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This thesis explores how the social networks developed during Higher Education Studies contribute to 

international students’ integration into Finnish working life. Previous research provides evidence that 

international students experience difficulties with finding jobs in Finland after completing their studies, 

and the lack of social networks is recognized as one of the main employment barriers. According to the 

Strength of Weak Ties theory, weak social networks, especially when they connect representatives of 

different social groups, provide better employment outcomes for an individual. Team&Client project 

course organized by the University of Jyväskylä is used in this study as an example of a university 

course, where international students have an opportunity to create such ties. 

 

This research was done from a qualitative stance and focused on the international student’s perceptions 

of networking with other parties during and after the course. The research is based on two sets of data: 

68 written documents produced by the course participants in 2016-2020, and 8 semi-structured inter-

views with former students conducted in 2021. The analysis indicates that half of the interview partici-

pants was able to utilize the created social network in a way that enhances their employability in Fin-

land. However, the findings also suggest that it can take some time before international students are 

prepared to enter the labor market, and by that time they may perceive the created ties as too weak or 

even absent. Another important factor found is that some international students may not be prepared to 

take an active approach to networking and employability development. 
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Various reports and studies indicate that international students are struggling to 

find employment in Finland after graduating from Finnish Higher Education 

Institutions (HEIs) (Shumilova, Cai, & Pekkola, 2012; Korhonen, 2014; Tuononen et 

al., 2021). One of the major challenges in searching for employment is the lack of 

social ties — relationships with the people who live in Finland. Many international 

students find themselves in a ‘bubble’, interacting only with a close group of friends 

among their fellow foreign students. Regarding job searches, this group may share 

knowledge and provide emotional support for its members, however, it does not 

necessarily help them to integrate into the Finnish working life. This thesis takes a 

new angle of studying international students’ networking by specifically focusing on 

its relation to employment and employability and using a project-based course with 

a real client as a case study. 

Academic research on international students has been conducted for more than 

a hundred years (Jing et al., 2020). Traditionally, international students have been 

viewed as temporary migrants who would leave the country after completing their 

studies; hence the academic studies focused on the initial period of studies abroad 

and mostly examined the topics of cross-cultural adjustment, intercultural develop-

ment, mental health issues, and second-language acquisition (Arthur, 2014; Jing et al., 

2020). In the last ten years, however, according to a recent scientometric review (Jing 

et al., 2020), several new research topics have appeared such as student satisfaction, 

social integration, and international graduate employability. Most studies, however, 

focus on international graduate employability and work-life integration in English-

speaking countries as they are traditionally the most popular destinations for studies 

abroad. The present study contributes to the emerging trend in global international 

student research by bringing a Finnish perspective into it.  

 ‘Social network’ and ‘networking’ are two key terms that are used in this thesis. 

Social network is defined as a set of individuals that are tied by one or more types of 

relations, which are called ties (Mari & Wellman, 2014). Networking refers to build-

ing, maintaining, and using relationships either in a broad sense (Wolff & Moser, 

2009) or in professional setting to assist in work and career (Bapna & Funk, 2021). 

1 INTRODUCTION 
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These concepts and their link to employment are further discussed in the fourth 

chapter. 

The thesis uses the Strength of Weak Ties Theory developed by American soci-

ologist Mark Granovetter in 1973. According to the theory, interpersonal ties can be 

divided into strong ties (family members and close friends) and weak ties (acquaint-

ances). The theory argues that even though people usually spend most of their time 

with their close connections, in the majority of cases it is ‘weak ties’ that play the 

main role in finding a job. Thus, in order to improve international students' employ-

ability in Finland, it appears important to study how they are developing ‘weak ties’. 

Currently, there is a research gap in this area which this thesis helps to fill in.  

The number of international students in the world has been significantly grow-

ing, reaching the number of more than 6 million people in 2019 (UNESCO Institute 

for Statistics). Finland is highly interested in attracting and retaining international 

students. In September 2021, the Finnish government announced plans to triple the 

number of international students by the year 2030 and to increase the rate of those 

finding employment in Finland after graduation up to 75%. Hence, studying this 

thesis’ topic can contribute to the Finnish society’s development goals. 

Besides having academic and societal motivation, this study may also benefit 

education practitioners. This thesis uses the URAA1001 Team&Client project course 

organized by the University of Jyväskylä (JYU) as a case study to gain a deeper un-

derstanding of the networking aspect of international student integration into work-

ing life. Organizing a project-based work-integrated learning course is one of the 

examples when HEIs may act as a bridge connecting local companies looking for 

international talents and international students, seeking employment in the host 

country. Career Services of JYU have offered the Team&Client multidisciplinary 

business project course in English since 2016. Over the course of three months, mul-

tidisciplinary teams composed of international students work on projects for clients 

located in the Central Finland region. Besides giving international student partici-

pants valuable knowledge and skills of project work, this course provides them with 

an opportunity to establish social networks with local clients, coach teachers, and 

other course participants. As there is a lack of research examining the interactions 

during a project-based course, this thesis helps educators, organizing or planning to 

organize similar courses to see the international students’ perspective and provides 

some practical recommendations on how to improve the course in terms of network-

ing opportunities.  

The purpose of this thesis is to explore how the social networks developed dur-

ing Higher Education Studies contribute to international students’ integration into 

Finnish working life. The study focuses on the networking process that took place 

both during and after the Team&Client project course. There were two data sets 
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used in the study: data collected by the course organizers in 2016–2020 (24 individu-

al learning reports, 21 final group reports, and 23 feedback forms), and data collected 

by the author of this thesis in 2021 (8 semi-structured in-depth interviews with for-

mer course participants). The population consists of International Master’s Degree 

Program students from JYU and International Bachelor’s Degree students from 

Jyväskylä University of Applied Sciences (JAMK) who participated in the English 

language version of the Team&Client project course in 2016–2020.  

 

The study aims to answer the following research questions: 

RQ1: How do the international student participants describe the networking 

process that took place during the course? 

RQ2: How do the participants view the role of the social networks developed 

during the course in job seeking and employability? 

 

This study takes a qualitative approach. There was no direct observation of the 

networking process during the course, instead, this study examines and interprets 

the subjective accounts of international students’ experiences. Qualitative Content 

Analysis (QCA) was chosen as the research method as it can be applied to the data 

obtained from different sources over different periods of time, and allows to reduce 

it to the material relevant to the research questions. 

After this brief introduction, the thesis presents a review of literature on the 

relevant topics from the fields of intercultural communication, sociology, business, 

and education studies as well as an explanation of the key terms used in the study. 

Chapter 2 discusses international students as a migration category, and presents the 

current trends on international student mobility/migration in Finland. Chapter 3 

focuses on international graduate employment and employability, employment bar-

riers, and the situation in Finland. Chapter 4 starts by presenting the theoretical 

framework of the study and the role of weak ties in the job search process. It contin-

ues the discussion of social ties’ contribution for employment outcomes for migrants, 

and international student network composition. Chapter 5 outlines the project-based 

course as a networking opportunity and describes the Team&Client project course 

that is used as a case study.  

Chapter 6 of the thesis describes the methodological framework of the study, 

the research data, the data analysis. Chapter 7 presents the results of the study. 

Chapter 8 discusses the key findings, implications, and limitations of the study. The 

thesis ends with a list of references and three appendices. 

  



 

 

4 

 

2.1 Who is considered an international student? 

Definitions of an international student vary across countries and regions. Many 

countries define international students based on their citizenship or visa status in the 

host country, however, it often excludes permanent residents (Banks & Bhandari, 

2012). Often the terms ‘foreign student’ or ‘overseas student’ are also used. For ex-

ample, Finnish statistical services use the concept of ‘foreign student’ which is de-

fined as an individual registered in Finnish educational institution as a student of 

education leading to a qualification or degree whose nationality is not Finnish (Sta-

tistics Finland, 2021). However, not all students of foreign origin and foreign pass-

port holders moved for their studies from abroad; just as not all internationally mo-

bile students may fall into a category of foreign or overseas students (Kelo, Teichler, 

& Wächter 2006), thus these terms are not used in the present study. In an academic 

context, the term ‘international student’ can be loosely defined as “a student holding 

foreign nationality who is pursuing post-secondary education outside of his/her 

country of origin” (Abdullah, Abd Aziz, & Mohd Ibrahim, 2014, p. 236).  

In order to create an operational definition of ‘international student’, it is neces-

sary to discuss what kind of experiences can be gathered together under this term. 

Even though some international students may play several roles in the host society 

e.g. family members, workers, refugees, or asylum seekers (King & Raghuram, 2013), 

their main goal is to study. As students, international students can be classified by 

their level of studies such as undergraduate (Bachelor’s), graduate (Master’s), and 

post-graduate (Doctoral) level students. They can also be divided into different cate-

gories based on purpose and duration of mobility: students studying abroad for a 

short-term specialized program, for example, summer school (visiting students), 

2 INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS AS MIGRANTS 
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students studying abroad for a semester or two and then returning to the sending 

institution (exchange students), and students completing a whole degree program 

that may last several years (degree students) (c.f. Gargano, 2009; King & Raghuram, 

2013). This study primarily focuses on international degree students of undergradu-

ate (Bachelor’s) and graduate (Master’s) degree level. 

According to King and Raghuram (2013), ‘international’ in the context of inter-

national students is usually used to define migration across nation-states. However, 

in the global world with the rapid development of ICT, the term ‘international stu-

dent’ could also encompass students enrolled and completing their studies in a for-

eign university without physically moving to the university campus (King & 

Raghuram, 2013).  

All international students are so-called voluntary migrants: it is their own deci-

sion to seek educational experience from another country. Unlike exchange and vis-

iting students, who only stay in a foreign country for a short period of time, interna-

tional degree students are long-term migrants. However, their experiences have little 

in common with other groups of foreigners, such as immigrants, refugees, and ex-

patriates because international students' lives are to a large extent influenced by the 

academic setting (Gargano, 2009). Therefore, can moving to another country for 

studies even be considered as migration? The next section briefly discusses this ques-

tion. 

2.2 Defining student mobility and migration 

What term should be used when referring to the international moves of students? 

According to King and Findlay (2012), the term student migration is used in studies 

to describe a long-distance (intercontinental or between the countries of different 

levels of economic development) or long-term moving leading to potential no-return 

and brain drain. Student mobility, in its turn, refers to short-distance (e.g. inside the 

EU) and short-term moving. Some scholars point out that the terms indicate differ-

ent nature and causes of moving: migration implies moving because of necessity or 

enforcement, while mobility is a free and self-initiated move (Habti & Koikkalainen, 

2014). In addition, there seems to be a regional distinction between the researchers: 

while European scholars prefer to use mobility, their colleagues in the U.S. give a 

preference to the term migration (King & Findlay, 2012; King & Raghuram, 2013). 

Finally, there is a conceptual difference (King & Findlay, 2012). Mobility is used by 

researchers who try to associate literature on “mobility turn” with work on student 

mobility while migration is used by those who discuss the students’ cross-border 

relocations in the context of development and migration. 
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King and Raghuram (2013) point out that the choice of which term to use may 

also depend on the type of international student being studied. For describing the 

experience of exchange and visiting students the term mobility seems appropriate as 

it implies a shorter-term movement and a high probability of return. In the case of 

degree students, who move for a period of several years and may or may not leave 

the host country upon graduation, the term migration seems to be more suitable.  

Teichler (2015), however, argues that the term mobility should refer to all non-

permanent border crossing with a purpose of study, and include both students going 

abroad for temporary study and for study of a whole program. In contrast, migra-

tion, in his opinion, emphasizes the permanence of border-crossing and would, for 

example, describe the experience of a person who had lived in the country for years 

before beginning the studies.  

To sum up, the choice between using the terms mobility and migration can be 

defined by many sometimes even contradictory factors. As a solution to this termi-

nology dilemma, King and Raghuram (2013) suggest using the term ISM where ‘M’ 

stands for both mobility and migration. This is the term that is used in this study. 

2.3 International students in Finland 

Finland has a population of 5.5 million people. It is a country with a predominantly 

homogeneous population — foreign nationals occupy 5% of the total population 

(270,000) as of 2020 (Official Statistics of Finland [OSF], 2021a). International stu-

dents are a significant group of foreign nationals in Finland and their number has 

been growing rapidly (Figure 1). In 20 years, the number of degree-seeking interna-

tional students in Finland has increased more than three times from 6000 (2% of all 

students) in the year 2000 to over 20,000 (7%) studying as of 2020 (Centre for Interna-

tional Mobility [CIMO], 2014; OSF, 2021b).  
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FIGURE 1  International degree students in Finnish HEIs, 2004-2020 (OSF, 2021b). 

Finland has 13 universities and 22 universities of applied sciences, which as of 

2021 offer more than 500 English-taught Bachelor’s and Master’s degree programs 

(Finnish National Agency for Education, 2021a, 2021b). Based on the country of 

origin, international students in Finland have different juridical statuses. While citi-

zens of the EU/EEA countries can freely move, stay and work in Finland, non-

EU/EEA students have to apply for a student residence permit and have enough 

income to cover their living expenses for at least one year. Since 2017, non-EU/EEA 

citizens are also subject to tuition fees, however, there is a possibility to receive a 

scholarship to cover tuition expenses (Finnish National Agency for Education, 2021c).  

Since 2001 the Finnish Ministry of Education and Culture has implemented 

various strategies to attract international students (Jokila, Kallo, & Mikkilä-Erdmann, 

2019). The Ministry aims to recruit 60,000 international students in Finnish higher 

education institutions by 2025 (Finnish Ministry of Education and Culture, 2013), 

which is three times more than the goal for 2015 (Finnish Ministry of Education, 

2009). However, with decreasing birth rates and the aging population, it is seen as 

indispensable for economic development in Finland to not only attract but to retain 

and integrate international students into society and the labor market (Jokila et al., 

2019).  

