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International graduate employability is a highly discussed topic as more people 
become internationally educated. Theoretically, the employability perspective of 
international graduates remains relatively unexplored.  To answer calls for 
additional international graduate employability research and to extend Bourdieu’s 
theory of capital, capital building and employability of international graduates is 
studied through the Finnish context using the research question: “How is capital 
being formed throughout the duration of international graduates’ host country 
degrees and how does this impact employability in Finland?” This empirical 
context is of interest because in Finland, there is a need for international graduates 
to continue working in the country after graduation.  Therefore, there is a 
theoretical and empirical need to understand how international graduates build 
capital throughout their degrees to aid in their employability.   
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1 INTRODUCTION  

As the world becomes more global, the discussion surrounding international graduate 

employability becomes increasingly important.  The number of international students has 

been on the rise, with OECD (2022) reporting a 70% increase of international students 

between the years 2000-2021. In Finland alone, the number of international students 

increased 54% in one year, from 4,595 study residence permits granted in 2021 to 7,060 in 

2022 (Migri, 2022).  However, these international students will not stay students for long, 

as after graduation they will transition to international graduates and will become 

available for employment.  According to OECD (2022), international students are 

regarded as a group of “pre-integrated” migrants due to their host country degrees and 

familiarity with the host country.  Due to this, this group becomes a valuable talent pool 

for host countries to retain and employ following their graduation as they are viewed as 

“ideal immigrant candidates” (Han et al., 2022, p.163) by host countries.  For example, in 

research regarding international graduate retention in Canada (Esses et al., 2018), it is 

noted that Canada views international students as the “ideal source of skilled immigrants” 

(p.2) and has made positive policy changes in order to reflect this view.  However, 

completing a degree in a host country does not automatically guarantee employability in 

a host country, as there are many other factors at play which influence an international 

graduate’s employability.     

 

Employability is both an individual responsibility (Fugate et al., 2004; Hillage & Pollard 

1998) while also reliant on external market demands (Forrier & Sels, 2003; Berntson et al., 

2006).  In the skilled migrant context, barriers to employability have been researched 

including liability of foreignness (Fang et al., 2013), skill paradox between skilled 

migrants and locals (Dietz et al., 2015), and network building (Al Ariss & Syed, 2011).  For 

international graduates in particular, employability outcomes are impacted at micro, 

meso (organizational), and macro levels (Han et al., 2022).  What contributes to 

employability has been highly studied and has resulted in employability frameworks 
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(Hillage and Pollard, 1998; Fugate et al., 2004; Sullivan and Al Ariss, 2019).  In these 

frameworks, the concepts of human and social capital are included in two models (Fugate 

et al., 2004; Sullivan and Al Ariss, 2019) while the concepts of assets and deployment are 

presented by Hillage and Pollard (1998).  To extend on these concepts, Al Ariss and Syed 

(2011) studied capital building of skilled migrants through Bourdieu’s theory of capital, 

thus expanding on skilled migrant capital research which had primarily focused on 

human capital alone.  Bourdieu’s theory of capital brings attention to other forms of 

capital in addition to economic, including cultural, social, and symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 

2018a; Bourdieu, 2018b).  However, this theory has not yet been used to study skilled 

migrants extensively, including international graduates.  As international graduates 

participate in capital building throughout the duration of their degrees, using Bourdieu’s 

theory to extend the discussion on capital building and employability would in turn 

extend the usage of this theory into new domains and contexts.  

 

With nearly half of international students planning to leave Finland after graduation 

(YLE, 2023a), the study of employability and capital building comes at a critical time for 

international graduate retention in Finland.  In this study, international graduate 

employability and capital building is examined using the research question “how is 

capital being formed throughout the duration of international graduates’ host country 

degrees and how does this impact employability in Finland”.  This study focuses on 

international graduates who have completed or are in their final stage of completing 

their degree in Finland and have subsequently decided to stay in Finland following 

graduation.    

1.1 Research Gap  

While skilled migrant employability has been highly researched as a general group, a 

distinct category remains relatively unexplored: the perspective of international 
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graduates.  International graduates are those who have studied in and continue to work 

in their host country.  Han, Gulanowksi, and Sears (2022) provide a systematic review 

of international graduate workforce integration which draws attention to the different 

disciplines, themes, and findings of literature in this domain.  However, the 

employment and workforce integration of international graduates has not been 

extensively studied (Han et al., 2022), despite its complexities as its own group.  This 

perspective is unique as international graduates are not necessarily new to a host 

country, but they do not possess the same benefits as long-term residents or citizens.  

This group has a distinctly different experience from both international students and 

highly skilled migrants as they have been in their host country for long enough to build 

capital, integrate, and gain an understanding of employability in the host country.  In 

addition, the distinct category of international graduate has narrow specifications of 

either having completed or having nearly completed their host country degrees, a 

distinct difference from international students who are at various, unspecified stages of 

their student life.  By further exploring international graduates and answering calls for 

additional research in workforce integration, this study will research the intersection of 

international graduate employability and capital building. 

1.2 Context and Relevancy  

Using Bourdieu’s theory of capital, employability and capital building of international 

graduates, a subcategory of skilled migrants, can be studied through the Finnish 

context.  The exploration of different forms of capital can provide a deeper 

understanding of the capital building that takes place while an individual completes 

their degree, as well as their perceptions of employability in Finland.  The Finnish 

context is especially relevant as YLE (2023a) reported that nearly half of surveyed 

international degree students studying in Finland were planning to leave the country 

after graduation.  This conversation surrounding international graduate retention in 
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Finland coincides with the conversation regarding Finland’s need for recruiting 

international talent.  A study by Etla Economic Research Institute reported that 

immigration in Finland needs to be tripled in order to ensure a stable labour force (YLE, 

2023b).  As such, studying international graduate capital building can provide a better 

understanding of international graduates’ perceptions of employability in Finland, as 

well as capital building types and mechanisms throughout their degrees.  By studying 

international graduates that have been studying in Finland for at least one and a half 

years, it allows for sufficient time in the country to both build capital and gain an 

understanding of employability in Finland.   Investigating these complexities within the 

Finnish context provides practical insight for Finnish educational institutions, 

employers, and policymakers as it aids in the understanding of student efforts and 

perspectives, and can be used to inform future programming, recruitment, and country-

wide policies.  

1.3 Study Contributions 

This study makes three contributions to employability literature.  First, this study 

provides a new framework for capital building and employability which demonstrates 

the perceptions of employability, common types of capital built by international 

graduates throughout their degrees, and the mechanisms deployed for building capital.  

This provides an examination of how capital building and employability interact, as well 

as how perceptions of employability  are formed in host countries.  Second, it extends 

employability literature on international graduates, an under-studied group in skilled 

migrant research.  This comes at a time when additional research on international 

graduates and employability has been called upon (Han et al., 2022).  Finally, it extends 

the theoretical lens of Bourdieu’s theory of capital by studying it alongside employability.  

Bourdieu’s theory is used to demonstrate how capital is built throughout the duration of 
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international graduates’ host country degrees and its subsequent impact on perceptions 

of employability in Finland.   

1.4 Thesis Structure 

The structure of this thesis is as followed.  In Chapter 1, the research question and context 

are introduced, along with previous research, study contributions, and the research gap 

this study intends to fill.  In Chapter 2, the theoretical framework of the thesis is 

introduced.  The phenomenon of employability is discussed generally and in the context 

of skilled migrants, along with skilled migrant capital building .  The study’s theory – 

Bourdieu’s theory of capital - is formally introduced and subsequently discussed through 

the lens of employability. The study’s Finnish context is also introduced. Chapter 3, the 

data and methodology section, discusses qualitative research before moving into the 

study method and data collection specifications.  The analysis and findings are presented 

in Chapter 4.  In Chapter 5, the study’s main theoretical and practical contributions will 

be highlighted.  At the end of Chapter 5, study limitations and future research avenues 

are discussed. 
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2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

In this chapter, each study section is introduced, reviewed, and synthesized.  The 

phenomenon of employability is defined, and its various dimensions are discussed.  

Employability in the context of skilled migrants and international graduates is discussed 

through underemployability, liability of foreignness, and capital building.  Following this, 

the study’s theoretical lens, Bourdieu’s theory of capital, is introduced along with each 

form of capital – cultural, social, economic, and symbolic.  Finally, employability through 

the lens of capital building is discussed, including a model for exploring capital building 

and employability.  Finally, a current model is introduced based on current literature.   

2.1 Employability 

2.1.1 Definition 

The concept of employability has been widely interpreted by many scholars leading to 

various definitions and components added, ranging from the mentioning of job search 

(Van Hooft et al., 2021), relevant skills and abilities (Fugate et al., 2004), labour market 

conditions (Forrier & Sels, 2003), and its contingencies on external variables from 

gender, age, and ethnicity to networks, career aspirations, and job experience (Harvey, 

2001).  These interpretations are a result of the term employability being used and 

studied in various subject areas such as migration, education, economics, and public 

policy.  However, what most researchers tend to agree on is the definition from Hillage 

and Pollard (1998) that states employability is “the ability to realize potential through 

sustainable employment” (p.24).  It is important to note that employability is different 

and more complex than employment, as the latter refers only to having a job, whereas 

employability encompasses individual, organizational, and societal factors at play 

(Fugate et al., 2021).  In addition, employability does not guarantee employment, but 

rather it increases an individual’s chances of employment (Fugate et al., 2004).  
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2.1.2 Determinants of Employability 

The concept of employability can be further broken down into two dimensions: internal 

and external.  The internal dimension focuses on individual aspects such as knowledge, 

skills, and abilities (Fugate et al., 2004) that are in control of the individual.  Rather than 

employability being the sole responsibility of an employer, individuals are also 

responsible for acquiring the specifications needed by employers (Fugate et al., 2004; 

Hillage & Pollard, 1998).  In contrast, the external dimension focuses on employability 

as something outside of an individual’s control, instead viewing it as a consequence of 

labour market factors such as current job demand (Forrier & Sels, 2003) and local 

markets (Berntson et al., 2006).  These dimensions show how employability can be 

influenced by multiple factors, rather than being purely in the control of the individual 

or employers alone.    

Hillage and Pollard (1998) presented four components of employability: assets, 

deployment, presentation, and the interplay of personal and external circumstances. 

Since then, many researchers have also developed frameworks around employability 

through the examination of various conceptualizations of the concept.  For example, 

Fugate et al. (2004) has introduced a three-dimension model of employability, including 

career identity, social and human capital, and personal adaptability.  To build upon this 

framework, Sullivan and Al Ariss (2019) expanded the model to five-dimensions, 

including career motivation, human capital, social capital, identities, and personality.  

Other models have been constructed to show employability as a process (Forrier & Sels, 

2003), employability skills (UKCES, 2009), and employability development (Dacre Pool 

& Sewell, 2007).  While some of these frameworks and models were built with different 

study groups in mind, they have all expanded the initial framework from Hillage and 

Pollard (1998).  These frameworks have also introduced different dimensions to extend 

employability research, with human capital and social capital frequently appearing as 

key employability dimensions.   
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2.1.3 Human and Social Capital 

In employability research, both human capital and social capital are extensively studied.  

Human capital is an individual’s knowledge, abilities, and skills (Becker, 1994).  Becker 

(1994) states that education and skill development are important human capital 

investments, especially as education is a direct predictor of financial success (Judge et 

al., 1995).  Gaining and maintaining social networks, also known as social capital, is also 

important as it can promote career-related benefits at both the individual and 

organizational level (Fugate et al., 2004; Seibert et al., 2001; Wolff & Moser, 2009).  

Fostering social networks can enhance employability, especially through benefits such 

as advocacy, introductions, and mentoring (Van Hoye et al., 2009).  Even utilizing weak 

social ties can be beneficial, as Granovetter (1973) mentions that weak ties may have 

access to different information than our stronger networks.  The benefits of this are 

especially beneficial for job information (Granovetter, 1973).  However, because the 

mere possession of a social network is not a direct guarantee to resources (Adler & 

Kwon, 2002), it is up to the individual to successfully utilize their networks in order to 

gain from them.   

2.1.4 Synthesis  

The broad concept of employability has been defined, interpreted, and studied 

differently depending on the lens of the subject area and the context of the study.   The 

distinction between employability and employment shifts the focus from employment 

to the other internal and external factors which shape and impact employability as a 

whole.  These factors are included in the many employability frameworks, especially 

human and social capital.  Human capital could be considered an internal factor while 

social capital could be viewed as a partially external factor as human capital is a 

product of the individual’s investments, while social capital also relies on people 

outside of the individual’s control.  It is possible that the people within these social 

networks do not provide the employability benefits which the individual would like or 

expects.  Despite this, the individual is still ultimately responsible for forming and 
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nurturing their network, making social capital a partially internal factor as well.  These 

frameworks capture the comprehensive approach to understanding employability, as it 

is not one component alone that contributes to employability.  While various concepts 

and components related to employability have been introduced, the focus of this study 

is on capital in the context of employability.  

