-initiated 

expatriates. Their study suggests that most organizations consider SIEs similarly as a local 

employee. This means that they do not do anything special to make the SIEs’ adjust to the 

company better. The authors suggest that in order to gain the full benefits of SIEs employee 

performance and satisfaction, the employer should take the SIEs’ special position into 

consideration. Additionally, the SIEs length of stay is often not determined (Howe-Walsh Schyns, 

2010), hence, the employer can positively contribute to it. Doherty and Dickmann (2011) however 

argue that on average the SIEs remain scientifically longer than the AEs, which makes them 

attractive as employees. In contrast to this, McDonnel and Scullion (2013) argue that SIEs have a 

higher tendency to move between organizations than AEs. Even though the arguments of the 

previous authors are different, they agree that SIEs special position should be taken to 

consideration in talent management.  

2.4.2 Institutional Theory and Human Resources Management (HRM) 

In a recent paper, Lewis, Cardy and Huang (2019) suggest that institutional theory should be 

applied to Human Resources Management studies. The authors explain that while this has been 
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suggested already earlier by Wright and McMahan (1992), Barringer and Milkovich (1998), and 

Paauwe and Boselie (2003), the approach has not gained a wider interest among HRM 

researchers (Paauwe and Boselie, 2005; Wright and Ulrich, 2017 in Lewis et al., 2019). This being 

said, the authors suggest that the current development within institutional theory with its 

multiple levels, give a great opportunity to use institutional theory as a theoretical lens within 

HRM research (Lewis et al., 2019). The authors suggest that especially institutional logics and 

institutional work are approaches worth applying in HRM research. 

Institutional logics offers HRM goals, identities, and schemas, which through influencing the HR 

professionals thinking, actions, and decision, having a major effect on the HR practices and 

structures (Lewis et al., 2019). The authors argue that most organizations, and thus their HR 

departments, are located in institutionally complex- and multileveled environments, which not 

only offers challenges but also opportunities within HRM. The challenges may occur when 

different relevant logics designate different behaviours, and the opportunities when several logics 

can offer several legitimate explanations for actions (Lewis et al., 2019) 

Lewis et al. (2019) explain that HR professionals take part in institutional work by creating new 

arrangements of work, and by maintaining or disrupting the current ones. They influence the 

institutional processes both directly and indirectly in their everyday work. They may strengthen 

or weaken the legitimacy of practices and artifacts, or create new ones, both through discreet or 

more dramatical actions known as institutional entrepreneurship. (Lewis et al., 2019) 

Greenwood, Suddaby and Hinings (2002) also argue that when HRM practices gain cognitive 

legitimacy, they become taken for granted and unquestioned – institutionalized.  

2.4.3 Talent management and institutional work 

While much research on self-initiated expatriates focus on the individual, Cao, Hirschi, and Deller 

(2014) discuss the organizational context. The authors find a positive relation between the 

perceived organisational support and SIEs’ career satisfaction and intention to stay in the host 

country. This finding is relevant for this study because there can be many kinds of institutions and 

institutional work behind the support functions and career development supporting actions of the 

organizations where the alumni work.  

Cao (et al., 2014) also introduce three important differences between company-assigned 

expatriates and SIEs, of which I see especially last two as important considerations from the 
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organizational support perspective. Because SIEs stay is temporary but likely to be open-ended 

(Tharenou and Caulifield, 2010; Altman et al., 2012) the SIEs have more possibility to decide 

whether and when they return to their home country than for example company-assigned 

expatriates. The SIEs usually receive no financial or organizational support for the cultural or 

work transition (Howe-Walsh and Schyns, 2010) and compared to AEs, studies show that SIEs 

have more interaction with host-country nationals (Peltokorpi and Froese, 2009). However, their 

networks within the organization were weaker than their company assigned counterparts 

(Jokinen, Brewster and Suutari, 2008).  

Cao et al. (2014) argue that even though SIEs are more likely to take an independent and self-

driven career management approach than they company-assigned counterparts, organizational 

support is still effective in facilitating their career satisfaction in the host country. The authors 

argue that SIEs might also be able to pursue a satisfying career within the organization, and their 

career management orientation might be in accordance with organizations goals and values.  

As for any employees, managers play a large role in how SIEs prosper in the organization. Socio-

emotional and trust relationships between expatriate supervisors and expatriates is stressed for 

example by Tornikoski (2011). There can also arise tensions between expatriate’s interests and 

corporate goals (Perkins and Daste, 2007). However, the authors suggest that negative 

stereotyping should be avoided and instead, exhibit inter-cultural sensitivity, flexibility and trust-

inspiring and supportive behaviours should be created by the expatriate supervisors (Tornikoski, 

2011; Vance et al., 2009; Huang et al., 2005). Thunnisen (2016) makes an interesting point that 

the two actors (the organisation and the employee) can also perceive the intended and actual 

talent management differently. 

Ten years has passed since Howe-Walsh and Schyns’ study that found that organizations have not 

realised self-initiated expatriates’ special characteristics and need for support (2010). Thus, it is 

possible that employers now take SIEs unique position into consideration and support their career 

development, and thus possible intentions to stay in the host country, by institutions and 

institutional work related to talent management practices.  

2.5 Summary of the theoretical framework 

This chapter started by presenting institutional theory that is used as an analytic lens in this study. 

The institutions are taken-for granted beliefs and assumptions that occur on different levels, such 
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as societal, field, organization (Lawrence et al., 2006) and intraorganizational (Elsbach, 2002) 

level. Different individual and organizational actors create, maintain, and disrupt institutions 

through institutional work in their everyday lives (Lawrence et al., 2006; Lawrence et al., 2011, 

Powell et a., 2017). Hampel et al. (2017) divide institutional work to three types: symbolic, 

material, and relational work. 

The following chapter introduced previous research on self-initiated expatriates. Studies show 

that self-initiated expatriation is becoming more common e.g. because of easier cross-border 

mobility in Europe, and development of technology that allows information about job openings 

to be available worldwide (Van der Bergh et al., 2011). Additionally, studies highlight the role of 

countries actively seeking to attract skilled labour (McDonnel et al., 2013). The different Fee et al. 

(2013) argue that motivational factors for self-initiated expatriation are related to career, 

experience, lifestyle, financial benefits and family issues, of which experience related factors have 

had the most significant role in previous research. Combining SIEs motivations and situations, 

McDonnel et al. (2013) divide SIEs to exploring, career focused, financial, continuous, localized 

and trailing self-initiated expatriates.  

The special characteristics of international students were introduced through previous research 

in international student migration. The studies conducted in Finland and Denmark find that the 

most important reasons connected to international students’ decision to stay in the host country 

are (relevant) employment and family reasons (Mathies et al., 2020; Mosneaga et al., 2013) 

The latest chapter connected institutional theory with the group of interest and introduced 

concept talent management. Adapting an inclusive view (Cooke et al., 2014), talent management 

is seen as set of organizational processes designed to attract, develop and retain (Vaiman et al., 

2013) employees. As this study aims to find what institutions are connected to the international 

students’ decision to stay in Finland and how organizations support or hinder their decision to 

stay through institutional work, the concept talent management is used as a framework to find 

institutional work within the organization. Because the SIEs and international students’ 

motivations are studied to be party career driven (Mosneaga et al., 2013), it is relevant to study if 

the talent management activities at the organization support their career related ambitions. 

Additionally, as previous studies suggest that organizations don’t take SIEs unique position into 

consideration, and thus don’t offer them special support (Howe-Walsh et al., 2010), it is relevant 

to study if this is the reality in this context and explore how organizations can support the SIEs in 
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their decision to stay in Finland through their talent management activities. The next chapter 

presents the methodology for this study.  
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3 METHODOLOGY 

This chapter presents the research design of the thesis. It introduces the research method for 

collecting and analysing data, and in the end evaluates the quality of the data and considers it 

from the ethical point of view. 

3.1 Research philosophy 

The ontological orientation of the study is constructionism, which indicates that the study views 

reality as socially constructed (Bryman and Bell, 2015). This means that reality is seen from a 

subjective point of view: this thesis wants to gain understanding on how the interviewees 

experience their reality, which naturally is influenced by their previous experiences and values. 

The common themes that are identified give an understanding to how the alumni as a group 

experience their reality. 

The epistemological orientation is interpretivism: the idea is to understand, not only explain 

human behaviour (Bryman et al., 2015). The institutions and institutional work are something the 

respondents are involved in as they are part of a group, organization, field and society, and the 

relation between the institutions and respondent can only be understood when understanding the 

respondent’s perception of them.  

3.2 Research design 

This thesis is done as a qualitative, inductive case study. The qualitative approach was chosen 

because the purpose of the study is hear the alumni’s stories.  The qualitative approach gives the 

possibility to get more in-depth answers than quantitative approach, which is needed in this 

subject to understand how the alumni with international background perceive their reality. 

As Bryman and Bell (2011) describe it, inductive study builds theories on the base of the collected 

empirical data. Qualitative study is usually used for this purpose - theory generation (Bryman et 

al., 2011). However, the study also has some deductive characteristics, as the thematic analysis I 

compare e.g. the motivations the group of interest to previous research.  

3.3 Data sampling 

In this study, purposive non-probability sampling was used. Non-probability sampling means 

that the sample is not chosen using methods of random selection (Bryman et al., 2011). Non-
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probability sampling was used because information about all alumni with international 

background working in Finland is not publicly available. To be able to find individuals that were 

willing to be interviewed to this study, I started with contacting the individuals that I know from 

my years at Hanken that match the criteria. 

The criteria were: 

- International background (“born and raised” in a country other than Finland) 

- Studied and graduated from the Master’s degree programme (Economics and Business 

Administration) at Hanken School of Economics  

- Currently employed and living in Finland  

Purposive sampling in this case means that the sample is chosen out of localized SIEs that have 

graduated from Hanken and work in Finland at the moment of the study. The sample can be seen 

as purposive as I am most interested in this group. The sample can also be seen as a convenience 

sample: as a Hanken student I have easier access to these individuals than other alumni. 

I personally know only a few individuals matching the description of the sample and my goal for 

the sampling size was 10. Because of this, it was highly potential that the sampling turned to a 

snowball-sample within the population of localized SIE Hanken alumni in Finland, as the 

international students studying at Hanken at the same time tend to know each other and may 

therefore recommend their friends to be contacted for the interview. I am aware that that the  

snow-ball sampling can contribute to the sample: even though I aimed to interview persons not 

depending their gender, age or industry, it was possible that the sample would  develop to a certain 

direction. I don’t think this was a problem: the interviewees were from a wide variety of different 

industries, genders, and backgrounds, as explained later in the result-chapter. 