In 2013 the Finnish government published the ‘government resolution on the 

future of migration 2020 strategy’, where it accredits international students as an 

important resource for the Finnish labor market (Finnish Ministry of Interior, 2013, 

as cited in Mathies & Karhunen, 2020). Some steps have been done to facilitate the 

labor integration of international students. Non-EU/EEA students have a right to 

work up to 25h per week during the semester and unlimited time during vacations 

or if the work is relevant for their degree (EU/EEA students have no working limits). 
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The validity of the job-seeking residence permit for non-EU/EEA students after 

graduation has been extended from 6 to 12 months. In September 2021, the Finnish 

government announced the plan to increase the number of international students to 

15,000 per year and their employment rate in Finland to 75% by the year 2030 (Finn-

ish government, 2021). 

The rapidly growing numbers of international students, both globally and in 

Finland, increase their proportion in the potential workforce. However, traditionally, 

international students were mostly viewed as temporary migrants who return to 

their home country upon completing their studies abroad. Therefore, the research 

literature has mostly focused on student recruitment and the initial stage of ISM ra-

ther than post-graduation experiences in host countries (Arthur & Nunes, 2014; 

Fakunle & Pirrie, 2020). The next chapter overviews the available research on inter-

national students’ transition from university studies to working life in the country of 

degree completion. 
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3.1 Employability vs. employment 

Before discussing international student integration into working life, it is important 

to distinguish two important terms related to this topic — employment and employ-

ability. Even though the concept of employability is frequently used in higher educa-

tion studies, university curricula, and by policy-makers, there is no commonly ac-

cepted definition for this term. Many researchers and practitioners refer to it as the 

set of skills and attributes that make graduates more likely to gain employment, re-

tain jobs and develop their careers (see Tran, 2016). Such skills and attributes include, 

for instance, professionalism, reliability, the ability to tolerate uncertainty, work un-

der pressure, strategic thinking, creativity, time management, the capability to com-

municate and interact with others either in teams or through networking (Andrews 

& Higson, 2008). Some researchers, however, argue that employability is more than 

skills and employer’s wish lists and should be conceptualized as a broader notion of 

graduate ability to gain, sustain, and progress in employment (see Blackmore et. al., 

2014; Huang, 2013). 

As Yorke (2006) mentions, the term employability should not be confused with 

employment. Employability refers to the potential of obtaining a job while an actual 

acquisition of a job is “subject to influences in the environment”, with the state of the 

economy being the major factor (Yorke, 2006, p. 2). Due to these external influences, 

employability improves students’ chances of employment after graduation, but it 

doesn’t assure it (Knight & Yorke, 2004). 

3 INTERNATIONAL GRADUATE EMPLOYMENT AND 
EMPLOYABILITY 
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3.2 University-work transition and employment barriers for interna-
tional students in host countries 

At the final phase of their studies, international degree students need to make an 

important life decision: return to their home country, permanently stay in the host 

country and seek employment there or move to a third state. Many factors are in-

volved in making the decision, e.g. the initial reasons for getting international study 

experience, relationships developed during the studies, integration in the host socie-

ty, and employment opportunities (Arthur & Nunes, 2014; Coffey, Farivar & Camer-

on, 2021). In this study, the focus is on the international degree students who decide 

to stay in the host country upon graduation. 

Regardless of the efforts made by policy-makers, international graduates' em-

ployment experiences remain problematic in many countries. Finding internships 

and post-study employment is a challenging task for all students, however, interna-

tional students face additional complications and obstacles compared to the local 

students (Coffey et al., 2021). Studies on employment barriers of international grad-

uates were mostly conducted in the context of English-speaking countries, as these 

are the most popular destinations for international students. Research literature 

identifies the most typical barriers for finding employment and internship place-

ments for international students as follows:  

 

1) Discrimination towards visa status and non-residency (Coffey et al., 2021; 

Fakunle & Pirrie, 2020; Nunes & Arthur, 2013; Shen & Herr, 2004; Than & 

Hoang, 2020); 

2) Lack of fluency in the local language and foreign accent (Nunes & Arthur, 

2013; Sangganjanavanich, Lenz & Cavazos, 2011); 

3) Limited social network and lack of connections with prospective employers 

(Gribble, Blackmore & Rahimi, 2015; Nunes & Arthur, 2013); 

4) Lack of working experience from the host country (Coffey et al., 2021; 

Nunes & Arthur, 2013); 

5) Insufficient information and support from university services (Fakunle & 

Pirrie, 2020; Nunes & Arthur, 2013; Sangganjanavanich et al., 2011); 

6) Lack of familiarity with the host culture and a need to behave according to 

the local cultural norms (Sangganjanavanich et al., 2011); 

7) Unrealistic employment expectations (Gribble et al., 2015). 

There may also be additional challenges related to labor market structure dif-

ferences. For example, graduates from some countries, e.g. continental Europe, may 
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expect a university to prepare them for a clear career path, while in the UK, for ex-

ample, they need to adjust to a flexible labor market (Tomlinson, 2012). 

Another issue that was found in the literature is that employment rates of in-

ternational graduates in host countries do not necessarily indicate that they have 

obtained a meaningful job — a job that is appropriate to the completed degree and 

skills (Coffey et al., 2021). Due to the employment barriers, graduates may be unable 

to find a suitable job and choose to seek unqualified employment in order to legally 

stay in the host country.   

3.3 International graduate employment: case of Finland  

What is the retention rate for international students in Finland after completing their 

studies? Statistical data collected in 2013–2019 from international students one year 

after graduation from 13 Finnish universities shows that more than 70% of them had 

not left Finland (Education Statistics Finland [ESF], 2021). As for international grad-

uates of both universities and universities of applied sciences, Mathies and 

Karhunen (2020) examined their data in Finnish national registries three years after 

graduation. The sample consisted of 10273 international students who graduated 

from universities and universities of applied sciences in Finland between 1999 and 

2011. The findings show a high retention rate for international students — 74% for 

Bachelor’s graduates of Universities of Applied Sciences, and 67% for Master’s grad-

uates of Universities. According to Mathies & Karhunen (2020, p. 8), the number of 

international graduates settling in Finland is higher than in similarly framed studies 

done in other countries such as Norway, Denmark, and the Netherlands (Mathies & 

Karhunen, 2020). It was also found that family ties and labor market opportunities 

increase the probability of international students staying in Finland after graduation. 

As for the employment rate among international graduates in Finland, data by 

the Finnish National Agency for Education demonstrates that approximately 43% of 

international students who graduated in 2013–2019 found employment in Finland 

one year after graduation (ESF, 2021; Figure 2). However, there is no evidence of 

whether jobs found correspond to a degree that international students obtained in 

Finland (Alho, 2020). Master’s thesis by Zewde (2018) demonstrated that some cate-

gories of international students who stay in Finland after graduation may become 

deskilled migrants as they can only find employment in the lowest echelons of the 

labor market. 
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FIGURE 2         International student employment status 1 year after graduation from a Finnish 
university, 2013-2019 (ESF, 2021) 

According to the recent report by the Finnish Ministry of Education and Cul-

ture (Tuononen et al., 2021) based on questionnaires and interview data conducted 

in 2019–2020, every second international student is planning to stay and work in Fin-

land after graduation, while only every tenth intends to return to their home country 

or move elsewhere. However, it is predicted that not all of those who want to stay 

will manage to find employment in Finland, and for those who will, it may not cor-

respond to their degree field and education level. Participants of the study indicated 

that if they are unable to find a meaningful job in Finland several years after gradua-

tion, they would leave the country. The main obstacles for finding employment in 

Finland were identified as the lack of culture-specific job acquisition skills, Finnish 

language proficiency, and the lack of networks that can enable employment. These 

findings confirm the previous studies (Shumilova et al., 2012; Korhonen, 2014; Alho, 

2020) that demonstrates that the same problems remain over time.  

Lack of Finnish language proficiency as an important employment barrier has 

been discussed in the research literature for many years (Korhonen, 2014). By the 

end of their education in Finland, the majority of international students reach only 

basic level of Finnish with some having no Finnish skills at all (Laine, 2017). Even 

though students recognize the importance of Finnish language in working life inte-

gration, they don’t find enough opportunities to study the language during their 

studies (Shumilova et al., 2012).  

The lack of international graduates’ social networks as an employment barrier 

so far has received less attention in Finnish academic research. International students’ 

networks in the context of finding employment in Finland have been recently exam-

ined by Alho (2020). It was found that Finnish employers mostly use informal ways 

of recruiting, which have a tendency to exclude ‘outsiders’. As one of the interview 

participants mentioned “It was very, very surprising that the Finnish job market can 

be so dependent on social relationships” (Alho, 2020, p. 11). Only 6 out of 31 interna-
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tional students who participated in the study found their job through formal means 

rather than a hidden job market, and among those six some had pre-established con-

nections with the employer, e.g. during an internship.  

In the light of these findings and in order to contribute to the existing body of 

knowledge, it appears important to focus specifically on the networking aspect and 

its relation to employment, which is done in the following chapter. 
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Social networks play an important role in people’s lives by providing access to a 

wide range of resources from emotional support and advice to strategic information 

and link to employment opportunities. This chapter presents the Strength of Weak 

Ties Theory by Mark Granovetter as the theoretical background of the study and 

argues for the importance of weak ties in a job-search process. Then it focuses on the 

migrant and international student context to identify the specific features of net-

working for these groups and the challenges it creates in terms of employability. 

4.1 Social network, social tie, networking 

The concept of ‘social network’ has a long and complicated history and developed 

on the ideas from different fields of social science (Jack, 2005). Social network can be 

defined as a set of network members that are linked by one or more types of rela-

tions (Marin & Wellman, 2014). In research on social networks such members are 

called actors or nodes, and links are called ties (Borgatti & Halgin, 2011). Nodes usu-

ally refer to individuals or organizations, however, they can apply to larger units, 

e.g., countries, as long as they are connected to other units (Marin & Wellman, 2014). 

Ties can be divided into four broad categories that describe a kind of relation, such 

as similarities, social relations, interactions, and flows (Borgatti, Mehra, Brass, & La-

bianca, 2009; Marin & Wellman, 2014). Similarity occurs when two nodes share loca-

tion, same attributes (demographical characteristics, attitudes) or same group mem-

bership. Social relations describe kinship, other social roles (e.g., friend, student, 

boss), ties based on networks member’s feelings for one another (likes, hates, etc.), or 

cognitive awareness (e.g., knows, knows about). Interactions are ties based on com-

4 SOCIAL NETWORKS AND EMPLOYMENT 
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munication acts, for instance, talking to, helping, or advising. Finally, flows describe 

exchange or transfer between the nodes (e.g., information, resources, beliefs). 

Another way to divide social ties is based on their strength. Granovetter (1973) 

categorized ties into strong and weak depending on the factors that are discussed in 

the next section of this chapter. He also suggested that ties can be considered absent 

if there is no relationship between the nodes or if interaction between them can be 

considered negligeable, e.g., ‘nodding’ relationship with a person living on the same 

street. Fendler (2020), however, argued that a relationship between familiar strangers 

who know about each other existence but have a very limited or no interaction, 

should be treated as a separate category labeled ‘invisible ties’.  

‘Networking’ is another important concept for this thesis. In some research, 

mostly psychological studies, networking has a broad definition of building, main-

taining, and using relationships (e.g., Wolff & Moser, 2009). In business studies, 

networking is rarely defined clearly and usually refers to developing and maintain-

ing contacts built in a professional setting that can potentially contribute to career 

development (e.g., Bapna & Funk, 2021). As this study discusses international stu-

dent network in general and in the context of working life integration, the term 

‘networking’ is used in both broad and narrow definition. 

4.2 The Strength of Weak Ties and the Social Capital theories 

The Strength of Weak Ties Theory (SWT) was developed by Mark Granovetter in 

1973, and since then the original article has been cited more than 60 thousand times. 

According to the theory, interpersonal ties can be divided into two categories: strong 

ties and weak ties. The strength of a tie can be defined by “the combination of the 

amount of time, the emotional intensity, the intimacy (mutual confiding) and the 

reciprocal services which characterize the tie” (Granovetter, 1973, p. 1361). In addi-

tion to requiring more frequency, intimacy, and intensity, a strong tie also involves a 

similarity factor: the more similar individuals are, the stronger is the tie between 

them. Thus, strong ties should refer to family and close friends, and weak ties — to 

acquaintances, for example, work-related contacts (Granovetter 1973, 1983). Grano-

vetter argues (1973) that weak ties form a less dense network than strong ones and 

can reach a larger number of people. They link members from different small groups 

and provide them with “access to information and resources beyond those available 

in their own social circle” (Granovetter, 1983, p. 208). 

In the job-search context, Granovetter (1973) points out that weak ties play an 

important role in determining employment outcomes. He argues that individuals 

receive information about job openings from their weak ties rather than strong ones. 
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He suggests that often people get a new job through their professional connections 

with whom they never spent time in a non-working context or even acquaintances 

whose existence they forgot about. In the revisited version of the theory (1983), 

Granovetter states that not all weak ties are equally effective. He argues that in order 

to be valuable, weak ties should bridge social distance — connect people to social 

circles that are different from their own. Otherwise, instead of broadening employ-

ment opportunities, they may merely link friends’ and relatives’ acquaintances. 

