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Abstract

:

Global talent is the key resource for today’s knowledge-based society and sustainable economic development, and an increasing number of countries are aiming to not only train but also to retain international students as a potential supply of highly skilled labor in innovative fields. This article explores ways to retain international students as global talent through an empirical study on mainland Chinese students’ integration into Finland as an example. Based on data obtained through semi-structured interviews with 30 Chinese students, this research identified a number of individual and societal factors that contribute to their difficulties with economic and social integration. The findings demonstrate the complexities of the language barrier faced by Chinese students in non-Anglophone country contexts, and the important interplay between students’ social and economic integration. The host environment (nation-states and organizations) also plays a vital role in creating a more open and multicultural environment to enhance the capacity of such young people to integrate and innovate. This paper concludes with a number of proposals for individuals, organizations (including higher education institutions (HEIs), and nation-states to consider for innovating their policies and measures to better integrate global talent.
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1. Introduction


Highly skilled workers increasingly play a central and indispensable role in today’s knowledge economy. Through scientific discoveries and breakthrough innovations, talented individuals not only push through new frontiers of knowledge, but also expedite economic development. Developed economies (such as Finland) around the world are increasingly competing for highly skilled migrants, who potentially have better labor market prospects and satisfy the need to achieve global sustainable development [1,2,3]. Highly skilled migrants boost innovation, which is the key path to sustainable long-term growth and breakthrough performance. To satisfy the needs of environmentally sustainable economic development and the knowledge economy, more and more countries realize the importance of attracting and integrating global talent through an environment supportive of research and innovation [4]. However, the number of potential immigrants with high economic potential who can also easily integrate into the host labor market is limited, and more and more global talent are becoming increasingly selective about career potential and social welfare in the host country [5]. Thus, immigrant receiving countries rely on retaining international students as a source of highly skilled workforce, since the students have earned their credentials in the host society and are expected to be better integrated due to their cultural and linguistic competences. However, many studies have shown that international students face serious challenges to their integration (e.g., [6,7,8]), which implies urgent need for integration policies to complement immigration policies.



Global talent (or international talent) is generally defined as people with professional knowledge and global skills with potential to generate great values [9]. Global talent can be an international student, a researcher, an accompanying spouse, a work migrant, an asylum seeker, or a returnee [1]. Global talent usually refers to those who hold higher tertiary education degrees, but it can also refer to highly skilled individuals who have high expertise in a certain field. For organizations, global talent management generally includes different organizational activities for attracting, selecting, developing, and retaining the best employees in the most strategic roles on a global scale [10]. In this research, global talent specifically refers to international students pursuing degrees or young researchers conducting research in countries other than their countries of origin, since they are potential innovators or entrepreneurs who are critical to contribute to breakthroughs in technology, knowledge, and modes of new production [11].



The integration of international students as global talent is important for a number of reasons for the knowledge-based society and sustainable economic development. First, global talent are key actors in building the transnational innovation ecosystem. The transnational innovation ecosystem is generally defined as the transnational integration process of two or more innovation ecosystems [12,13]. It builds on the concept of innovation ecosystem, which is characterized by co-evolution of different collaborative actors that develop interdependency over time for sustainable development [4,14,15]. Since international students have the socio-cultural and business-related knowledge and network with both home and host countries, they can be an important link in fostering trust between various actors in the transnational innovation ecosystem. In transnational contexts, more distance between the collaborators and more sophisticated institutional structure requires global talent with an understanding of two or more cultures to build trust for successful research and innovative cooperation.



Second, skilled persons including students and researchers have been incorporated into the “sustainable development” strategies of institutions, regions, and nation-states [16]. Due to the increasing link between the knowledge-based society and a growing public awareness of the need for environmentally sustainable development [4], global talent, including international students, become a valuable resource to be tapped. Promotion of the mobility of students and highly skilled professionals is outlined in the Europe 2020 strategy for a smart, sustainable, and inclusive growth in a global economy [17]. As Chinese students are one of the largest groups of international students around the world, many higher education institutions in Europe are relying on attracting them for their own fiscal sustainability. The report on EU-China student and academic staff mobility clearly states that many European universities face the challenge in “ensuring sustainable market growth in a mature market.” Students especially are increasingly seeking globally, for education that ensures a good value of return for their investment, in terms of money, quality, and institutional reputation [18]. Meanwhile, the mobility of Chinese students presents both an opportunity for EU countries to retain as high skilled labor, and a sustainability challenge for China due to the problem of brain drain. To maintain and nurture the sustainable knowledge network, both EU and China have been designing competitive and sustainable knowledge network and international partnership for mobile academics, institutions, and broader societies [16].



Third, a substantial body of literature has shown that many countries have enjoyed net innovation and productivity gains as a result of talent inflows, with the United States being the most studied and prominent case [19]. Highly skilled immigrants boost innovation and productivity through the increased number of individuals pursuing innovative work, while transnational innovative collaboration boosts the revolution of the global innovation ecosystem. As more and more developed societies around the world are seeking high-potential global talent to boost their knowledge-based economies, international student mobility and international experience are promoted as key to knowledge transfer and sustainable development. [20]. Thus, international students who are equipped with international experience and an internationalized curriculum are ideal candidates for many countries to compete for to support their high skilled labor market demand.