3.4 Data collection 

3.4.1 Contacting the possible interviewees 

After identifying a possible interviewee to my sample, I contacted each of them by a private 

message either on Facebook messenger or LinkedIn. The text in my initial message varied a bit 

depending on if I knew the interviewee from before, but it included the following information: 
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Figure 3: message for contacting possible interviewees 

In total I contacted 11 possible interviewees, and all accepted the invitation. However, in the end 

I only had 10 interviews: one of the possible interviewees was not available within the timeframe 

of the interview phase of my thesis.  

3.4.2 The interviews 

The data was collected by scheduled interviews. The average length of the interviews was around 

60 minutes. The shortest interview was 42 minutes and the longest 1 hour 17 minutes. 

The interviews would have preferably been conducted face-to-face, but due to the circumstances 

of covid-19 and its restrictions during Spring 2021, all of the interviews were held remotely via 

Microsoft Teams. Noticeable is that due to the pandemic all interviewees were used to remote 

meetings: most of the interviewees had been working at least partly remotely during the past year.  

I opened the interview by telling why I am interested in these issues and then asked them to openly 

tell their story: about their background, how they ended up to Finland and about their reasons to 

stay in Finland so far. I was curious if the employer/employment would come up at all as one of 

the reasons to stay in Finland. This part can be classified as an unstructured interview, which I 
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consider to be a good approach in the beginning to avoid possibly leading the discussion to the 

direction of work. 

After the employer/employment came up, the interview format switched to a semi-structured 

interview. The interview guide (Appendix 1) presents example questions to ask from the 

respondent. Most of the questions are open questions that compared to closed questions can give 

a longer, more narrative answers (Bryman et al., 2015). During the interviews I used the interview 

guide extensively, but also asked clarifying and follow-up questions in between. 

3.5 Data analysis 

After each interview I wrote down the things that stood out the most in that specific interview – 

things I felt are important to that specific interviewee’s story whether or not they fit to my research 

area. After transcribing the interviews I highlighted the interesting issues and most thoughts 

awakening quotes from each interview. At this point I didn’t yet focus on whether these things 

have connection to my theoretical framework and research questions. 

When all the interviews were done and transcribed, I went through the data and coded it. I 

organized the coded information into an excel table, where it was easy to see how common a 

certain issue was. In the excel I saw important to keep the question number, because for the 

research it was relevant if the issues came up already before specifically asking about them, or 

only when directly asking about the certain issue.  

The data was analysed using thematic analysis, which according to Bryman and Bell (2011) is one 

of the most common methods to analyse qualitative data. In this approach it is central to find 

themes that not only categorize the data, but also relate to the research focus (Bryman et al., 2011). 

This part of the study has both inductive and deductive nature: while I started from the first order 

categories to work towards second order themes and aggregate dimensions, at the same time I 

had to weight each concept and theme in the light of my theoretical framework and research 

questions. 

When the second order themes started to look clear I went through my data yet another time. I 

looked at the issues that might not have come up in many interviews but were interesting 

observations in the interview in question. I saturated the themes by adding the issues that 

supported the second order themes to the list of first order concepts. These first order concepts 

that came up in less than three interviews and are marked in italics in the table below.  
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The third order themes, the aggregate dimensions, that brought together the second order themes 

were assumptions about international mindset, assumptions about language; Finnish work 

culture, and career development. The first order concepts, second order themes and aggregate 

dimensions are presented in the following table.  

Table 1 First order concepts, second order themes and aggregate dimensions 

 

 

First order concepts Second order themes Aggregate dimension

Finnish a hard language to learn

Finnish language skills seen as the key to 

integration

Taking Finnish courses

Employer offering Finnish courses 

If the respondent did not plan  to stay in the 

country from the beginning, what is the 

motivation to learn Finnish?

Struggless in finding a job because 

employers require local language skills

Inconsistent language requirements in job 

advertisements

Working with international 

colleagues/clients remotely in other 

countries

Having international colleagues and/or 

manager

English (or Finnish and English) as the 

official work language

First order concepts, second order themes, aggregate dimension

Learning Finnish

Assumptions about 

language
Inconsistence in what 

work actually requires 

local language skills

Possibility to complete 

work tasks without local 

languge skills

Finnish people generally willing and able to 

speak English

Even though rare, there are jobs that dont 

require local language skills

Some mentioned that they have not 

encountered discrimination

The locals let you speak Finnish: they are 

helpful with unknown words and dont try to 

change the language to English

Companies recruiting international people 

because of their native language skills

Companies offer possibilities to international 

students via Hanken International Talent

Encouragement for international clubs at 

workplace

Employer encouraging to learn Finnish

Diversity strategy stating the will to get 

more international employees

Colleagues explaning local holidays

Welcoming athmosphere 

for internationals

Assumptions about 

International mindsetInterest to have 

international employees

Integration initiatives
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Manager not "telling what to do"

Low hierarchies

Easy, in many cases friend-like relationship 

with manager

Two-way open feedback

Encouragement for work-life balance

Not working over hours

Working overhours because of own initiative 

or "because of the industry"

Events organized by the team/employer

Well-being initiatives

Manager going the extra mile

Telling manager about lows in personal life 

if they affect work

"Your free time is your free time" - not 

getting to know colleagues so closely as in 

home county

No timestamps

Flexibility in working hours

For international employees possibility to 

work remotely from home country when 

needed (not related to the rise of remote 

work because of the pandemic)

Studies in Finland help to establish oneself 

before applying for employment

Master's degree from Hanken

Traineeships, internships

Networking events, taking all possibilities 

during studies

Applying to Hanken International Talent 

programme

Work in some cases not related to major but 

generally in the "right level" for a person 

with a master's degree

Graduate programs

Compromises

Respondent generally like their current job

Respondent about to change jobs

Salary not compareable with the home 

country expectations

Respondent at least OK with their salary

Covid-19 bringing uncertainty and affecting 

plans

Learning / having to learn a lot at work 

mentioned as a positive thing

Employer offering courses, e-learnings

Development talks with manager

Seeing possibilities for vertical and 

horizontal career development within the 

company

Knowledge about rewards

Seeing internationals being promoted / in 

higher positions within the company

Discussions about career development with 

the manager

Clear career path in the company

Equality

Finnish work culture

Work-life balance and 

wellbeing

Privacy

Flexibility and trust

Gaining experience and 

networks during studies

Career development

Stepping stone

Being comfortable in the 

current situation

Progress

View of future
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3.6 Evaluation of quality of the data 

For research, it is important to evaluate the quality of the data. The quality of qualitative data can 

be evaluated for example with the same criteria, reliability and validity, common for evaluating 

quantitative research (Bryman and Bell, 2015). However, to take into consideration the special 

characteristics of the subjective, qualitative data, in this study I evaluate the quality by the 

criteria’s proposed by Guba and Lincoln (1985, in Bryman and Bell, 2015): trustworthiness and 

authenticity.  

3.6.1 Trustworthiness 

Trustworthiness is evaluated with the criteria credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability. I have aimed for good credibility of this thesis by respondent validation as 

suggested by Bryman et al. (2015). The respondent validation was done by sending the thesis to 

all respondents before turning it in. I also included a large number of direct quotes from the 

respondents to the thesis. 

This is a case study, and thus I evaluate the transferability of the thesis to be limited because of 

the small sample size and homogeneity of the group in terms that the alumni all have the same 

degree (MSc of Science (Economics and Business Administration). However, I believe that the 

results can be transferred quite well to other universities in Finland whose alumni have the same 

degree. 

To reach dependability proposed by Guba et al. (1985 in Bryman et al., 2015) it would demand 

peers to function as auditors who have access to all material throughout the process: this hasn’t 

become a popular practice within research (Bryman and Bell, 2015) nor it is featured in this thesis 

in order to sustain the anonymity of the respondents.  

Confirmability comes back to the researcher: Guba and Lincoln (1985, in Bryman and Bell, 2015) 

argue that even though it is not possible to reach complete objectivity, the researcher can be shown 

to have acted in good faith. For this matter, it is important to note that I am currently an employee 

at Hanken and have earlier held several leading positions at Hanken’s student union, for which 

all the participants were automatically members for while studying. Since some of the 

respondents knew these details beforehand, I felt it was important to mention that I have these 

connections in the beginning of all the interviews. Because of these connections, I decided that it 

was best not to include questions that have directly something to do with how the interviewees 
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perceive these organizations. Naturally, these organizations and their activities came up in the 

interviews, but I have been aiming to be objective also on issues related to these organizations and 

have thus acted in good faith. 

3.6.2 Authenticity 

As Guba and Lincoln’s own criteria for authenticity (fairness, ontological authenticity, educative 

authenticity, catalytic authenticity and tactical authenticity) are very contested (Bryman et al., 

2015), I use Yeardley’s (2000) criteria sensitivity to context, commitment and rigour, 

transparency and coherence; and impact and importance introduced by Bryman et al (2015).  

I chose to write a thesis on this topic because I am generally interested in the experiences of the 

group of interest: Hanken alumni with international background. This study aims to understand 

the subjective views of the group better, and through understanding highlight issues that can 

better their experience in Finland and especially its working life. Even though talent retention as 

a wider societal problem interest me both personally and professionally, through this study I aim 

to make an impact especially on the future international talents’ experience.   

I have been a self-initiated expatriate myself before my studies at Hanken, and in addition worked 

with international students at both Hanken and its student union. Therefore, I would say I have 

sensitivity to the multicultural context and well as ethical issues arise when discussing these 

subjects. I am generally interested in contributing to creation of a more international working life 

in Finland and have been involved in issues connected to it throughout my study time. I am 

committed to the topic, and though my studies I should have gained skills to conduct research at 

a level of a Master’s thesis. Transparency and coherence is taken into account by explaining in 

detail the methodology of the thesis in this chapter. 

The data was collected entirely by interviewing international Hanken alumni currently employed 

in Finland. Therefore, the data relies entirely on the interviewees’ subjective perceptions of their 

experiences in Finland and the organization they work for. During the process I pondered with 

questions: is it “fair” that their employers were not interviewed? Is it fair that I only picked such 

international alumni who have got employment when I know foreign professionals’ employment 

possibilities are not considered so good in Finland? I consider that for this study, in order to 

answer the research questions, the employment of the alumni was necessary. I also see that as 

this study wants to emphasize the voices of the international alumni, interviewing no employers 

can be seen as a reasoned choice.  
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3.7 Research ethics 

Diener and Crandall (1978, cited in Bryman et al., 2011) divide ethical problems within research 

to four categories: harm to participants, lack of informed consent, invasion of privacy, and 

including deception. In this thesis, I have carefully considered possible problem areas and taken 

necessary actions to make sure there would not be any ethical problems. All in all, I wanted to 

make sure that the interview was a positive experience to the interviewees. 