The Strength of Weak Ties Theory can be seen as a part of a wider social capital 

theorizing, mainly associated with the names of Bourdieu, Coleman, Lin, and Put-

nam. According to Putnam (2000, p. 16), social capital refers to “connections among 

individuals — social networks and the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that 

arise from them”. Social capital can be distinguished between bridging and bonding 

(Putnam, 2000). Bonding social capital is inward-looking and consists of dense con-

nections between members of socially homogeneous groups. It can be applied, for 

example, to local ethnic groups, church circles, and other communities where mem-

bers share similar demographic characteristics. Bridging social capital, on the other 

hand, is outward-looking and loosely links individuals from heterogeneous social 

groups. Examples of bridging social capital include choirs, sports societies, and the 

civil rights movement. Ties, in this case, act like bridges that bring together individ-

uals from different and otherwise disconnected social circles whose members may 

not share many demographic features. However, as Putnam (2000, p. 21) explains, 

bridging and bonding are not mutually exclusive categories, but rather “‘more or 

less’ dimensions along which we can compare different forms of social capital”. 

Migration studies are widely using Putnam’s conceptualization of bridging and 

bonding social capital to explain migrant resettlement and adaptation processes. It 

has been further developed into the notion of transnational social capital and ap-

plied to professional contacts across countries (Levy, Peiperl, & Bouquet, 2013), and 

international students’ networks (Moon & Chin, 2019). However, this type of social 

capital will not be further discussed as cross-border social relations are not the main 

focus of this study.  

The notions of strong and weak ties by Granovetter and bridging and bonding 

social capital by Putnam may be considered relatively close. Both strong ties and 

bonding social capital are suggested to link similar people in a dense knit and pro-

vide them with emotional and social support, whereas weak ties and bridging social 

capital are seen to loosely connect different individuals and facilitate access to outer 

resources and information diffusion. However, bonding social capital is a broader 

concept than strong ties as it encompasses links between acquaintances belonging to 

the same community who in Granovetter’s view would fall into the weak ties defini-

tion. In addition, from Granovetter’s perspective a tie can be either strong or weak, 
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while according to Putman, social networks may not always be simply divided into 

bridging or bonding categories.  

In this case study, SWT is used as a theoretical framework. It allows focusing 

on networks developed in the particular context rather than examining an individu-

al's social capital in general. In addition, SWT has a strong working life focus as the 

original theory was created based on job-search data. The next section discusses the 

application of the theory to the process of finding employment in more detail. 

4.3 The role of social ties in job search 

The first application of SWT was done by Granovetter himself in his book dedicated 

to the job-seeking process, which was originally published in 1974 and republished 

in 1995. By interviewing about 150 participants Granovetter (1995) demonstrated 

that the majority of them got employed through personal contacts rather than using 

formal means (advertisements, hiring agencies) or direct application. Personal con-

tacts that helped to find a job were divided into two distinct categories: family and 

social friends (strong ties), and people known from a work-related situation (weak 

ties). The results confirmed the SWT theory, indicating that only about 30% of peo-

ple found a job through a strong tie while for the majority, approximately 70%, did 

so through a weak tie. 

Another important finding is related to the way how the information about an 

employment opportunity was passed. For the majority of people who found their job 

through personal contact, it was the contact person, who initiated the conversation 

either knowing that their acquaintance is looking for a job or asking whether they 

are interested. In about 20% of cases, respondents approached their contact asking if 

they knew about any openings. In other cases, the information about a job position 

was passed during a casual non-work-related conversation or even an accidental 

meeting on the street or elsewhere. 

4.4 Social networks and employment from a migrant perspective 

The importance of social networks in migration has been widely discussed in migra-

tion literature (Ryan, 2011). Scholars traditionally took for granted that migrants 

have ready access to family and friends circle that facilitates their moving and set-

tling process, and little research was conducted on how migrant ties are actually 

formed (Ryan, 2007). According to Eve (2010), even though only a few migrants are 

completely without prior contacts in the place they are moving to, migration leads to 
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a reestablishment of social networks. Upon moving, migrants face new needs, e.g. 

finding a job, housing, leisure opportunities, and the networks they create are 

shaped by those needs. Thus, migration can be considered as a ‘special case of the 

development of social networks’ (Eve, 2010, p. 1236).  

The new networks are usually formed quickly upon arrival to the host society 

(Gill & Bialsky, 2011) and can become a “‘temporary ‘substitute’ for family and 

friends left behind at home” (Kennedy, 2004, p. 176). Even though many migrants 

try to keep in touch with their friends and acquaintances from their home countries, 

those ties become weaker over time and in some cases disappear completely (Pop-

ianov & Kovacheva, 2019). In the host society, migrants commonly form new weak 

ties with their neighbors and colleagues (Popianov & Kovacheva, 2019). 

Despite the fact that a lot of research has been conducted on the relationship 

between networking and employment opportunities, only limited attention has been 

drawn to the context of migration specifically. Early research on migrant ties strong-

ly focused on intra-ethnic ties, assuming that migrants only rely on their own ethnic 

group members when looking for a job. However, later it was found out that many 

migrants, especially those who obtained higher levels of education, also form ethni-

cally heterogeneous ties (Fong & Isajiw, 2000). These inter-ethnic ties are useful for 

gaining access to a more diverse set of resources including employment opportuni-

ties (Ooka & Wellman, 2006). 

Furthermore, it was hypothesized and later confirmed by empirical studies that 

contacts with members of the host society play an important role in migrant em-

ployment. For example, a study by Kanas, van Tubergen and Van der Lippe (2011) 

demonstrated that networking with the local population increased the likelihood of 

getting employment for migrants while family and friend ties showed no significant 

correlation. It was also found that the positive impact of having ties with the locals 

cannot be attributed to the migrant’s language proficiency, length of stay, or the ten-

dency of like-minded individuals to become friends. Thus, the results of the study 

(Kanas et al., 2011) suggest that migrants benefit from social contacts with the local 

population mainly because of the resources provided by these contacts, such as in-

formation about job openings, hiring process, and working culture.  

4.5 International student network and social capital 

Different migration trajectories help to create a different social network (Eve, 2010). 

While international students’ networking process has many similarities with migrant 

networking in general, there are also differences due to the nature of ISM. Interna-

tional students spend a great deal of their everyday life at the university, attending 
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classes and engaging in campus activities. At the same time, many of them actively 

keep in touch with family and friends from their home countries, “thereby building 

and maintaining social networks that transcend national boundaries” (Gargano, 2009, 

p. 336). 

Compared to other migrants, students may have more opportunities to estab-

lish contacts with the members of the host society (Van Mol & Michielsen, 2015). For 

example, they can meet local students in the classroom, university organizations, or 

shared accommodation. However, these opportunities do not necessarily turn into 

interpersonal ties as international and domestic students often coexist in separate 

social spaces. University administration usually treats domestic and international 

students differently, they may also engage in different campus and free time activi-

ties due to cultural differences and language proficiency (Van Mol & Michielsen, 

2015). In the case of non-English speaking countries, including Finland, international 

students may be structurally isolated in their English-taught programs, having min-

imum contact with students studying in the local language (Calikoglu, 2018; Moon & 

Chin, 2019). Overall, studies on international students from different countries re-

port the same problem — a lack of social ties with the local population (Schartner, 

2015).  

There seems to be a lack of research giving an overall view of international stu-

dents’ networks and social capital as a considerable body of literature focuses only 

on network formation at the early stage of studies.   

A few recent studies help to fill in the above-mentioned research gap. Taha and 

Cox (2016) summarized key factors that previous studies found important in shap-

ing international students’ networks. These factors include language, culture, reli-

gion, context, time, sharing the same experience, fear of discrimination, pre-

established networks, age, and negative stereotypes. They also concluded that most 

of the previous studies indicate that international students choose to create their 

networks based on co-national factors such as common language and cultural simi-

larities. Taha and Cox’s own research suggests that international students build four 

types of networks such as study-related work, friendship, advice, and support net-

works. Work and friendship networks were found to be built in the classroom set-

ting while advice and support networks were based on pre-existing networks, main-

ly family and close friends. The study confirmed co-nationality to be one of the fac-

tors shaping international students’ networks. However, they also indicated a new 

factor such as work orientation, Another key factor was that international student 

networks evolve over time. At later stages, students preferred their networks based 

on the similarity of learning goals and attitudes towards work rather than language 

and cultural proximity. 
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Schartner (2015) studied international students’ social ties longitudinally and 

also came to the conclusion that these networks undergo a big change over the 

course of studies. The study indicated that ties with other international students de-

velop steadily at the beginning of study experience and quickly become the student's 

primary network. At the same time, co-national ties, peaking at the beginning, start 

to decrease over time. Ties with host society remained weak over the whole study 

year. While previous studies on international students reported a lack of contact 

with host society members, other results were not well-discussed in the research lit-

erature before.  

Research on international students in Japanese universities (Moon & Chin, 2019) 

suggested that networks built by international students during their studies have an 

influence on their post-graduation career plans. For example, it was found out that 

those students, who create diverse networks with international students from other 

cultures are motivated to build multinational careers that involve bridging several 

countries. The study calls attention to the need to further examine the impact of so-

cial ties developed by international students during their studies on career outcomes. 

The present study contributes to this topic as well.  

Studies conducted in Finland seem to confirm the same pattern in international 

student networks that are reported in other countries. According to Korhonen (2014), 

study participants’ social contacts were mostly limited to their family, dating part-

ners, and fellow co- and international students. The situation remained the same 

over the years, despite the desire of the majority of students for developing social 

contact with the local population.  

Participants of another Finnish study (Li, 2020) also mentioned the importance 

of having contacts with the host society members, especially in the context of finding 

employment. However, they pointed out the difficulties in obtaining such ties and 

the need to be proactive in creating social networks in Finland.  

In addition, it was found that in international students’ opinion, they did not 

have enough time during their studies and did not receive enough support from 

HEIs to create social networks that could assist them with finding employment 

(Shumilova et al., 2012).  

Following the SWT theory, having a wider range of contacts increases the 

chances of finding work, however, international students found themselves in a 

‘bubble’. They keep connections with their family and friends from the home coun-

try, create co-national ties or ties with other international students that mostly 

emerge from classroom settings. These ties are either strong or weak, but don’t 

bridge the social distance, hence according to the SWT theory, they do not increase 

the chances of finding employment. Connections with the local populations that are 

seen to enhance the job search for migrants are also missing. The next chapter will 
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discuss participation in a project-based work-integrated university course as a po-

tential solution for enlarging and diversifying international students’ social capital.  
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This chapter first overviews the main principles of project-based learning and dis-

cusses the previous research available on the interactions within project-based 

courses. Then it presents Team&Client project course as the case study for this thesis. 

The chapter ends with a summary of the main findings from the literature review 

and formulation of the research questions. 

5.1 Project-based learning as a type of Work-integrated learning 

Project-based learning is a learner-centered pedagogical approach that engages stu-

dents in working on real-world projects that drive the learning process. Project-

based learning is an application of constructivist learning theory, where learners are 

seen to actively construct their knowledge based on prior experiences and new ideas 

(Krajcik et al., 1994). According to Helle, Tynjälä, and Olkinuora (2006), the distinc-

tive features of project-based learning are problem orientation, constructing a con-

crete artifact, learner control of the learning process, contextualization of learning, 

using and creating multiple forms of representation, and developing motivational 

orientation. Creating a tangible product (or artifact) that addresses the authentic 

problem is the key feature that makes project-based learning different from other 

learner-centered teaching methods, e.g., problem-based learning and experiential 

learning (Blumenfeld et. al., 1991; Helle et al., 2006).  

Project-based learning can be incorporated on different levels of education, 

from primary schools to high education institutions. Universities mostly focus on 

providing students with academic knowledge and research skills rather than prepar-

ing them for professional life (Guo et al., 2020). Adding project-based courses to the 

5 PROJECT-BASED COURSES AS NETWORKING OP-
PORTUNITY 
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university curricula helps to bridge this gap. Project-based learning can be consid-

ered as a form of non-placement work-integrated learning, that combines formal 

learning with the practical application of acquired skills and knowledge in working-

life settings (Jackson, 2018). As project-based courses have a strong real-life orienta-

tion, they include cooperation with community partners and industry clients 

(Krajcik et al., 1994; Lee et al., 2014). Compared to internships, project-based courses 

might be less taxing to organize resources and time-wise as they don’t need to meet 

the individual needs of a student (McLay & Skelton, 2007). In addition, project-based 

courses have the potential to be more inclusive than work placements and intern-

ships, as the latter tend to be more available to domestic rather than international 

students (Gribble et al.; Mackaway & Winchester-Seeto, 2018). For instance, interna-

tional students experience similar difficulties with finding internships in the host 

country as they do with finding employment, and the lack of local networks is one of 

the reasons for both of these struggles (Gribble, et al, 2015). 

One important characteristic of project-based learning, distinguishing it from 

other forms of work-integrated learning, is working in teams. This learning method 

contains both cooperative and collaborative elements, and “a project task is usually 

planned so that it could not be performed without the common efforts of the partici-

pants” (Helle et. al., 2006, p. 296). Some project-based courses are designed to bring 

together students from different fields of study, aiming to develop their interdisci-

plinary collaboration skills (Warr & West, 2020). This is the course design of the 

Team&Client course, which is used as a case study in this thesis. 

Students taking project-based courses are guided and mentored throughout the 

learning process. The role of the course instructor/mentor is to facilitate, advise, 

guide, and mentor students (Colley, 2008). Instructors/mentors may also perform 

team-building interventions, e.g., in the form of a team-building workshop to create 

an effective collaborative working environment (Kapp, 2009). Some project-based 

learning courses use reflection as a part of the learning experience, such as asking 

students to write brief reflections on their experience reflections and learning logs 

(Grant, 2011). 

