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Abstract: Student engagement in higher education is a complex construct that encompasses the active participation, involvement, and
investment of students in their learning experiences. However, foreign students, who bring unique cultural, linguistic, and social
backgrounds, face distinct challenges and experiences in adapting to higher education environments. This research aimed to fill a
practical research gap by exploring how foreign undergraduate students in Finland perceive student engagement and motivation in
higher education. Moreover, it sought to advance the ongoing discussion about student engagement in academia. This inductive research
adopted a qualitative research framework and gathered interview data with foreign degree students in Finland. The semi-structured
interviews with foreign undergraduate students were analyzed thematically and yielded four primary themes. First is the theme of peer
interaction and cultural stereotypes, followed by the second theme, which revolves around integration challenges. The third theme
highlights challenges viewed as opportunities, and finally, the theme of institutional support. Moreover, the study contributes to the body
of knowledge by providing valuable insights about a group of students that is often marginalized. The article concludes by providing

implications for research and practice.
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1. Introduction

Student engagement and motivation are crucial elements in
higher education that significantly impact the learning outcomes
and overall educational experience of students [1]. Extensive
research has been conducted to understand the interplay of these
factors and their influence on students’ academic performance,
retention, and personal development [2]. However, it is important
to recognize that a marginalized group of students, specifically
foreign students, has often been overlooked in these studies [3].
This gap in the literature calls for further research to explore how
foreign students perceive and experience student engagement and
motivation in higher education [4]. Student engagement refers to
the active involvement, participation, and investment of students in
their learning process [5]. Motivation plays a pivotal role in driving
students’ commitment, effort, and persistence toward their academic
goals [6]. Subsequently, success in higher education incorporates
leveraging motivation to drive academic growth and achievement [7].

Understanding the dynamics of student engagement and
motivation is crucial for educators, policymakers, and institutions
to design effective strategies and interventions that enhance the
learning experiences and outcomes of all students [8, 9]. While
there is a wealth of research on student engagement and
motivation, studies often focus on domestic students within a
specific educational context [10]. Foreign students, who bring
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unique cultural, linguistic, and social backgrounds, face distinct
challenges and experiences in adapting to higher education
environments [11, 12]. Their perceptions and interactions with
student engagement and motivation factors may differ from those
of domestic students [11]. Therefore, it is essential to examine the
experiences and perspectives of foreign students to gain a
comprehensive understanding of the complexities and nuances
surrounding these crucial aspects of their educational journey [13].

1.1. Research objective

This study aims to fill a practical research gap by exploring how
foreign undergraduate students in Finland perceive student
engagement and motivation in higher education. By adopting an
inductive research approach, this study seeks to identify underlying
issues, challenges, and opportunities that shape foreign students’
experiences and perceptions of these factors and contribute to
theory. Creswell and Creswell [14] note that an inductive approach
is well-suited for this study as it allows for the exploration and
discovery of new insights and patterns that emerge directly from
the data. Given the limited existing research on the perceptions and
experiences of foreign undergraduate students in Finland regarding
their engagement and motivation, an inductive approach is crucial
in capturing their unique perspectives and identifying underlying
issues and challenges [11, 12].
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This study sought to develop an in-depth understanding of the
participants’ experiences without imposing preconceived notions or
theoretical frameworks that may limit the exploration of novel
insights [14]. It is important to give a voice to this marginalized
group; therefore, the findings of this study can contribute to the
development of inclusive and tailored strategies to support the
engagement and motivation of foreign students in higher education
[3]. Specifically, the study aims to examine the perceptions and
experiences of foreign undergraduate students in Finland regarding
their engagement and motivation during their degree studies in
Finland. Moreover, the study seeks to identify underlying issues
and challenges that shape the perceptions and experiences of
foreign students regarding student engagement and motivation.

2. Literature Review

Student engagement in higher education is a complex construct
that encompasses the active participation, involvement, and
investment of students in their learning experiences [15]. The
concept of student engagement extends beyond mere attendance
[16] and encompasses emotional, behavioral, and cognitive aspects
of engagement with academic content, faculty, peers, and the
overall learning environment [17-19]. Moreover, Fredricks [18],
Wolters and Taylor [19], and Bowden et al. [17] categorize student
engagement into three clusters, i.e., behavioral engagement,
emotional engagement, and cognitive engagement.

The first cluster, known as behavioral engagement, pertains to
aspects of student involvement such as attendance, active participation,
and displaying positive behaviors [17]. This encompasses their active
engagement in classroom activities, academic tasks, and university-
related events or initiatives [17]. The second cluster, emotional
engagement, centers on the nature and intensity of students’ emotional
responses within the educational context [17, 19]. This involves
evaluating the degree of positive emotions like happiness, interest, and
excitement, as well as negative emotions such as anxiety or boredom,
in relation to their experiences at university, interactions with teachers,
and participation in various activities [19]. Lastly, the third cluster,
cognitive engagement, is about the level of intellectual investment that
students make in their learning journey [18]. Drawing insights from
self-regulation and strategy use theories, cognitive engagement
encompasses students’ capacity to be reflective and purposeful in their
learning endeavors [17, 18].