To be able to eliminate possible harm done to the participants I have taken actions in protecting 

the anonymity of the interviewees and their employers. A consent form was sent to all the 

interviewees before the interview in order to eliminate possibility for lack of informed consent. 

The interviewees were asked to read it prior to the interview and inform at the beginning of the 

interview if there was anything they would not agree on.  

Especially because of the diversity in the cultural backgrounds of the interviewees, I was 

concerned about making sure to not to invade anyone’s privacy. I felt important to give them an 

overview of the themes of the questions already in the message I invited them to the interview 

with, so they could make an informed decision whether they wished to participate. I told the 

interviewees before the interview that if there are any questions that they don’t feel comfortable 

answering to, they are always welcome to skip the question. During the interview the interviewees 

seemed to speak quite openly and at least from my point of view the atmosphere in the interview 

situation was relaxed and pleasant. None of the respondents asked to skip a question. Also, before 

sending in my thesis I gave the interviewees possibility to read the thesis and still at this phase 

ask me to erase any information or quote they don’t feel comfortable with.  

In order to avoid deception, I used the transcripts of the thesis throughout the process to double 

check on information: especially to double check that I am not using any quotes out of context.  I 

felt important that the thesis is written on such language that the group it handles – alumni with 

international background – can read it. Especially important is that all the interviewees can read 

what is written about them. Therefore, even though I have studied in the Swedish speaking 

programme at Hanken, I chose to write the thesis in English. 

3.7.1 Considerations of protecting the anonymity of the interviewees 

All the interviewees have studied at Hanken School of Economics in either Helsinki or Vaasa 

during the time period between 2015 and 2020. They all have international background and have 
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studied in the Master´s degree programme in English. Because the number of international 

students studying at Hanken is relatively limited and each interviewee has a unique background 

from which they easily can be identified from, actions to protect the interviewees (and that way 

their employers) identity needed to be taken. These actions include not mentioning nationality, 

not presenting the interviewees relation to Finland individually, and not mentioning the 

firm/industry they work at. The interviewee group as a whole is presented in the following 

chapter. 

Especially as this thesis handles a minority in the specific setting, I felt important that the 

respondents get to speak with their own voice. Therefore, the next chapters will include an 

extensive number of direct quotes from the interviewees. The names of the alumni have been 

changed to protect the anonymity: in this thesis we call them James, Amy, Michael, William, 

Jessica, Sarah, Elizabet, Maria, Linda and David. 

The most recognizable, detailed examples have been written in my own words in floating text 

instead of using them as a quote. I also partly refrain from mentioning the exact number of the 

respondents a certain topic is associated with throughout the text: instead I use words such as a 

few, some, several, many, and most.  
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4 EMPIRICAL FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS 

The empirical findings are presented and analysed in this chapter. It is divided into five parts. The 

first part introduces the interviewees and their motivation to come to Finland in the first place. 

The second, third, fourth and fifth part present the thematic analysis of the data. The second part 

presents the first aggregate dimension: assumptions about language. The third part presents 

findings within the theme assumptions about an international mindset. The fourth part presents 

the findings connected to theme Finnish work culture. The fifth part is about the aggregate 

dimension career development.  

4.1 Getting to know the interviewees  

All respondents are alumni, that studied at Hanken’s Master of Science (Economics and Business 

Administration) programme in English with different specializations during the time period 2015-

2020. Six of the respondents had previous connections to Finland, e.g. had a partner in the 

country, family ties to the country or a previous internship or studies in the country. Two of these 

six people were already in the country when they applied to Hanken. Four of the respondents had 

no previous ties to Finland whatsoever and had never visited the country before applying.  

4.1.1 Motivation to come to Finland 

Self-initiated expatriates can be categorised according to their motivations on several ways as 

presented in the theory chapter. When considering Howe-Walsh et al. (2011) division of 

expatriates according to their motivation to “career expatriates” and “private expatriates”, most 

of the alumni fit into both categories when arriving to Finland. As I predicted before starting the 

interviews, many alumni also fit the McDonnell et al. (2013) category “Exploring SIE” and/or 

“Career focused SIE” when starting their studies at Hanken.  One of the interviewed alumni had 

come to the country in the first place solely because of a relationship, thus he/she could be 

described as a “Trailing SIE”. Many also had previous international experience before their 

Hanken studies: many of the respondents had worked in at least one different country than their 

home country, a few in several different countries. A small number had completed their bachelor’s 

degree in a country other than their home country. Thus, many of the respondents could even be 

categorised as “Continuous SIEs”. 

Several of the respondents – both with or without previous connections to Finland - mentioned 

that they chose studies in Finland and at Hanken partly because of the good reputation of the 
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Finnish education system. While searching for programmes in the preferred major online, some 

(mainly the ones with some previous connection to Finland) narrowed their search to only include 

Finnish universities, some searched among several European countries, and a few looked 

worldwide. For most of the respondents part of the reason or in fact the deciding factor to choose 

Hanken was economical: the free tuition (either because of EU citizenship or starting the studies 

already before year 2017, when Hanken hadn’t yet implemented tuition fees for non-EU citizens), 

or receiving a full scholarship from Hanken. 

Elizabeth: “I think I always wanted to study abroad at some point for a master’s degree. [...] and then because 

Hanken they offer like the full tuition. So that's why I ended up here.” 

Maria: “So yeah, but I got in Hanken and they gave me like, very generous scholarship. And so like, that really 

was probably like the number one push in doing that because it was going to be, like financially possible for 

me.” 

David: “And then while I was in Helsinki - I always knew that I wanted to do a master's degree - and I started 

looking into, you know, options in Finland. And I thought, okay, you know, it's a great country leading in 

education […]” 

William:” And in [home country] still a bunch of those programs are in [local language] and I wanted to study 

in English. And then in Finland, I mean, there's a free education for Europeans. It's, it's very good reputation. 

This cost of living is way lower in Finland compared to Norway, Sweden or Denmark. […]” 

The alumni who had a partner in Finland already before their studies mentioned this as one of 

the important factors to seek for opportunities to study in Finland.  The respondents who had 

Finnish family ties but had lived abroad for all of their life mentioned as some of the important 

reasons to come back to their roots possibility to learn Finnish, and to see how living in, not only 

visiting, Finland would be like.  

Jessica: “I wanted to move back here and kind of see what it was, and also like the education is really good, so 

I knew that I was going to get a good education that would be kind of attracting to future employers” 

The reasons mentioned above match well with the attributes described in Mosneaga et al. (2013) 

in a Danish context. 
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4.1.2 Initial idea about staying in Finland after studies and what happened then 

When I asked the alumni whether their initial idea when they arrived to Finland to study was to 

stay in Finland after their studies, the answers varied a lot. Several respondents had thought to 

stay in Finland for career or personal reasons: 

Maria: “I think it was also always my intention to stay longer. I mean, it was kind of always my intention to 

sort of use the master’s as a way to like, somehow get into the workforce here.” 

A few of the alumni mentioned that studying abroad is so common in their home country that if 

they would want their international experience to really add value to their CV, they should work 

in Finland for some years after graduation: 

Amy: “No, when I got here, my plan is that I want to find a job here. Because of course, if you get some 

international experience, it's always good when you get back to [home country].” 

Some of the respondents had the initial plan to go back to their home country after their studies: 

Michael: “I was thinking about going back to [home country]. Because in my opinion, living standard is maybe 

higher there. But I was not against staying here because I have a life here. I have a lot of great things in Finland. 

So, if Finland had something to offer to me, then I was ready to stay here. And that's what happened.” 

Linda: “[...] I was supposed to go back after I graduated. But I kind of like decided I want to stay because it felt 

it wasn't really done with Finland. “ 

Many of the alumni remember being more or less open to see what the future brings, which aligns 

well with the self-initiated expatriate’s general characteristic of having an open-ended stay. A few 

respondents also mentioned that they were not sure if pursuing a career in Finland was an option 

for them, given their international background. A few respondents did seek work opportunities in 

their home county and/or other countries in the last year of their studies, along with applying for 

work in Finland. In those cases, the first interesting offer happened to come from Finland, which 

contributed to their decision to stay in Finland and work.  

David: “Actually, I didn't know. To be honest, I heard many stories about that is a bit hard to find a job here 

for international students. So, I always had that kind of like rumour, let's say, the back of my head. And I was 

always actually looking for opportunities back home. But yeah, like, I think the opportunity to work here just 

like came across my way and that I didn't really like think twice, you know, just grabbed it.” 
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At the time of the interview each of the interviewees had at least finished their Master’s degree in 

Finland, so they could be categorised “Localized SIEs”. Several also had finished one work 

assignment and moved to a next one. 

4.1.3 What keeps them in Finland now and how do they see their future 

Most of the respondents applied for jobs already while studying. Some started to work before 

graduating, some right after or almost right after graduation. For most of the respondents finding 

employment was an important part of the reason for staying in Finland after graduation: 

James: “Basically I got an offer, I think several weeks before graduation, I got an offer from my company to 

join them. […] And for me Helsinki seems to be, in terms of like living, seems to be like a better alternative 

[than big cities in home country]. 

I asked the respondents the question “what keeps you in Finland now”. A few respondents only 

mentioned their current job and/or the career possibilities in their chosen field as the reason: 

David: “Good question. Actually, I haven’t... I guess it's only probably the job. And my interest in the industry” 

Many of the respondents mentioned relationship and/or family as their reason to stay. Some also 

mentioned their local network, friends, as part of the reason for staying in the country for a longer 

period of time. 

When I asked about the alumni’s future plans, many of them mentioned that they were open to 

see what happens. Many mentioned that they planned to stay in Finland for perhaps two to three 

years, and for some the timeframe was even more open. Most of the respondents had, and still 

have the initial idea to go back to their home country eventually. However, some respondents 

mentioned that for example an evolvement of a relationship (e.g. through marriage or children) 

were possible reasons to reconsider this.  

4.2 Assumptions about language 

This chapter presents the first aggregate dimension, institutions that the alumni have 

encountered in terms of language. This theme has a lot of overlapping points with the next chapter 

on assumptions about international mindset. However, as both themes are very important, they 

are separated to shape a clearer picture of the institutions and institutional work which the alumni 

encounter. 
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As presented in theoretical framework, previous research suggests that lack of Finnish skills is 

one of the main reasons international students have a hard time finding employment in Finland. 