Project-based courses at HEI have several important outcomes for students that 

are valuable for the professional world. Studies report increasing employability 

through developing content knowledge, hard skills, soft skills (problem-solving, crit-

ical thinking, lifelong learning skills, collaboration, and team-working skills), moti-

vation, and self-efficiency (Guo et al., 2020).  
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5.2 Interactions within a Project-based course 

Researchers have mostly been interested in examining the impact of project-based 

learning on the learning process and the learning outcomes for students. Most stud-

ies available on project-based courses are conducted in a form of course curriculum 

analysis. Only a very limited number of studies discuss communication between 

different parties during a project-based course and no studies were found on main-

taining the contacts or utilizing them after the course. 

Piggott and Winchester-Seeto (2020) present social interaction in a project-

based work-integrated course arising from intersections between student teams, ac-

ademic staff, and partner staff engagement (Figure 3). According to their model, stu-

dent teams and Academic Staff interact during academic learning support, debrief-

ing, and supervision processes. Student teams and clients engage during the project 

briefing, ongoing and itinerary feedback and presentations, and final report. Aca-

demic and Partner staff, in their turn, communicate during the pre-course by co-

designing the project brief and course logistics, and in the post-course face when 

conducting debriefing and evaluation. 

 

 

FIGURE 3         Interactions in Project-based WIL course (Piggott and Winchester-Seeto, 2020, p.4)  
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Based on this model, during a project-based course students have interactions 

with three actors: with other students within a team, with course teachers, and with 

clients they conduct a project for. Over the following paragraphs, I present views on 

these interactions that are available in the research literature. Communication be-

tween clients and academic staff is not discussed as it goes beyond the focus of this 

study. It must be noted that all these studies examine the experiences of domestic 

students as no research on international student networking during a project-based 

course has been found.   

Isomöttönen and Kärkkäinen (2010) conceptualized student-client communica-

tion during various software engineering project courses organized by the Universi-

ty of Jyväskylä. They used grounded theory to analyze teachers’ word-of-mouth 

knowledge about the topic, teachers’ written course development plans and reports, 

and students’ project reports. The results of the analysis (Isomöttönen & Kärkkäinen, 

2010, p. 79) demonstrated that students experienced communication barriers with all 

the parties involved in the course (teammates, course teachers, and clients), with 

student-client communication being the most challenging. Hence the study focused 

on identifying explanations for the barriers in student-client interactions. The main 

reason was labeled as inexperience, and involved students not understanding the 

importance of communicating with the client, showing a lack of confidence and 

courage, not knowing how to communicate or not being ready to take initiative, and 

initial confusion due to new experience. How strongly each of the inexperience di-

mensions appeared was found to depend on a student’s background, such as per-

sonal orientation and prior experience. It was also found that communication tended 

to progressively improve during the project course. 

The relationship between students and clients was then further discussed in the 

article by Heikkinen and Isomöttönen (2017) and presented among other topics in 

the doctoral dissertation by Heikkinen (2017). The studies were dedicated to student 

experiences during a multidisciplinary project course at the University of Jyväskylä, 

which was organized in Finnish and had a similar course design as Team&Client 

course used as a case study by this thesis. Unlike the study by Isomöttönen and 

Kärkkäinen (2010), these studies used only student’s individual learning reports in 

the data analysis, thus focusing on student’s perception of interactions with a client. 

By conducting thematic network analysis, the researchers demonstrated how the 

students perceived their status in relation to their clients. They identified three 

modes of interaction: Parity, Compliance, and Tension. In Parity, students saw the 

client as supportive, and themselves being equals to the client. Parity was also char-

acterized by informality, open and quick communication, and a supportive working 

atmosphere. The second mode, Compliance refers to conflicting interests between 

students and clients, and students complying with clients’ requests even when doing 
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so against their own interests. Students were frustrated with clients’ indecisiveness 

or change of plans, however, were afraid to argue face-to-face with the client. Ten-

sion described an unstable relationship between students and clients, which varied 

from students’ timidity towards the client to taking control of the project. Students 

reported being nervous before the first contact or meeting with the client and acting 

too formally. However, the timidity disappeared during the meeting and students 

were challenging the client convincing them to accept their project ideas. 

There seems to be no previous study conducted on the networking between 

students and clients during and after a project-based course. However, there is re-

search available that discusses the problems university students report when net-

working with local companies during and after on-campus employability events. 

Caldwell and Cattermole (2015) demonstrated that many students experience nota-

ble issues with engaging and maintaining contact after meeting an employer. From a 

student perspective, the main barriers for networking were identified as the follow-

ing: the lack of free time to spend on networking activities, ‘college mindset’, the lack 

of experience and confidence, and belonging to a different social or cultural envi-

ronment. ‘College mindset’ was described as a not very serious attitude to studies 

and a habit of passively receiving information rather than actively and independent-

ly engaging in the development of their own employability. Caldwell and Catter-

mole (2015, p. 295) also highlighted the importance of maintaining the established 

connections: “in order for students to get something meaningful out of the encounter, 

they have the opportunity to build a relationship with the person, through regular or 

repeated contact”. 

There were no studies found that specifically addressed the question of stu-

dent-teacher interactions during a project-based course. Literature only provided 

brief comments on the insufficiency of interactions. For instance, Corno and De Rus-

sis (2017) found that only half of the teams had a sufficient amount of interactions 

with university staff needed for the successful implementation of the project. 

Regarding student interactions with other students, as it was stated in the pre-

vious section, learning at a project-based course occurs in a social setting, and stu-

dents are expected to work collaboratively rather than individually to achieve the 

outcomes of the project. Molina-Besch and Olsson (2016) presented insights into 

working in multidisciplinary teams at a project course at Lund University. They re-

ported students having an overall positive experience from collaboration in the team 

both at the beginning and the end of the course. Students named network develop-

ment as one of the experienced benefits of working in a multidisciplinary team. In-

terestingly, it was not mentioned as an expected benefit at the beginning of the pro-

ject. As for challenges, students reported difficulties with communication and more 

disagreement than they anticipated.  
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5.3 Case study: Team&Client -multidisciplinary business project 
course  

Universities have a unique position to act as a mediator between local companies 

looking for international talents and international students, seeking to enhance their 

employability. This thesis uses the Team&Client -multidisciplinary business project 

course (URAA1001) as a case study to gain a deeper understanding of the network-

ing aspect of international students’ integration into Finnish working life. The Eng-

lish-language version of Team&Client course has been organized by the Career Ser-

vices of the University of Jyväskylä (JYU) since spring 2016. It gives an opportunity 

for international master’s degree students studying at the University of Jyväskylä 

(JYU), and international bachelor’s degree students studying at the Jyväskylä Uni-

versity of Applied Sciences (JAMK) to work with real clients in Central Finland. The 

clients are companies and organizations of various sectors and sizes that are located 

in Jyväskylä or other cities in Central Finland. Many clients seek internationalization 

or wish to improve their services for customers with foreign background residing in 

Finland. Clients apply to participate in Team&Client course and discuss the current 

needs of their company or organization with the organizers before the beginning of 

the course. 

The course is organized every Spring semester and lasts for three months. The 

course organizers select the student applicants, divide them into multicultural mul-

tidisciplinary teams of five, and assign each team a client and a coach teacher. Stu-

dents cannot choose their teammates or a client. At the beginning of the course, 

course organizers provide an introductory lecture which includes team-building ac-

tivities. Each team independently selects a team leader (project manager) and di-

vides the roles among the members. The number of teams varies depending on the 

number of local clients that signed up for the course. There were 6 teams in 2016 and 

2017, 2 teams in 2018, 4 teams in 2019, and 3 teams in 2020. Course organizers dis-

cuss the preliminary project idea with clients, however, it is the students' responsi-

bility to negotiate the final topic and define the scope of the project with their client. 

The course aims to simulate an authentic working environment. Students work 

in teams with other students from other disciplines whom they did not know before 

the project, the client and the coach teacher are also unfamiliar to them. Most of the 

time students work in teams independently from their coach teachers, making col-

lective decisions on their tasks. Coach teachers assist teams with the project plan and 

provide advice on how to communicate with the client. However, they are not al-

lowed to directly interfere in student-client interactions and are not helping students 

with the project deliverables. It is the students' task to contact their client to arrange 

the first meeting with them and discuss the details of their cooperation. Students 
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take full responsibility for their work and for delivering it to the client on time. The 

clients are responsible for providing students with the materials necessary to com-

plete the project. Examples of project deliverables in 2016–2020 included customer 

and staff surveys, market analysis, internationalization strategy, promotional mate-

rials, and website development. 

At the end of the course, each team presents their project at the final seminar 

which is open to the public. The clients are also welcome to attend the presentations. 

The course is graded as pass-fail and students receive 5 ECTS credits for successfully 

completing the course. Monetary compensation for students is not provided. 

5.4 Research questions 

Before introducing the research questions of this study, this subchapter summarizes 

the key themes from the theoretical background and the literature presented in the 

last four chapters. The number of international students in Finland has tripled over 

the last 20 years, and the Finnish government aims to attract more international stu-

dents by the year 2030 as well as increase their employment rate. However, as stud-

ies indicate, international students experience difficulties securing employment in 

Finland with an absence of relevant networks identified as one of the main obstacles. 

According to SWT theory, social networks that provide better employment outcomes 

are weak ties connecting people from different social groups. Research shows that in 

the case of migrants, it is important that weak ties are built with the members of the 

host society. International students, however, mostly create bonding social capital, 

by interacting with students from their home countries or other international stu-

dents in the academic setting. Project-based courses organized by HEI in collabora-

tion with local partners might provide international students with an opportunity of 

diversifying their social capital. Project-based courses are considered to be more ac-

cessible for international students than other forms of work-integrated learning, 

which are difficult to obtain due to the same barriers that students face when looking 

for a job. Students participating in a project-based course are involved in three types 

of interactions — with other students within a team, with a local client, and with a 

coach teacher. However, as some studies demonstrated, students may experience 

certain difficulties and barriers when communicating with other parties during a 

project-based course.  

The research aim of the study is to explore how the networks developed during 

Higher Education studies contribute to international students’ integration into Finn-

ish working life. Team&Client -multidisciplinary business project course organized 

by the University of Jyväskylä acts here as an example of a project-based course 



 

 

29 

 

where international students can create new social ties which, according to the SWT 

theory, can be linked to better employment outcomes. Following the key questions 

identified in the literature review and the importance of student’s own understand-

ing of their networking and job-seeking experience, the research questions are for-

mulated as follows: 

RQ1: How do the international student participants describe the networking 

process that took place during the course? 

RQ2: How do the participants view the role of the social networks developed 

during the course in job seeking and employability? 
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6.1 Research approach 

This study examines social networking that took place between international stu-

dents, between international students and a client, and between international stu-

dents and a coach teacher during and after Team&Client -multidisciplinary business 

project course. For the purpose of this study international students are defined as 

undergraduate and graduate degree-seeking students who hold a foreign passport 

and have moved to Finland from another country as adults to be enrolled in the 

University of Jyväskylä (JYU) or the Jyväskylä University of Applied Sciences 

(JAMK).  

This study follows the interpretive qualitative approach and uses qualitative 

content analysis (QCA) as the research method. The choice of following the qualita-

tive approach was motivated by both the research questions and the type of data 

used in this study. I found qualitative methods to be suitable for this study as they 

allow understanding the meaning of the events or things by answering the questions 

of ‘why’ and ‘how’ (Lune & Berg, 2017). They also allow creating new ways of seeing 

the existing data and process and interpreting study participants’ experiences 

(Ochieng, 2009).  

The study used two sets of data: reports written by international students at the 

end of the course, and interviews with international student participants conducted 

2–5 years after they had completed the course. There was no direct observation of 

how the participant built and maintained social networks during the course, instead 

the study is based on participants’ accounts of their own experiences. This study 

shares the viewpoint of social constructivism in proposing that the objects e.g., social 

ties come to existence through an individual’s perception and proposing that they 

6 THE METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK 



 

 

31 

 

embody meanings during the communicative act. Thus, in this study, social net-

works between individuals are presented as a subjective perception and not as an 

objective reality. 

6.2 Data collection 

This thesis is based on the data collected from the international degree students of 

five Team&Client courses conducted in English in 2016–2020. The study combines 

several types of data collected from the course participants: learning reports, final 

project reports, written course feedback, and interviews. The first three types of data 

were collected by the course organizers each year at the end of the course. The inter-

views were conducted in 2021 by the author of the thesis with participants from dif-

ferent course years. The language of all collected data is English. 

International student participants of the course had differing socio-economic, 

socio-cultural and socio-political backgrounds, however as the study is focusing on 

social network theory these aspects are not considered important and therefore are 

not further discussed. There were some Finnish students participating in the course; 

though as the study focuses specifically on international students, data collected 

from domestic students was excluded from the analysis. 

6.2.1 Learning reports, final project reports, course feedback 

Individual learning reports were mandatory for course participants in 2016–2017 

and were replaced with course feedback in 2018–2020. The learning reports were 

written by students in a free form, 1–2 pages on average. In the reports, students 

were asked to analyze what worked well and what did not during the project, to 

comment on the teamwork, and to reflect on their skills development. Students were 

informed that the learning report does not affect the grading, so they would feel free 

to express a possible critique regarding the project course. Some reports from both 

years were missing. In total, 24 individual learning reports from 2016–2017 were 

used in the data analysis.  

Providing individual course feedback was mandatory for course participants in 

2018–2020. Students were asked to answer a qualitative questionnaire that contained 

7–9 open-answer questions about their course experience. The course feedback data 

from 2018 went missing due to the university changing the study platform. In total, 

feedback forms of 23 students from 2019–2020 were analyzed in the study. 

Final project reports were available for each year the course was organized. 

They were written by either all members of the team or one member chosen for that 

task. The reports were written in free form, usually between 5 and 10 pages, and de-
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scribed the project results, teamwork, cooperation with the client, and evaluated the 

team’s learning experience during the project. Overall, 21 final project reports from 

2016-2020 were collected and used in the study.  