Fourth, international graduates have better potential of economic and social integration than highly skilled workers recruited directly from abroad. Besides saving on the relocation costs, the benefits of recruiting international graduates also include: Proficiency in the local languages; capability to build transnational professional networks, and understanding of the socio-cultural and business-related aspects of home and host countries [19]. Previous research suggests that students might have less incentive to return to their countries of origin, because they spend important life phases, for building friendships and relations or starting families, in the host country. Those relations will develop into personal attachments in the host country and can result in fewer incentives to return than highly skilled workers who built their social network before moving to the host country [7].



Finland only joined the global race for highly skilled professionals in recent decades. With its economic development spurred by technological development, Finland has changed from a country of emigration to one of immigration, and has sustained its focus on economic development based on technological advancement and sustainable development. Due to its increasing demand for highly skilled workers and the projected aging population leading to a diminution of the working age population, Finnish immigration has continued to open up its policy to recruit and encourage international students to stay to find work or start businesses after graduation. Initially, international students were only allowed to stay for six months to seek employment after finishing their tertiary education in Finland. However, ever since 2015, such students are allowed to stay to find work for up to one year following the completion of their studies [21]. A recent report by the Finnish government suggested good practices of government models to incorporate global talent into the Finnish innovation economy, and proposed a long-term vision that “Finland has attractive, inclusive and sustainable innovation ecosystems that thrive from diversity” [1]. To achieve this goal, it suggests having “both public and private stakeholders on board and financially committed,” to develop sustainable funding and business models and incentives for demonstrating impact (ibid.).



Despite the explicit policy and agenda to attract and integrate international students as global talent in the labor market, studies on whether and how international students integrate into the host society, if planning to stay in the country remain scarce. Many of the studies have focused on the drivers of international students’ mobility and the experience of studying abroad (e.g., [22]). In general, less attention has been paid to the integration outcomes of the international students beyond academic contexts, especially their study-to-work transition [23]. Nevertheless, a small number of studies can be found showing that economic and social integration of international graduates aiming to remain in the host society can be difficult to achieve (e.g., [24,25]). However, these studies mainly focus on international students’ experiences in Anglophone countries, while non-Anglophone country contexts deserve more scholarly attention since the local language can pose additional challenges to international students’ integration. Meanwhile, since countries like Finland are aiming to retain international students as highly skilled workers, it is also crucial to understand how the students integrate into the societal contexts if they plan to remain after graduation. This research aims to fill in the gap by exploring the following questions:



RQ1: How do Chinese students integrate economically and socially into the host society if planning to stay in the country?



RQ2: What are the individual and societal factors that affect the economic and social integration of Chinese students?



Given the large and growing percentage of overseas Chinese students and scholars who study abroad, their integration into the local society has become an increasingly pressing issue. A number of studies in the context of other countries have demonstrated that good integration can be difficult to achieve (e.g., [26,27,28,29,30]).




2. Literature Review and Analytical Framework


Although there is a lot of literature dealing with student integration, these studies mainly look at the issues from a narrow perspective. There is an urgent need to generate a comprehensive understanding of the term and phenomenon through synthesizing the literature. While the term ‘integration’ is frequently used in different fields of literature, its meaning can be quite different in different contexts. Building on the conceptualization of integration provided by International Organization for Migration (IOM) [31], I define it as follows: A bidirectional process of mutual adaptation between the host society and migrants (in this case international students) themselves, both as individuals and as groups. As this definition suggests, students’ integration cannot be achieved purely by individual or group effort, but rather requires a combined effort by multiple stakeholders, including students, educators, university administrators, employers, and policymakers. From the host society perspective, it also entails a more receptive and welcoming environment that incorporates newcomers to become part of the enlarged membership in the host community, while allowing newcomers to maintain their ethnic and cultural heritage [32].



As theory is central to enhance our understanding of the world, the current research finds the most appropriate theoretical perspective for analyzing the current research topic is the structure and agency approach. Structure is often referred to as objective social institutions that affect the way people act and live, while agency is usually referred to as human choice, action, and deliberation. This brings in the paper by Tholen [33], in which he discusses the interplay between agency and structure through empirical investigation of graduate employability. Tholen (2015) proposes that graduate employability is not solely individual phenomenon, but structured by inequalities and opportunities within the structural context, and influenced by the labor-market hierarchy. Meanwhile, individuals’ identities also decide their competition strategy for jobs. Some studies point out that an individual’s labor market decision is not solely economic calculations, but choices are also based on their ethnicity, class, gender, life history, and other backgrounds (e.g., e.g., [34,35]). Thus, understanding of international students’ integration in the host country requires a contextual analysis of both, since individuals’ agency is embedded in different contexts where social relations are constituted and negotiated. However, this does not exclude individuals who have the capability to rebel against existing social structures, especially in circumstances where certain groups dominate other groups by utilizing their position within society, or forms of capital or scarce resources [33].



Although the main aim of the current research is to analyze the students’ integration into host society as global talent, which centralize the importance of economic integration, social integration also constitutes an integral part that influences and shapes the integration trajectory. Previous research [26] highlights the importance of understanding the interplay between different domains of integration, that economic and social integration are influential and endogenous for each other.



In sum, adopting the theoretical approach of agency and structure, the current research mainly examines students’ economic integration through two domains, namely individual and societal factors. In addition, the relations individuals have also influence how they interpret, react, negotiate, or resist existing societal structures. Therefore, social integration is incorporated as another domain to examine its interplay with economic integration, and to offer a more comprehensive understanding of student integration.