2.2 Employability in the Context of International Graduates 

2.2.1 International Graduates 

International graduates are a category of skilled migrants.  Skilled migrants are people 

with university degrees or extensive professional experience who have left their home 

countries in order to seek employment in a different country (Crowley-Henry et al., 

2018).  For skilled migrants, the motivation behind their decision to leave home are 

diverse.  It could be prompted by political and economic unrest, the desire for improved 

lifestyle, or the pursuit of professional or educational opportunities (Carr et al., 2005).  

Whether referred to as skilled immigrants (Dietz et al., 2015) or international migrants 

(Guo & Al Ariss, 2015), these terms are all comparable to studying the population of 

skilled migrants.  Regardless of title, skilled migrants represent the movement of people 

who aim to contribute to their host country using their skills, knowledge, and 

capabilities.  

In international business literature, current skilled migrant research surrounds career 

transitions and employment challenges of skilled migrants who have just recently 

arrived in their host country with the intention to work (e.g., Al Ariss & Syed, 2011; 

Dietz et al., 2015; Zikic, Bonache, & Cerdin, 2010; Tharenou & Kulik, 2020).  However, 

the perspective of international graduates differs from this research and other skilled 

migrants due to their unique length of time in a host country before employment. This 

provides time for international graduates to build capital for employability, a distinct 

difference from other skilled migrants.  International graduates are students who have 
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completed or are nearly finished completing their university degrees in a host country.  

According to OECD (2022), international students are regarded as a group of “pre-

integrated” migrants due to their host country degrees and familiarity with the host 

country and due to this, international graduates become a valuable talent pool for host 

countries to employ.  As such, their employability situation is unique and further 

research is called upon (Han et al., 2022).     

2.2.2 Underemployability 

One dimension of skilled migrant employability is underemployability.  

Underemployability, or downward career transition, can be especially seen when 

comparing skilled migrant and local employability (Fang et al., 2013).  Hajro et al. (2021) 

notes how, for skilled migrants, the increase of skills and education does not mean 

employment will be easier to gain.  While skilled migrants are technically more 

employable as their skills and degrees increase, they are still less likely to find 

employment when compared with locals holding similar skills and qualifications (Dietz 

et al., 2015).  This phenomenon, otherwise known as the skill paradox, is especially 

prevalent in Western countries in order to protect local or ‘native’ skills, and for the 

mere reason that high-skilled job competition is competitive (Dietz et al., 2015).  Both 

reasons discount foreign degrees and skills, subsequently eliminating migrants from 

high-skilled job competitions (Dietz et al., 2015).  This acts an insurance for native 

degree holders as it assures the value and status that their local degrees signal in the 

professional world, in comparison to foreign degrees held by migrants. 

A factor which can contribute to underemployability is the liability of foreignness, 

otherwise known as host country challenges and disadvantages faced by skilled migrants 

(Fang et al., 2013).  Whether it be through the form of hazards of discrimination or 

hazards of unfamiliarity (Luo & Mezias, 2002), skilled migrants can experience the 

liability of foreignness throughout their employment journey, beginning with their job 

search (Harcourt et al., 2008).  For this reason, it can be difficult for skilled migrants to 
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gain new capital as well as deploy current capital available to them.  Instead, skilled 

migrants may need to turn to support within their host countries for degree validation, 

mentorship, language skills, or other necessary activities in order to become more easily 

recognized by host country employers (Risberg & Romani, 2022), and increase 

employability and workforce integration.  

2.2.3 International Graduate Workforce Integration  

A systematic review conducted by Han, Gulanowski, and Sears (2022) identified 16 micro, 

meso, and macro factors that impacted workforce integration of international graduates.  

Cultural knowledge, social network, and work experience were amongst the eight micro 

factors identified which the researchers noted can impact workforce integration and 

employment outcomes.  The meso factors included recruitment/selection practices and 

workplace norms/expectations.  Recruitment and selection practices were identified to 

be significant predictors of graduate employment due to employer perceptions, while 

workplace norms and expectations were identified as a challenge which international 

graduates may face when adjusting to host country workplaces.  Finally, economic 

conditions, one of the identified macro factors, was found to be a key influence for 

international graduates’ decision to leave or remain in their host country.  While all factor 

levels provide insight into employability for international graduates, an emphasis on 

micro factors will be considered in this present study through the discussion of capital 

building.  

2.2.4 Skilled Migrant Capital Building 

Current capital building literature (e.g., Saksela-Bergholm et al., 2019; Peltokorpi & Xie, 

2023) explores how skilled migrants build, maintain, and use capital.  Al Ariss and Syed 

(2011) studied capital mobilization of skilled migrants in the context of Lebanese 

migration to France.  Using the research question “How do skilled migrants from a 

developing country mobilize different forms of capital in their efforts to undertake 

international mobility?” (p. 292), the study drew attention to other forms of capital 
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involved in capital mobilization, as opposed to other studies which had focused 

exclusively on human capital (e.g., Al Ariss, 2010; Beine et al., 2008).  In this study, Al 

Ariss and Syed (2011) used Bourdieu’s theory of capital to study the different ways in 

which skilled migrants’ use their capital, while also using the theory to understand the 

interconnectedness of different forms of capital.  Al Ariss and Syed (2011) found that all 

forms of capital – cultural, social, economic, and symbolic – were utilized throughout 

international mobility.  Cultural capital was mobilized through academic qualifications, 

prior knowledge of the host country, and obtaining visas; Social capital was mobilized 

through personal and professional networks; Economic capital was mobilized through 

economic support personally and professionally; And symbolic capital was mobilized 

through the subjective and symbolic power of each form of capital (Al Ariss & Syed, 

2011).  Using Bourdieu’s theory of capital, international mobility is understood through 

the lens of cultural, social, economic, and symbolic capital, and provides additional 

explanations on how skilled migrants from developing countries use their capital when 

faced with barriers throughout their international career mobility.   

2.2.5 Synthesis  

International graduates are a subcategory of skilled migrants who possess a unique set 

of circumstances and experiences in terms of employability.  Due to their length of time 

in their host countries, international graduates have the ability to build capital to aid in 

their employability.  Based on the above literature on employability, as well as the 

systematic review of workforce integration, different aspects of employability and 

capital building have been identified in the research of skilled migrants, specifically 

international graduates.  Based on the calls for further research on international 

graduate workforce integration by Han, Gulanowski, and Sears (2022), this study 

focuses on employability in the context of capital building using Bourdieu’s theory of 

capital. 
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2.3 Bourdieu’s Theory of Capital 

Bourdieu’s theory of capital, first published in 1986, can be used to further understand 

and explore the intersection of capital and employability.  While economic capital is 

viewed as the primary form of capital, Bourdieu (2018a; 2018b) also introduces the 

presence and effects of cultural, social, and symbolic capital, and its relative relation to 

economic capital (See Figure 1).  In its basic form, capital is described as the result of 

“accumulated labor” (Bourdieu, 2018a, p.15) (i.e., time, skills, and resources) which 

allows both individuals and groups to control social energy.  This plays a crucial role in 

shaping the social world, as social energy is generated through the collective force of a 

group, in this case being society. By understanding the different forms of capital – 

economic, cultural, social, and symbolic – through the greater context of society, its 

explanation for the structure and functioning for international graduates can be better 

understood.  

FIGURE 1 Bourdieu’s Forms of Capital 
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2.3.1 Cultural Capital 

Cultural capital refers to assets such as knowledge, cultural goods, and societal 

recognition which can be used as resources in the social world (Bourdieu, 2018a).  

Cultural capital is accumulated over time and is divided into three states: embodied, 

objectified, and institutionalized.  Embodied state refers to an individual’s mind and 

body as a result of personal investment of time and effort.  The second is the objectified 

state, an external form of cultural capital which refers to cultural goods, objects, and 

media, such as paintings or books.  This form of cultural capital is the only one of the 

three which can be passed down or acquired externally, rather than individually invested 

in.  Third is the institutionalized state which is the formal societal recognition of cultural 

capital.  Bourdieu (2018a) mentions that this state of cultural capital has standardized 

value as it provides “legally guaranteed qualifications” (p.20).  An example of formal 

recognition of cultural capital in society is the recognition of academic titles and 

qualifications, such as Medical Doctor, Doctor of Philosophy, or Juris Doctor, which are 

acknowledged and highly regarded across various societal contexts.  

 

The impact of cultural capital extends beyond the individual.  Bourdieu (2018a) also 

explained how, due to individuals with higher cultural capital and thus power, cultural 

capital informs greater societal tastes and aesthetics, including dress, speech, education, 

and intellect.  Due to this, Guillory (1993) argued that cultural capital plays a key role in 

the establishment of class status. However, regardless of how it’s acquired, Bourdieu 

(2018a) emphasizes that cultural capital takes time to acquire and to form.  Whether it be 

through the internal time investment of learning or through the external acquisition of 

cultural goods, cultural capital is noted to be an investment that only the investor can be 

primarily responsible for, as personal effort, learning, and societal recognition through 

academic qualifications and titles cannot be passed down.   

 

Cultural capital in particular has been widely discussed and criticized.  Sullivan (2002) 

argued that due to the concept’s lack of clear definition, cultural capital has been open to 
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various interpretations.  This creates discrepancies between subject areas in the way they 

define and study the concept.  Cultural capital and class status has been highly discussed 

among scholars, specifically regarding the link between educational attainment and class 

status (i.e., DiMaggio & Mohr, 1985; DiMaggio, 1982; Guillory, 1993; Bourdieu & Passeron 

1990).  Additionally, feminist scholars have had to dissect and develop Bourdieu’s 

cultural capital concept to align better with feminist theory due to androcentrism 

(Laberge, 1995; Skeggs, 2004; McCall, 1992).  

2.3.2 Social Capital 

Bourdieu (2018a) also discussed the concept of social capital, which sheds light on being 

a part of a network and the associated potential resources and benefits that come with 

doing so.  Whether it’s a practical, material, or symbolic relationship, network 

membership provides members with support, knowledge, and recognition (Bourdieu, 

2018a).  This membership gives members credibility, with even the mere mentioning of a 

family name, school affiliation, or political party is enough of a guarantee of capital by 

association alone.  However, social capital is not just something that is handed to network 

members, but rather something that requires investment for maintaining connections 

through time, energy, and economic capital (Bourdieu, 2018a).  Though there is a 

requirement of continuous effort, the benefits of social capital are instrumental in forming 

lasting connections which enable network members to gain valuable resources just by 

being a part of the group.  However, network membership association does not come 

without its risks.  As such, networks must be careful about who is allowed access to the 

group and the rules and conditions required for affiliation (Bourdieu, 2018a).     

 

The functions of social capital have been viewed differently by many scholars.  Similar to 

Bourdieu, Coleman (1988) acknowledged that social capital is utilized for a clear purpose, 

in which it is used as a resource to achieve goals.  However, Coleman (1988) viewed social 

capital as something that impacts the collective group while Bourdieu viewed it as solely 

impacting an individual.  Putnam (1995) shared a similar view as Coleman and expanded 
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on this definition by including the aspects of networks, norms, and trust.  As social capital 

has been defined in many different ways, Hawe and Shiell (2000, p. 873) have commented 

that 

 

Social capital is not “one thing”. It has relational, material and political aspects and 

it may have positive or negative effects. It can refer to both dense and loose 

networks and it takes on a different form depending on whether one is concerned 

with the individual and his or her immediate group membership or the interaction 

between social institutions. 

 

According to Bourdieu’s conceptualization, social capital also has aspects of power 

(Siisiäinen, 2000), especially when considering the possible influence of network 

memberships and its subsequent credibility.  Due to this, Bourdieu’s focus on individual 

advantages differs from later scholarly definitions, such as from Coleman and Putnam, 

which have a more positive outlook on social capital’s impact on the collective.  

2.3.3 Economic Capital 

Intertwined in the discussion of social and cultural capital is economic capital, which can 

be defined as anything that can be converted into money, including property. Bourdieu 

(2018a) draws attention to economic capital through the lens of economic theory and its 

limitations, namely, how it overlooks social and cultural capital in favour of purely profit-

based exchanges.  Fowler (2011) praised Bourdieu for bringing attention to these forms 

of capital which were often overlooked.  Though economic capital can be considered the 

foundational element of other forms of capital, it alone cannot explain the complexities 

of the social world, which is where cultural and social capital also play a crucial role.  

According to Bourdieu (2018a), all forms of capital cannot be adequately reduced to 

economic capital, especially as some forms of capital tend not to be as instantaneous as 

economic capital.  For example, social capital is not acquired instantly but is instead 

honed through long-term effort, time, and consistent development of relationships.  By 
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emphasizing the different forms of capital in conjunction with economic capital, 

Bourdieu expands on the comprehension of cultural, social, and economic capital’s 

interplay and their role in the social world.  