The learning reports, final project reports, and course feedback data was col-

lected and provided for this study by the Career Services of the University of 

Jyväskylä. Students were giving right for their reports and feedback to be used for 

the research purposes as a part of a course agreement. The data was shared by the 

Career Services via a secure university communication channel and stored in a pass-

port protected computer. All the data samples were anonymized, including names, 

organizations, and places, to prevent the possibility that student identities could be 

recognized from the study. 

6.2.2 Interviews  

Interviews were conducted with former course participants in 2021. The aim of the 

interviews was to further discuss the topics emerging from the learning reports, final 

project reports, and feedback forms and to gain a perspective of the network’s de-

velopment over time. Interview questions were developed after the preliminary 

analysis of other data sources and are both theory and data-driven. The theoretical 

framework and the insights from the research literature were used to identify the 

key themes, after that the preliminary analysis of the earlier collected data was used 

to formulate the questions. The interviews cover the following major themes: net-

working process during and after the course, employability, and integration in Finn-

ish working life. Following Granovetter’s (1973) argument on the tie’s strength, the 

interview was also designed to establish the frequency and the intensity of contact 

occurring during and after the course. The interview questions are attached to Ap-

pendix 1.  

In total, eight formal in-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted for 

the study. One participant took the course in 2016, three participants in 2017, two in 

2018, and two in 2019. Participants from the same year worked in different teams. 

Participants come from different fields of study. Six participants studied in master-

level degree programs at JYU and two in the bachelor-level degree programs at 

JAMK at the time of the course. Participants had different places of origin: five from 

Europe (three from non-EU and two from EU countries), two from Africa, and one 

from Asia. Five participants were males and three were females, the age varied from 

the early 20s to mid-30s. At the time of the interview, two participants graduated 

and found employment in Finland, two graduated and enrolled in another degree 

program, two were finishing their studies and working at the same time, and two 

were at the final stage of their studies looking for jobs. Due to the small number of 

participants at the Team&Client project course, precise demographic information of 
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each participant will not be provided in order to prevent their identification from 

this study. Instead, they are referred to as interview participants 1–8.  

Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, all the interviews were conducted online via 

Zoom. Interviews lasted fifty minutes on average and were recorded. Before the in-

terview, each participant was given a privacy notice, explaining the basic infor-

mation about the study and the processing of the personal data, and signed the in-

formed consent form (Appendix 2). As it is mentioned in communication research 

methods literature, degree of membership is important in interview-based research 

projects (Croucher & Cronn-Mills, 2014). It is advised that a researcher should be 

“deeply involved and closely connected to the scene, activity, or group being stud-

ied,” while at the same time “achieve enough distance from the phenomenon to al-

low for recording of action and interactions relatively uncolored by what [you] 

might have had at stake” (Fitch, 1994, p. 36, as cited in Croucher & Cronn-Mills, 

2014). Since I am an international student and a former course participant, I was re-

minding myself during the interviews to obtain enough distance and not let my per-

sonal experience influence the research process. I also instructed the participants be-

fore the interviews to consider me as a researcher and not as a fellow international 

student.  

Interviews were transcribed, resulting in 116 pages of text. Each interview was 

preliminary transcribed using Otter software, after which the transcripts were man-

ually edited to ensure the quality of transcription. After that the transcripts were 

anonymized. I was the only person working with the recordings and transcriptions, 

and stored them on a password-protected computer. 

6.3 Data analysis  

Qualitative Content Analysis (QCA) was selected as the research method for this 

study. The SAGE encyclopedia defines QCA as “the intellectual process of categoriz-

ing qualitative textual data into clusters of similar entities, or conceptual categories, 

to identify consistent patterns and relationships between variables or themes” (Julien, 

2008, p. 120). QCA is a systematic and flexible method that is suitable for data that 

requires some degree of interpretation (Schreier, 2013). One of the reasons to choose 

this method is that it can be applied to any kind of qualitative material, including the 

data collected by the researcher and sampled from other sources. Another reason is 

that it helps to focus on the selected aspects of the research material. As it was de-

scribed earlier, some parts of the data used in this study, such as e.g., project descrip-

tions and student’s skills development are beyond the scope of this study. Unlike 
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many other qualitative methods, QCA reduces data to the material relevant to the 

research questions.  

The analysis was conducted following the guidance presented in the textbook 

Qualitative Content Analysis in Practice by Margrit Schreier (2012). First, I needed to 

leave out the irrelevant material for my analysis. I read through the data from the 

learning diaries and final project reports and extracted the parts where students 

talked about their team, client, or coach teacher. Then I read through the feedback 

forms and extracted students’ answers for two questions, which correspond to the 

research aim of this study. These two questions were: “How was the cooperation 

with your client?”, and “How was the cooperation with your coach teacher?”. After 

reading through this new set of data, I developed interview questions and conduct-

ed the interviews. Once I finished transcribing the interviews, I read through the 

texts and removed parts that were not relevant to the research questions. 

Step two was creating a coding frame. As there are no coding frames available 

from the research literature, I started building my own coding frame, that can be 

found in Appendix 3. As it was recommended for studies with multiple data sources 

(Schreier, 2012), I started by building a frame that fits one data course, adding to the 

frame at a later stage to make it fit other sources. I decided to first concentrate on 

participants’ descriptions of interactions during the course and started building the 

frame based on personal learning reports. Regarding the structure of the coding 

frame, I decided to combine both concept-driven and data-driven strategies. The first 

step was to create the main categories that cover most important aspects of my re-

search questions. I created the main categories in a concept-driven way. First two 

main categories labeled ‘Frequency of contact’ and ‘Quality of contact’ were adopted 

from the SWT theory. The third category named ‘Factors perceived to affect net-

working’ was created based on the studies by Caldwell and Cattermole (2015), 

Isomöttönen and Kärkkäinen (2010), and Heikkinen and Isomöttönen (2017).  

The next step was creating data-driven subcategories, which help to specify 

and focus the most relevant material. According to Schreier (2012), there are several 

ways to do that: progressively summarizing the material, adapting coding from 

grounded theory, subsumption, and contrasting. I followed the summarizing strate-

gy. As a first step, I paraphrased all the parts in the personal learning diaries that 

were relevant to the research questions. As a second step, I paraphrased again, delet-

ing the unnecessary details and leaving only the main statement. As a third step, I 

grouped similar paraphrases together and created a common name for them. Table 1 

shows an example of progressive summarizing: 
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TABLE 1 Examples of progressive summarizing used for building the coding frame 

Quote from the data Paraphrase, step 1 Paraphrase, step 2 Common name 
for both para-
phrases 

“It was very hard to communi-
cate with the company due to 
their tight schedule and limited 
number of employees.” 

Communication 
difficulties due to 
client’s schedule 
and number of 
staff 

Client is unavaila-
ble to communi-
cate 

Unavailability 

 “I was unlucky with my sched-
ule because I had another im-
portant classes or exams I 
couldn’t mess at the same time 
with the company’s meetings.” 

Student unavaila-
ble to attend meet-
ings with the cli-
ent 

Student is una-
vailable to com-
municate  

 

After finishing with personal learning diaries, progressive summarizing was 

conducted on feedback forms and final project reports. I needed to conduct the 

summarizing process several times to achieve a higher level of abstraction as origi-

nally I listed almost 50 potential subcategories. Many of the preliminary subcatego-

ries were semantic opposites, and therefore could be labeled under one code name, 

for instance, initial subcategories ‘availability’ and ‘unavailability’ were merged.  

The second part of the coding frame, that describes contact and social networks 

taking place after the course, was created in the same way. The main categories were 

based on the ideas presented in the literature review and the main interview topics, 

and the subcategories were created by progressively summarizing the interview data.  

Once the subcategories were created, I proceeded to segmenting my data into 

units of coding. When choosing between the formal and thematic criteria for divid-

ing my data, I chose the latter since students often changed from one topic to another 

in one sentence, or continued the same idea in a different phrase. 

During the pilot phase, I found out that several subcategories were overlapping. 

I reduced the number of subcategories and re-defined them. After that, I conducted 

the coding twice, with a two-week difference to increase coding reliability.  

The next chapter presents the main results of the analysis. The data illustrations 

were anonymized, however, grammar, spelling, and punctuation errors were not 

corrected.  
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In order to answer the research questions, this chapter will focus on the networking 

between the Team&Client course participants in two different time periods: during 

the course, and the period between the end of the course and the time of the inter-

views. The term ‘course participants’ encompasses the following actors that took 

part in the course: international students, coach teachers, and client representatives.  

7.1 Contact and social networking during the course 

The following subchapter analyzes student-student, student-client, and student-

coach teacher interaction that from the perspective of international student partici-

pants took place during three months of the Team&Client course. The first finding 

here is that no significant differences could be found between the data created dur-

ing the course (learning diaries, final project reports, and feedback forms), and the 

interview data. In other words, the participants’ recollection concerning the course 

remained accurate years after the course had taken place. This subchapter presents 

the joint findings from both types of data. 

Participants described the networking during the course especially in terms of 

contact frequency, contact quality, and the factors that they saw affecting the process. 

These aspects are important for determining the type of the social ties created from 

the perspective of SWT theory.  

7 FINDINGS 
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7.1.1 Frequency of contact 

According to participants, interactions between the course participants varied in fre-

quency. The reported frequency of contact can be divided into three types: high fre-

quency, low frequency, or insufficient frequency.  

High frequency refers to communication on a regular basis throughout the en-

tire course. This type of contact frequency was mostly reported regarding interac-

tions between team members. According to the participants, many teams arranged 

team meetings every week and communicated via social media on a daily or nearly a 

daily basis. High frequency of contact was also reported for student-client interac-

tions. Several clients had weekly meetings with the student teams and established a 

regular email exchange: 

The team has weekly meeting with the customer during which receives valuable com-
ments about its work. Also the client keeps in touch with team via emails and promptly 
answers the questions from the team members. (final report #9) 

High frequency of contact was never reported in the data when describing in-

teractions with coach teachers. This is not surprising, taking into consideration that 

the role of the coach teachers was to mentor the students rather than to take an active 

part in their work.  

Low frequency describes interactions that only happened a couple of times 

during the whole duration of the course and were based on a specific need. This type 

of frequency was mostly reported about interactions with a client and a coach teach-

er. For example, many students would only meet their client twice — at the begin-

ning of the project to discuss the client’s goals and requirements and at the very end 

when presenting the project’s results. Some teams only communicated with their 

coach teachers when there were problems with group dynamics or if they failed to 

understand the assignment. Also, in some teams, students preferred to work inde-

pendently and only met when they had to complete a joint task, for example submit-

ting the project plan: 

We only decided to meet when we needed to make group decisions and we think it was 
wise as the tasks were allocated in a way that each could work on their own. (final report 
#2) 

Insufficient frequency refers to the amount of contact that was below partici-

pants’ expectations or wasn’t enough to effectively work on the project. This catego-

ry was reported regarding student-client interactions. For example, some partici-

pants initially expected that they would work closely with the client, however, the 

client preferred that the team works their own and only arranged a few meetings 

with the team. In some cases, participants viewed regular weekly meetings to be 
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necessary for the project’s success but the client was not able to meet with them so 

often: 

We tried to colloborate [sic] with the client as much as possible. However, the client was 
too busy to collaborate with us as we expected. For example, we tried to have weekly 
meeting with the client to update on the project status and steps to move forwards, but in 
reality we could meet the client 1 time every 3 weeks. This made the communication pro-
longed, which somehow contributed to the delay of the project. (feedback form #3) 

7.1.2 Quality of contact 

Along with the frequency of interactions, participants often discussed their quality 

by talking about contact depth, communication clarity, and the general impression 

from collaboration. 

7.1.2.1 General impression 

The general impression from collaboration varied from excellent and good to satis-

factory and poor. The majority of international students described the general im-

pression that they got from interactions as excellent or good. A few poor general im-

pressions were mostly related to communication hiccups with a client or one of the 

team members. 

7.1.2.2 Depth 

The depth dimension describes the level of intimacy and emotional involvement be-

tween the different people engaging in an interaction. Some participants described 

interactions in a team as being distant and purely professional while others talked 

about creating a close bond and even becoming friends with their team members.  

A similar pattern emerged from students’ descriptions of their relationship 

with a client. In most cases, when the depth theme appeared in the data regarding 

student-client interactions, the relationship was described as distant. However, in 

several cases students developed close proximity with their client, perceiving these 

relations as a form of friendship. The following quotes illustrate the differences in 

student’s descriptions: 

Our relationship [with the client] was very professional. Because we were working for 
them… We didn’t keep in touch as much and every time we wanted to meet we had to 
book an appointment. (interview participant #5) 

She was more like a teacher, a friend then [sic] our client. (feedback form #21) 

I think, after the second or third, meeting with the client, we didn't feel anymore that we 
were actually meeting a client. It was more like meeting people that you know well, and 
you were just spending this time together. It was more like a friendship. (interview partic-
ipant #1) 
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Some clients were willing to get to know the students better by inviting them 

for joint lunches and company events. Several clients wanted to thank students for 

their work and organized special celebrations of project completion. One student 

was invited to a business trip and spent several days closely cooperating with their 

client. 

The depth theme rarely appeared in students’ comments on cooperation with 

their coach teacher. 

7.1.2.3 Clarity 

Finally, the quality of interactions was described by participants in terms of clarity. 

In some cases, international students emphasized how clear and effective communi-

cation with other course participants was. Some students, on the contrary, experi-

enced problems with understanding what other parties expected and required them 

to do. The following examples illustrate different student experiences: 

From the first meeting with client we received all instructions/expectations from the pro-
ject. (feedback form #5) 

I would have wished if he [client] would have given us more clear instructions of what he 
expects. (feedback form #1) 
 
 

7.1.3 Factors perceived to affect networking 

During the data analysis, a number of themes emerged that can be considered as 

factors that could influence participant’s networking process during the course. 