2.1. Economic Integration


The term economic integration is defined in general as the migrants’ process of joining in economic participation or finding and retaining job opportunities in the host country’s labor market [36,37]. Within the field of higher education, it is often referred to as ‘employability’ in some literature, which Shumilova and Cai [19] define as a graduate’s ability to find work, which is influenced by employers’ beliefs and other contextual factors. It also involves a ‘psycho-social construct’ that combines with other individual characteristics to ensure individuals maintain work in uncertain economic environments [38].



2.1.1. Individual Factors


Past research shows that although international students are prepared to function as global talent with intercultural savvy and job related skills [39], and who may potentially be more employable than local graduates [40,41], the reality is often not as expected. International graduates are often more vulnerable [42] and face more challenges in the labor market than do local graduates [43]. From an individual’s perspective, when international students are seeking employment in the host country, especially where the local society is more homogenous, ethnicity can be an important factor that causes some foreign graduates to face discrimination when applying for a job [44,45]. Access to professional networks also plays an important role since foreign job seekers may well lack professional ties to help them find work and local employers may have reservations about hiring foreigners. Those who are recommended by a previous employer or people that they know may have a better chance of being hired [46]. Studies conducted on international graduates’ employment [43,47,48] identified a number of challenges they face, including restrictive immigration policy, lack of professional networks, family reunion issues, language barriers, racial discrimination, etc.




2.1.2. Societal Factors


International students’ economic integration does not merely depend on individual competencies and agencies, but also on structural contexts, namely societal factors, such as the prevailing labor market situation, employers’ perceptions and needs, relevant government policies in the country, etc. [49,50,51]. From a government and employer perspective, there seems to be a paradox in the recruitment of foreigners. On the one hand, the national agenda in many countries has emphasized the importance of retaining foreign talent. However, the legislation in the EU and at the local level still protects the rights of local and EU citizens in such a way that employers should prioritize hiring their own citizens, then EU citizens, and finally non-EU/EEA (European Economic Area) citizens [1,52]. Foreign applicants may face discrimination from potential employers. For instance, the Eurobarometer survey shows that 52% of Finnish employers mentioned that when choosing between two candidates with comparable qualifications, one’s ethnic origin and skin color could put a job applicant in a disadvantaged position [53]. Although nation-states and organizations (including universities) are increasingly aware of the importance of retaining international graduates and supporting their economic integration, they still see the primary responsibility as resting with the individual [49].





2.2. Social Integration


Building on the conceptualization provided by Ware et al. [54] and Spencer-Oatey [24], social integration is defined as the process through which individuals develop their interpersonal networks and involvement in communities. Social integration is an ongoing process involving not only social interaction between individuals but also involvement in groups and communities. It can refer to students’ social activities in academic settings, such as meeting formally or non-formally for academic work, or in non-academic settings, such as involvement in social activities, building friendships with each other.



Studies in higher education have also pointed out that social integration helps with better academic integration [28,55] and student well-being [56,57]. Three types of networks were identified by Bochner et al. [58]: Co-national networks with people from the same ethnicity or countries of origin; host-national networks with people from host society; and multinational networks with other international sojourners. Past research has repeatedly documented that stress, culture shock, loneliness, and homesickness can be a problem particularly for international students (e.g., [57]. A number of studies have reported that networks and friendships between international and domestic students contribute to lowering stress, alleviating loneliness, enhancing psychological well-being overall [59]. However, local and international students have difficulties integrating well with each other (e.g., [26,60]. A number of obstacles have been identified, including cultural differences, language and communication difficulties, different learning styles and/or lifestyles, lack of common social groups, or lack of common interests [24]. The co-national networks can be important for enhancing students’ social integration, since having peers with similar linguistic and cultural backgrounds also helps alleviate the stress of integrating to new environment, and provides essential psychological and social support [61]. However, exclusive engagement with co-nationals can also inhibit students from forming networks with the host-nationals, acquire the cross-cultural communication competency, acquiring or improving linguistic skills [61].



A review of existing literature reveals four gaps: First, existing research on students’ integration mainly examines their integration in academic contexts, while their integration in the broader societal context as migrants is less studied. Meanwhile, research on economic integration of foreigners in the countries of immigration generally focus on types of migrants such as refugees, family migrants, or economic migrants; less attention is directed on international students’ integration into the host society, who came to the host society first as a student and have different integration trajectories than other types of migrants. Second, the research on students’ economic integration (or employability) often addresses the students’ own characteristics and competency, as well as institutions’ (such as higher education institutions) assistance with students’ transition to the labor market; there is less discussion about the societal factors that can facilitate or hinder foreigners to compete in the labor market. Third, less research has addressed international students’ economic integration and social integration collectively to explore how they influence, enhance, or inhibit each other. Finally, less research so far has addressed international students’ integration in non-Anglophone EU countries, if they plan to stay after graduation. Thus, the current research aims to fill in these gaps through the empirical study of Chinese students’ integration in Finland, and shed light on how non-Anglophone countries like Finland can address existing issues to retain more global talent to build sustainable innovation economy.