Additionally, in general Finnish is seen as a hard language to learn. Therefore, I asked the 

interviewees if they have studied Finnish while in Finland and found that all of the alumni had 

studied or were currently studying Finnish. Each interviewee had taken courses at Hanken and/or 

elsewhere, and some were also teaching themselves using e.g. books. Some had also taken Swedish 

courses at Hanken. A few had even taken Finnish courses in their home country before coming to 

Finland.  

The respondents’ Finnish skills varied from beginners to those who could use Finnish in some 

work-related contexts. During the interview, among others Jessica and Sarah alike commented 

on both the importance of knowing Finnish in the labour market and the difficulty of learning 

Finnish: 

Jessica: “So I took a few, a few Finnish classes at Hanken, like the beginners’ Finnish classes. But it's a hard, 

hard language”. […] “And I don't know how it is in other countries but at least here I feel like it's very important 

to know Finnish in order to have good job opportunities here, but I don't know maybe that's getting better as 

well.” 

Sarah: “Based on the job interviews that I've had [which were not successful] I felt like I had two options. 

Either miraculously be fluent in Finnish in three years or get into a university to have an extra boost in my CV. 

Getting a master's degree is actually easier than getting the Finnish fluency, so I went with that.” 

 

When I asked the alumni, what has made them integrate to Finland better, many mentioned the 

language either as one factor or de facto as the number one thing that had/would foster their 

integration: 

Sarah: “I've lived in different countries and one of the things I found that helped with my immersion in the 

new environment was to learn the local language and try to use it. This kind of helped me learn more about 

the local culture and see how is life through the local eyes.” 

Amy: “I think the most important thing is...I should speak the language. Because like, it does make the 

difference. Because like if you speak language, somehow, you feel more connected with the people. And when 

you speak the language, you can understand more about the culture, So, I think it's also important that you 

have some Finnish friends who can introduce you to the Finnish culture, and explain the culture. Because 

sometimes, you can read the values, but maybe there's something very small that no books mention, and only 

that the people who live here can explain it to you.” 
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I was very curious in finding out what the respondents’ answer to the question “Do you feel at 

home in Finland?”, would be, because even though the term “home” is subjective, I find that it 

tells a lot about an individual’s integration/embeddedness/attachment to the host country. Many 

took their time to consider the topic and I got lengthy answers, where many compared Finland to 

their home countries, as per the definition of a home country used in this thesis. Some mentioned 

that the lack of relatives in Finland made it hard to view Finland as their home, but for example 

when traveling to neighbouring countries, they thought about Finland as their home. Some 

couldn’t really give an answer to the question, but from all of the answers I got the understanding 

that if Finland wasn’t home, it was at least a place of comfort. In several of the answers, the 

language came up as an important aspect.  

Michael: “No because my home is [home country]. I don't feel like… I mean I will never feel home here because, 

because there is a language barrier. And that's, that's still a big thing, you cannot feel home if you don't 

understand anything of what's going on around so in that sense of course I don’t feel like perfectly home.” 

However, several respondents noted that they feel at home in Finland. As an example, David said 

that he feels at home in Finland but also mentioned that knowledge of the language would help 

his integration even further:  

David: “I think knowing the language would really make me feel that I'm already fully integrated.” 

Many of the respondents mentioned that their employer encouraged international employees to 

learn Finnish: in many cases the organization offered Finnish courses at the workplace, and in a 

few cases the organization supported an external course financially (full fee or partly). Most of the 

respondents appreciated this benefit and had also taken advantage of these opportunities. One 

respondent, for whom the organization offered the course at the workplace mentioned that he/she 

would have preferred that to choose another course, but the organization only sponsored the one 

organized by the employer. However, another individual mentioned that he/she would probably 

not have joined the course elsewhere after a long day at work, and thus appreciated that it was 

made easy for the employees to access the course directly after work, at the office. One respondent 

working in a smaller organization mentioned that while the organization didn’t offer Finnish 

courses, he/she had simply asked a colleague if he/she could get some teaching, and now he/she 

had unofficial classes with the colleague now and then.  
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Most of the respondents whose organization offered either the courses or sponsored them, said 

that the courses were popular among the international employees. In many places the courses had 

however moved online or cancelled due to covid-19 at the time of the interview.  

On my question “Do you feel that your work/employer have somehow contributed to you to better 

integrate to the Finnish society?” a few interviewees mentioned the Finnish courses: 

David: “From practical perspective, I guess it's this Finnish language course, they really support it, they 

encourage you, they remind that guys there's the opportunity.” 

James: “That’s a tough question. Maybe when it comes to integrate... Well, I mean, we have the Finnish 

language course that is important thing…. because language is the most important for the integration. Even 

though in Finland coping with English is much easier thing than in many other countries.” 

James also made an interesting point on it being possible to cope in English in Finland. Several 

others also mentioned the same thing. One interviewee also commented that as the initial plan 

was to go back to the home country after studies, he/she only took the very basic courses in 

Finnish, assuming that there would be no use for the language skills later on in his/her career. 

Now that he/she decided to stay for work, and even found a romantic relationship in the country, 

the motivation to learn the language has increased.  

Most of the interviewees applied for jobs already while studying, and some started working before 

graduating. Several mentioned experiences of searching for work not being easy because of their 

limited local language skills. I was surprised to hear that when searching for jobs, many had 

encountered confusion on language requirements in the job announcements. For example, one 

interviewee mentioned that the announcement for the job he/she applied for was only in Finnish: 

the interviewee mentioned that in his/her opinion many internationals would have skipped 

applying but as he/she also happens to read Finnish he/she could see that in the announcement 

there were no requirement for Finnish language skills. He/she called the company and they said 

they just didn’t have time to translate the announcement to English, noting that Finnish was not 

a requirement.  

Another interviewee mentioned that at the application form for the job was only in Finnish, even 

though the announcement itself was in English and the work did not require Finnish.  

Maria: “I would seriously hesitate to apply to anything in Finnish. [...] I assume that that's the employer’s 

signal going, like, we don't want anyone who doesn't, like, have fluent Finnish.” 
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Yet another respondent also mentioned the language barrier: in the announcement the work only 

required English but when calling to the company they said that Finnish skills will be seen as an 

advantage for the position. While some alumni felt applying for work went smoothly and did not 

mention any problems because of Finnish skills, several mentioned the difficulties in finding a job 

without fluent Finnish skills. For example, Jessica highlighted the struggle: 

Jessica: “So I do feel like when I was looking for jobs, it was very limited. Like, I couldn't look for the jobs that 

I wanted, I looked for the job that I, you know, could maybe get, that, you know, that didn't need Finnish. [...], 

I mean, I feel like I was lucky because I did get a good job.” 

Some also mentioned that the language requirements also formed their perspective of the 

company’s international mindset, which will be discussed more in the next chapter: 

Linda:” It was kind of funny because like, those companies that kind of like, tell, like we are like, truly 

international, they would like post those, like job ads in Finnish. And then there's companies, they would post 

them in English, but then say, in the requirements: “you have to be a native Finnish speaker”. Yeah. It's like, 

why did I bother reading this if I cannot apply anyways?” 

During the interview, I also asked about the official language at the organization. Many 

respondents said it was either English, or English and Finnish. In most of the organizations the 

formal information was delivered (also) in English. Some mentioned that their team’s language 

was English, but the company language was Finnish. Most of the respondents were not the only 

person with an international background in the team, and a few worked in a team where almost 

all the members had an international background. Some of the respondents worked remotely with 

people in the company’s offices in other countries and/or clients in different regions and thus 

their colleagues were very international. In these cases, they either worked in English and/or their 

own native language. 

4.3 Assumptions about an international mindset 

This chapter presents the second aggregate dimension, the institutions and institutional work that 

the alumni have encountered in terms of an international mindset. It is notable that many of these 

themes could fit into both this category and the previous one: assumptions about language. 

Many interviewees mentioned that they have found Finland welcoming for internationals: the 

locals are able and willing to speak English, and thus it is possible to cope in English in daily life. 

Also, several mentioned that when they use their (still limited) Finnish skills the locals are more 

open to having the conversation in Finnish than in some other countries: they have experienced 
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that the locals don’t insist on changing the language to English but instead help with explaining if 

a more uncommon word should come up. A few respondents mentioned that when they first 

moved to Finland, it was challenging to get friends: one mentioned taking initiative by 

approaching other students in an online group but not getting any responses during the first 

weeks. However, he/she had managed to establish strong friendships later on. Another 

respondent mentioned that his/her specialization at Hanken included a very small group of 

students who started their studies at the same time: in the beginning of the studies this had 

affected his/her network building negatively. 

Among others, Maria and Elizabeth mentioned that their colleagues are inclusive when it comes 

to English speaking employees: 

Maria: “I think they're really cognizant about if somebody is like, involved in the conversation or around who's 

like, doesn't speak Finnish, then they, then they speak English.” 

Elizabeth “I think it's quite good in the terms that it is open communication, and very international, that 

because my [colleagues] are very, are willing to speak in English and [...] to engage me in kind of conversation 

or something” 

The comment from Elizabeth’s was a response to when I asked an open question about the 

organizational culture – before I even asked about the international environment. Also, David, 

Maria, and Michael, among many others highlighted the international environment at their 

workplace in the same question:  

David: “Well, maybe I'll start with the, with the fact that, like, we are very international.” 

Michael: “[...] really talented and motivated people in that sense, it's great and also pretty international team 

as well. So that's also good. I don't feel people are always for example, doing everything in Finnish and then 

just switching to English when I’m around.  […]  I have not seen this in many companies. I mean, probably, if 

the company will not be internationally minded, I would not be here. 

Maria: “My team has been like a really great group of people to work with. And we do a lot of really 

international stuff” 

Jessica: “I think just having other international people around kind of makes you feel a little more like, you 

know, comfortable or at home, in a way.” 
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Many alumni enjoyed the fact that the organization had an international atmosphere. I didn’t ask 

about it specifically, but several interviewees mentioned that they had not experienced racism or 

discrimination in Finland, nor in the organization. Also, one respondent mentioned that the 

company had a diversity strategy that also included the aim to have more international employees. 

However, like mentioned in the previous chapter, many commented on finding work being hard 

for internationals:   

Amy: “There is complaining that like Finnish market’s lacking employees all the time, but there’s also the story 

of people who finish their master’s and have to do something in cleaning industry or restaurant. I just don't 

understand the dynamics here.” 