These factors are: type of contact, availability, working atmosphere, motivation, abil-

ity to handle diversity, personal impression, and language barrier. All these factors 

could affect the networking experience in either positive or a negative way with an 

exception of the language barrier that can only be considered as an obstacle for in-

teractions.  

7.1.3.1 Type of contact   

Type of contact refers to whether a student participant directly interacted with the 

client or a coach teacher or indirectly through another student acting as a mediator. 

The first meetings with a client or a coach teacher were usually attended by all team 

members, however the interactions after that varied. Many teams organized their 

work in such a way that only one student in the team was in direct contact with the 

client. Some of them appointed a communication manager who was in charge of all 

teams’ external interactions, in some teams this role was played by a team leader. 

Thus, in many cases, only one student in a team exchanged information with the cli-
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ent or coach teacher, and other members sent and received information through that 

person.  

However, in a few teams, members who were not supposed to be in charge of 

contacting the client or a coach teacher were still interacting with them directly be-

cause they perceived it to be more convenient. For example, a student who was de-

signing brochures for a client found it easier and more time-effective to email the 

client directly to discuss the technical details and rather than to forward their ques-

tions and receive feedback through the team’s communication manager. In other 

example, sharing the same physical had an effect on the type of contact: 

Yeah, I talked to him [coach teacher] directly.… And I think, as far as I remember, the team 
leader was technically in charge of communicating with him. But honestly, it was just easi-
er to meet with him at my university, because he's working there. (interview participant #4) 
 

7.1.3.2 Availability 

The availability factor describes whether participants of the course had time and op-

portunity to engage in interactions. This factor was perceived to affect interactions 

taking place on every level — between students in the team, between students and 

clients, and between students and coach teachers. Members of each team were 

studying at different degree programs which timetables did not always match. Also, 

it could be difficult for students to combine the project work with their social and 

personal life. While some students found a way to deal with this challenge and make 

themselves available for the project meetings, others did not attend them, thus losing 

an opportunity to interact with other course participants. 

Clients’ availability also varied. Some students mentioned that their client was 

always ready to meet, promptly answered emails, and provided all the necessary 

materials. Several students were positively impressed that the client constantly 

stayed in touch despite their very busy schedule. Others, however, reported that 

their client was too busy to interact with them. In the case of clients, availability is-

sues were sometimes long-lasting and were perceived by students as seriously af-

fecting their project experience. 

I think there was like a five-week block or something where they just didn't reply to our 
messages… I don't know if it was exactly five weeks, but it was quite, quite a long chunk 
of the project where, you know, we could have been doing stuff, but because we had no in-
teraction with them, then we were kind of held up. (interview participant #3) 

As for coach teachers, several students highlighted that their coach teacher was 

reachable despite being very busy.  
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7.1.3.3 Working atmosphere 

Working atmosphere refers to how participants described the atmosphere in the 

team or cooperation with the coach teacher and client. The most typical description 

that can be considered as having a positive influence on networking is supporting 

atmosphere. For example, some participants mentioned that their coach teacher was 

supportive and encouraging, and they felt that they could talk about any issues. 

Some students were positively surprised by the level of support they received from 

their client: 

In my opinion the cooperation with our client was very professional and we received all 
the information and the help we needed. The clients even sensed our confusion at times 
and pointed us in the right direction. (feedback form #20) 

Themes of harmony and unanimity were also often brought in the research da-

ta. Students mentioned, for example, that team members were getting along very 

well, and there were no conflicts or big disagreements between them. Some partici-

pants also used the words friendly and relaxing when positively describing the 

working atmosphere in the team or between the team and the client. 

On the contrary, one of the negative influences mentioned was contention. 

Some students reported arguments and conflicts during team meetings that had a 

negative impact on their relationship with other participants. Some described the 

atmosphere in the team as forced due to the students having no influence over who 

they work on the project with.   

It [atmosphere in the team] was very forced. I think since the groups were all mixed to-
gether randomly, it was a bit kind of forced to try to get along, which wasn't always so 
easy. (interview participant #7) 

7.1.3.4 Motivation 

Another factor that appeared in the student’s reports and interviews rather often is 

motivation. The level of participants’ interest in the course was seen as having influ-

ence on their willingness to interact with other participants. According to the partic-

ipants, highly motivated students were prioritizing the course to their other activi-

ties and commitments while less motivated students tended to be less committed. In 

several teams, some participants dropped out at the beginning or even during the 

middle stage of the course.  

Even though the clients were initiators of the project and the ones to directly 

benefit from their successful implementation, their level of motivation and commit-

ment also varied. According to the participants, some clients demonstrated a very 

high level of engagement and were interested in having regular interactions with the 

students: 
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Yes, I think I was really positively impressed by the level of their personal interest in this 
and also like, level of engagement, because the very first meeting, we saw the CEO, and 
then the second person in the company, and they were very much into this project…. And 
it turned out that it was everlasting energy that we discovered there at the first meeting 
because we had those meetings consistently, we never dropped out kind of from our 
schedule. (interview participant #1) 

Some clients, however, seemed to become less motivated as the project pro-

gressed: 

Towards the beginning of the project, the client was prompt and encouraging but unfortu-
nately seemed less invested as the project went on. (feedback form #18) 

The theme of motivation did not come up in students’ description of coopera-

tion with a coach teacher. 

7.1.3.5 Level of comfort with diversity  

Diversity in the context of this study relates to the variety of participants’ cultural 

backgrounds, personal features, language proficiency, and prior study and work 

experiences. Each team could be considered to be both multicultural and multidisci-

plinary, and participants had to handle differences in work styles and ethics. Some 

students reported being positive about the multicultural experience in the team be-

cause they perceived that having different approaches to doing things increased cre-

ativity and innovation. Some students also expressed delight that they could learn 

something new or different from their teammates with different backgrounds. Oth-

ers experienced challenges related to getting all different working styles “under one 

roof” as one participant put it. Students reported repeatedly arguing about these 

matters, and in some cases, it led to a conflict and team members refusing to share 

tasks, preferring to work on them individually.  

Even though in most cases clients and coach teachers had different cultural 

backgrounds than students, the diversity theme never emerged in the data when 

describing cooperation with course participants.  

7.1.3.6 Personal impression 

The impression students got from other course participants also seemed to contrib-

ute to their interest in networking with them. Mostly the personal impression theme 

emerged in the data when describing cooperation with the contact person from the 

client side. All those personal impressions were positive. The students used such 

descriptions as ‘very friendly’, ‘really nice person’, ‘open-minded’, ‘understanding’, 

and ‘kind’. Coach teachers, however, were almost never described in terms of per-

sonal qualities. It might be explained by the fact that for many students working 

with a real client in Finland was a totally new experience, while a coach teacher 
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could be in their eyes just another teacher. In most cases, students described their 

team members collectively, e.g. “the [team]members were friendly, understanding 

and patient”, rather than commenting on the personal impression they got from in-

dividual members of the team.  

It was found that not only personal impression of another participant of the 

course, but also the impression the student thought the other person got of them 

could affect the networking process. Below is the example of a perceived negative 

impression that made the student unwilling to interact with the client: 

I didn't feel that he [client] liked me as a professional. That's why I was kind of scared to 
talk to him. (interview participant #4) 

7.1.3.7 Language barrier 

The language barrier is a factor that can negatively influence an individual’s ability 

to interact with each other. Even though for the majority of students in the course 

English wasn’t their native language, there were no reports of students having prob-

lems with using it as lingua franca within the team. Instead, students attributed the 

difficulties in understanding each other to cultural differences rather than to (English) 

language proficiency. This can potentially be explained by students having prior ex-

perience of group work in English from other university courses. However, the 

theme of a language barrier emerged in several instances of student-client and stu-

dent-coach teacher interactions. For example, a few students reported that it was 

hard to understand what their coach teacher was talking about due to problems with 

their English skills.  

One of the clients also couldn't speak English very well and wasn’t willing to 

speak with the students in that language. During the first meeting, the client found 

out that the team leader had high proficiency in Finnish, and from that moment on 

only interacted with that student: 

She [client] introduced herself and company and the project in English. And then I don't 
remember exact details, but somehow she switched to Finnish and she spoke to our team 
leader. And then she spoke to him. Meeting wasn't so long, it was less than an hour, 30 
minutes to 40. And then when we left he told us what that was about. (interview partici-
pant #6) 

As it can be seen from the data analysis results, participants had very different 

interaction experiences during the course. In some teams, students reported com-

municating frequently and intensively, which led to closer proximity between the 

members, while in other teams the members remained rather distant and only en-

gaged in interactions when there was a perceived need. Finding time for the project 

work, creating an atmosphere of support and harmony in the team, being motivated, 

having a positive approach to diversity, and having a positive impression of fellow 
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team members were seen as having a positive influence on networking with team 

members. At the same time, unavailability, forced working atmosphere or conten-

tion in the team, and inability to handle diversity were found to be an obstacle for 

networking within a team.  

Relations between international students and the clients also varied. With most 

clients, international student participants had non-frequent interactions and a distant 

kind of relationship. However, some students reported having weekly interactions 

and developed a close level of proximity, which was sometimes perceived as a kind 

of friendship. Some students also reported having an insufficient frequency of con-

tact with their clients. Positive influences on the student-client networking process 

were found to be having direct contact, being available for meetings and email ex-

change, support from the client’s side, client’s high level of interest in the project, 

and student’s personal impression of a client. On the contrary, such factors as com-

municating with a client through a mediator, a client being too busy to interact, a 

client not being invested in a project, a student perceiving their client not liking them 

personally, and having a language barrier had a negative influence on the network-

ing between a student and a client.  

Descriptions of student-coach teacher interactions were appearing more rarely 

in the data than the other two types of interactions during the course. It can partly be 

explained by the fact that in 2016–2017 students were not asked to comment in their 

reports on their cooperation with the coach teacher. In addition, it may be explained 

by students being used to interacting with teachers at other university courses, thus 

potentially not perceiving it to be a new and different experience that is worth de-

scribing. Students mostly reported having low frequency of contact with a coach 

teacher. Positive influences on the networking experience were identified as being in 

direct contact, coach teacher available despite their busy schedule, and being sup-

portive. The reported obstacles were having indirect contact, and a language barrier.  

Another notable conclusion is that in individual learning diaries and individual 

feedback forms as well as in the interviews the participants often used the collective 

‘we’ referring to the whole team instead of describing their personal experience 

when talking about their interaction with their team members, clients, and coach 

teachers. 

7.2 Contact and social networks after the course 

In the previous section, it was discussed how the Team&Client course participants 

networked during the course. However, were the social networks maintained and 

developed after the course had finished? The following section is based on the anal-
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ysis of the interview with former international student participants of the course 

from different years. It examines whether participants keep in touch with each other 

after the course and establishes the factors that could affect social ties maintenance. It 

also discusses whether students used any of the networks created during the course 

in their job search activities, in what way, and which factors in their eyes had an im-

pact on network utilization. 

7.2.1 Maintaining network after the course 

The majority of interview participants (6 out of 8) mentioned that they had interac-

tions with their former teammates after the course. However, only two of them men-

tioned that they kept in touch until the present day. Participants mentioned that for 

several months they kept talking in the group chats that they used during the project 

course. They also mentioned that the team members were having discussions about 

meeting together after the end of the course. Some did meet, for others, it never hap-

pened. Several interviewees mentioned maintaining contact with all team members 

while others indicated that they only talked with one or two members of the team.  

Half of the interview participants (4 out of 8) maintained contact with the client. 

Most of them kept in touch via social media such as Facebook and LinkedIn, where 

they liked and commented posts or sent holiday greetings. One interviewee men-

tioned that they tried to contact the client two years after the course when collecting 

data for their thesis, however, never received a response to their email.  

As for coach teachers, 3 out of 8 participants reported having interactions with 

them after the course. Two of them recalled having occasional interactions in the 

form of an email exchange or having small talk when seeing each other at the uni-

versity. One student, however, developed a long-lasting relationship with their 

coach teacher. The teacher invited them to take part in their course and later sug-

gested to co-author an article. 

7.2.2 Factors affecting network maintenance 

There were several themes raised by participants during the interviews that seem to 

influence the maintenance of networks created during the course.  

7.2.2.1 Time 

When talking about relations with other course participants, several interviewees 

mentioned that the connection weakened over time. For several months after the 

course had ended, they kept talking in the team chat, however, such communication 

had gradually stopped. As for the relationship with the client, one participant men-

tioned that during the same year as they took part in the course, they had met the 
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client several times at different events. However, after two years passed, they as-

sumed that the client no longer remembered them.  

7.2.2.2 Availability 

Another factor that came up during the interviews is availability, which in this con-

text means whether it was possible or not to have interactions. Many former stu-

dents and one of the coach teachers moved to other cities or countries, which created 

a physical distance between the participants. One interviewee was not able to reach 

their former client and assumed that the company might have ceased existing two 

years after they had completed the project.  

I contacted him [client] because I wanted to go to his office and maybe to collect data [for 
the thesis] from his office as well, but… I never heard back from them. I'm not sure if the 
company still exists. (interview participant #5) 

7.2.2.3 Motivation 

Motivation can be considered another important factor in social network 

maintenance. Some participants kept in contact because they shared similar profes-

sional interests and were willing to discuss them with each other. On the contrary, 

former course participants, who moved away from Finland after graduation, were 

no longer interested to upkeep the ties they had created during their studies. Some 

of them, according to their teammates, only completed the course for study credits 

and “didn’t have any willingness” to keep in touch. 