3. Methods and Methodology


A qualitative research design is used in this research, in which data were analyzed through thematic analysis, which allows the researcher to focus on research questions when analyzing the data. This research draws on data collected through semi-structured interviews with 30 mainland Chinese tertiary students who pursued degrees in Finnish higher education institutions (HEIs) from 2015 to 2016. An interview is where ‘knowledge is constructed in the interaction between the interviewer and the interviewee’ [62]. This study uses interview as a research method because it allows the researcher to guide the research participant into the topic and obtain more in-depth information through interactive conversation. As a qualitative study, the purpose of this research was to achieve a nuanced understanding of the Chinese students’ economic and social integration experiences and the meanings they attached to those experiences. Choosing interview as a method enabled the participants to talk freely, consider the question deeply, and offer opportunities to follow up on issues deemed as important or emerging from the interactive conversation [63].



The current research used two methods to recruit interviewees: First, the researcher contacted international offices of HEIs across Finland to send out research invitations to existing mainland Chinese students. Second, the researcher sent out invitations through online social platforms such as Wechat, Facebook, Weibo. Later, snowball sampling was also used to encourage research participants to recruit potential research participants through their friends. Permission to collect data from the research participants was approved by the Ethics Committee of the Tampere Region, Finland. Both Finnish universities and universities of applied sciences are included in this research, and interviewees are located in most of the major cities in Finland, such as Tampere, Helsinki, Turku, Oulu, etc.



Research respondents in this study include 18 female and 12 male, with various backgrounds in terms of major of study, age, pre-migratory study and work experience, duration of residence in Finland. Such variety of study, pre-migratory experience, and duration of residence allows the researcher to explore the research respondents’ integration aspiration, experience, and future goals in different phases of integration trajectory.



The interviews were conducted in Mandarin Chinese by the author, and generally lasted from one to three hours. The common cultural and linguistic background allows the interviewees and interviewer to create a relaxed atmosphere and engage in open conversations [64]. All interviews were audio recorded (with written consent from the participants), and later transcribed and anonymized for qualitative data analysis.



This research adopts a thematic analysis to identify patterns in the interview transcripts [65]. The thematic analysis followed four typical stages:



First, the transcript is read and familiarized, main themes and thematic codes are generated both deductively from the literature review and inductively from the data to capture the essence of the interviewees’ experiences.



Second, for each theme unique to a group, a statement is written. This statement is condensed to a label, and the label becomes a code. Initial codes were generated and used for coding the data, while open coding is performed simultaneously. Either one sentence or one paragraph is the unit of analysis for coding, and multiple codes can be used for one sentence or paragraph. The coding process involved constant review and rewriting the codes for applicability to the data.



Third, a number of sub-themes and sub-codes were identified. The established sub-codes were grouped under the main thematic codes, re-defined during the coding process, and applied to the remaining data.



Fourth, the inductive and deductive analytical interpretation of the data is presented.



The line-by-line coding process used mainly manual coding strategy and NVivo 12. The data analysis process revealed four main themes for students’ integration in the host society: (1) Individual factors affect economic integration; (2) societal factors affect economic integration; (3) social integration; and (4) measures for improvement. These main themes were divided into sub-themes, as shown in Table 1.



In presenting the findings, no personal data is disclosed that may cause the interviewees to be recognized. The anonymity of respondents was protected by using only gender and university subject major to characterize the respondents. Citations from the interviews conducted in Mandarin Chinese were translated into English by the author. In addition, an internal expert who was familiar with the research offered comments on data analysis and translation process.




4. Findings


4.1. Economic Integration


4.1.1. Individual Factors


Chinese students who studied in the Finnish universities have varied aspirations to stay in the host society after graduation. Some of them would like to remain in the host society for family reasons, others would prefer to stay in the host society due to their preference for the socio-cultural environment of the host society. Despite their varied reasons for wishing to stay, they shared a common understanding that the utmost important aspect of integration was finding suitable job opportunities and having networks with the local people, while finding employment was often mentioned as the top priority. However, the interviewees also shared the same feeling of frustration due to the difficulties of finding jobs in Finland. For instance, one of the interviewees said in her interview:




Interviewee: Of course, I want to become integrated into Finnish society, but it is not so easy! For people like me, finding a job is the first and uttermost problem. When you do not have a job, your social circle will be very small and limited. Basically, all you are interacting with are Chinese people. For instance, people like my neighbors who are neither studying nor working, then all their networks are Chinese. How do you integrate into Finnish society in such a case? Finnish people are not so open that they are easy to make friends to begin with […].






Interviewer: Why do you think it is so difficult to find jobs?






Lin: First, (it depends on) your field; second, language skills; third, I do not want to be so straightforward, for instance if you are as good as other Finnish candidates, who do you think they would recruit? Of course, they would recruit the Finnish candidate.



(Female, mathematics)





	(1)

	
Language issues







If Finland is to train and retain more global talent, it remains debatable whether international students aiming to stay on after graduation should invest more time to learn a skill that is highly valued in the labor market, or spend time to learn Finnish. Since Finland is a non-Anglophone country, the local language can pose a great challenge to Chinese students’ integration both economically and socially. A number of studies have noted the importance of language skills for migrants’ integration (e.g., [66,67]). According to earlier research, the conclusion always seems to be that international graduates who wish to stay in Finland cannot easily find suitable jobs due to their limited Finnish language skills (see for instance [47]). One of the interviewees said:




Finnish language is one of the main obstacles. Taking some Finnish language course can never qualify you to do what a Finnish native can do.