2.3.4 Symbolic Capital 

Later in 1998, Bourdieu expanded on this theory to include symbolic capital, which is 

embedded in all forms of capital.  It is an abstract concept which is not necessarily directly 

observable or expressed.  Bourdieu (2018b) explains that symbolic capital is any form of 

capital whose value can be recognized and given value within a social context.  As 

symbolic capital is a form of cultural currency, it is significant in shaping status and 

contributing to individual power within society.  With power and symbolic capital being 

closely linked, it plays a key role in how other forms of capital are utilized (Al Ariss & 

Syed, 2011).  Legitimacy, authority, and honour are all resources found in symbolic 

capital (Bourdieu, 2018b).  

2.3.5 Synthesis  

Though Bourdieu’s theory suggests that all forms of capital relate back to economic 

capital, the introduction of cultural, social, and symbolic capital draws attention to the 

ways capital can be accumulated, shared, and distributed.  Money, property, and other 

financial gains are not the sole contributor to capital; Skills, knowledge, degrees, social 

connections, and the abstract meaning behind the different forms of capital and their 

resources also contribute to capital.  These forms of capital are interconnected and 

influence capital building in either a positive or negative way.  As an example, if an 

individual has a lot of money (economic capital), they are likely to go to a good school 

(cultural capital), benefit from the reputation of the good school (symbolic capital) and 

have a lot of social connections (social capital), which is likely to lead to good job 

opportunities and thus money (economic capital).  Through this example, the root of 

economic capital can be seen in each form of capital, as well as the significant role of 

each form throughout the general capital-building process.   
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2.4 Employability Through the Lens of Bourdieu’s Theory of Capital 

Various aspects of cultural, social, economic, and symbolic capital can be seen 

individually throughout the discussion of employability, especially through the lens of 

skilled migrants.  By using Bourdieu’s theory of capital to study employability, the 

“what”, “how” and “when and where” of capital building can be further understood.  

Exploring capital building and its role in employability through “what”, “how” and 

“when and where” provides a simplified breakdown of the abstract and oftentimes 

complex topic of capital building (See Figure 2 below).  

FIGURE 2  ”What, How, When & Where” Model 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.4.1 The “What”  

First is the “what” which expands on what capital can be defined as.  Bourdieu’s theory 

offers recognition of non-material resources that impact employability.  It is not solely 

money or degrees that influence employability but also cultural and social resources that 

provide advantages.  For example, more language skills (cultural capital) may provide 

more opportunities for social contacts (social capital) which then provides increased 
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employability opportunities.  By drawing attention to non-material resources, it 

reconsiders how employability is understood.  

2.4.2 The “How” 

The ”how” and “when and where” of capital building and deployment is based off the 

study from Al Ariss & Syed (2011).  In this study, Bourdieu’s theory of capital is used to 

understand capital mobilization of skilled migrants.  Rather than isolating each form of 

capital and studying them individually, Bourdieu’s theory allows for a comprehensive 

understanding on “how” capital is accumulated and deployed (Wilson et al., 2007).  It 

allows room for further explanation about an individual’s employability by taking the 

focus off education and abilities exclusively, and instead shifting it to other factors such 

as social networks (social capital), language skills (cultural capital), or money (economic 

capital).  This allows for a greater understanding of how capital in all forms operates 

independently and interdependently. 

2.4.3 The “When and Where” 

Finally, Bourdieu’s theory can provide an understanding of “when and where” capital is 

built and deployed.  That is, when skilled migrants use their capital and at which levels 

(Syed & Özbilgin, 2009).  The use of Bourdieu’s theory of capital in Al Ariss & Syed’s 

(2011) study deepens the understanding of capital mobilization and the influence of 

micro, meso, and macro contexts on migrant career choices.  This provides a multi-

dimensional understanding of capital and looks at the various levels impacting 

employability, rather than focusing on just one. 

2.4.4 Synthesis and Current Model Introduction 

Dividing capital building and deployment into “what”, “how”, and “when and where” 

breaks down the concept of capital further for a better understanding of how these 

forms of capital relate to and aid in employability.  When considering employability, it 

is likely that education, knowledge, and skills will be considered the most important 



 26 

resources.  Due to this, individuals will spend time building these resources without 

considering that other resources and forms of capital are influential and important as 

well.  However, the analyses of different forms of capital, especially how they co-exist 

and function as a whole, can bring attention to the influence and interconnectedness of 

capital and its role in employability.  As a result, Figure 3 below shows the current 

employability and capital building framework.  This illustrates the current relationship 

between employability and capital building, where the types of capital introduced by 

Bourdieu leads to capital building, ultimately influencing employability. 

FIGURE 3 Current Employability and Capital Building Framework 
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3 DATA AND METHODOLOGY 

This chapter provides a detailed overview of the study’s chosen design, methods, and 

data collection.  Qualitative research is discussed in comparison to quantitative research 

and interpretive qualitative research is introduced.  Throughout this section, 

explanations are also given as to why qualitative research was chosen for this study.   The 

study’s main data collection is discussed in terms of structure, sampling, and participants, 

along with the chosen data analysis, Gioia method.   

3.1 Qualitative Research 

One of the key differences between qualitative and quantitative research methods is the 

interpretation.  While quantitative research is fixed and measurable through numbers 

and statistics, qualitative research is subjective and interpreted through meaning and 

social construction (Merriam, 2002).  Quantitative research’s meaning is derived from 

numbers with minimal space for additional interpretation, whereas qualitative research 

both requires and is built upon this interpretation.  Understanding and assigning 

meaning to experiences and interactions is the main point of interest for qualitative 

researchers as they build their theories from investigating these interpretations in certain 

times and contexts (Merriam, 2002).  However, Elliott (1999) argues that distinguishing 

the difference between quantitative and qualitative research as numerical or 

nonnumerical is not as useful, as there are more distinctive features that separate the two.  

These features include greater emphasis on discovering and understanding phenomena, 

more open and exploratory research questions, more description options, and more 

emphasis on learning something new and unexpected (Elliott, 1999).  Additionally, 

applying qualitative research to studies which have previously used quantitative 

research can allow for more discovery, new views on the phenomenon, and new 

directions for research (Elliott, 1999).  
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Despite the many similarities to quantitative research, there are aspects of qualitative 

research which may contribute to the validity and reliability skepticism, such as using 

data that is not precise or using non-standard techniques (Neuman, 2007).  To overcome 

skepticism, Creswell and Creswell (2017, p. 314) recommend eight different strategies to 

increase validity including triangulation, member checking, using rich descriptions, 

clarifying bias, presenting information that counters study themes, increased field time, 

peer debriefing, external auditing, and using qualitative reliability.  To increase reliability, 

Gibbs (2007) recommends checking transcripts for mistakes, adhering to initial code 

definitions, coordinating coding among team members, and cross-checking coding with 

outside researchers.  The quality of the research can also be increased depending on the 

type of analysis used in a study.  To increase credibility, limitations regarding validity 

and reliability will be addressed in Chapter 5.2, along with the use of the rigorous Gioia 

method for data analysis, which will be explained further in Chapter 3.4. 

 

3.1.1 Interpretive Qualitative Research 

The interpretive qualitative approach is centred around learning an individual’s 

experiences and interactions, and the meaning behind them in a particular context 

(Merriam, 2002).  Patton (2014) mentions that interpretive qualitative approach and 

analysis is about understanding the information presented, rather than using it as a 

prediction for the future.  This means that rather than using research to inform whether 

the same events, experiences, and feelings will happen again in the same or similar 

context, qualitative researchers instead look to get a deeper understanding of the context 

at hand.  While understanding is at the core of interpretive qualitative research, it is not 

at the core of other types of qualitative research.  Lather (1992) explains that there are two 

other overarching emphases - emancipation and deconstruction – which are at the core 

of critical/feminist and postmodern perspectives respectively.  For this study, 

interpretive qualitative research is used as understanding and acquiring more knowledge 

on the topic of employability in Finland is the main research goal.  
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3.1.2 Case Study Approach 

Qualitative research is often chosen when a phenomenon cannot be explained by a 

current theory (Merriam, 2002).  This concentration goes further by choosing which type 

of qualitative approach is used.  When a study is concentrating on one phenomenon, the 

case study approach is often chosen as it allows for an in-depth discovery and analysis 

(Merriam, 2002).  This approach has been used in psychology, sociology, business, and 

education, among other disciplines, to gather a deeper understanding of complex 

phenomena (Yin, 2009).  Using a case study approach allows researchers to investigate a 

phenomenon through real-life events including behaviours, processes, and changes (Yin, 

2009), providing a more comprehensive view of the phenomenon.  Through this 

approach, a wide variety of experiences and situations can be studied and analysed 

within the same context of a phenomenon.  As diverse perspectives are key for this study, 

the case study approach has been chosen to provide deeper knowledge on employability 

of international graduates in Finland.  

3.1.3 Interviews 

In order to study the diverse perspectives of study participants, interviews have been 

chosen as this study’s data collection method.  Patton (2014) mentions that interviews are 

used as a way to collect data that researchers cannot directly observe, such as feelings, 

thoughts, or meanings attached to situations.  As one of the most common methods for 

qualitative data collection, interviews allow researchers to learn more about individual 

experiences and interpretations on the study-specific topic (DiCicco & Crabtree, 2006).  

These interviews can be categorized by unstructured, semi-structured, and structured, 

with semi-structured being the most preferred for qualitative researchers (DiCicco & 

Crabtree, 2006).  As employability and capital building among international graduates in 

Finland is still a relatively new topic, interviews were chosen for this study in order to 

collect rich descriptions of events and perspectives.  Semi-structured interviews in 
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particular also provided an avenue for additional clarification and questioning, as well 

as the ability to go deeper into different themes and experiences that arise. 

Given the study’s topic of employability – which can be a sensitive topic for those 

searching for work – rapport building was viewed as an important part of the interview 

process in order for interviewees to feel comfortable sharing information.  DiCicco and 

Crabtree (2006) describe rapport building as creating a safe space for interviewees to 

share experiences “as they occurred” (p.316).  In light of this, a more informal approach 

to semi-structured interviews was taken in this study, where interview questions and 

themes are woven into the discussion as participants describe their stories of 

employability and capital building in Finland.  Additionally, as I am an international 

graduate myself, the mutual understanding of experiences aided in creating a 

comfortable environment for participants to share their stories.   

3.2 Study Method & Data Collection 

3.2.1 Participant Criteria 

In this study, there are four main criteria regarding participant demographics and 

connection to Finland.  When selecting participants, an emphasis on diverse perspectives 

was integral to understand different experiences within employability and capital 

building.  Investigating different perspectives on the same phenomenon is a common 

qualitative study method known as triangulation which can increase a qualitative study’s 

validity (Creswell & Creswell, 2017, p. 314), as well provide more evidence by 

strengthening the grounding of a theory (Eisenhardt, 1989).  As such, international 

graduates from various industries were interviewed to highlight experiences from 

different educational backgrounds and job fields. In this study, participants were 

required to fit these following criteria: 

 
1. Must have been born outside of Finland; 
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2. Must have come to Finland to study; 

3. Must have completed or are in the final stage of completing a master’s 

degree from a Finnish higher education institution; 

4. Must have employment or are seeking employment in Finland. 

 

In order to find participants who met these criteria, I used LinkedIn, WhatsApp, my own 

network, and referrals.  One of the initial criteria – (3) Must have completed a master’s 

degree from a Finnish higher education institution – was changed to include participants 

who were in their final stage of their master’s degree.  Final stage is defined as finished 

all course work but working on the master’s thesis.  This was changed as master’s 

students may become employed or begin their job search before finishing their thesis.  

Additionally, these participants have lived a reasonable amount of time in Finland, at 

least one and a half years, allowing them time and opportunities to build capital 

throughout their degrees.  Changing this criterion provided a larger range of participants 

and led to greater success in finding participants.  By the end of the study, 11 international 

graduates were contacted and 8 were interviewed (See Table 1).  

3.2.2 Interview Guide and Structure 

All interviews were recorded with transcription.  The duration of the interviews range 

from 31 to 58 minutes.  At the beginning of the interview, participants are asked to share 

their employability experiences in Finland, along with general demographic information 

including home country, age, length of time in Finland, master’s program, and current 

role (if applicable).  After this, the interview moves into the capital building themes.  The 

interview guide follows the themes of cultural, social, and economic capital (See 

Appendix A), all of which are in the context of employability.  While not all topics may 

be covered in an interview, the themes provided a general direction of the interview 

while also allowing for additional topics and experiences to be shared.  Within the theme 

of cultural capital, international background, educational experiences, and Finnish 

language skills are included.  In the social capital theme, participation in networking, 
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mentorships, and student activities are included.  In economic capital, employment and 

additional educational investments during studies are included.  Symbolic capital was 

not directly included as it is an abstract concept found in all forms of capital.  The 

participants can openly share as much detail as they choose to throughout the duration 

of the interview.  Once I observe that all the themes have been discussed, the interview is 

ended. 