However, Linda made an interesting point that the situation could be worse: in Finland there are 

actually jobs that don’t require Finnish, something she wouldn’t have taken for granted in her 

home country: 

Linda: “I mean, I know that some people complain, because there's not enough jobs that are, that only require, 

like English, for instance, or like the [industry] companies that actually have the international mindset. But 

I'm just like, you should go to [home country] try like, you know, find a job only speaking English. Like, I don't 

think that's going to be possible anytime soon. I mean, they're, I guess there are like start-ups that they do, 

have English, like, you know, internal language, but overall, I think you are always required, like, be able to 

speak [local language].” 

None of the interviewees were the only person with an international background in their 

respective organization: many had several international colleagues and for some their immediate 

manager also had a foreign background. Many of the respondents mentioned working remotely 

at least partly with clients or colleagues in other countries.  

A few of the respondents had applied for a job that specifically required knowledge of their native 

language. For the question “What has made you integrate better to Finland?” James mentioned 

also the possibility to use his native language: 

James: “…I've been told, I mean, several times that [my native language skills]  may be useful, but while in my 

studies and then going through application processes I can’t say that I felt it so much. But that's also a very 

important thing.” 

A few alumni mentioned that there was an international club at the workplace for gatherings 

especially aimed at international employees. One respondent mentioned that during local 

holidays, e.g. when the manager brough in a special cake, the colleagues were helpful to explain 
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about the local holiday and would tell astory behind the cake and so on, which helped the 

interviewee to learn more about the local culture. Some mentioned that as the organization was 

international and/or they shared the same professional language, they hadn’t encountered 

cultural clashes.  

4.4 Finnish work culture 

The third aggregate dimension concludes things that have to do with institutions within Finnish 

work culture. When asking an open question about the organizational culture, in addition to 

international environment, the following themes were mentioned frequently: equality, flexibility, 

wellbeing, and work/life balance. Furthermore, privacy considerations and trust where such 

themes that came up during the interviews. These institutions raise already from the societal level, 

but the fields and organizations may also have their own.  

Several alumni had paid attention to the low hierarchies at the workplace as compared to their 

home country. For example, an interviewee mentioned paying attention to e.g. a higher manager 

that was eating dinner together with a group of junior employees at a firm dinner. The respondent 

mentioned that this would not have happened in his/her home country. Another interviewee was 

surprised to see that the managers don’t have their own offices: everyone has a similar desk and 

if the managers desk happens to be taken by one of the other employees while the manager is foe 

example in a meeting, the manager just needs to find another one when he/she comes back. Low 

hierarchies were viewed of as a positive thing: 

Amy: “So it's really a nice for me to see that, because I see that everyone is equal even though of course they 

have higher position than me.” 

There were also many comments about open communication and helpful colleagues. Among 

others, Maria and David brought up being comfortable with contacting colleagues of different 

seniority levels to ask them for advice:  

Maria: “I think that it is pretty open. Like I work with a variety of people that… I don't ever feel like I can’t ask 

anyone a question or something, like, I think that we're working like pretty well together. It's pretty like equal 

in some ways.” 

David: ”In terms of the structure, I would say, - again, this is not really a company thing - I guess this is just 

like a Nordic culture, that it's kind of flat. I mean, you can PM CEO if you want on the chat, like and talk. We 

can talk to basically... whatever, I mean, there are no boundaries, like no…no communication barriers with 

anyone.” 
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When I asked about the interviewees’ relationship with their supervisor, among others William 

mentioned that the manager was easily approachable: 

William: “[the manager] is a very approachable and is always up for chat or something.” 

Some respondents also brought up that when discussing with the manager, it was not like 

“manager telling the employee what to do”, but instead it was a mutual discussion. Several 

respondents also described that they had a friend-like relationship with their manager.  

James: “In general [the manager] tries to have like more kind of a friend’s relationship rather than supervisor 

and employee” 

I also asked about development talks with their immediate manager. Several mentioned that these 

discussions were characterised by open, two-way-feedback.  

One respondent had paid attention to having no timestamps at work, so the employer had no way 

of tracking how many hours the employee spent working – it was everyone’s own responsibility 

to put in the hours that are written in the contract. Furthermore, a few respondents mentioned 

that they didn’t need to justify if they needed some time off for personal reasons – e.g. a doctor’s 

certificate was not a requirement during the several first several days of absence. 

Even though some named that covid-situation could possibly affect the current level of flexibility 

at work on a positive way, many mentioned that they had paid attention to the flexibility aspect 

also before the pandemic. One respondent also mentioned that the international employees had 

a change to travel to their home country and work from there.  

Sarah: “I would say the flexibility in work is quite big. For me, at least. The working hours in other countries 

are not as flexible, way more demanding.” 

Work-life balance was also brought up in the interviews. 

Elizabeth: And another thing is, I think that the work life balance in Finland is quite good in comparison with 

[home] because I think in [home] that we still have a lot of overtime. 

Maria: “It's like, why would I go back if I can, like have this great sort of work life balance and like reasonable 

working hours, I don't have to worry about health insurance. I don't have to worry about like, everything.” 

While many respondents mentioned the good work-life balance on the societal level, their 

assumption of it at the industry they work at was different. Also, several respondents mentioned 
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that within the organization the work-life balance could differ between the teams and positions. 

Generally most of the respondents noted that they consider their work-life balance good, and 

several respondents mentioned that their manager encourages for a good work-life balance.  

David: I would say it's, it's great. But I think it depends a lot on your manager. Like, for example, I have a 

manager who really, you know, he appreciates his own life work balance. And he I think, tries to, like, push 

that to us, like push that thinking like towards us, right. 

Jessica: And no one really, no one expects you to answer an email at nine o'clock in the evening here. Whereas 

I think in maybe in other [home continent] countries, it's a little different. So, for me, I really enjoy the work 

life balance here. 

However, one respondent had found that the messages mixed: while the manager encouraged for 

open communication for making sure that the workload was not too heavy, he/she might also hint 

about answering inquiries on vacation, which confused the respondent as he/she wasn’t sure if 

the manager was joking: “that’s such an un-Finnish thing to say”, the respondent said. 

Moreover, some well-being initiatives at the organization were highlighted by some of the 

respondents. Some mentioned e.g. that their manager reminded the employees to take breaks. A 

few respondents told stories about times their manager went extra mile for them: e.g. one 

organized a party to celebrate the employees not work-related success, another offered to drive 

around supplies to the employees home offices with his/her car to improve their ergonomics.  

Many respondents said that they were not working over hours at their current job. Most of the 

alumni that said they work over hours mentioned doing it from their own initiative:  

Michael: “Like, I don't have anything to complain again, because right now, I'm aiming to learn and do a lot of 

things. [...] it’s my own initiative if I stay long.” 

Additionally, working in an industry with “peak times” or at a smaller company were reasons to 

work over hours: 

Michael:” It [the work-life balance] could be, it could be better. But I don’t complain too much about it. Because 

I know that it’s also again, a small company, and so we have more things to do. But sometimes I will also be 

happy to do a little bit less.” 

Generally, the respondents seemed to be either happy or at least reasonably satisfied with their 

work-life balance.  
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Some mentioned having flexible working hours. One respondent mentioned that there was no 

possibility to work (paid) overtime, as there was no time-stamp system. A few respondents 

mentioned that they would (occasionally, to avoid busier times another period; or frequently) 

prefer working more:  

Amy (on work-life balance): “The company is very flexible. They don't very force me to work a lot, but it's just 

that I want to work a lot [...]” 

Finnish personal space and assumption of privacy was taken up in different contexts. One 

respondent told how he/she had notified the manager about happenings in his/her personal life 

that might affect work. Another mentioned  that he/she thought it was a shame that he/she hadn’t 

got to know the colleagues as closely as in home country: he/she would have missed to have 

spontaneous afterworks, or small gatherings to get to know the colleagues better, which were not 

happening at the organization: “their free time is their free time” - he/she said.  

I asked about the social events at the organization and all respondents mentioned there were 

some. Many of these were affected by the ongoing pandemic, but generally all employers or teams 

organized some “fun stuff”, too, which most of the respondents appreciated: 

Michael: “I think it's important to get to know each other outside of the office.” 

4.5 Career development 

The third and last aggregate dimension includes the institutions that arise within the topic career 

development. 

In the interview I asked specific questions about alumni’s subjective view of talent management 

actions at the organization:  identifying, recruiting and selecting talent from the labour market, 

identifying key talent within the company, developing current employees, managing talent flows, 

and ensuring retention of (key) talent (Vaiman et al., 2015).  

The recruiting and onboarding processes of the alumnis’ workplaces varied naturally depending 

of the size of the organization and the industry (lengthy, many step interview processes and 

structured, well prepared orientation within large professional corporations; and less formal 

processes in smaller companies and certain industries) are significant I feel that the answers of 

the sample group could as well have been answers of locals. Therefore, I focus on the institutions 

that I find most relevant for this study. 
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The previous chapters presented the alumni’s assumptions of how international students and 

non-Finnish speakers get employed in Finland. Sarah found that requirement of a master’s degree 

to similar work tasks that elsewhere only require a bachelor’s degree, in combination with the lack 

of Finnish skills, to be frustrating when she first arrived to Finland, especially because at the same 

time she was being rejected from employment in Finland, she was receiving job offers elsewhere: 

Sarah: “Oh, yes, like a thousand times I wanted to leave. (laughter) I found job hunting kind of frustrating 

because before studying in Hanken, I got emails or messages in LinkedIn, or personal like chats asking if I'm 

interested in a [senior position] in this country or that country. And people I've worked with (before moving 

to Finland) in different countries have also asked if I would be interested in moving because they need 

someone for a [senior position]. These are people I've worked with, so they know how I work. They've ask if 

I'm interested because it's within Europe, but not Finland.” 

Studies have identified lack of networks as one of the main reasons that hinders international 

students’ employment in the host country (Alho, 2020). Several alumni mentioned that they were 

actively seeking opportunities for professional networking during their studies, and a few 

respondents even mentioned meeting their future employer at Hanken’s career events. Among 

others Michael and Sarah had been very active during their studies: 

Michael:” […] And through all these networking and events, I met a lot of people and what happened is that I 

got headhunted […]” 

Sarah: “I tried to kind of join whatever mentorship thing I could find, like networking stuff in Hanken. I was 

even a student ambassador for one semester to get as much exposure as I can. […]” 

When I asked about what the alumni believe to be the factors that make them better integrate to 

Finland, many mentioned studies in Finland as an important part of establishing themselves 

and/or integrating to Finland: 

William: “Studying here in general, quite a big help for establishing myself.” 

James: “[...] It was a very important thing that I came here first for studies. And I have to say that the whole 

international atmosphere that we have at Hanken and the…the opportunity to have like your student life 

beyond studying in itself has helped me a lot. [...] Because when you come first into the student community, 

there is like opportunities for networking.” 