(Female, statistics)





Since most students came to study in Finland in English-taught programs, this research found that the majority of the students had not yet acquired fluent Finnish skills to enable them to work in Finnish before graduation. Among all the interviewees who participated in this research, only two people spoke relatively fluent Finnish and they were able to work in Finnish—both of them majored in Finnish studies during their bachelor’s studies. However, contrary to the traditional view that Finnish is the major obstacle to their economic integration, some interviewees argued that being able to work in English was enough. For instance, one of the interviewees said:




If you ask 100 Chinese people who are working in highly skilled positions in Finland, I believe most of their working language would be in English. Maybe 60 to 70 percent of them use English at work. I can only say that if you know Finnish, it helps you to understand their ideas, local and corporate culture as well as society, which will be a plus, but it is not a decisive factor.



(Female, higher education)






Another interviewee also expressed similar ideas:






Interviewer: When you say they have good language skills; do you mean Finnish or English language skills?






Interviewee: When I say language, I mainly mean English. Because as a foreigner, when you are trying to find a job in Finland, I think most of the people will be mainly working in English. Whether your Finnish is good or not is not the decisive factor. Your English, even though not perfect, must be clear and lucid when you try to express yourself. You need to be able to use English to express in-depth thoughts. […] Because no matter how good your Finnish is, it will never be as good as Finns, right?



(Female, marketing)





	(2)

	
Job-related skill and field







Several interviewees expressed their opinion that being highly skilled in a field that is highly demanded in the Finnish labor market might be more important for job seeking than investing all the efforts to study Finnish. For instance, several interviewees mentioned that being highly competent in technical fields such as data analytics and programming often open doors for many job positions. In addition, one interviewee mentioned that there seems to be a lack of nurses and care workers in Finland. For instance, one interviewee from an IT background expressed the opinion that his job-related skills were far more important than his knowledge of the local language.




I think if you are good enough in your (major-related) skills, you can find a job anywhere. […] For us who study computer science, even if we are facing someone who does not speak English, we can still read each other’s code, right? That is why even if I learn Finnish really well, if I am not good enough in my professional skill, I still cannot find any job.



(Male, computer science)





Clearly, this research shows that in a non-Anglophone country, both the local language, Finnish, and also English mediate the students’ integration to different extents. Furthermore, the findings of this research challenge the traditional view that lack of Finnish skills is the major barrier that prevents students from becoming employed. Since the international graduates are competing in the highly skilled labor market, their skills may often be the most valuable asset to be competitive in the Finnish job market, while Finnish language skills may be an additional advantage.



As more and more Finnish companies and institutions are operating internationally, English is more and more accepted as a working language. Thus, it may be advisable for students to explore the local job market situation to see which sectors have higher demand for international workers so that they can set clear goals for their careers and strategies for their future employment.



	(3)

	
Family reunion concerns







Another difficulty for integration and long-term settlement in Finland mentioned by some of the interviewees was concern about family unification with their parents. Currently, the Finnish immigration policy only recognizes nuclear family, which consists of spouses and their children. However, many Chinese overseas students will face the challenge of taking care of their parents when they are older if they decide to settle down in Finland. Once of the interviewees said:




If Finland hopes that more outstanding Chinese highly skilled workers will settle in Finland, how those people can take care of their parents if they decide to live here is a big issue. Because we are the single-child generation. According to the current migration policy in Finland, our parents cannot come to live here. They can only come every year for a maximum of three months. When we are still young, it is not a problem. But what are we supposed to do if we are older and our parents need to be taken care of extensively? Then we have to give up (living here) ultimately, right? Because Chinese parents and children are very close, and as a single child one cannot leave one’s parents at home when they are old. I think that Finland should allow those with permanent residence permits and type A visas to bring their parents here without providing any social benefit. Thus, the children can be reunited with their parents and solve many issues.



(Male, artificial intelligence)





	(4)

	
Communication skills







In addition, some interviewees also mentioned that communication skills are also very important, since they would need to fluently, confidently, and logically ‘sell’ themselves to the employers. After the intercultural adaptation process in university, it is also very important for the students to be confident to express themselves in various multicultural settings, since the students are expected to work in multi-cultural work environments or international projects that they would need to act as a cross-cultural communication bridge. One interviewee said:




I think some students are not good at communicating or expressing themselves. They have a lot of ideas but do not know how to express logically with key points. Another issue is that many people are not confident with themselves. They always feel they are not good enough, or think that other people will discriminate against them. […] But those people who found jobs are basically very confident and self-assured.



(Female, MBA)






4.1.2. Societal Factors


	(1)

	
Unequal work opportunities







From the interviews it is clear that, besides individual factors, there are also societal factors that contribute to the students’ difficulties with integration. Many interviewees said that they did not feel that they had the same opportunities and access to valuable resources (such as job opportunities) as the native Finns. Some positions might require job holders to speak fluent Finnish, which in some ways can be used to exclude foreigners. When asked about equality of job opportunity for foreigners, almost all the participants said that they did not think they had the same opportunities for finding jobs or promotion as native Finns, one of the interviewees said:




Interviewer: Do you think we have the same opportunities for finding jobs and for promotion like Finns?






Interviewee: For sure we don’t have the same opportunities (for finding jobs and job promotion). You have to be much better than the Finns, and not just a little bit better. For the same job, if a Finn can do it, you need to be much better (in doing it), and bring much more value, this is obvious. (There is) inequality in finding job opportunities, and also seeking for promotion. Although theoretically, this is an equal society, but in reality, it is not equal. Finding job opportunities (for foreigners) is the biggest challenge.