 

TABLE 1 Participant Interview Profile 

 

 Home 
Country 

Year of 
Arrival in 
Finland 

Current  
Employment  
Status 

Current  
Master’s  
Student  
Status 

Master’s  
Program in  
Finland 

 

Age Interview 
Type 

Interview 
Duration 
 

Participant A Greece 2021 Unemployed Finishing 
thesis 

MSc in 
International 
Business 

33 In-Person 35 minutes 

Participant B Spain 2021 Unemployed Graduated 
/ Started 
PhD 

MSc in 
Education 

26 In-Person 33 minutes 

Participant C Peru 2021 Employed - 
Permanent 

Graduated MSc in 
Education 

25 Virtual 38 minutes 

Participant D Greece 2020 Employed - 
Contract 

Finishing 
thesis 

MSc in 
Education 

27 In-Person 58 minutes 

Participant E Philippi
nes 

2022 Freelancer Finishing 
thesis 

MSc in Digital 
Marketing 

35 Virtual 48 minutes 

Participant F China 2022 Freelancer Finishing 
thesis 

MSc in 
Language & 
Communicatio
n 

26 In-Person 31 minutes 

Participant G Bosnia 
& 
Herzego
vina 

2022 Unemployed Finishing 
thesis 

MSc in 
Mathematics 

26 In-Person 41 minutes 

Participant H USA 2022 Employed - 
Contract 

Finishing 
thesis 

MSc in 
Languages & 
Communicatio
n 

28 In-Person 36 minutes 
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3.3 Data Analysis 

In the international business and international entrepreneurship disciplines, research is 

advanced through theory development (Magnani & Gioia, 2023).  To develop these 

theories, qualitative researchers tend to use grounded theory approaches in order to gain 

a deeper understanding of different phenomena (Magnani & Gioia, 2023).  Using the 

Gioia Methodology approach to qualitative data analysis ensures that rigor is being met 

while still allowing room for creativity to emerge in sensemaking and creation of new 

concepts (Gioia et al., 2013).  In this study, I used Gioia Methodology to conduct an 

informant-centric analysis by using participants’ interpretations and experiences as the 

basis for new concepts, connections, and theory (Gioia et al., 2013).  Rather than affirming 

existing concepts and leading by theory, the Gioia Methodology allows for new concepts 

to emerge from the data based on participant experience. 

 
In this study, the Gioia Methodology analysis coding has been conducted according to 

Gioia et al. (2013).  In the first step, interview transcripts were coded for common themes 

which emerged from quotations and words.  In the second step, these quotations were 

used to inform the 1st-order categories.  In this step, over 50 1st-order categories were 

identified, a number which Gioia et al. (2013) mentions is not uncommon when first 

beginning the analysis.  However, this was eventually reduced to 21, making it more 

organized.  In the third step, 1st-order categories were organized into 2nd-order themes 

which are more abstract, theoretical in nature, and involve researcher interpretation.  In 

the fourth step, these 2nd-order themes progressed into overarching themes or 2nd-order 

aggregate dimensions.  After the four steps were completed, the data from each step was 

organized into a data structure (see Figure 4) which eventually informed the final 

theoretical framework (FIGURE 5).  While as a researcher I must make sense of the data 

throughout the analysis, the initial coding and 1st-order terms are directly informed by 

participant quotations, with my own interpretations emerging later in the 2nd-order 

themes and aggregate dimensions.  
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4 RESULTS AND FINDINGS 

 

This chapter reports the results of the study’s analysis.  The analysis focused on 

identifying international graduate experiences related to the dimensions of (1) 

perceptions of employability in Finland, (2) types of capital, and (3) capital building 

mechanisms.  Figure 4 is the data structure based on the analysis, while Tables 2, 3, and 

5 show the progression of the data analysis for each aggregate dimension from 

participant quotations to 2nd-order themes.   

FIGURE 4  Data Structure  
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4.1 Perceptions of Employability 

Throughout the duration of their degrees, international graduates have formed their 

perceptions of employability and experiences of employment in Finland.  The analysis 

reflected a lack of trust in the job market and network-driven hiring as perceptions of 

employability, while underemployability, including temporary employment, were 

employment experiences of international graduates.  These are shown in Table 2.  

TABLE 2 Perceptions of Employability 

Illustrative Quotations First-Order Categories Second-Order Themes 

“Even though I am enrolled in a Finnish 
school, even though I have experience... 
work experience within a Finnish 
company, which has a pretty strong 
brand name, it's pretty known. Yeah, it 
doesn't look any easier.” (A) 
 
"So when I saw that it was gonna be 
really hard to get a job as a teacher here in 
Finland, it was really discouraging for me 
in the beginning, and I was starting to 
lose hope” (C) 
 
“I was wondering if because I'm 
international and that makes me 
international graphic designer. 
Sometimes I wonder if… will Finnish 

companies think of that? do they feel “Oh 
we need to Finnish graphic designer so 
they know what kind of designs Finns 
would like”, something like that” (F) 
 
“I tried to kind of ignore all this like 
opinions and comments and try to, you 
know, stay motivated and do everything 
that I could to get employed until I 
actually got this experience myself, that it 
was me and a friend of mine from 
Finland that applied for the same position 
and her degree like was not even relevant 
on to that. But she got an invitation for 
interview, and I didn't… So that was for 
me like so, like disappointing” (D) 
 
“My personal opinion on that is that the 
average company will still select [a] 
Finnish native than an international 
person” (A)  
 

Feeling discouraged during job 
search 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Hiring doubts 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Lack of Trust in the Job Market 
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Illustrative Quotations First-Order Categories Second-Order Themes 

"I think there's a certain level of cultural 
expectations and competencies that they 
believe comes from being a Finn, which 
definitely, you know, you do have certain 
cultural competencies that come into the 
workplace from being a Finn, but then 
when they see foreign applicants, they're 
left in a little bit of a tricky situation 
because they don't know, they don't want 
to risk those cultural competencies that a 
foreign worker is gonna bring in, then 
leaving them a little bit messy [..]” (G) 

 
“ I genuinely don't think [learning 
Finnish] would have made a big difference 
because just my interpretation, I don't 
really think it's a language thing. It's a 
cultural perception thing of you're not 
Finnish, hence I'm not that trusting of your 
capabilities.” (G) 

  
“But even speaking the language, it's 
something that the employer was so like, 
more trust into that, that you know the 
language, you know how our culture here 
works. So that's already something that we 
can base on you that you are local and you, 
in a way, are integrated here” (D) 

   
“[The CEO was] Finnish, but they have 
more than 10 years’ experience living 
abroad in Asia. So, I feel like he has more 
trust in international talent for example” 
(F) 

Perception of trust 

 

“So, if you don't have some personal 
connection within a company as a 
foreigner, then it's a lot harder and the 
people I have met that are foreigners that 
have a good job, it's because they know 
someone there like I haven't met anyone 
that just randomly got a job, you know, 
like you have to know someone.” (H) 

 
“At some point I was told by people […] 
‘if you don't know somebody here, good 
luck. Good luck getting there’” (G) 

 

“[Through] my LinkedIn profile I’m now 
linked to several, not just several, but 
maybe at least 10 people who are 
working in the Finnish community. So, I 
think that's a good boost for me. And 
then with my supervisor, so she could be 
like a character reference for me” (E) 
 
“The advice I got from [an international] 
was like look for jobs where like being a 
foreigner like that is your asset.” (H) 

Importance of personal 
connections 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Utilizing networks 

Network-driven hiring  
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Illustrative Quotations First-Order Categories Second-Order Themes 

“I redesigned [internship company’s] 
brand and the design, their flyers and 
well, designed a lot of things for them 
and which was immediately put into 
use… like immediately. Which was a 
really great experience and opportunity 
for me to practice and all this and that.” 
(F) 
 
“I attended, I think two or three talent 
boost trips. And then I came to know, the 
Regional Coordinator for [Company] […] 
and from there flourished a conversation 
that eventually led to my internship” (E) 
 
“I explored the possibility of having some 
on campus jobs, I asked around teachers. 
And then there was this one faculty 
member that would need some assistance 
with checking off the assignments of his 
students. So that was my first gig with the 
university” (E)   
 
“They are trying to keep the Finnish 
employees much more than they try to 
keep the foreigner ones, okay. Even if a 
person doesn't want the job or doesn't 
like the job they will get, it's more likely 
that they will get like permanent contract 
that people that have been working like 
really hard and they have been proving 
like all the time themselves and you can 
see like how different their work is. And 
they will get like two three weeks 
contract and then five weeks contract and 
I don't know half semester contract. And 
you know, always, living in this kind of 
uncertainty” (D) 
  
“And then they hired me as a nurse, like 
for the nurse position you don't need the 
masters.” (B) 
 
“I think that up to a certain extent there 
that someone would be forced to take one 
of those jobs under paid jobs or short-
term or or temporary or best-case 
scenario, traineeship or an internship, I 
don't know if I would personally do it 
because I do not share the same desire to 
live in Finland…. to keep on living in 
Finland” (A) 
 

Temporary Work 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Contract Work 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Over-Qualification 

 

Underemployability 
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4.1.1 Lack of Trust in the Job Market 

The findings show that participants have a lack of trust towards the job market in Finland 

due to feeling discouraged during their job search, feeling doubts about companies hiring 

internationals, and understanding the importance of trust in the Finnish job market.  

Discouragement was felt during various stages of their job search and by participants of 

various employment levels.  For some participants, this discouragement occurred while 

actively searching for jobs, particularly when receiving minimal replies on their job 

applications.  For other participants, this discouragement was also felt when considering 

the possibility to stay in Finland.  For example, Participant H  noted how they recognized 

early into their studies that it would be difficult to stay in Finland due to lack of job 

opportunities for foreigners, a realization that many participants had as they began their 

job search.   

 

When speaking about their feelings of discouragement, Participants A and E spoke about 

it in conjunction with their previous work experiences and current education.  Both 

participants had work experience in reputable organizations which they assumed would 

be beneficial in helping them find a job, with Participant A noting it has not helped.   Since 

finishing their contract work at a Finnish company, Participant A had been searching for 

a job for two months and had received no job offers at the time of the interview.   

 

[…] Even though I am enrolled in a Finnish school, even though I have 

experience... work experience within a Finnish company, which has a pretty 

strong brand name, it's pretty known… Yeah, it doesn't look any easier [to find 

a job]. (A) 

 

Participant C, now a full-time permanent teacher, spoke about their feelings of 

discouragement during their job search.  They noted that they applied to approximately 

10-15 jobs with only a few responses from employers, a low number compared to other 
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participants who reported up to 100 applications.  Participant C compared it to their 

experience in their home country, Peru, where they received minimal rejections when 

applying for jobs.  As they were familiar to the job search style of their home country, 

the job search in Finland felt difficult.  

 

So, when I saw that it was gonna be really hard to get a job as a teacher here in 

Finland, it was really discouraging for me in the beginning, and I was starting 

to lose hope. (C) 

 

This discouragement also came in the form of doubt, as all participants had doubts 

about international hiring in Finland.  When speaking about this topic, participants 

mentioned similar opinions on the difficulties of being hired as an international 

including lack of language skills, companies not being ready for international talent, 

and hiring preferences for Finnish natives.  Participant A shared their view of this 

preference, despite attending events where companies spoke about hiring international 

talent.  

 

[…] I did go to these events, and there was a lot of talk about how companies 

want to internationalize their workforce. But I cannot say that I've seen that in 

practice, because at the end of the day, my personal opinion on that is that the 

average company will still select [a] Finnish native than an international 

person (A) 

 

Participants B and D had experiences where they perceived employers preferred hiring 

Finns over internationals.  For Participant B it did not happen personally, but instead 

they noticed a hiring change from international to Finnish preference when a new 

manager was hired.  On the other hand, Participant D had a personal experience which 

they felt was unfair when considering educational credentials for the role.   
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I tried to kind of ignore all this like opinions and comments and try to, you 

know, stay motivated and do everything that I could to get employed until I 

actually got this experience myself, that it was me and a friend of mine from 

Finland that applied for the same position and her degree was not even 

relevant on to that [position]. But she got an invitation for interview, and I 

didn't… So that was for me so, like, disappointing. (D) 

 

Not all participants had direct experiences that formed their doubts.  For some 

participants, they felt doubt when applying for jobs or networking with employers.  

Participant F, who is working as a freelancer but is still looking for stable employment, 

considered how employers perceive their international background when deciding 

whether to reach out to them or not.   