Sarah: “think, at least in general, I would say getting a job or studying at the higher level or even doing a 

bachelor's I think, if you have to kind of do it all over again. I think it helps because the universities have 

networks with firms and companies. It kind of gives you at least a kickstart to get you hired somehow or get 
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some exposure to potential employers. Because the integration part happens, at least for me it's happened 

more when I was with the people who are from here. Learning little things from them.” 

James: “I think it’s like, if you study here you may develop skills that are more relevant to the county or the 

neighbouring country.” 

Studies were also seen as an important platform for networking in terms of forming friendships. 

For example, Linda mentioned that her previous university was very large and that at each course 

she attended there were a different set of students present. She mentioned the smaller size of 

Hanken, and the fact that her specializations’ students had many courses together, made getting 

to know people easier: 

Linda: “[...] But that was different at Hanken, which I thought was really nice. Because... since I didn't know 

anybody. And then yeah, and then it was just a you'd meet like friends of friends. You become friends with the 

friends’ friends[...]” 

Several respondents also mentioned that it was difficult to find an internship during the studies 

in Finland: 

Michael: “Actually maybe one last thing: I don’t know if it has changed, but because I got this grant from 

Hanken for like an international internship as well. Yeah, this was really nice, and I did enjoy it very much. 

And I had a very great experience. But I think it's something which at least, was not marketed at all when I 

was there [...] I mean finding an internship is not easy, but if you can find an internship that is non-paid. It's 

already much easier than if you want to look for something paid.” 

Linda: “You would, you know, onboard somebody and then you would train them. They would become experts. 

But now it's more like you expect them to be like experts to begin with before you actually onboard them. It is 

kind of like how I feel like the shift has kind of happened. It's like when you were applying for internship and 

to expect you to have experience. Yes. It's like I'm applying for internship for a reason to get this experience.” 

William: ““I know a lot of people struggle with finding a job [...] But I found it even harder to find an internship. 

That’s why during my studies, I moved to [another country] for an internship. So, I guess the internship finding 

of internationals is probably even way more challenging than finding a job as a full time, full time offer.” 

In addition to networking and looking for internships, many of the alumni had been actively 

searching for opportunities during their studies. Some of the respondents participated in a trainee 

programmes during their time at Hanken, and a few respondents had been part of Hanken 

International Talent -programme which had helped them to in landing their first employment. In 

a few interviews the importance of a professional referral was highlighted: 
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Amy: “But I've got the feeling that in, in my company - maybe I cannot say that in Finland - but in my company, 

if you get somebody refer you, then it's very easy. But if you don't have anyone to refer you, [...] it is very 

difficult to get a job.” 

As it is a reality that many internationals don’t find employment that match their level of 

education and experience, I asked each interviewee if they felt that their job was at the right level 

and if the salary matched their master’s degree. While several respondents didn’t work with tasks 

that directly have to do with their specialization, all of the respondents felt that their current job 

is more or less at the right level considering their Master’s degree. However, some alumni 

mentioned that their job didn’t necessarily require a master’s degree (e.g. they themselves had 

started working before the actual graduation date, or the industry in question generally looks for 

skills before degrees).  

Most of the respondents thought that their salary is at least “OK” compared to their degree. Some 

of the respondents mentioned that the salary doesn’t match their expectations because of much 

higher salaries in their home countries. Several respondents worked in graduate programmes. 

Some of the respondents saw their current position as a springboard to other positions within the 

company: 

Linda: Like it's really International. So that was really good. And I don't know, like, I mean, like, the job itself 

isn't something that I really wanted to do in that sense, but it was kind of like how would you say, like a gateway 

to like different possibilities. 

Jessica: “But I think many people kind of just take something just to get a job just to get into the market. And 

then maybe after, you know, they work that a few years, and then maybe it's easier for them to grow inside the 

company or something. But I think that getting the first job is quite difficult if you don't speak Finnish.” 

Most of the respondents generally liked their current work tasks and found the work to be 

interesting. Two of the respondents were about to change jobs, whereof one them was about to 

leave Finland. Some mentioned that the ongoing pandemic affected their current situation to 

some extent, as planning for the future is harder in uncertain times.  

Several of the alumni mentioned learning and having to learn a lot at work as a positive thing. 

Most of the respondents told their employer offers courses or e-learnings to develop their skills. 

Also, as mentioned earlier, some worked with tasks that didn’t at least directly have to do with 

their specialization, so this also caused a steep learning curve at work.  
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I asked how the goals are set and followed up in the organization. All of the respondents had 

development talks with their manager, which occurred, depending on the company, more of less 

often.  Some mentioned that the discussions were characterised by two-way feedback. Most of the 

alumni had also talked with the manager about the possibilities to advance in the company.  

One of the respondents mentioned as a positive thing about the relationship with his/her manager 

that the manager has experience on the work tasks he/she is doing. Another respondent 

mentioned that the managers lack of experience in the work he/she is doing is one of the reasons 

for him/her to change jobs. Also, the same person who was about to leave had not received 

information about how the bonus or other rewards work at the company. When I asked if he/she 

knows if the company somehow reward exceptional performance the response was:  

 “That is a mystery to me (laughter) [..] So, actually I don't know how the bonus is, what’s the criteria”. 

However, most of the respondents saw possibilities for horizontal and/or vertical career 

development within the company. I asked if there is a clear career path within the organization: 

in some cases, it felt clear for the interviewee, in others not so. Many mentioned about colleagues 

being promoted. Some mentioned that there were also internationals in higher positions within 

the company. 

Elizabeth (on if she likes her current job): “I think it's very interesting. I think I like it a lot. Yes. Because 

somehow [the company] is...it is a global company. [...] For my professional skills and knowledge I think it is 

quite good, quite good place to work for.” 

Elizabeth (on possibility to build career within the organization) “I think there is a lot of possibilities.  [...] I 

think that because [name of the company] is a big company. So, we can have the chance to develop both vertical 

or horizontally” 

Jessica: “[...] but there are a lot of job opportunities where you don't need any Finnish so within the company, 

I do see that there could be possibilities to get more responsibilities, to move up and change roles. But then I 

don't know yeah, if I were to look for a job at some other place… I don't know how the possibilities would be 

there. But where I am now, I see, I see myself going up.” 

David: “I mean, I would like to stay in Finland [...] You know, job opportunities, they are really great here, 

especially in the in the industry that I'm working on right now. I think it is very interesting” 

As the talent management actives were relevant for this thesis, I asked each respondent how they 

believe that the organization tries to retain key talent. This question raised answers varying from 

offering for example great tools for work and to bonuses. I also asked if they think the actions are 
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somehow different for international employees, i.e. if the employer does something special to 

retain the international employees. Most of the employees could not really think of anything, and 

in this point, some mentioned that they were not being discriminated, or that they felt they were 

threated inclusively. For example, James mentioned that: 

James: “I think there's no difference - you have so many internationals within the team.” 

These four aggregate dimensions presented a wide variety of the interviewed alumni’s subjective 

experiences in Finland and in the organization that they work for. In the next chapter the most 

important findings will be discussed in relation to the theoretical framework.  
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5 CONCLUDING DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this study was to gain an understanding on the subjective experiences of self-

initiated expatriates in Finland, with a focus on international students that have stayed in Finland 

to work after their studies. In this chapter, I discuss the results and compare the data collected 

through interviews with Hanken alumni with an international background to previous research 

in the field. At the same time, I answer the research questions: 

I. What kind of institutions are connected to international students’ decision to stay in 

Finland after graduation? 

I. How does institutional work at the organization support or hinder their decision to 

stay?   

I start the discussion by comparing previous research on international student migration and self-

initiated expatriates to the empirical data, to find out if the group of interest has similarities to 

those studied before. The alumni’s motivations to come to Finland in the first place were those 

typical of Exploring SIEs and Career Focused SIEs as identified by McDonnell et all. (2013): 

gaining new experiences and boosting a future career in the home country. Many of the 

interviewees could fit to both categories, and some even to the category of a Trailing SIE as they 

at least partly followed a relationship to Finland. Explained with Howe-Walsh et al. (2014) 

categorization that divides SIEs to career and private expatriates according to their motivation, 

most of the alumni were a combination of a career expatriate and a private expatriate.  

In this study, the main reasons that the alumni identified as factors keeping them in Finland after 

graduation were their job/career and relationship/family ties. These factors have previously been 

identified by e.g. Mosneaga et al. (2013) and Mathies et al. (2020) as having relation with 

international students’ decision to stay in the host country. While some were more open to see 

how things develop during their studies in terms of if they would want to stay in Finland or live 

elsewhere, others were determined to find a job in Finland: either to boost their future career back 

at home country or to be able to stay in Finland for personal reasons. Adding to this, the lifestyle 

in Finland and networks (friends) were identified as reason to stay. The networks 

(embeddedness), together with the career possibilities in the host country are also identified as 

important barriers for leaving the host country by Tharenou et al. (2010) in their study on self-

initiated expatriates.   
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Both Mosneaga et al. (2013) and Mathies et al. (2020) highlight the significance of the individual 

students’ timely situation with different arising opportunities in their decision whether to stay in 

the host country or relocate after studies. The notion can be spotted on this study, as it was seen 

that a well-timed, relevant job offer had made some of those who were searching for work in the 

home country or elsewhere decide to stay after graduating. However, instead of being the sole 

reason, the factor was brought up as the final necessary push. This final push was mentioned for 

example by Michael, who mentioned that when the opportunity came up he was not against 

staying in Finland due to having shaped a life here: personal relationships and networks were also 

important contributors to his and many others’ decision to stay. 

Previous studies identity a lack of networks as a significant barrier for international talent to find 

employment in Finland (Ministry of the Interior, 2013; Mathies et al, 2020; Alho, 2020). 

However, the alumni chosen to this study had all found employment. Many highlighted that 

generally studying in Finland and gaining networks though studies had helped them to establish 

themselves. Some even mentioned networking events organized by Hanken as the place where 

they met their future employer. Also, their networks in terms of friends were identified by some 

interviewees at least a part of their motivation for staying in Finland. One interviewee mentioned 

that he/she had enjoyed the fact that the small group of students that had the same specialization 

participated the same courses, instead of having different people in all the courses, which made it 

easier to make friends. However, one interviewee, the one that was now leaving Finland, 

mentioned that he/she had had a hard time building connections in the beginning, as the group 

of students in the specialization was very small. Hence, could be argued that networking during 

study time, have a positive relation with the international students’ decision to stay in Finland. 