(Male, signal processing)





Some interviewees aiming at an academic career expressed similar feelings of exclusion from opportunities in academia:




For instance, when they try to recruit people, and if you are more or less at the same level as other, Finnish applicants, who do you think they would recruit? Of course, a native Finn. If your Finnish is not good enough so that you can use it fluently to teach, then of course they would consider Finns, because most of their students are still Finnish students. Of course, the native people will have more advantage. […] Unless you have something extra to bring than the Finns, right? Unless you are really good at doing research. Otherwise why would they hire you and set up English-taught courses (instead of Finnish-taught courses) due to the fact that you are hired here.



(Female, mathematics)





Since it only recently changed from a country of emigration to immigration, preference and trust for hiring from the native population is quite common. Finnish and EU legislation also clearly stipulate that the member states’ employers should first consider hiring local people, then EU citizens, and finally non-EU citizens if they are not able to find people of satisfactory qualification in the local job market [68]. It is also due to linguistic and cultural concern, because although people can speak English, communication would still be easier and more efficient in Finnish. Thus, unless the work environment strongly demands internationalization, many jobs will prioritize the hire of Finnish people. For instance, one interviewee said:




I submitted a lot of applications, but I rarely got any interviews, only one in a year. I went to the university careers service and they said my resumé was impeccable. I think, to be honest, even for technical jobs, they would still prefer to hire natives to work in Finnish. Because if they speak the same language, the work efficiency will be much higher. That is why even if your resumé is so outstanding, your project experience is richer, and your grades are good, they would still not hire you, and finding a job depends purely on luck. If their team are not all Finnish, if they have one foreigner and they begin to work in English, then they wouldn’t mind hiring another one.



(Male, computer science)





	(2)

	
Foreigners fill in niche job market







Several interviewees mentioned that highly skilled foreigners tend to fill the niche job market that native Finns either do not want to do, or are not skilled enough to do. Another interviewee also shared the same feeling of marginalization. It seems that from her point of view, some of the recruitment practices only favor Finnish applicants, and foreigners have less chance except by filling in a market niche that native people are not interested in. It seems that such recruitment practices can both result from a linguistic and cultural preference that the employers prefer to work in their native language and with people from similar cultural background. She said in the interview:




I don’t think that I have the same opportunities for finding jobs/seeking promotion as the native Finns. It seems that we can only work in the fields where the native Finns are not interested to work. For example, statistical analysis seems to be one of my limited options. And this field attracts few, if any, Finnish educational researchers. I based my assumption on some real experiences. […] In one of the international projects that I got to know at its start, there was a vacant post-doc position which seemed to me very relevant to my husband. When I suggested his name to the project director, he said clearly that this position cannot be offered to a non-Finnish researcher.



(Female, education)





However, another interviewee expressed her understanding for such practice, since recruiting foreigners might impose unforeseeable costs and risks for the Finnish employers, including the added communication costs for using English instead of Finnish for internal communication. Lack of an existing multicultural working environment also makes employers hesitant towards hiring foreigners. She shared her opinion on the potential conditions under which Finnish employers would like to hire a foreign worker:




On many occasions, when they want to recruit a foreigner such as a Chinese student, there must be at least three reasons. First, either they want to get into the Chinese market and they need someone who understands the Chinese market and culture, right? Second, because this person can bring extra value (more than the Finns). Third, it’s because they have such a policy that the project itself requires hiring people of international background. Otherwise, they wouldn’t just hire a foreigner (over a local person).



(Male, MBA)





	(3)

	
Career development glass ceiling







In addition to unequal opportunities to find jobs due to employers’ strong preference for native people, many interviewees also mentioned that they were concerned about their career development in Finland, since they already see the career development glass ceiling if they plan to remain in Finland. For many PhDs who are conducting research in Finland, the scarce chance for obtaining a permanent position is a huge disadvantage for their future career development. For instance, one interviewee said:




There are limitations for career development in Finland, since it is a small country with limited job opportunities. Many positions, you cannot make it unless you are a Finn. […] As you see, university professors are almost all Finns. Rarely any foreigner makes it to professor, no matter how good you are. Or even if you are a professor, you cannot make it to department head, dean, or university rector. The local societal structure already determined that those positions are only for Finns. And if you look at many Chinese’s professions, they are obviously just low-level technical migrant workers, right? Rarely do they make it to the managerial level in Finnish companies. This is an invisible glass ceiling. For people with ambition, this is a huge set-back.



(Male, computer vision)






Another interviewee also expressed similar opinion:






For instance, one of the professors at the university once said to me that finding a tenure track position (after completing a doctorate) is likely to be exclusively reserved for Finns. Alternatively, he suggested selecting a post-doc position because for this option there are some organizations that can support non-Finnish applicants.



(Female, mechanical engineering)





In addition to career development glass ceiling, several doctoral student interviewees mentioned that there is lack of opportunity for them to develop their career during their studies. Since teaching skills are often required for finding jobs, their current host institutions do not open enough English-taught courses for them to teach. One interviewee said:




I tried many times to ask my faculty whether I could teach some courses, but I never got any opportunity to teach any course in the faculty. But the other Finnish doctoral researchers seemed to have no problem finding courses to teach.