 

I was wondering if - because I'm international and that makes me international 

graphic designer - Sometimes I wonder if… Will Finnish companies think of 

that? Do they feel “Oh we need a Finnish graphic designer so they know what 

kind of designs Finns would like”, something like that. (F) 

 

Participant E and G shared that they perceive that Finnish companies have these hiring 

preferences because hiring internationals could be a potential risk.  Participant G noted 

that this could be because of the cultural competencies that Finns share.   

 

I think there's a certain level of cultural expectations and competencies that they 

believe comes from being a Finn, which definitely, you know, you do have 

certain cultural competencies that come into the workplace from being a Finn, 

but then when they see foreign applicants, they're left in a little bit of a tricky 

situation because they don't know, they don't want to risk those cultural 

competencies that a foreign worker is gonna bring in, then leaving them a little 

bit messy […] (G) 
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Participants were aware of that finding employment as an international is difficult.  The 

findings showed that participants were also aware of the importance of trust in Finland 

which, as Participant G mentioned, can come in the form of trusting cultural 

competencies.  All eight participants mentioned an element of trust, either in Finnish 

society or in the workplace, and associated it with credibility.  Participant D perceived 

that knowing the Finnish language was a sign of trust for employers.  

 

[…] I have got like many clues from [current] job in a way that have been a sign 

of [proving trust in the workplace]. But even speaking the language, it's 

something that the employer was so like, more trust into that, that you know the 

language, you know how our culture here works. So that's already something 

that we can base on you that you are local and you, in a way, are integrated here. 

(D) 

 

Alternatively, Participant G, who made the decision to stop learning Finnish after being 

disappointed by their university’s language courses, perceived that Finnish was not the 

main signal of trust, but rather what the language itself signalled for cultural 

competencies.  

 

I genuinely don't think [learning Finnish] would have made a big difference 

because just my interpretation, I don't really think it's a language thing. It's a 

cultural perception thing of you're not Finnish, hence I'm not that trusting of 

your capabilities. (G) 

  

Participants also recognized how trust towards foreigners can differ between companies, 

depending on international experiences of the employers.  After completing an internship 

with a Finnish company, Participant F, who is from China, reflected on why they thought 

the company reached out to them. 
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[The CEO was] Finnish, but they have more than 10 years’ experience living 

abroad in Asia. So, I feel like he has more trust in international talent for example. 

(F) 

 

In a similar way, Participant A, a Greek who grew up in the USA, commented that he 

noticed a difference in people’s perception of them in the workplace when they 

mentioned they were Greek versus American.  They felt that when they mentioned they 

were from America, they received more respect, confidence, and trust than when they 

said they were from Greece.  While this did not happen in social circles, it was noticeable 

professionally, leading them to identify themselves to employers using their American 

background more often than their Greek background.   

 

While findings show that participants had a low level of trust in the Finnish job market, 

participants also shared a general understanding of the hiring practices in Finland.  Many 

understand that Finnish or Swedish is required for jobs in Finland, that cultural 

competencies of a Finn are desirable, and for these reasons, were aware that hiring 

foreigners could be difficult for companies.   

4.1.2 Network-Driven Hiring 

Findings show that participants were aware of the importance of gaining personal 

connections for employability and then utilizing those networks when searching for jobs.  

All participants talked about the importance of connections in Finland, especially in the 

job market, which acted as a motivator to build capital.  As Participant H commented, 

without connections it can be difficult to find a job as a foreigner.    

 

[…] So if you don't have some personal connection within a company as a 

foreigner, then it's a lot harder and the people I have met that are foreigners that 
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have a good job, it's because they know someone there. Like I haven't met anyone 

that just randomly got a job, you know… Like you have to know someone. (H) 

 

Participant G spoke about how they did not realize that connections and networking 

were important for employment in Finland until after moving to Finland.  Their 

assumption was that Finnish and international applications would be weighted equally, 

with emphasis on capabilities rather than connections.  However, they were eventually 

told that it works differently in Finland: 

 

[…] At some point I was told by people […] ‘if you don't know somebody here, 

good luck. Good luck getting there’. (G) 

 

After learning this, Participant G became more active in connection building by seeking 

out connections from their university who were employed at the companies they applied 

to.  For other participants, they gained these connections through other means, including 

through completed internships.  Participants E and F completed their internship at a 

small Finnish company and noted that being connected to people in the Finnish working 

community is an asset.  For Participant E, their virtual network expanded as well, and 

they hope to utilize this network in the future when applying to jobs.   

 

[Through] my LinkedIn profile I’m now linked to several, not just several, but 

maybe at least 10 people who are working in the Finnish community. So I think 

that's a good boost for me. And then with my supervisor, so she could be like a 

character reference for me. (E) 

 

For two participants (F, H), they utilized their networks in a different way by gaining 

advice from them.  Both participants received advice from their international networks 

which encouraged them to find companies who value international experience.   
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The advice I got from [an international] was like look for jobs where like being a 

foreigner like that is your asset. (H) 

 

Receiving this advice also gave them a different perspective on what kind of 

opportunities to seek out and their overall job application strategy.  Overall, the findings 

show that participants were aware of the importance of gaining and utilizing connections 

throughout the job search process.   

4.1.3 Underemployability 

Findings show that participants perceive or have experienced an aspect of 

underemployability.  Underemployability is employment that underutilizes a worker’s 

skills.  When speaking about their employment experiences, temporary employment, 

contract work, and over-qualification were frequently mentioned by participants, all of 

which are aspects of underemployability.  Throughout the duration of their degrees, all 

participants had some form of employment.  Participant A had full-time contract work 

for two years of their degree, while all other participants had temporary employment 

including tutoring, teaching English, freelancing, internships, working as a student 

ambassador, working in a restaurant, and working as a research assistant.  The most 

common roles were university level jobs and internships, with four participants (B, D, 

E, G) working as tutors and four participants (E, F, G, H) currently working as student 

ambassadors for their university. Internships were the most common form of temporary 

employment with seven participants (B, C, D, E, F, G, H) having some form of 

internship throughout their degrees.  Participant F spoke about their internship doing 

graphic design for a Finnish company.  

 
I redesigned [internship company’s] brand and the design, their flyers and well, 

designed a lot of things for them and which was immediately put into use… like 

immediately. Which was a really great experience and opportunity for me to 

practice and all this and that. (F) 
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Participants identified that internships provided a range of benefits including growing 

their network, having legitimate work experience, learning the Finnish working 

environment, honing their current skillset, and increasing their Finnish language skills.  

For most participants, the internship was required by their program, with the duration 

ranging from one week to a year and a half.  The method for acquiring these internships 

differed between participants, with some having to actively seek out a company to 

complete their internship with and others getting approached directly with an internship 

offer.  For Participant E, they approached a company representative during a career trip:  

 
I attended, I think two or three talent boost trips. And then I came to know, the 

Regional Coordinator for [Company] […] and from there flourished a 

conversation that eventually led to my internship. (E) 

 

In addition to internships, participants also had other temporary employment.  With the 

exception of Participant A who worked a full-time job, all participants had two or more 

forms of employment throughout their degrees.  Participants B and D had four, while 

Participants E and H had five.  Participant E recalled their first employment experience 

at the university which began in their first year of studies.   

 

I explored the possibility of having some on campus jobs, I asked around 

teachers. And then there was this one faculty member that would need some 

assistance with checking off the assignments of his students. So that was my first 

gig with the university. (E) 

 

Outside of student level work (internships, student ambassadors, tutors) and other 

forms of temporary work, five participants (C, D, E, F, H) have some form of regular 

employment.  Participant C has a permanent full-time role, while the other four 

participants work as contract workers or freelancers.  Participant D, who has been a 
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full-time contract worker for two years, shared their opinion on contract work in 

Finland. 

 
[…] They are trying to keep the Finnish employees much more than they try to 

keep the foreigner ones. Even if a [Finnish] person doesn't want the job or 

doesn't like the job they will get, it's more likely that they will get [a] permanent 

contract than [foreigners] that have been working really hard and they have 

been proving all the time themselves and you can see how different their work 

is. And [foreigners] will get like two three weeks contract and then five weeks 

contract and, I don't know, half-semester contract. And you know, always, 

living in this kind of uncertainty. (D) 

 

Participant D acknowledged that their contract position could be due to not having the 

exact qualifications required for their role, as every person who had a permanent role 

had the necessary qualifications, meaning that they were in a role where they were 

technically under-qualified for this role.  In this case, Participant D was experiencing the 

opposite problem that many other participants experienced, which is over-qualification 

in their roles.  For example, Participant B, who also worked as a contract worker at a 

daycare, spoke about receiving a role as a nurse which does not require a master’s 

degree.  While they acknowledged that their master’s degree may have been helpful in 

getting the job, it was ultimately not needed for the particular role. 

 

The findings show that, for some participants, the idea of over-qualification was 

complicated.  For example, Participant E, who was previously in a managerial position 

in the Philippines, acknowledged that they could not be a manager in a country where 

they do not speak the language.  Though they felt that all of their experience was gone 

when moving to Finland, they were aware that they needed to adjust to working entry-

level positions again, at least until they have their master’s credentials in Finland.  

However, not all participants shared this same opinion, with Participant A commenting 
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that if a foreigner were to stay in Finland after their studies, they may have to accept 

being underemployed initially.  

 

I think that up to a certain extent there that someone would be forced to take 

one of those jobs under paid jobs or short-term or temporary or best-case 

scenario, traineeship or an internship. I don't know if I would personally do it 

because I do not share the same desire to live in Finland…. to keep on living in 

Finland. (A) 

 

Though temporary employment, contract work, and over-qualification, the findings 

showed experienced or presumed underemployability by participants.  

4.2 Types of Capital  

Though four types of capital are identified in Bourdieu’s theory of capital, the two types 

of capital which are most visible in the analysis are cultural capital and social capital, as 

shown in Table 3.  These are the types of capital which international graduates 

accumulated throughout the duration of their degrees to aid in employability.  

 

TABLE 3 Types of Capital 
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Illustrative Quotations First-Order Categories Second-Order Themes 

“[With] Finnish people sometimes there is 
like this awkward silence and it kind of took 
me time to get used to it in a way. Now I'm 
used to it and it's something that I even do 
myself sometimes with other people […] So I 
would say that I have learned also a lot from 
the Finnish society that helped me. ” (B) 
 
“[…] every time like especially last summer 
in 2023, we would go to the lake, to the 
forest, and then do biking. So it was fine. 
Like you're discovering this part of the world 
with a whole new perspective. And it's 

interesting because I didn’t bike much in the 
Philippines because it's really hot. But in 
Jyväskylä, I was biking. And then just 
exploring the nature as they say. So having 
the life work life balance is… it's real. It's the 
essence of Finland” (E) 
 
“[A] positive difference between the Finnish 
working culture and my culture is that my 
culture is because it concerns both of my 
cultures is the respect of the work life 
balance. You're not going to be pushed to 
work overtime. […] There's also very low 
hierarchy. So there's no such boss like the 
absolute boss model, as it is in other cultures. 
Like it's more inclusive which is obviously 
very nice. And it's promoting 
communication and collaboration as well” 
(A) 

Learning nuances of Finnish 
social culture 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Learning about Finnish work 
culture 

Cultural Capital 

“My friends and my social context has been 
mostly with internationals or with Finnish 
people that have been internationalized, or 
you know, have had like an experience and 
they want to meet international, they want to 
hang out with internationals” (D) 
 
“I feel like coming to Finland was not just a 
new experience. But there are different 
avenues that you could go to. So, […] I try 
not to restrict myself with certain things like 
it's not just about studies. So, it's important 
also to make friends, to visit communities” 
(E) 
 
“People come [to club] every Tuesday, and 
many people have been here for more than a 
year. So, I can say we're not friends. But 

we're ‘[club name]-lainen” and then that's 
something that bring us together.” (F) 

Forming friendships 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Creating personal networks 

Social Capital 
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4.2.1 Cultural Capital 

Cultural capital was accumulated in two different ways: learning nuances of Finnish 

social culture and learning about Finnish work culture.  Many participants had different 

experiences and approaches in how they learned to understand Finnish society.  

Participant B found that they learned a lot from Finnish society through socializing and 

began to incorporate some habits into their own socializing.  

 
[With] Finnish people sometimes there is like this awkward silence and it kind of 

like took me time to get used to it in a way. Now I'm used to it and it's something 

that I even do myself sometimes with like other people […] So I would say that I 

have learned also a lot from the Finnish society that helped me. (B) 

 

Another participant learned more about Finnish culture by immersing themselves into 

different lifestyle activities that they did not do in their home countries.  Participant E 

spent their first summer in Finland visiting Finnish nature, biking, and understanding 

work-life balance from the Finnish perspective.   