Together with the lack of networks, limited local language skills are according to previous 

literature in the field a major barrier for international students’ employment in Finland (Ministry 

of the Interior, 2012; Mathies et al., 2020; Alho, 2020). The strongest institution in terms of the 

local language which was highlighted at many interviews, was the strong belief in that Finnish 

language skills are key to integration, a key for feeling like home in Finland. Many employees 

supported the alumni in learning Finnish by offering Finnish courses (either at the office or 

sponsored elsewhere) to international employees. Many interviewees had also themselves looked 

for other courses instead of, or in addition, to courses offered at Hanken. 

One interviewee also brought up an important point in considering Finnish language and the 

temporary nature of SIEs’ stay (Altman et al., 2012) and one of the key motivations to expatriate, 
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career advancement (McNulty et al., 2013): what is the value of Finnish language skills  on one’s 

CV of those that are planning to study and then return to their home country? If the motivation 

to expatriate in the first place is (at least partly) connected to career advancement in form of 

relevant studies, why would the international student use time in learning a language that is 

considered hard to learn and unimportant on the global scale? I found this comment interesting 

as it highlights powerful institutions considering Finnish language: it is not an easy language and 

there are only some 5 million people globally that speak it. Both in this study and according to 

findings by Mosneaga et al. (2013) that stresses the situational factors in the decision whether to 

stay or go, the international students initial idea about not staying in the host country may change 

during their studies. Hence, those who have not planned to stay may not find motivation to learn 

Finnish, and thus not feel as integrated to Finland if they decide to stay after all. Therefore, 

institutional work in disrupting the societal institutions that perceive Finnish language as difficult 

and unimportant in the global scale could be useful. However, it is notable that the societal level 

institutions such as processes, practices, norms, and values (Lawrence at al., 2006) are 

institutions on the largest scale, and thus disrupting them by solely organizational institutional 

work can be difficult.  

When asked about the organizational culture, many alumni mentioned that their workplace is 

very international. I understood that an international atmosphere within the organization (in 

terms of international colleagues, operations, clients and/or people not solely speaking Finnish 

at the office) was valued by many of the interviewees: they wanted to work at a company that has 

an international mindset. The perceived international mindset of the organization was, however, 

challenged in several cases in the first part of talent management activities: recruiting talent from 

the labour market (Vaiman et al., 2015). Here, the interviewees had experienced inconsistences 

in whether Finnish language is a requirement (e.g. forms and advertisements only in Finnish). 

Whether these inconsistences were mistakes, thoughtlessness, or purposive actions, their effect is 

notable: several of the respondents highlighted that they believe some internationals would have 

skipped applying because of shaping an understanding that individuals without fluent Finnish 

skills would not be wanted for the position. If they were purposive, they can be seen as an 

organizational actor disrupting the institution on the international mindset of the organization. 

As highlighted by Lawrence et al. (2006) only a few institutions are so powerful that they maintain 

themselves: if the actions were not purposive this is a good example of a failure of the 

organizational actors to maintain the value institution international mindset.  
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Although Elsbach (2002) separates institutions from organizational culture, he explains that 

organizational culture that becomes taken for granted can be seen as forms of institutions. In 

addition to an international environment, institutions like equality, flexibility and trust came up 

when asking about organizational culture. These values can be seen as societal level institutions 

typical to Finland and the Nordics, for which institutional work is done also in the organizational 

level. The kind of interactions between the levels of institutions are also introduced by Dacin et 

al. (2010, in Greenwood et al., 2016). As an example, several respondents had paid attention to 

the low hierarchy at the workplace compared to their home country, which they mentioned as a 

surprising yet positive thing. Some industries and organizational types (e.g. start-ups) are known 

for their flat organization structure, and thus flat hierarchies can be seen as institutions on an 

organizational or field level. Hierarchies are typically lower in Finland than in many other 

countries, and the underlying value equality can be categorized to be an institution at the societal 

level. The interviewees had encountered many kinds of possible relational institutional work, as 

categorized by Hample et al. (2017), by the managers in enabling this institution: making 

themselves approachable, giving place for two-way feedback, and in some cases aiming for a 

friend-like relationship. Also, the alumni mentioned material institutional work (Hampel et al., 

2017), such as managers having no own offices but instead using similar tables as the other 

employees. 

Holm (1995) argues that institutions shall be seen as nested systems, and Lawrence et al (2006) 

see institutional work as a good way of studying the relationships between the levels. In this 

context, one theme stood out in the interviews: work-life balance. Work-life balance can be 

defined as “a state wherein an individual's work and family lives experience little conflict while 

enjoying substantial facilitation” (Antal, Oke, Braithwaite, Anthony, 2015. p.206). A good work-

life balance is an institution strongly associated with Nordic culture: studies show that the Nordics 

have the best work life-balance in the world (Antal et al., 2015). This institution was in some 

interviews brought up even before I asked about it: the alumni mentioned the good work-life 

balance as a positive thing generally in Finland. This was one of the things they appreciated in 

terms of the lifestyle in the country. Several others mentioned the good work-life balance when I 

asked about the organizational culture. In some interviews however, the topic was first mentioned 

when I asked about how they would describe the work-life balance in the organization. Most of 

the interviewees said that they perceived the work-life balance to be generally good – some were 

not working over hours, some worked over hours periodically because of the nature of work, and 

some worked more over hours because of the nature of the organization or the industry.  
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Several respondents mentioned that their manager encourages to good work-life balance, which 

can be seen as institutional work in maintaining the social level institution good work-life balance. 

The same action can also be interpreted as disrupting the institution of a “worse” work-life balance 

in fields where it is common and thus institutionalized. Some alumni also mentioned that work-

life balance and working over hours, can be dependent on the work tasks of the individual or the 

team: some positions are associated with long working hours. Also, as some interviewees 

mentioned, that their team had a good work-life balance because the manager appreciated their 

own work-life balance and encouraged the team to do so too: therefore the good work-life balance 

has institutionalized in the team in question on the intra-organizational level while the 

organization’s and its other units work-life balance could be different. The manager in this case 

could also be seen as an “institutional entrepreneur” that aims to create an institution of good 

work-life balance in the organization where it was necessarily not a norm.  

As can be seen in the previous chapters, the supervisors are important actors in institutional work. 

While Lewis et al. (2019) stress the HR professionals’ role in institutional work, HR was rarely 

mentioned in interviews, and instead, SIEs supervisor role in institutional work was highlighted. 

While saying this, the encouragement for e.g. development talks with the supervisor might also 

come from the HR department. Hence, the HR professionals can also be considered as actors that 

help to maintain the institutions related to career development in the organizations, even though 

it is part of the findings of this study. 

Baruch (1995 in Altman et al., 20) introduce a model of push and pull forces that SIEs balance 

with, in their decision whether to stay in the host country or to repatriate. In the model 

organizational environment with its strategy, policies and practices is identified as one of the 

push/pull forces. Tharenou et al. (2010) notes that career and professional networks are 

important factors in the embeddedness in the host country, which is an important pull factor 

towards the host country. Thus it was relevant for this study to explore what kind of professional 

networking and career development possibilities the organizational environment offers.  

Networking possibilities were offered in all of the organizations where the interviewees worked at 

in the forms of company or team events. While the ongoing pandemic affected the events by 

moving them online or cancelling them, at least some events were organized in most of the 

organizations. This was appreciated by many of the interviewees. One respondent though, was 

unhappy with the lack of smaller, informal events with the team and thus the lack of being given 

chance to get to know the colleagues on more personal level. This individual was about to move 
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away from Finland. While the interviewee didn’t explicitly mention this as a factor for the reason 

he/she was leaving Finland, it might have contributed to the lack of embeddedness and thus can 

be viewed as a push factor.   

The career development possibilities through the organizational environment can be studied 

through the framework talent management. Relevant employment and career possibilities are 

identified as important factors for the retention of international talent in Finland (Mosneaga et 

al., 2013; Mathies et al., 2019). As such, the interview questions focused on the organizational 

practices, structures and values, especially those that can contribute to the alumni’s host country 

integration and career satisfaction at the organization the alumni work at. The development of 

current employees and ensuring retention of talent were those talent management activities as 

identified by Vaiman et al. (2015) that I saw most relevant to these research questions. 

Generally, many of the alumni were working at a position that was either relatively new to them 

or otherwise challenging and thus required them to learn and develop extensively at work. When 

I asked if the company offers training or education, most of the alumni could name some. Some 

of the organizations offered an extensive amount of these possibilities, both voluntary and 

mandatory, and both the kind that directly related to their tasks at work as well as those that were 

aimed for personal development (e.g. the Finnish course) or well-being at work (e.g. mindfulness 

or ergonomics). 

All of the interviewed alumni had one-on-one talks with their supervisor and most had discussed 

their career development within the company. Many mentioned that they had both goals for their 

work as well as for their own development in the position. Many interviewees saw possibilities to 

develop and advance in the in their current position and/or in the organization and had discussed 

their career with the manager. Opportunities for career development within the organization were 

the important institutions maintained in these discussions. 

However, it is important that I also bring forwards the experiences of the interviewee that was 

about to leave Finland. The interviewee mentioned that his/her goal was different from the 

manager’s goal and that he/she could not get support in developing in the direction that he/she 

wanted, as the manager didn’t have experience in the area. When I asked the person how the 

company rewards exceptional performance the answer was “that’s a mystery to me”. For example, 

the respondent wasn’t aware of the criteria for bonusses and the manager hadn’t brought up 

career development possibilities within the company before he/she had asked for a promotion. 
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The interviewee acknowledged that this acted as a major push factor to leave Finland together 

with experience related factors. Perkins et al. (2007) also mention the possible conflicts between 

SIEs’ interests and the corporate goals, which may cause tension. I argue that such a conflict is 

possible if the organization doesn’t recognise the strong career and career development connected 

ambitions of the SIE, as in this case.  

In the theoretical framework I mentioned that already a decade has passed since Howe-Walsh 

and Schyns (2010) study where the authors find that organizations don’t take SIEs unique 

position into the consideration. Maybe organizations now take SIEs special characteristic into 

consideration in talent management? The results of this study give an indication to a negative 

answer. If the organizations the alumni in this study work at do so, the alumni interviewed were 

not aware of it. In general, the alumni felt that they were treated the same as any local employee. 

This came up for example when I asked if the alumni feel that the organization does something 

special to make them integrate to the organization. Arguably, this doesn’t have to be perceived as 

a negative result: the alumni felt that the organization is inclusive as they were not treated 

differently than locals. It is also possible that as Thunnisen (2016) mentions, the organization’s 

intended and employee’s perception of talent management may be different. Hence, it is possible 

that the organizations have in reality taken the SIEs unique position into consideration, even 

though in the subjectivity of the alumni’s, this has not been noted.  