7.2.2.4 Frequency of contact during the course 

Finally, the low amount of interaction during the course in student’s opinion 

led to no interactions after its completion: 

...I don't even remember the name of the person [client]. So, no, I didn't keep in touch. Alt-
hough, honestly, like, I was assuming that when I joined the course, that it would be a 
good way to build connections with the client, but I met him only once already at the end 
of the program. (interview participant #4) 
 

7.2.3 Utilizing network for employment and employability related activities 

When asked whether the networks developed during the Team&Client course had 

assisted them in finding a job, all the interview participants answered negatively. 

Many of them did not see a possible connection between networking and the job 

search process. Nevertheless, half of the interviewees utilized the created social net-

works in some way that could benefit their future employment. Three of them uti-

lized the tie they built more than once and in several different ways. It is important 

to note that out of all ties developed during the course, students only used the net-
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works they created with their former clients. There was a big variety in the time pe-

riod when students utilized the ties: from the time right after the course up to almost 

three years after its completion. In six instances the student approached their client, 

in two other cases, it was the client’s initiative. 

Two of the interviewees who have not used the ties did not exclude the possi-

bility of using them in the future in case they would be actively looking for a job in 

Finland. During some of the interviews, students started to reevaluate their interac-

tions during and after the course, and think about what they could have done differ-

ently. Some of them realized that they could still use those ties in a way that could 

help them in a job search.  

7.2.3.1 Recommendation Letter 

Three interviewees asked their former clients to write them a recommendation. They 

did it at different time periods: one student approached their client soon after the 

end of the course, another student — one year after, and another — almost three 

years after the course had finished. In all cases, the clients provided students with a 

written recommendation. 

7.2.3.2 Internship/Job opportunity 

One interviewee was offered an internship by the client and completed it a few 

months after the end of the course. They also discussed the possibility of full-time 

employment, however, the student decided not to take the offer. Another interview 

participant mentioned that the leader of their team was asked by the client to con-

tinue cooperation and worked for them with a temporary contract. 

One of the interviewees asked for a job opportunity from the client but was 

told that there were no vacancies at the time. The majority of interviewees did not 

contact the client regarding further cooperation due to the factors that will be dis-

cussed in the next section of this chapter. Two of them, however, expressed a desire 

to work for the client if they would be given such an opportunity. 

7.2.3.3 Thesis 

Two interviewees were considering writing their Master’s thesis for the client. In one 

case, the offer came from the client, in another case, it was the student’s initiative. 

None of the thesis ideas, however, was implemented. 

7.2.3.4 Expanding professional network 

One interviewee asked their client to recommend another company or organization 

that could potentially be interested in their skill set. The client put the student in 

touch with a local company that invited them for a meeting. The meeting did not 
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lead to an internship or a job opportunity, nevertheless, the student found it to be a 

useful experience. 

7.2.4 Factors affecting network utilization 

When discussing social ties usage in employment-related activities with interview 

participants, several factors emerged that could influence network utilization. 

7.2.4.1 Attitude (proactive vs. passive) 

Several interviewees highlighted that they took a pro-active attitude and it was their 

own initiative to reach out to the client and ask about potential job opportunities or a 

recommendation letter. Others, however, were taking a more passive stand. They 

did not think of possible ways of utilizing the contacts they developed but instead 

expected course organizers to provide them with information and guidance on what 

they can ask of clients:  

Asking for a letter of recommendation? No, I didn’t. But on hindsight, I think, I think if 
those who handled the course had told us about these opportunities, I think maybe some 
of us would have got it... None of that was communicated to us at the beginning of the 
course. (interview participant #5) 

One of the interviewees suggested that the course participants should be more 

active in using the networking opportunities provided by the course: 

I think, I think what also should be taught to students or kind of explained is that we are 
often as students… we kind of inherently think or believe that it should be like that all the 
time that everybody has to suggest us things, and everybody has to provide us with in-
formation. But I would suggest to adopt a rather proactive approach independently and, 
and recognize the opportunities and being active, and reaching out and asking. (interview 
participant #1) 

7.2.4.2 Level of proximity  

Two interviewees explained that they did not approach the client after the course 

because they believed they had not developed a close enough relationship. In their 

opinion, a few meetings over a few month period did not give their client “a good 

extensive knowledge” about them, their character, and abilities. As one of them 

highlighted, the client did not know them much as they did not work closely, and 

even if the client agreed to write such a letter out of politeness, it would not be a 

meaningful recommendation in the interviewee’s opinion. 

The participant, who was offered an internship attributed it to having a closer 

relationship with the client compared to other team members, who unlike the inter-

viewee studied in the study program directly related to the internship position: 
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I was surprised that they picked me because there were two other people in, in the group 
that were actually studying [field of study].... I think it could be also to do with that I may-
be had the most contact with them, I suppose. Well, you know, I think I was, I think I went 
to all the meetings with the client, but not everybody else did. (interview participant #3) 

Another interviewee also mentioned that their team member got the job offer 

due to their close proximity to the client. That team member was responsible for 

communication with the client on behalf of the team through the entire project and 

was regularly in touch with the client. 

7.2.4.3 Relevance 

When talking about contacting former team members regarding potential job oppor-

tunities, two interviewees raised the topic of the relevance of such contacts. Ties with 

the students from the same or similar field of study were perceived to be potentially 

useful. However, from their point of view, it did not make sense to ask students 

from other subjects for help in the job search process.  

I mean, no one from them really would help me in the areas where I want to work. So that 
was never really a consideration. (interview participant #7) 

The relevance theme also emerged in a conversation about utilizing a network 

with the client. One interviewee explained that they decided to ask for a recommen-

dation several years after the course because the former client belonged to the same 

industry as the job they applied for.  

7.2.4.4 Language barrier 

Two interviewees did not ask the client for potential employment opportunities be-

cause they perceived the lack of Finnish language proficiency to become an obstacle. 

Even though during the course the projects were carried out in English, they be-

lieved that to be able to work for the same client full-time, good skills in Finnish 

would be essential due to the nature of the client’s business. 

I didn't try to ask anything [about continuing cooperation with the client] because I knew 
it's hopeless, because of Finnish. And I was 100% sure that there is no any sense to ask if I 
can’t speak it. (interview participant #6)  

7.2.4.5 Project outcome  

Finally, one student explained that they did not contact the client because of the pro-

ject outcome. The interviewee did not feel proud of the project as they believed that 

their team did not put enough attention and time. Another student, on the contrary, 

felt confident contacting the client for a recommendation several years after the 

course, because they knew that the client was very satisfied with the project results. 
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7.2.4.6 Time 

One student also perceived the time factor to be important. They mentioned that for 

half a year after the course they could still contact their former members regarding 

job opportunities. However, the more time passed, the less they considered such a 

possibility.  

As it can be seen from the analysis of the interview data, the majority of the 

participants were initially maintaining the networks developed during the Team 

&Client course, however, the interactions lowered in frequency and depth over time. 

The participants mostly kept in touch with their former team members, half of them 

had interactions with their client, and some of them — with the coach teacher. The 

amount of time passed from the end of the course, the possibility of having interac-

tions (e.g. physical distance), motivation to stay in touch, and the number of interac-

tions during the course were seen by interviewees as the factors influencing the con-

tact maintenance. 

None of the interview participants found a job through the networks devel-

oped during the course, however, one of them received a job offer from the client. 

Half of the interviewees utilized or tried to use the ties in a way that can be consid-

ered beneficial for their employability, such as receiving a recommendation letter, 

getting an internship or a job position, writing a thesis for the client, and connecting 

to possible local employers. The interviewees only used the networks they had built 

with their clients in the employment-related activities. In most cases, a student has 

initiated the contact. From the interviewees’ perspective, several factors had an im-

pact on their decision of using or not using the ties:  pro-active versus passive atti-

tude, perceived level of proximity, perceived relevance of the connection, language 

barrier, the perceived outcome of the project, and the amount of time passed from 

the end of the course.  

Overall, even though during the course international students built networks 

with their team members, clients, and coach teachers with most interactions being 

between the students, only the network with the client was used in a job-search and 

employability-related activities.  
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This thesis aimed to explore how the social networks created by international stu-

dents during university studies contribute to their integration into Finnish working 

life by analyzing the interaction experience of the Team&Client project courses’ in-

ternational student participants. This chapter analyzes the findings against the theo-

retical background and the existing literature, suggests the possible implications for 

research and practice, and discusses the limitations of the study. 

8.1 The elusive nature of networks 

According to the SWT theory, which was discussed in the fourth chapter, social net-

works can be divided into two types — strong and weak, based on the amount of 

time two individuals spend with each other, emotional intensity, intimacy, reciproci-

ty of communication (Granovetter, 1973). Which type of ties was created during this 

course? Even though some international students perceived the relationship that 

they developed with their team members and their clients as a kind of friendship, it 

can be argued that those networks should rather be categorized as weak ties. The 

participants spent a large amount of time together, however, those frequent interac-

tions happened during the three months of the project work. Based on the interviews 

with some of the former course participants, those interactions were likely to weaken 

in frequency after the project had ended. It may also be assumed that emotional in-

tensity and intimacy in those relations did not reach the level required for a close 

friendship. Thus, following the SWT theory, it can be concluded that international 

student participants developed only weak ties with other team members, clients, and 

coach teachers during the Team&Client project course. 

SWT theory predicted that weak ties are important for employment outcomes, 

however, in order to be valuable, they need to connect the individuals from different 

8 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 
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social circles (Granovetter, 1983). In the case of people of foreign origin, previous 

studies highlighted that weak ties with the members of the host society are essential 

in the job search (Kanas et al., 2011; Li, 2020). Even though no interview participant 

found a job resulting from the developed networks, weak ties led to employability 

outcomes. The finding that only ties with a client were utilized by students in their 

integration into Finnish working life is in line with both the importance of weak ties 

bridging members of different social groups and them being developed with the lo-

cal population. This finding may also raise the question of the reasonability of a pro-

ject course design where the majority of the team members are international students. 

Following Putnam’s conceptualization of social capital (2000), working in a team of 

solely international students doesn’t increase an international student’s bridging 

capital as it doesn’t connect them with individuals from heterogeneous social groups. 

Having both domestic and international students in the project teams might have 

been more beneficial from the networking perspective.  

Another consideration regarding the SWT theory is whether a weak tie has any 

potential employment benefits if an individual perceives it as a distant connection. 

In his book called Getting a Job (1995) Granovetter mentioned that in some cases it is 

a person whose name they do not even remember who helps an individual to find a 

job. The findings of this study, however, indicate that some students would not uti-

lize their ties with a client because they thought that a client did not know them well 

enough.  

The impact of time on a tie and its utilization is another factor that is not cov-

ered by the SWT theory. This study found that the course participants perceived the 

change in the tie strength over time. It can take several years before international 

student participants of the course transit into employment, and by that time, accord-

ing to the interviewee’s experiences, they may no longer remember the name of the 

client, think that the client no longer remembers them or the organization they com-

pleted a project for may no longer exist. Thus, if the contact was not maintained after 

the course, it may turn from a weak tie into an absent tie in Granovetter’s definition 

or into an invisible tie in Fendler’s definition. Unlike weak ties, invisible ties can 

hardly be a source of information (Fendler, 2020); hence they cannot benefit individ-

uals in terms of career development. 

Maintaining contact, on the contrary, through occasional interactions may 

bring benefits to a student even several years after the course completion. When two 

interviewees decided to reach their client more than two years after the course, the 

one who kept in touch all that time promptly got a response, while the other one 

who had no interactions with the client never heard back from them. The importance 

of maintaining the tie between a student and a local employer through regular and 
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repeated contact has been previously highlighted in a study by Caldwell and Cat-

termole (2015). 

8.2 ‘College mindset’ and other perceived networking barriers 

This study identified students’ passive attitude to their employability development 

and expectation that course organizers should navigate them through this process as 

one of the negative factors, affecting network utilization. This finding relates to the 

so-called ‘college mindset’, which was found by Caldwell and Cattermole (2015) to 

be one of the perceived barriers to student networking with local employers. Ac-

cording to Caldwell and Cattermole (2015), students may not fully realize what be-

ing a higher education student actually means: that it differs from the previous level 

of studies and that they need to take a more serious approach to the opportunities 

provided for them. ‘College mindset’, thus may also correspond to the motivation 

factor, identified by the present study.  

In the case of international students, lack of initiative and independence may 

also be influenced by their previous educational experiences in another culture. Cor-

tazzi and Jin (1997) identified five different academic cultures, which are character-

ized not only by a different approach to research but also by the type of relationship 

between students and teachers. By comparing teaching practices at British universi-

ties, and expectations held by Chinese and other non-Western students, Cortazzi and 

Jin found out that those two do not match. While university teachers in the UK ex-

pected the students to demonstrate active involvement and independence of mind, 

international students were used to passive participation and dependence on a 

teacher as an authority figure. International students in Finland may face a similar 

challenge if they come from a different academic culture. For instance, a study by 

Wang and Räihä (2021) found that international students from China were strug-

gling to cope with a high level of individual freedom and self-motivated learning 

typical for Finnish HEIs.   

This study found that in most cases when the tie was utilized in the job search 

and employability-related activity, the initiative belonged to the student. This find-

ing contradicts the one made by Granovetter (1995) who claimed that only in 20% of 

cases respondents approached their contact, while in 80% of cases it was their con-

tact person’s initiative. However, it must be noted that Granovetter’s study (1995) 

was conducted on the general population in a different part of the world. A study 

focused on the Chinese international student’s integration in Finland (Li, 2020) high-

lighted the importance of taking a proactive attitude when transiting into working 

life. For instance, one of the participants of that study (Li, 2020) stressed that Finnish 
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people do not actively seek to establish contact, and therefore it is in international 

students’ own interest to take the initiative.  