 

[…] Every time like especially last summer in 2023, we would go to the lake, to 

the forest, and then do biking. So it was fine. Like you're discovering this part of 

the world with a whole new perspective. And it's interesting because I didn’t 

bike much in the Philippines because it's really hot. But in Jyväskylä, I was 

biking. And then just exploring the nature as they say. So having the work-life 

balance is… it's real. It's the essence of Finland. (E) 

 

In a similar way, participants spoke about learning the differences between Finnish 

culture and cultures where they had other international experiences.  Four participants 

(A, F, G, H) previously lived in USA and reflected on the differences between American 
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and Finnish culture, as well as how their previous international experiences have 

helped them in Finland.  Participant A, who worked a full-time job at a Finnish 

company for two and a half years during their degree, learned about the Finnish work 

culture which differed from their American and Greek cultural background.  

 

[A] positive difference between the Finnish working culture and my culture is 

that my culture is because it concerns both of my cultures is the respect of the 

work life balance. You're not going to be pushed to work overtime. […] There's 

also very low hierarchy. So, there's no such boss like the absolute boss model, as 

it is in other cultures. Like it's more inclusive which is obviously very nice. And 

it's promoting communication and collaboration as well. (A) 

 

Through learning the nuances of Finnish culture both socially and professionally, 

participants learned about Finnish culture and accumulated cultural capital while doing 

so.  

4.2.2 Social Capital 

Social capital was accumulated in two ways: forming friendships and creating personal 

networks.  Participants made friends in various contexts ranging from meeting at student 

events, through their programs, or by proximity.  For Participant E, making friends was 

important to them when they came to Finland.  

 
I feel like coming to Finland was not just a new experience. But there are different 

avenues that you could go to. So I try not to just restricted like, I try not to restrict 

myself with certain things like it's not just about studies. So it's important also to 

make friends, to visit communities… (E) 
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Participants had a mix of international friends and Finnish friends.  Participant B and D 

both commented that their Finnish friends had more of an international mindset which 

made it easy for the Finns to integrate into their international friend group.  

 

My friends and my social context has been mostly with internationals or with 

Finnish people that have been internationalized, or you know, have had like an 

experience and they want to meet international, they want to hang out with 

internationals. (D) 

 

Participant F created their network through a club they started.  While they 

acknowledged that this does not necessarily make them friends, it still provides a 

community and a way to network with fellow students.   

 

People come [to club] every Tuesday, and many people have been here for more 

than a year. So, I can say we're not friends. But we're ‘[club name]-lainen’ and then 

that's something that bring us together. (F) 

 

By forming friendships and creating other personal networks, participants have 

accumulated social capital throughout the duration of their degrees.  

4.3 Capital Building Mechanisms 

While cultural and social capital have been identified as the main types of capital that 

participants built throughout their degrees to aid in employability, there are also 

mechanisms through which these types of capital are built.  The eight participants 

interviewed participated in a wide variety of capital building activities throughout the 

duration of their degrees.  All participants took part in at least three different capital 
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building activities, ranging from employment opportunities to attending student 

activities.  Each participant’s activities are detailed and numbered below in Table 4.  

TABLE 4 Participant Capital Building Activities  

Participant Capital Building Activities During Studies 

A Full-time job, international student events, start-up program (3) 

B Summer job at car rental company, research assistant, student 
association board member, international student events, exercise 
classes, tutor, education conferences, internship abroad, additional 
Finnish classes (9) 

C Restaurant job, education conference, student association, program 
activities, English teacher, internship (6) 

D Student ambassador, tutor, internship, research assistant, 
association board member, additional Finnish classes, conference 
(7) 

E Teaching assistant, tutor, student ambassador, internship, 
freelancing, program activities, student association, career trips, 
student events, visiting International House, gaining certificates 
(11) 

F Internship, founding club member, student ambassador, 
entrepreneurship events, LinkedIn networking, additional Finnish 
courses, freelancing, hosting/attending workshops (8) 

G Tutor, student ambassador, career services, student events, 
seminars, city events, students’ union events, integration courses, 
faculty seminars, internship (10) 

H Online tutoring, freelance teaching, student ambassador, 
volunteering, internship, work study, babysitting, program 
activities, association board member, student events (10) 

 

Through these capital building activities, four capital building mechanisms have been 

identified including cultural integration, building a network, developing job-related 

competencies, and exerting intentional efforts, as shown below in Table 5.  

TABLE 5 Capital Building Mechanisms 
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Illustrative Quotations First-Order Categories Second-Order Themes 

“I only learned it for less than two years its 
impossible to to make myself sound smart 

and professional, but at least I can show that 
I'm trying. I really hope they appreciate 
that” (F) 
 

“I haven't liked the Finnish language, but 
I've been trying, like again and again to, to 
learn it and kind of have some contact with 

it […]” (D) 
 
“I think that [learning Finnish] is a little bit 
more of a signal of what they understand as 

integration, because I think their belief is 
learning the language enables you 
automatically to understand the society and 
get the cultural competencies of a Finn […]” 

(G) 
 
“One of the reasons why I did, for example 

tutoring, was because I wanted to connect a 
little bit both more with the Finnish 
community and also to understand, you 
know on the higher level of things, how 

does their thought process go when they're 
bringing in students?” (G) 
 

“I did try to integrate by going to this 
volunteer group where there were Finnish 
people in that group. So I was like, OK, I'm 
gonna try and put myself in settings with 

Finnish people” (H) 
 
“[…] When I think about it, especially 

recently, if I don't know a lot of Finnish 
friends, I feel kind of lonely here and I can’t 
think of a lot of reasons to stay in a place 
where I don't really have connections or 

friends that I know locally. So it is one bond 
that tells me I need to stay here because I 
have this community here” (F) 

Learning Finnish 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Connecting with Finnish 
community 
 
 

 
 

Cultural integration 
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Illustrative Quotations First-Order Categories Second-Order Themes 

“I was in three student associations […] 
And that was a great place to get to know 
people, plan events for the internationals 
and join those events. So, I think that […] 
really had a positive impact on my social 
contacts here that in a way you get to 
plan this event and so many people are 
coming internationals or not 
internationals, you get to meet them” (D) 
 
“We thought starting a [club] would be 
an opportunity for us to get to know 
people who also like art and we can draw 
together and least get to know more 
Finnish students” (F) 
 
“So, with the overalls, I feel like I belong 
in this subject Association, called [Name]. 
I attended some of its events like sits, 
welcoming a freshman… I'm also an 
active member with the photographers 
[..]” (E) 
 
“[…] [Program] also created this 
[program] coffee. So, it was every 
Wednesday so that you could go there 
and socialize and meet other people and 
know about their cultures and experience 
and connect with other people” (C) 
 
"If there are some classes from other 
universities that are jointly taught with 
JYU, I tried to go for that just so I can, 
you know, meet people from other 
universities, meet faculty members from 
other universities” (G) 

Joining clubs and associations 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Degree networking 

Building a network 
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Illustrative Quotations First-Order Categories Second-Order Themes 

“I was seeing [student associations] more 
like an internship. And actually, I did feel 

that I gained like a lot of work related skills 
from there like kind of even getting to know 
how to run an association like the 
administration, bureaucracy, see how those 

are connected, the whole communication 
between the stakeholders and the 
association. Like for me that felt like, 

seriously like it is a job that, you know, can 
be transferred […]” (D) 
 
“I think it's a great opportunity also for me, 

for example, to use some Finnish in [club 
name] then also to run a club, meaning I 
need to have the skills to manage the 
bureaucracy stuff with the university 

because it's directly funded by university to 
run a club in Finland. I think that's 
important experience […] Because 

otherwise if in the future interviews people 
asked me, “this is a Finnish company. What 
kind of experience do you have in your 
working with Finnish people? Can you be a 

part of them?” The answer is “of course I do 
have experience in the university where, for 
example, [club name] more than 95% are 

Finnish people” and it's proof that I can 
become a part of a Finnish community and 
actually just start to become part of it and to 
build a sense of community in Finland. “ (F) 

 
I was once with [Organization] so I take 
open [Organization] courses and then also 

in digital marketing we were asked to do 
Google Search and Google Ads certificates. 
So I tried to like update because the 
credentials have expired already. So I tried 

to maintain these certificates and then from 
time to time I would look for online courses 
that are free and just to basically. Learn new 
things. Yeah, because right now the things 

that you need to learn, at least in digital 
marketing are just out there in the Internet 
and it's for free. You don't really have to 

enroll in a program, and the competition 
now, especially in SEO, is quite tough cause 
a lot of people are doing it now (E) 
 

“I am very active. I love traveling, so I 
always tend to apply for conferences no 
matter where they are. So I guess that these 

kind of like for them short term mobilities 
and also conferences in Finland and also 
outside maybe has helped me with 
networking” (B) 

 
“I did like a workshop in cooperation with 
the university and maybe five other 

universities in Europe. That was held in 
Estonia in Tallin. That was like one week of 
workshop […] Conference training maybe. I 
think it was training for educators how to 

incorporate like technology in education” 
(D) 

Building skills 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Attending conferences and 
workshops 
 

Developing Job-Related 
Competencies 
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Illustrative Quotations First-Order Categories Second-Order Themes 

“I tried to be active and just basically 
widen my horizons. Because you'll never 
know where you find your luck” (E) 
 
“I’m putting myself like doing various 
things like I'm doing a work study at a 
dance studio. I'm babysitting for families 
as well, so I'm trying to just put myself 
out there and make these connections.” 
(H) 
 
“Graphic design is a really small circle. 
Everybody knows each other and when 
they make hires they make sure to hire 

someone that you know. And I’m not in 
the circle and what I'm trying to do is to 
get into the circle now” (F) 
 
“I saw that there might be an opportunity 
for me in this in this organization, so I 
gave it a try. I asked them like, is there a 
room for someone like me was into 
marketing? And then they said, Yeah, we 
could talk about it. So it was about two or 
three months worth of exchange of 
emails” (E) 
 
“I moved [to Helsinki] to see if I find any 
like full time job opportunities in Finland 
and then this job… It's not what I want to 
do - teaching isn't what I wanna do long 
term - but this job lets me live there, 
make connections or try to make 
connections there” (H) 
 
“And whenever I see something that I 
think could be helpful for developing my 
skills and cultural competencies, if it's an 
online class, I jump into that. For 
example, there was this introduction to 
Finnish history and culture. I took that 
because I thought that was relevant thing 
for, you know, cultural competencies” 
(G) 
 
 
“I've been trying to contact [the city], but 
I've been also hearing this kind of 
experiences of friends going there the 
that they just have them with the CV and 
these kind of things that they haven't 
been helpful. So you kind of lose hope 
after a while.” (D) 
 
“But from those types of events, I at least 
got like a little bit of, you know, some 
ideas for networking in Finland for 
example, the big realization being you're 
never gonna find a job here through 
official means and official channels [……] 

Active Networking 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Seeking Resources 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Changing Capital Building  
Approach 

Exerting Intentional Efforts 
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Illustrative Quotations First-Order Categories Second-Order Themes 

So it helped me a little bit change my 
framework about networking within 
Finland” (G) 
 
“For me, it was really hard to to get into 
[sports team’s] circle. And after a point, I 
was starting to get annoyed. Like, in the 
beginning, I was feeling that that was 
trying so much, and you know, putting 
so much energy and effort to that. But 
after a while I was like, you know, screw 
you like, yeah, I don't need this. And it 
really makes you feel.. I think it really has 
an impact on your self-esteem” (D) 

 

4.3.1 Cultural Integration 

To build cultural capital, international graduates acknowledged that learning Finnish 

and connecting with the Finnish community were important for integration.  Participant 

G shared their opinion that learning Finnish is seen an indicator of integration into 

Finnish society.  

 
I think that [learning Finnish] is a little bit more of a signal of what they 

understand as integration, because I think their belief is learning the language 

enables you automatically to understand the society and get the cultural 

competencies of a Finn […] (G) 

 

All participants mentioned their experiences with learning Finnish, and many had 

varying interactions with the language.  Three participants (A, E, H) chose not to 

engage further with Finnish studies as they felt it was difficult to balance with 

schoolwork, with participants E and H noting they would like to learn Finnish after 

graduating if they stay in Finland.  Three participants (B, D, F) took additional Finnish 

courses throughout their studies, with Participant B and D noting that their Finnish 

improved during employment opportunities.  Participant F acknowledged how 
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important Finnish skills are, particularly for employment, which is why they chose to 

continue Finnish studies throughout their degree.  