Cao et al. (2014) mentions organizational support for culture and work transition that the 

company assigned expatriates usually get from the organization, while SIEs don’t. While the 

alumni were not new to the country, they were in a new situation as they transformed from 

students to employees that contribute to the society as taxpayers. While the alumni didn’t feel 

they were treated differently from their local colleagues, in the interviews the alumni mentioned 

some actions of the organizations they work for, that could be interpreted as cultural support. 

These actions were: the encouragement for Finnish courses, introducing to local holidays, 

encouragement for international clubs aimed especially for internationals to meet others, to name 

some. One interviewee mentioned that it is possible that the SIEs that come to the country for the 

company, i.e. not the localized SIEs, get different kind of support. 

To summarise, because the alumni´s reasons behind staying in Finland were mainly connected 

to career (relevant employment) and/or relationship/family, the institutions connected to the 

decision to stay in Finland after studies can be seen to be related to finding (relevant) 

employment. In this study, institutions considering Finnish language, networking, and an 
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international mindset were most important. In terms of the organization where the alumni work 

at, especially international atmosphere, equality and flexibility were highlighted as things that the 

alumni appreciated. Common to all but the one interviewee who was about to leave Finland, was 

a satisfying relationship with the supervisor and seeing either a clear career path and/or 

possibilities to develop within their current position or the organization in question. The 

institutional work that was done to enable these institutions had to do with open communication 

and the manager discussing with the employee about goals, career possibilities and rewards at 

development talks. Moreover, as the alumni perceived learning the Finnish language as an 

important factor for integration, the organizational support in learning the language can support 

the alumni’s decision to stay in Finland in the future as well.  

Thus, the answer to the first research question is that the institutions connected to international 

students’ decision to stay in Finland are those connected to them finding relevant employment, 

such as institutions considering Finnish language, networking and international mindset. The 

answer to the second research question is that the institutional work at the organization supports 

their decision by maintaining institutions that are connected to their decisions to stay, such as 

institution about opportunities for career development, e.g. by discussions about career 

development possibilities with the manager. 

5.1       Practical implications 

This study gives four practical implications that can be considered by organizations, universities, 

and the alumni with international background alike.  

Enabling career development 

This study contributes to the existing literature that suggests that international students stay in 

Finland because of relevant employment and/or relationships and highlight the (relevant) work 

opportunities that arise at the right time. An interesting work position and communicated career 

development possibilities within the company have a relation to those who have stayed in Finland 

for work. This suggests that development talks and communication of career possibilities and 

rewards within the company should not be undervalued in their importance. Thus, the 

recommendation for the managers supervising SIEs is to acknowledge that the job may be the 

main motivation for the SIE to be in the country. Hence, making sure that their career related 

ambitions are fulfilled is important. It is important to show them the career development 

possibilities within the company and explain the reward systems at early stage.  
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Enabling learning Finnish  

Many interviewees viewed Finnish language skills as a key to their integration to Finland. Finnish 

courses offered by the organization (made easy to access) were appreciated highly by the 

interviewees and some even mentioned this as the only way that they feel that the organization 

supports them in integrating to Finland. Hence, the study suggests that organizations offer 

Finnish courses and make them easy accessible for employees, perhaps even by giving the chance 

to take the course during working hours. Another suggestion related to Finnish language is that 

the universities evaluate how they encourage the international students to learn the language. 

Especially as many students come to Finland with an open mind for their future (and some are 

even determined to go back to the home country right after studies), it is important to consider 

how the Finnish language skills can add to the international students CV and how to communicate 

this efficiently.  

Enabling networking 

Previous research has acknowledged the importance of networks in finding employment and 

shown that both professional and networks of friends are important factors that contribute to the 

embeddedness, which can act as a pull factor towards the country. In this study the importance 

of networks was clearly visible in many interviews: some alumni had found jobs through their 

professional networks, and for some alumni, personal networks in the form of friends was part of 

the reason for them to stay in the country. Hence, the study suggests that enabling network 

building is important in organizations, and especially in universities as they are the first 

organization which the international students enter when arriving to Finland. Thus, this 

recommendation is for both universities and organizations, but also, perhaps most importantly, 

to the international students entering Finland: a note to remember to take advantage of the 

personal and professional networking possibilities while studying. 

Showcasing the international mindset 

The last recommendation is for the organizations, and especially for recruiters. The alumni with 

an international background appreciate an international environment within the organization 

they work for. Thus, if the organization has an international mindset, it is relevant to show it to 

the prospective employees. The study suggests that it is important to not to let inconsistences in 

language requirements (made either by the organization or a recruiting partner) make 

international students feel unwelcome to apply. It is relevant to consider questions such as: “if the 
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position doesn’t require Finnish, is it necessary that Finnish skills are considered an advantage?”,  

and “if the position only requires English, is the whole advertisement and the application form 

available in English?”. Additionally, many of the organizations that the alumni worked at offered 

Finnish courses to the internationals, which the alumni appreciated. Thus, I recommend that 

organizations will use this kind of initiatives in building their brand as an internationally minded 

organization, while not letting inconsistences in language requirements affect negatively to the 

first impression they give to International Talent, and talent in general, when recruiting.  

5.2     Concluding notes and suggestions for further research 

The international students graduated from higher education institutions in Finland are an 

interesting and rarely researched group of people. To follow “nothing about us without us” 

principle in active public discussion within the topic International Talent retention, more 

qualitative research on the group of interest is needed to make sure their voices are heard. This 

study contributes to the existing literature by presenting the subjective viewpoints of ten alumni 

that have found employment and stayed in Finland after their studies. 

This study is case specific and conducted with alumni that have an international background and 

have graduated from Hanken School for Economics in Finland. Hence, to get a wider perspective 

on how the international graduates from Finnish higher education institutes perceive their reality, 

the study could be replicated in another setting, either in the same or different field of studies.  

This case study focused mainly on the institutions connected to the alumni’s workplace, and thus 

it focused on the “success stories” – the alumni that have managed to find employment despite 

the difficulties that often are associated with international students employment. To get a holistic 

picture on the experiences on the international students’ experiences on the Finnish labour 

market after graduation, it would be relevant also to hear the stories of those that are unemployed 

after graduation but have stayed in the country e.g. for personal reasons. The study also 

highlighted the value of (professional and personal) networking, which pays an important part in 

both finding employment and building friendships that contribute to integration to the country. 

Hence, international students’ networking experiences in Finnish universities would be a relevant 

theme for further research. As the public discussion continues to spin around attracting and 

retaining International Talent, as the last suggestion, it would be relevant to study how the alumni 

that left Finland after graduation perceive their experience in Finland, and is coming to Finland 

to study  something they are currently recommending to others in their home country. 
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Appendix 1 Consent Message 
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Appendix 2 Interview guide 

Subject Example questions 
Establishing trust to the 
respondent 

▪ Telling that I am interested in international 
experts’ experiences in Finland because of 
my own background: I have been working 
abroad for several years but returned to 
Finland to study. Also, at my work and my 
positions at the student union I have been 
working with better integration of 
international students to Hanken, its 
student union and life in Finland in general. 

The respondents background & 
motivation for expatriation 

▪ ”Tell me your story” 
▪ Why did you decide to come to Finland in 

the first place? 
▪ When you moved to Finland for your 

studies, was your plan to stay after 
graduation? 

▪ Do you speak Finnish (or Swedish)? 
The respondent’s motivation to 
stay in Finland (finding out 
general motivations and seeing 
whether work/employment is one 
of these motivations) 

▪ How did you decide to stay in Finland after 
graduation? 

▪ Did you weight different options when 
graduating or was it clear from the 
beginning you will stay in Finland? 

▪ What are the matters that keep you in 
Finland now? 

▪ How do your future plans look like - are you 
planning to stay in Finland? If yes/no, what 
issues would probably contribute to your 
decision to stay/leave? 

The respondent’s employment 
history and current work 

▪ How did you find your first employment in 
Finland after graduation? What was it? 

▪ Where do you work at the moment? 
▪ How do you like your current work? 
▪ Does the work and salary match your 

degree? 
The respondent’s current 
workplace & organizational 
culture 
 
 

▪ Tell me how it is to work at your current 
workplace? 

▪ How would you describe the organizational 
culture at your workplace? 

▪ How has it been to learn the ways of 
working in your organization? Have you 
encountered any culture clashes? 

▪ How would you describe the work/life 
balance in the organization? What do you 
think about it?  

▪ Does the employer organize social 
gatherings for the employees? (Examples?) 
What do you think about this? 
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▪ How international is your workplace – are 

there many international colleagues in the 
office in Helsinki(Espoo/etc?)? 

▪ What is the official language of the 
company you work for? 

▪ What language is most widely spoken in the 
corridors / coffee room? 

Talent Management Activities 
(Vaiman et al., 2015) 
1. Identifying, recruiting, and 
choosing talent from the labour 
market  
2. Identifying key talent within 
the company  
3. Developing current employees  
4. Managing talent flows  
5. Ensuring retention of key talent 
 
(ask for concrete examples) 

▪ How was the recruiting & interview process? 
What do you think was especially good/bad 
about it? (1) 

▪ How were you onboarded to the organization? 
What do you think was especially good/bad 
about it? (Intro days/weeks, “tutor/mentor”, 
etc?) (1) 

▪ How would you describe the personal goals are 
set and the performance measured in the 
organization? (2) 

▪ Do you know if the organization offer some 
kind of training/educational opportunities? Do 
you know if it is common to take advantage of 
these opportunities? Have you/someone you 
know used these opportunities? (3) 

▪ How do you see the possibilities to build career 
within the organization? (organizational career 
planning/path?) (4/5) 

▪ Do you know if the organization rewards 
exceptional performance? How do you find 
these (material/nonmaterial) ways for 
rewarding employees? (5) 

▪ In your opinion, what does your employer do to 
retain key talent within the organization? Do 
you think the actions are different when it 
comes to international employees? (5) 

Supervisors role in respondent’s 
integration to the organization 

▪ How would you describe the relationship 
between you and your supervisor? 

▪ Do you feel like your supervisor has done/does 
something special to make you feel at home in 
the organization? 

The respondent’s view on his/her 
integration to the society in 
Finland 

▪ Do you feel at home in Finland? 
▪ What factors in your life have made/makes you 

better feel at home / integrate to the society in 
Finland? 

▪ Do you see that your work/employer somehow 
helps you to better integrate to the Finnish 
society? How? 

Wrapping up ▪ Anything else you would like to mention? 

 