(Female, medicine)





	(4)

	
Uncompetitive salary/award for high-skilled talent







Some interviewees also said the high tax system and high living cost resulted in lower salary for high-skilled talent in comparison to other regions in the world, such as North America and East Asia. Since Finland is a high welfare state, the tax imposed on salary is therefore relatively high compared to other countries. Meanwhile, some interviewees also said the reward system for highly skilled talent who have high research output is also limited.





4.2. Social Integration


	(1)

	
Lack of deep contact







A lot of the interviewees recognized the importance of having Finnish friendship contacts and networks if they really wanted to stay and integrate into the local society. However, they also described the difficulties of establishing deeper friendships or contacts with local people. One of the interviewees said:




I think it’s not so easy to become friends with Finns. Because not everyone is so open-minded that they would like to be friends with you. Sometimes they would only say hi if you meet in the neighborhood or something. Even if you have a job here, like (someone’s name), but how many of your Finnish colleagues can become friends to have further contact after work, right? I think, first of all, there is a cultural difference. Second, you might need to have something in common with them, like a common hobby. And especially for us it is quite difficult to find a job. So, if you don’t have a job, your social network is quite narrow.



(Female, sociology)





	(2)

	
Lack of professional network







Despite the difficulties, the participants emphasized the importance of forming networks with local people as they open doors for the interviewees to understand local culture, establish contacts, and potentially find job opportunities in the host society:




I often receive a lot of invitations to networking events. I know that a lot of Chinese are not interested in joining those networking events. They feel uncomfortable about it. In fact, from participating in those events, I got a lot of useful networks. Those are things that help you to sow the seeds for your future in this society.



(Male, media studies)





This study also confirms that having a local social network will help students alleviate their loneliness and homesickness as suggested by earlier research [59]. Having someone who could recommend them for certain job positions sometimes is much more useful than submitting their job applications online. One of the interviewees said that she managed to find a job due to a recommendation from her Finnish work mentor, who put her in touch with another employer through the mentor’s personal network. One of the interviewees stressed the importance of reaching out proactively to the local society. She said:




If you decided to stay in Finland, then you must proactively integrate into Finnish society. Finnish people are like ‘Jing Fen’ (“jingfen”, or “spiritually Finnish,” a term that became popular on the Chinese internet, which is inspired by a comic from Finland called “Finnish Nightmares,” describing the kind of people who prefer minimal social contact and avoid social situations), right? They will not actively seek to establish contact with you, if you don’t try to communicate with them, you will never integrate. For me, there are two ways to integrate: The first is to study this country’s language and culture. I started learning Finnish myself and to subscribe to the local Helsinki newspaper. In the beginning, I was reading an English version of that Helsinki paper. It gave me a lot of help to understand what was happening in Finnish society. I have continuously subscribed to this newspaper for around two years. It helps me to learn the language and to study Finnish culture. The second is that I try to establish networks with the local society. For a foreigner, there are so many difficulties to overcome, like finding jobs, going to see doctors, giving birth to children. If you do not ask other people to help, nobody will help you. […] Previously, I was working part-time for my employer, and established good networks and gained their trust. That is how I got the job that I am doing now.



(Female, education)






4.3. Potential Measures for Improvement


	(1)

	
Mentality and attitude







One interviewee mentioned having a proactive attitude, self-confidence, and other valuable qualities that the individuals can adopt can help to improve their chances of being employed:




Those who can find jobs, first they must be brave enough (not afraid to lose face) to some extent, and second, have good language skills, be confident and honest. Or they have some good friends to recommend them, or they have done a lot of voluntary jobs without payment.



(Male, law)





	(2)

	
Entrepreneurial job-seeking approach







Although faced with many uncertainties and difficulties in finding jobs and potential discrimination in the Finnish labor market, one of the interviewees still said that she thought an individual’s effort and determination to create a position for themselves is quite important for their own integration in Finland. She provided a potential strategy for those who are struggling to integrate, especially into the labor market:




I think when you met difficulties in (finding jobs), first, you must not avoid the problem. Second, you should not just complain every day about the social injustice or unequal opportunities for foreigners. You should just face the situation and find solutions. Don’t overlook the power of habit. [...] I have another idea (for those who want to stay here): Even if some companies they do not have a specific position to open the market in China, and do not want to be international, I think you should have an entrepreneurial spirit to create positions for yourself. You can give them some ideas and lead them to think that they need to develop in Japan or Korea or China. When they see the potential value of your capability (to open up the Chinese market), maybe they will be able to provide a position for you to try. […] I think when there is no suitable position, you need to create the position yourself. […] I think that a strong will and determination are very important.



(Female, higher education)





	(3)

	
Internationalization of Finnish work environment







Some interviewees also mentioned that if Finnish society is to retain more global talent, it is not enough that they try to teach Finnish to newcomers. For highly skilled workers, they might also be highly mobile that they can also find work in other places around the world. Finnish society and working environment should also change to become more multicultural and use English so that they can make the newcomers feel at home. He said in the interview:




I think Finland needs to cultivate a more multicultural environment for highly skilled migrants and all the people. It is not enough that they only just provide Finnish courses for foreigners. I think a multi-cultural environment is seriously lacking in Finland. A lot of things and information are too oriented or focused on serving Finnish people, because a lot of information is only available in Finnish. But, they realized that if this country is to develop itself, it cannot only rely on Finnish, it needs new blood to enter into its system. Then how do you make those newly arrived people feel at home? I think they should convert more content into English and use English more often in meetings for the international employees.