 

I only learned it for less than two years; it’s impossible to make myself sound 

smart and professional. But at least I can show that I'm trying. I really hope 

they appreciate that. (F) 

 

Outside of learning Finnish, participants also tried connecting with the Finnish 

community in various ways as a method of integration.  Participant H noted that they 

tried to integrate through volunteering: 

 

I did try to integrate by going to this volunteer group where there were 

Finnish people in that group. So I was like, OK, I'm gonna try and put myself 

in settings with Finnish people. (H) 

 

Three participants (B, E, G) were tutors for the university, which Participant G noted 

they did as a way to connect with the Finnish community: 

 

One of the reasons why I did, for example tutoring, was because I wanted to 

connect a little bit both more with the Finnish community and also to 

understand, you know on the higher level of things, how does their thought 

process go when they're bringing in students? (G) 

 

To build cultural capital, participants used the above mechanisms to integrate into the 

Finnish society.  

4.3.2 Building a Network 

To create connections and networks, key components of social capital, international 

graduates joined clubs and associations on campus, as well as networked within their 
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degree programs.  All participants engaged in student events in some capacity.  Seven 

mentioned that they had been involved in student associations, including their student’s 

union, as a way to network. Three participants (B, D, H) became board members for 

various student associations, with Participant D being a part of three association boards.   

 
I was in three student associations […] And that was a great place to get to 

know people, plan events for the internationals and join those events. So I 

think that […] really had a positive impact on my social contacts here that in a 

way you get to plan this event and so many people are coming internationals 

or not internationals, you get to meet them (D) 

 

Participant F founded their own club centred around their interests to get to know more 

Finnish students in particular.   

 

We thought starting a [club] would be an opportunity for us to get to know 

people who also like art and we can draw together and least get to know more 

Finnish students (F) 

 

For participants, networking within their degree program was also a capital building 

mechanism.  Participant E involved themselves within their program association as a 

way to both join an association as well as network within their program.   

 

So with the overalls, I feel like I belong in this subject association, called 

[Name]. I attended some of its events like sits, welcoming a freshman… I'm 

also an active member with the photographers [..] (E) 

 

Participants joined dinners, talks, and events held by faculty members as a way to get to 

know students within their program, meet faculty members, and gain connections for 

their network.  One program held their own coffee session once a week for students. 
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[…] [Program] also created this [program] coffee. So, it was every Wednesday 

so that you could go there and socialize and meet other people and know 

about their cultures and experience and connect with other people. (C) 

 

In a similar way, Participant G chose to extend the networking outside of their own 

program to other people within their same field but from other universities.   

 

If there are some classes from other universities that are jointly taught with JYU, I 

tried to go for that just so I can, you know, meet people from other universities, 

meet faculty members from other universities. (G) 

 

To build social capital, participants used the above mechanisms to build a network.  

4.3.3 Developing Job-Related Competencies 

Developing job-related competencies was also identified as one of the main capital 

building mechanisms for international graduates.  While this does not fall under cultural 

or social capital, nor the other types of capital from Bourdieu, it is nonetheless an 

important element of capital for employability.  For international graduates, these 

competencies were developed through building skills through their association activities 

or certifications, as well as attending conferences and workshops.  For two participants 

(D and F), they viewed their involvement in student associations and clubs as a way to 

build work-related skills.  

 

I was seeing [student associations] more like an internship. And actually, I did 

feel that I gained like a lot of work, like work related skills from there like kind 

of even getting to know how to run an association like the administration, 

bureaucracy, see how those are connected, the whole communication between 

the stakeholders and the association. Like for me that felt like, seriously like it is 

a job that, you know, can be transferred […] (D) 
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The same view was shared by Participant F, with an emphasis on how these skills could 

be transferred in the Finnish working environment.  

 

I think it's a great opportunity also for me, for example, to use some Finnish in 

[club name] then also to run a club, meaning I need to have the skills to manage 

the bureaucracy stuff with the university because it's directly funded by 

university to run a club in Finland. I think that's important experience […] 

Because otherwise if in the future interviews people asked me, “this is a Finnish 

company. What kind of experience do you have in your working with Finnish 

people? Can you be a part of them?” The answer is “of course I do have 

experience in the university where, for example, [club name] more than 95% are 

Finnish people” and it's proof that I can become a part of a Finnish community 

and actually just start to become part of it and to build a sense of community in 

Finland. (F) 

 

Participant F directly developed their competencies through online certifications, 

something they needed to do considering the competition in their field.  

 

I was once with [Organization] so I take open [Organization] courses and then also 

in digital marketing we were asked to do Google Search and Google Ads 

certificates. So I tried to like update because the credentials have expired already. 

So I tried to maintain these certificates and then from time to time I would look for 

online courses that are free and just to basically learn new things. Yeah, because 

right now the things that you need to learn, at least in digital marketing are just 

out there in the Internet and it's for free. You don't really have to enroll in a 

program, and the competition now, especially in SEO, is quite tough cause a lot of 

people are doing it now. (E) 

 



 62 

Five participants (B, C, D, E, G) attended educational conferences, seminars, and 

workshops.  Two participants (B and D) attended conferences abroad in connection 

with their programs.  

 

I am very active. I love traveling, so I always tend to apply for conferences no 

matter where they are. So I guess that these kind of like for them short term 

mobilities and also conferences in Finland and also outside maybe has helped 

me with networking. (B) 

 

I did like a workshop in cooperation with the university and maybe five other 

universities in Europe. That was held in Estonia in Tallin. That was like one week 

of workshop […] Conference training maybe. I think it was training for educators 

how to incorporate like technology in education. (D) 

 

Through joining associations, completing certifications, or attending conferences, 

international graduates built capital by developing their job-related competencies 

throughout their degrees in an effort to increase their employability.  

4.3.4 Exerting Intentional Efforts 

Findings show that international graduates were intentional in their capital building 

efforts.  Many participants mentioned terms such as ‘trying’, ‘actively’, or ‘putting myself 

out there’ when speaking about capital building.  All participants acknowledged the 

importance of being intentional for the sake of networking.  For example, Participant E 

and F actively took steps to extend their networks within their desired fields: 

 

I saw that there might be an opportunity for me in this in this organization, so I 

gave it a try. I asked them like, is there a room for someone like me was into 

marketing? And then they said, Yeah, we could talk about it. So, it was about two 

or three months’ worth of exchange of emails. (E) 
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Graphic design is a really small circle. Everybody knows each other and when they 

make hires, they make sure to hire someone that you know. And I’m not in the 

circle and what I'm trying to do is to get into the circle now. (F) 

 

On the other hand, Participant H intentionally pursued connections within their local 

community: 

 

I’m putting myself like doing various things like I'm doing a work study at a dance 

studio. I'm babysitting for families as well, so I'm trying to just put myself out 

there and make these connections. (H) 

 

This highlights that participants were aware of the importance of connections and were 

active in seeking out opportunities to build them both professionally and informally.  

Some participants actively sought other opportunities, such as Participant G who took 

courses such as Integration to Finnish Society and Introduction to Finnish History and 

Culture in an effort to build cultural competencies.  

 

And whenever I see something that I think could be helpful for developing my  

skills and cultural competencies, if it's an online class, I jump into that. For 

example, there was this introduction to Finnish history and culture. I took that 

because I thought that was relevant thing for, you know, cultural competencies 

(G) 

 

The findings also show that participants were intentional in seeking resources, with 

participants D and G both mentioning that doing so left them feeling unmotivated after 

not receiving the resources they expected.  

 

I've been trying to contact [the city], but I've been also hearing this kind of 

experiences of friends going there the that they just have them with the CV and 
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these kind of things that they haven't been helpful. So you kind of lose hope after a 

while. (D) 

 

Similar to an awareness of effort, the findings also show that participants continuously 

monitored their efforts in capital building.  As participants encountered circumstances 

such as the above one, they recognized the need to pivot their efforts.  Participant G had 

this realization after attending career opportunity events organized by their department 

which had many opportunities available for EU citizens, which they are not.   

 

But from those types of events, I at least got like a little bit of, you know, some 

ideas for networking in Finland for example, the big realization being you're never 

gonna find a job here through official means and official channels [……] So it 

helped me a little bit change my framework about networking within Finland (G) 

 

For Participant D, the realization to pivot their efforts came after almost two years of 

being on a Finnish basketball team where they realized they felt like an outsider as an 

international.  

 

So for me, it was really hard to to get into [sports team’s] circle. And after a point, I 

was starting to get annoyed. Like, in the beginning, I was feeling that that was 

trying so much, and you know, putting so much energy and effort to that. But after 

a while I was like, you know, screw you like, yeah, I don't need this. And it really 

makes you feel... I think it really has an impact on your self-esteem […] (D) 

 

In both the active pursuit of capital building and the pivoting of approaches, 

participants exerted intentional efforts into capital building throughout the duration of 

their degrees.  
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5 DISCUSSION 

This chapter discusses the study findings in relation to the main research question.  

Theoretical and practical implications are discussed, and a proposed framework is 

introduced.  Study limitations, future research avenues, and final conclusions are also 

discussed. 

5.1 Theoretical Implications 

FIGURE 5 International Graduate Capital Building and Perceptions of Employability in Finland 
Framework 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

This study’s analysis explored international graduate experiences related to the 
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this impact employability in Finland?”, this study explores how international graduates 

(1) build different forms of capital throughout the duration of their host country degrees 

and (2) the perceptions of employability in host countries.  When analyzing the findings 

from this study in conjunction with relevant literature, this study makes three 

contributions to employability literature.   

 
First, this study proposes a framework which displays capital building processes and 

how capital building and employability interact (See Figure 5).  Using Bourdieu’s theory 

of capital (Bourdieu, 2018a; Bourdieu, 2018b), this framework provides an understanding 

of which types of capital are commonly built by international graduates and offers four 

ways in which capital is built throughout the duration of a host country degree.  Similar 

to Al Ariss and Syed (2011), this highlights the importance of studying various forms of 

capital outside of human capital in order to gain a comprehensive understanding of 

capital building.  This framework also proposes that capital building contributes to 

perceptions of employability as international graduates form these perceptions while 

utilizing capital building mechanisms.  The double arrow displays how capital building 

mechanisms and perceptions of employability act as feedback loops to each other, where 

international graduates will either build capital or form perceptions in response to the 

other.  Additionally, the framework encompasses capital building and perceptions of 

employability factors at all levels of analysis (micro, meso, and macro) similar to Han, 

Gulanowski, and Sears (2022).  Specifically for perceptions of employability, it displays 

how employability is influenced by internal and external components.  This framework 

highlights the capital building process of international graduates while also proposing 

that capital building and employability can be studied together to gain a comprehensive 

understanding of international graduate host country employability. 

 
Second, the findings extend international graduate employability literature, an under-

studied group in skilled migrant research.  As calls for additional research of 

international graduate workforce integration had been made (Han et al., 2022), this study 
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responded by exploring employability of international graduates with the addition of 

capital building.  Similar to literature on skilled migrant employability (Fang et al. 2013; 

Luo & Mezias, 2002; Harcourt et al., 2008; Dietz et al., 2015), international graduates also 

experience liability of foreignness.  In this study, international graduates experienced 

liability of foreignness as the lack of trust in the job market and network-driven hiring 

impacts their potential to be employed.  Additionally, international graduates encounter 

underemployability difficulties during their job search which is consistent with liability 

of foreignness research (Harcourt et al., 2008).  These difficulties include inconsistent 

employment and skill paradox (Dietz et al., 2015) which contribute to over-qualification 

and hiring doubts.   

 

This study also extends literature on internal and external employability (e.g. Fugate et 

al., 2004; Hillage & Pollard 1998; Forrier & Sels, 2003; Berntson et al., 2006) by exploring 

additional factors which impact employability.  Internally, the findings show that 

employability can be aided by building capital, including cultural integration, building a 

network, developing job-related competencies, and exerting intentional efforts.  The 

findings also show that lack of trust in the job market, specifically when developed from 

the perception of trust in Finnish culture, is an additional external factor as individuals 

cannot control cultural differences.  Additionally, understanding the nuances of network-

driven hiring is both inside and outside individual control as individuals can learn to 

navigate these discrepancies but are still subject to experiencing them.  These findings are 

consistent with research (Hillage & Pollard, 1998) about employability being influenced 

by multiple factors, rather than just external or internal.  In addition, this study found 

that perceptions of employability and capital building mechanisms influence each other.  

This is seen particularly as international graduates exert intentional efforts as a capital 

building mechanism, with many participants actively pursuing networking 

opportunities and additional resources to aid in their employability.  As international 

graduates were aware of their liability of foreignness, they exerted additional efforts in 

order to be more recognizable by Finnish employers, supporting research that skilled 



 68 

migrants turn to support to become validated by host country employers (Risberg & 

Romani, 2022).  This result of mutual influence of perceptions of employability and 

capital building mechanisms details the innerworkings of how perceptions of 

employability are formed and how these perceptions can be used to adapt capital 

building mechanisms in order to increase employability.  