In addition to ‘college mindset’, other obstacles for networking from a student 

perspective that Caldwell and Cattermole (2015) found were the lack of free time to 

spend on networking activities, the lack of experience and confidence, and belonging 

to a different social or cultural environment. Students’ lack of time corresponds to 

the availability factor identified by this study, which was found to affect the net-

working process during the course. The lack of experience and confidence did not 

appear in the data used in the present study. This can be potentially explained by the 

differences in study design. The research conducted by Caldwell and Cattermole 

(2015) focused on the interactions between the students and employers during and 

after university employability events. At such events it is a student’s own decision 

whether to engage in any interactions at all, however, during the Team&Client pro-

ject course, some interactions were mandatory in order to complete the course. Be-

longing to a different social and cultural environment did not emerge as an obstacle 

for networking in this study. However, the language barrier factor may be viewed as 

a related one. 

8.3 Team network vs. personal network 

One topic that was not discussed in the literature review but appeared in the data is 

whether networks developed by students working in a team should be considered as 

personal ties or shared group ties. When describing their interactions with the client 

or a coach teacher, students often used the pronoun ‘we’ as presenting the opinion 

on behalf of the whole team rather than their own personal opinion (e.g., an inter-

view participant saying “we didn't feel anymore that we were actually meeting a 

client”). It may imply that the participants perceive the interactions taking place dur-

ing the course as a shared group experience. Seeing a joint team’s opinion was ex-

pected in the group reports, however, it was as common to come across it in the per-

sonal feedback forms and personal learning diaries. The interview participants also 

used ‘we’ when asked about their individual perceptions. During the data analysis, 

it was also found that while some students were in direct contact with their clients, 

others communicated with the client via other team members who acted as media-

tors. In the light of these findings, it appears important to pose a question: in the case 

of a project-based course, is it an individual student who builds a tie with a client, or 

is it a team as an entity that creates the tie and shares it with its members? 

This question has not been raised by the previous studies that discussed stu-

dent-client interactions during a project-based course. Nevertheless, a similar pattern 
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can be spotted from the data illustrations presented in those studies. For example, in 

the article by Heikkinen and Isomöttönen (2017, p. 21), a student mostly used the 

pronoun ‘we’ when describing their impression of the first meeting with the client in 

their personal report: “We were nervous, since we did not know anything about the 

people we were going to meet…. We felt immediately relaxed, and the discussions 

about the project topic were equal.” 

8.4 Implications 

This study is in line with SWT theory, as it showed that weak ties are beneficial in 

the work integration process. It also confirmed that weak ties which bridge social 

distance are more useful for an individual than weak ties that do not. However, it 

was also found that international students might not use a tie if they perceive the 

relationship to be too weak, not relevant or if a long time passed since they were in 

touch with the person. These results call for quantitative research on the influence of 

different factors on network utilization in job search and employability by interna-

tional students. In addition, this study raised the question of whether students create 

a personal or a shared tie when they work and interact as a team.  

It would also be interesting to compare how international student networking 

and network utilization processes differ across various work-integrated learning 

(WIL) opportunities, organized by HEI. Is it the same in the case of, for example, 

work placements, internships, work simulations, or volunteering? As this study was 

the first of its kind, a coding frame was developed for it that can now be tested on 

different materials.  

In addition, this study solely focused on the international student’s point of 

view. However, communication involves two parties, and each of them may have a 

different perception of the process and its outcomes. Conducting a similar qualita-

tive study with a focus on clients’ experiences may bring new insights to the topic of 

international student networking.  

The questions for future research may be formulated as follows: Are there other 

factors that affect international students’ networking? How significant are different 

factors in weak ties utilization from an international student’s perspective? What is 

the client’s view on networking with international students during a project-based 

course? Are the networks built during a project-based course personal or are they 

shared by a team? Are there any differences between different types of WIL in terms 

of networking and network utilization opportunities? 

Regarding practical implications, the results of this study suggest that interna-

tional students should take a serious approach to employability development, and 
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recognize the potential importance of the networks they are creating during HE 

studies. A project-based course as a type of work-integrated learning connects stu-

dents to local working life. If an international student plans to stay and find em-

ployment in Finland, it may be in their best interest to take part in such a course. 

However, this course is an opportunity, not a guarantee. Building a network, main-

taining and getting a benefit out of it does not automatically happen on its own but 

requires active input from a student. Relying on course organizers to give precise 

instructions or wait for the client to approach them may not be a good tactic for an 

international student in Finland. Instead, it would be more beneficial to take the ini-

tiative and add a client on LinkedIn, ask for a recommendation, job and internship 

opportunities, or contact information of other potential employers.  

Besides being motivated and proactive, another piece of advice for internation-

al students would be to carefully plan when to participate in a project-based course. 

In order to take the most of the course and its networking opportunities, it is im-

portant not to have too many other studies and other commitments that could over-

lap with the project work. Allocating enough time for meetings and other forms of 

communication during the course can help in establishing networks that may later 

be utilized when integrating into working life. In addition, as the results of this 

study show, tie strength can weaken over time, or utilizing it may become difficult 

due to other factors. Thus, it might be more beneficial to take the course closer to 

graduation rather than at the beginning of the studies. 

Practical advice for the course organizers would be to talk to the participants 

about networking and its role in job seeking and employability. As the findings of 

this study indicated, students may not realize the importance of networking and its 

role in transition into working life. It may also be useful to invite course alumni to 

talk to the students about their experience during and after the course. In addition, 

educators should take into consideration that students might have a ‘college mind-

set’, not realizing that participation in a work-integrated project course requires a 

high level of independence. When instructing international students at the beginning 

of the course, it is also important to bear in mind that they come from different aca-

demic cultures and may have different expectations regarding the level of guidance 

during the course. Finally, educators may consider changing the course design in a 

way that there are both domestic and international students taking part in the course. 

This would allow international students to create more weak ties that bridge the so-

cial distance, therefore having higher potential to be useful in Finnish working life 

integration.  



 

 

57 

 

8.5 Limitations 

Some limitations of this study are related to the nature of qualitative research. First 

of all, the results of qualitative research may be influenced by the researcher’s per-

sonal biases (Anderson, 2010). Being an international student myself, and a former 

participant of Team&Client course I could possibly project some of my own 

thoughts and perspective when analyzing and interpreting the findings of the study. 

Qualitative research is also prone to ambiguities in the language (Ochieng, 2009). As 

I am a non-English speaker and the data was produced mostly by other non-native 

speakers, there might be a certain degree of misunderstanding and misinterpretation 

present. Finally, as this is a qualitative study, the results cannot be applied to a wider 

population with a high degree of certainty (Ochieng, 2009). 

Other limitations relate to data collection and data analysis. As it was previous-

ly mentioned, all feedback forms of the 2018 course participants were lost as well as 

several personal reports from the previous years. In addition to that, it was challeng-

ing to combine different types of data in the study. Personal learning reports and 

final group reports were written by students in a free form and, unlike feedback 

forms and interviews, had no explicit questions regarding networking with their 

clients and coach teachers. Also, students could leave some thoughts out, for exam-

ple, the information about a client communicating to the team in Finnish appeared 

during the interview but was not reported by any of the team members at the time of 

the course. As for the interviews, they were conducted several years after partici-

pants had completed the course, and it is possible that they could forget or mix some 

details. 

Qualitative data analysis is usually considered to be more consistent and 

trustworthy when the coding is performed by a group of researchers (Harding & 

Whitehead, 2016; Schreier, 2012). However, the Master’s thesis format does not pro-

vide an opportunity for teamwork. In order to improve the reliability of this study, 

the coding was done in accordance with recommendations for one-coder research 

developed by Schreier (2012).   
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX 1 INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

1) Background: When did you participate in the Team&Client course? What 

motivated you to take part in the course? Did you know any other course 

participants before the course? 

 

2) Team: Please tell me about your team. Do you remember how the team-

building process went? How often did you communicate? How was the 

‘atmosphere’ in the team? How was communication in general? Did collab-

oration with the team members meet your expectations? Did you keep in 

touch with your team members after the project ended?  

 

3) Coach teacher: How was your cooperation with your coach teacher? Did it 

meet your expectations? How often did you communicate? Did you keep in 

touch after the project?  

 

4) Client: Who was your client? How did your first meeting go? How often 

did you communicate? Did you feel it was sufficient? How would you 

evaluate your cooperation? Did it meet your expectations? Did you keep in 

touch after the project ended?  

 

5) Other possible contacts: Did you interact with students from other teams, 

other coach teachers, or clients? 

 

6) Employment: What is your current employment status? Please tell me brief-

ly about your job search process and working experience after this course.  

 

7) Network utilization: Did personal connections made during this course as-

sist you in finding a job? Did you contact any of the course participants 

(team members, coach teacher, client) when looking for a job? Would you 

consider contacting them? Did you ask any of them for a recommendation? 

 

8) Course evaluation: Retrospectively, what do you think about Team&Client 

course? Do you think this course was useful for you? Do you think it en-

hanced your employability? Did it help you integrate into Finnish working 

life? Would you change anything in the course structure? 

  



 

 

 

 

APPENDIX 2 THE PRIVACY NOTICE AND CONSENT FORM 

UNIVERSITY OF JYVÄSKYLÄ 

A description of the processing of personal data for scientific research purposes (privacy 

notice; Articles 13, 14 and 30 of Regulation (EU) 2016/679) 

 
1. Personal data processed in study The networking aspect of international students’ integration 

into Finland: A case study of Team&Client project course 
 
The study aims to gain a deeper understanding of networking aspect of international students’ inte-
gration into the local culture and working life by using URAA1001 Team&Client project course as a 
case study. 
 
The following personal data will be collected from you: name, audio recording, interview notes.  
 
This privacy notice has been given to participants in person. 
 
2. Legal grounds for the processing of personal data for research/archiving purposes 
 
Processing is necessary for scientific or historical research purposes or statistical purposes, and it is 
correctly proportional in relation to the goal in accordance with public interest (section 4.1(3) of the 
Finnish data protection act). 
 
Transferring personal data outside the EU/EEA 
 
During this study, your personal data will not be transferred outside the EU/EEA.  
 
Protection of personal data 
 
In this study, the processing of personal data is based on a proper research plan, and a responsible 
person has been appointed for the study. Your personal data will only be used for purposes of con-
ducting historical or scientific research. 
 
Prevention of identifiability 
 
Direct identification data will be removed as a protective measure when handling the data. The orig-
inal interview recordings will be stored on a password-protected hard drive. After the research, the 
research register will be anonymised, i.e. all identifiers will be fully removed so that no persons can 
be identified from the data, and no new data can be merged with the data. Once the study has been 
concluded, the original recordings will be destroyed. 
 
 

FACULTY OF HUMANITIES AND 

SOCIAL SCIENCES 

07.02.2021 



 

 

 

 

Controller(s) and researchers 
 
The controller for this study is Elizaveta Arzamastseva: +358449608772, eliza-
veta.n.arzamastseva@gmail.com. 
 
If you have any questions about the rights of data subjects, please contact the controller. 
 
During the study, the controller and the thesis supervisor have the right to process the data. 
 
Profiling and automated decision making 
 
In this study, your personal data will not be used in automated decision making. In this study, the 
purpose of the processing of personal data is not to assess your personal characteristics, i.e. profil-
ing. Instead, your personal data and characteristics will be assessed from the perspective of broader 
scientific research. 
 
You have the right to file a complaint with the supervisory authority of your permanent place of res-
idence or employment if you consider that the processing of personal data is in breach of the GDPR. 
In Finland, the supervisory authority is the Office of the Data Protection Ombudsman. 
 

Contact for Office of the Data Protection Ombudsman: https://tietosuoja.fi/en/home 
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(014) 260 1211  P.O.Box 35 
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UNIVERSITY OF JYVÄSKYLÄ 

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATING IN SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH 

The networking aspect of international students’ integration into Finland: 

 A case study of Team&Client project course 

 

I understand that participating in the study is voluntary, and that I can, at any time, cancel my 
participation in the study. 

I have obtained sufficient information about the study and the processing of my personal data. I 
have understood the information and want to participate in the study. 

 

 

______________________________________  

Signature of the participant, name in print (or electronic declaration of the participant) 

 

Contact details: 

Elizaveta Arzamastseva, 0449608772, elizaveta.n.arzamastseva@gmail.com 

 

 

If the document is signed, it will be retained in the archives of the person in charge of the study. This consent 
form will be retained securely for as long as the data is in identifiable format. If the data is anonymised or 
erased, this consent form no longer needs to be archived. 
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APPENDIX 3 THE CODING FRAME 

1) Contact and social networking during the course 
 

a. Frequency of contact 
-High frequency 
-Low frequency 
-Insufficient 
 

b. Quality 
- Scale (General impression) 

Excellent 
Good 
Satisfactory 
Poor 

- Depth 
Close proximity 
Professional/distant 

 
-Clarity 
Clear communication 
Unclear communication 
 

c. Factors affecting the Networking 
-Type of contact 
-Availability 
-Working atmosphere 
-Motivation 
-Level of comfort with diversity 
-Personal impression 
-Language barrier 

 
 

2) Contact and social networks after the course 
 

a. Maintaining network 
-Yes 
-No 
 

b. Factors affecting network maintenance 
-Motivation 
-Availability 
-Time 
-Frequency of contact during the course 

 



 

 

 

 

c. Utilizing network in employability enhancing activities 
-Yes 
-No 
 

d. Ways of utilizing network 
-Recommendation 
-Internship/Job opportunity 
-Thesis 
-Expanding professional network 
 

e. Factors affecting network utilization 
-Attitude 
-Level of proximity 
-Language barrier 
-Time 
-Relevance 
-Project outcome 

 

 

 

 

 

 