(Male, electric engineering)







5. Conclusions


This article demonstrates that as more and more countries are transitioning to a knowledge-based society and environmentally sustainable economy, attracting and retaining international students as global talent for boosting innovation rank high on the national agenda. International graduates have the linguistic and socio-cultural competences from both host and home countries, and are potentially an important link in building and sustaining a transnational innovation ecosystem. However, the paradox persists when it comes to practice at the local and institutional level. As the case study based on Chinese students’ economic and social integration clearly illustrates, Chinese students face a number of challenges in their economic and social integration if they plan to remain in the local Finnish society after graduation. First, from an individual perspective, Finnish as the local language poses a significant challenge to their integration since most students came to study on English-taught programs and thus did not acquire fluent Finnish before graduation, while many employers would prefer to hire workers capable of working in Finnish. Lacking professional networks, which potentially result from lack of social integration with the local people, also led to difficulties in finding jobs among the interviewees. As the one-child generation, they also faced the concerns of a restrictive immigration policy preventing them from bringing their aged parents to take care of if they decided to settle down in the host society. Second, from a societal perspective, Finnish society and also employers are yet to become more open and multicultural to incorporate more foreigners into the Finnish working environment. Most of the interviewees reported not having the same access as native Finns to job opportunities or promotion. Such structural exclusion and marginalization of foreign highly educated workers may detract from such workers’ desire to remain in the host society, and jeopardize the national strategy of retaining global talent.



This research identified three implications for students and other stakeholders: First, given the discussion on the language issue above, is it better for students to invest time and effort in acquiring skills highly valued in the labor market or in learning the local language? There seems to be no definite answer to this question, since the labor market demand is contextual and varies from one field to another. However, the interviews in this research suggest that, as highly skilled migrants, the students’ job-related skills may be their most important asset with which to compete in the local job market. However, having local language skills besides their mother tongue and being fluent in English will undoubtedly be an advantage in their job seeking processes.



Second, while the students encountered numerous challenges during their integration processes, the current study suggests that the students may need to be more proactive and innovative in their economic integration strategies. This finding is consonant with the research by Cai (2014), which suggests that Chinese students can adopt an entrepreneurial job-seeking approach, that a job-seeker make proposals to potential employers by identifying their needs and utilizing their own special skills and talents to create a position for themselves. Besides possessing the hard skills, the students’ soft skills, such as being confident, honest, and cooperative team players, can also play an important role in enhancing their economic integration.



Third, given the various societal barriers faced by Chinese students during their integration, should HEIs and local employers become more multi-cultural to accommodate and retain the global talent? As the present study suggests, integration should be a bi-directional process entailing migrant and host societies’ mutual adaptation, both as individuals and as groups. The present findings suggest that Chinese students still face a certain degree of exclusion, not only from potential academic opportunities in the host HEIs, but also from the labor market and society more generally. As Finnish society is becoming increasingly aware of the importance of training and retaining international students as global talent, it can be argued that demanding that only the newcomers ‘integrate’ is not enough. The host environment (nation-states and organizations) also need to be more open and multiculturally oriented to enhance these highly skilled individuals’ capacities to integrate and innovate. By creating an institutional or societal environment that is open to hiring and promoting people from diverse ethnic and cultural backgrounds to work together, global talent (such as the Chinese students) will be encouraged to utilize their transnational capital and innovative capacity to make a greater contribution.



The findings of this study also suggest that Chinese students’ economic and social integration are mutually supportive. Those Chinese students willing to reach out from their comfort zone to meet more local people and obtain more professional opportunities may also have better chances of finding job opportunities in the host society after graduation. It is also clear that those students with work experience in the local society also have opportunities to expand their social networks with the host natives. Overall, international students’ economic and social integration is not only a crucial step in their entry into the local society, but also an attractive opportunity for hosting organizations and employers to build multicultural environments that can potentially enhance their productivity and build future sustainable development.



The present research will hopefully be useful for understanding the economic and social integration of Chinese students overseas, especially in the contexts of non-Anglophone countries. Despite its significance, it focuses only on Chinese students in the interviews conducted for this research. To further understand how to better retain international graduates, more studies on Chinese and other groups of international students in similar societal contexts should be conducted to corroborate the present findings. Further research is also needed to include the voices of employers, managerial staff of HEIs, and policymakers in order to assess their understanding and strategies for retaining highly qualified graduates. Finally, since the broad concept of integration for international students has the potential to include academic integration and cultural integration (cross-cultural learning), given the findings presented here, it would be useful to apply quantitative or mixed methods research to ascertain the extent to which these factors are primarily connected with students’ integration.
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Table 1. Analysis categorization system and coding.






Table 1. Analysis categorization system and coding.










	Main Themes
	
	Coding





	Economic Integration
	Individual factors
	● Language issues



	
	
	● Job-related skill and field



	
	
	● Family reunion concern



	
	
	● Communication skills



	
	Societal factors
	● Unequal work opportunity



	
	
	● Career development glass ceiling



	
	
	● Uncompetitive salary/award system for high-skilled talent



	
	
	● Foreigners fill in niche job market



	Social Integration
	
	● Lack of deep contact



	
	
	● Lack of professional network



	Measures for Improvement
	Individual
	● Mentality and attitude



	
	
	● Entrepreneurial job-seeking approach



	
	Structural
	● Internationalization of Finnish work environment
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