 

Finally, this study extends the theoretical lens of Bourdieu’s theory of capital by 

demonstrating how capital is built throughout the duration of international graduates’ 

host country degrees and how it influences perceptions of employability.  In skilled 

migrant employability literature, types of capital tend to be studied individually using 

Bourdieu’s theory of capital rather than collectively (e.g., See Aksakal & Schmidt, 2021 

for cultural capital; and Saksela-Berhgolm, 2020 for social capital).  In capital building 

literature (Al Ariss & Syed, 2011), capital has only begun to be studied collectively using 

Bourdieu’s theory in its entirety.  To expand on earlier research, this current study’s 

findings show how cultural and social capital are equally valuable for international 

graduate employability purposes, as opposed to human capital or solely education or 

work experience.  While all four types of capital were studied, findings show that cultural 

capital and social capital are most prevalent for international graduates.  Particularly, 

cultural capital is in the form of learning nuances of Finnish social culture and working 

culture, while social capital is in the form of forming friendships and creating personal 

networks.  The way these types of capital are built refers to the mechanisms utilized by 

international graduates.  Cultural capital is built through cultural integration in Finnish 

society, while social capital is built and maintained through building a network.  As 

capital contributes to employability, the lens of Bourdieu’s theory provides 

comprehensive examination of these concepts and a deeper understanding of how they 

interact.   

 
Additionally, this study extends Bourdieu’s theoretical lens by introducing a “What, 

How, When and Where” model (Figure 2) to further break down the concept of capital 
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building. The findings show the two types of capital which international graduates build 

in throughout their degrees, which is the “what”.  The four capital building mechanisms 

are the “how” which details how international graduates build capital, both specifically 

within social and cultural capital, as well as the general process of doing so through 

exerting intentional efforts. Additionally, the findings show the “when and where” of 

capital building which is done at different stages and in different places.  The findings 

show that international graduates determine “when” to build capital depending on 

various factors. For example, for cultural capital, participants choose to continue learning 

Finnish depending on academic demands and motivation, while others plan in advance 

to learn Finnish after graduation.  For social capital, international graduates plan to 

attend seminars, coffee chats, or events in pursue of networking.  As for “where”, 

international graduates actively look for places and opportunities to build capital, as seen 

through joining associations and clubs, pursuing internships and other working 

opportunities, and actively learning Finnish.  By using this “what, how, when and where” 

model to study capital building, Bourdieu’s theory is extended by breaking down the 

specific of capital building, as well as expanding the theory into employability research 

use.  

5.2 Practical Implications 

This study’s findings provide practical insight for international graduates looking to 

build capital, higher education institutions, employers, and host country policymakers.  

First, this study informs international graduates about the two most common types of 

capital built during host country degrees and the capital building mechanisms that are 

utilized in order to build these types of capital. As noted in previous literature (Al Ariss 

& Syed, 2011), human capital tends to be the type of capital which is most heavily 

researched for skilled migrants.  As such, it is likely that international graduates are 

already aware of the importance of increasing knowledge, skills, and abilities either 
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through education or employment.  However, this study brings attention to the other 

forms of capital which are important for employability, thus broadening the range of 

capital building activities that international graduates can participate in throughout their 

degrees.  This study is of particular interest to international graduates in Finland, as the 

study highlighted the importance of cultural and social capital in Finland, particularly 

the integration and network development, for employability.  As such, international 

graduates can use this study to gain insight on what mechanisms they can utilize 

throughout their degrees to increase their employability after graduation.  

  

Second, the findings provide insight for higher education policymakers as a way to gain 

an understanding of student efforts and perspectives in terms of capital building and 

employability.  In this study, all international graduates participated in at least three 

capital building activities, and all participants had at least one paid employment 

throughout the duration of their degrees.  Despite this, all graduates encountered 

difficulties in their job search.  As such, this study brings attention to the various activities 

which international graduates engage in throughout their degrees.  Specifically, it 

highlights the efforts exerted alongside their studies, which provides higher education 

policymakers with a deeper understanding of how graduates build capital and increase 

employability.  In addition, this study shows the perceptions of employability of 

international graduates in Finland which informs higher education policymakers of the 

general outlook that international graduates have on employability in Finland.  By 

bringing attention to both international graduate capital building efforts and perceptions 

of employability, higher education policymakers can use this study to inform future 

programming and tailor it to employability necessities in Finland, such as networking 

opportunities or increased integration efforts, among others. 

 

Third, as the findings highlighted the different perceptions of employability that 

international graduates have in Finland, this study brings awareness to international 

graduate perceptions and barriers of employability.  For companies seeking international 
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graduate talent, understanding perceptions such as trust, cultural competencies, and 

language capabilities aids in identifying the barriers for both parties.  As such, this can 

inform hiring practices and recruitment efforts for companies and highlight potential 

workplace culture barriers.  

 

Finally, while this study was done in the Finnish context, other host countries could use 

this study to understand the effort exerted by international graduates in order to build 

capital throughout their degrees.  If host countries have the perception that international 

graduates generally are not making an effort to integrate or increase their employability, 

this study provides a small insight that international graduates do attempt to build 

capital and employability.  As such, this could aid in the extension of job searching visas 

after graduation if host countries recognize the efforts being made by international 

graduates.  Especially in the Finnish context, this provides additional insight as to why 

international graduates may feel it is necessary to leave Finland following their 

graduation.  This study’s direct quotations from international graduates themselves 

provides this insight as they share their personal capital building experiences and 

perceptions of employability.  As Finland looks to increase the number of international 

graduates that stay to work in Finland, this study provides insight on how barriers impact 

international graduate employability.  However, utilizing these findings to change 

policies and perceptions of all parties - international graduates, higher education 

institutions, employers, and government-level policymakers - can aid in increasing 

employability of international graduates, and subsequently improve the rates in which 

international graduates stay in Finland. 

5.3 Limitations  

A main limitation of qualitative research concerns rigor.  Qualitative research is often met 

with a high degree of skepticism resulting in questions about evidence and conclusions.  
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As a result, qualitative data is often challenged (Gioia et al., 2013).  In this study, 

qualitative rigor was considered when choosing the study’s methodology, the Gioia 

Method, as it is an approach that balances rigor and creativity in the analysis process 

(Gioia et al., 2013).  In addition to the methodology choice, there are other aspects of 

qualitative research which involve rigor including reliability and internal validity.  First, 

Gibbs (2007) noted that one way to increase reliability is through the coding procedure, 

including coordinating coding among team members and cross-checking coding with 

outside researchers.  While this was not possible due to the nature of this study, I 

addressed this limitation by using the other methods noted by Gibbs (2007) including 

checking transcripts for mistakes and adhering to initial code definitions throughout the 

duration of the analysis.   

 

The second limitation regarding qualitative rigor in this study is researcher bias.  This is 

when the researcher influences the outcome of the study either knowingly or 

unknowingly which can impact validity.  In any qualitative research, the researcher’s 

interpretation and reporting of findings should be objective and neutral (Johnson et al., 

2020).  As I am an international in Finland myself, the risk for subjective data 

interpretation is increased when conducting a study with a participant group similar to 

myself.  While it is not possible to remove bias completely, identification and clarification 

of this bias is a measure in which I took to address this limitation and increase internal 

validity, as suggested by Creswell and Creswell (2017, p. 314).  In addition, I also used 

triangulation to increase internal validity (Creswell & Creswell, 2017, p. 314), by 

interviewing participants of many nationalities and programs in order to capture the 

unique experiences of various international graduates.   

 

Another limitation of this study is the unequal ratio of participant groups.  At the time of 

the study, two participants had graduated while six had not yet graduated.  Additionally, 

only three people were officially employed (excluding freelancers) versus five 

unemployed.  As the ratio between those who were employed versus unemployed and 
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graduated versus non-graduated were unequal, it is possible that the findings include the 

bias of participants who are unemployed and not yet graduated.  Increasing the number 

of participants in future studies could be beneficial in order to increase the scope and 

ratio of participants, as well as gain a deeper understanding of capital building and 

employability of international graduates.   

In addition to the unequal ratio of participant groups, the participant group itself was 

small and concentrated in Jyväskylä.  Due to this, the opinions of participants are related 

to their experiences in only one Finnish city, and opinions and experiences could vary in 

different parts of Finland in both capital building and employability.  Expanding both 

the participant number and the geographical scope of this study would be beneficial in 

order to increase study result generalizations.  

5.4 Additional Suggestions for Future Research 

While increasing the geographical scope within Finland is one way to generalize study 

findings and identify capital building patterns of students outside of Jyväskylä, another 

way is through a comparison with another country.  In this study, only the Finnish 

context was researched, leaving an opportunity to compare this study to other 

international graduates in other countries.  Countries in proximity such as Estonia or 

Sweden could be interesting due to similarities in culture and job market.  On the other 

hand, it could be interesting to compare capital building and employability with 

countries such as United Kingdom or Canada which are known for high international 

student intake.  By conducting a comparison with another country, further research could 

identify the similarities and differences between both capital building and perceptions of 

employability across international graduates in different environments.  Including other 

countries into a future study would expand the generalization of findings across 

international graduates in various countries.  
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Another future research avenue is including previous experiences of international 

graduates.  In this study, the focus of capital building was specifically on what 

international graduates did throughout the duration of their degrees.  However, many 

participants had extensive previous capital building experiences through employment, 

previous degrees, and other international experiences.  In future research, it would be 

interesting to study these previous experiences to gain a comprehensive understanding 

of how these informed current capital building mechanisms and how, if at all, it shaped 

employability perceptions.  Additionally, this could lead to further explanation on what 

makes international graduates successful in gaining employment by identifying patterns 

of capital building between participants.   

 

Future research could also benefit from expanding on triangulation by utilizing data from 

multiple sources, rather than only interviews with international graduates.  As this study 

only researched the point of view of international graduates, research could build upon 

this by studying the perspective of employers and universities.  For example, higher 

education admission staff or faculty point of views could be studied to gain a more 

comprehensive understanding of capital building, and the opinions of both higher 

education staff and employers could be studied to understand their own perception of 

employability for international graduates. This would increase the scope of the study by 

including multiple perspectives which may provide more information than a single 

perspective could.  

5.5 Conclusion 

Through international graduates in Finland, this study explored (1) how capital is built 

throughout the duration of international graduates’ host country degrees and (2) their 

perceptions of employability in Finland.  First, three perceptions of employability in 

Finland were identified, including a lack of trust in the job market, network-driven hiring, 
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and underemployability.  Second, study findings identified cultural and social capital as 

the main types of capital built by international graduates.  Cultural capital was built by 

learning the nuances of Finnish culture and workplace practices, while social capital was 

built by forming friendships and creating personal networks.  To build capital, 

international graduates used four different mechanisms – cultural integration, building a 

network, developing job-related competencies, and exerting intentional efforts – 

throughout the duration of their degrees.  As a result, this study makes three 

contributions to employability literature by (1) proposing a framework detailing 

international graduate capital building and perceptions of employability in Finland, (2) 

extending skilled migrant employability literature on international graduates, and (3) 

extending the theoretical lens of Bourdieu’s theory of capital by studying it alongside 

employability.  Additionally, this study has practical implications for international 

graduates, higher education policymakers, employers, and host country policymakers to 

share insights for solutions regarding international graduate employability in Finland.  
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APPENDIX A 

Employability and capital building of international graduates in Finland: A semi-

structured interview guide 

 

Introduction 

• Demographic information (home country, age, program, how many years living in 

Finland, current role) 

• Employability experiences 

A. Underemployment, secure vs unstable job, contract, etc  

B. Different employability experiences in Finland or elsewhere  

 

Main Interview Questions/Guiding Themes 

 

Cultural Capital 

1. International Background 

A. Were there any opportunities/obstacles as an international, and how did your 

specific international background contribute to them?  

B. Were your previous international experiences useful/helpful in Finland? 

C. How did being an international impact your employability in Finland? 

2.  Educational Experiences 

A. How did your program and general educational experiences in Finland 

contribute to your employability? 

3.  Language Skills 

A. Did you actively learn Finnish, and if so, how did it impact your employability?  

 

Social Capital 

1. Networking 
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A. How did your social networks (includes all networks - students, work, online, 

etc) contribute to your employability? 

B. Was there a certain approach you had to networking throughout your program? 

2. Mentorships 

A. Did you have any informal or formal mentorships? 

B. How did these mentorships aid in your understanding of the job market and 

opportunities in Finland? 

3. Student Activities 

A. Were there any social activities that significantly impacted your social capital 

(clubs, associations, sports, etc)?  

B. How did networking with other students and faculty impact your 

employability? 

 

Economic Capital 

1. Employment 

A. Did you work (part-time, full-time, etc) or take part in internships during your 

program? 

2. Education 

A. Did you take part in any workshops, additional courses, certifications, etc 

throughout your program? 

B. How did these or other educational investments impact your employability in 

Finland? 

 

Conclusion 

Is there anything else you would like to add about employability or capital building as 

an international in Finland? 
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