Similarly, emotional engagement is sometimes also defined as
an encompassing feeling of belonging and the perceived value of the
school environment [20]. For foreign students, the sense of
belonging within the academic community and the perceived
value of the educational environment may be particularly relevant
[11, 12]. The degree to which foreign students feel welcomed,
accepted, and integrated into the university community can
significantly impact their emotional engagement [12]. In some
cases, foreign students may grapple with feelings of isolation or
marginalization, which can hinder their emotional connection to
the institution [21]. Koo and Nyunt [21] reported that “limited
opportunities for social interactions” are a potential factor
contributing to low student engagement.

Moreover, the perceived value of the university environment can
influence foreign students’ motivation to engage academically [22]. If
foreign students perceive that the educational environment is
inclusive, supportive, and culturally sensitive, their motivation to
actively participate in learning activities, seek assistance when
needed, and persist in their studies may be enhanced [22].
Conversely, a negative perception of the school environment can
lead to disengagement and decreased motivation [11, 12]. Research
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by Rivas et al. [12] and Gong et al. [11] underscores the
significance of these factors in the experiences of foreign students.
Foreign students’ unique backgrounds and the interplay between
emotional engagement and motivation can result in distinct
challenges and outcomes compared to those of domestic students [23].

Therefore, understanding and addressing the emotional
dimensions of engagement are crucial for creating inclusive and
supportive higher education environments for all students, regardless
of their cultural or linguistic backgrounds [4, 24]. Finland’s national
public broadcasting company, abbreviated as Yle, reported in March
2023 that nearly half of foreign students plan to leave Finland after
graduating [25]. Moreover, their article noted that many foreign
degree students and workers in Finland plan to leave the country
after graduation. Common difficulties faced by immigrants include
employers not valuing foreign-acquired skills and limited access to
networks. Integration challenges, particularly the lack of Finnish
friends, affect adjustment. The study highlights the importance of
social networks in finding jobs and suggests reevaluating language
requirements for some positions [25].

As illustrated by Yle, the Finnish Broadcasting Company [25],
the concept of student engagement has gained considerable
prominence within the realm of educational research and practice.
This has heightened the attention and is attributable to its profound
and far-reaching effects on various aspects of the educational
landscape [26]. At its core, student engagement represents a holistic
approach to learning and involves students’ active participation,
emotional investment, and cognitive involvement in their
educational experiences [27]. Engaged students are not only more
satisfied with their educational experiences but are also more likely
to persist in their studies, leading to improved retention rates and
employment opportunities [10]. Furthermore, institutions that
actively promote engagement often cultivate a culture of continuous
improvement, seeking innovative pedagogical approaches and
support structures to enhance student involvement [10, 26].

3. Methodology

3.1. Research design

The study aimed to examine the perceptions and experiences of
foreign undergraduate students in Finland regarding their engagement
and motivation during their degree studies in Finland. The study
utilized an inductive reasoning approach through qualitative data
collection, aligning with the fundamental -characteristics of
grounded theory methodology [28]. It adhered to best practices by
collecting data, analyzing it meticulously, and then engaging in the
process of theorizing [29]. Qualitative research offers a rich and
nuanced understanding of participants’ perspectives [30], allowing
for an exploration of the underlying complexities and contextual
factors that influence their experiences [31]. To gather in-depth and
comprehensive data, semi-structured interviews will be conducted,
as they provide a flexible yet guided approach that enables
participants to share their thoughts, perceptions, and narratives in
their own words [14].

3.2. Participants and sampling

The lead researcher purposively approached potential
participants and invited them to join the study. These invitations
were made in person, and contact details were exchanged to
schedule interview times. Out of the 40 undergraduate students
approached, 21 expressed their willingness to participate.
Additional sociodemographic information, including gender, year
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of study, age, academic major, and nationality, is detailed in Table 1
based on the empirical survey data. The sample size of 21 is deemed
adequate, following Malterud et al. [32], and the author believes that
data saturation, as defined by Fusch and Ness [33] as the point at
which “the ability to obtain additional new information has been
attained, and when further coding is no longer feasible,” has been
reached.

Table 1
Sociodemographic characteristics of the participants

Characteristic Frequency Percentage'

Gender Male 10 48%
Female 11 52%
Age range 18-20 years old 12 57%
21-23 years old 2 10%
24-26 years old 3 14%
27 years (or above) 4 19%
Year of study  First-year student 5 24%
Second-year student 8 38%
Third-year student 8 38%
(or above)
Academic Business 21 100%
major administration
Nationality? European 10 48%
African 3 14%
Asian 6 28%
American 2 10%

"Buropean inclusive of the following nationalities: German (3), French
(2), Spain (2), Estonian (2), and Poland (1); African inclusive of the
following nationalities: Nigerian (1), Kenyan (1), and Moroccan (1);
Asian inclusive of the following nationalities: Vietnamese (2), Chinese
(2), Filipino (1) and Nepalese (1); American inclusive of the following
nationalities: United States (1) and Mexico (1)

2Due to rounding, numbers presented throughout this and other
documents may not add up precisely to the totals provided and
percentages may not precisely reflect the absolute figures

3.3. Data collection tools

A total of 21 semi-structured interviews were conducted
with full-time degree students at a large university of applied
sciences in southern Finland. Finland has two higher education
institution types: research-based universities and universities
of applied sciences (UAS). UAS focus on practical, real-world
applications, while research-based universities prioritize
theoretical study [34]. These interviews, which took place in
September 2023, were led by the primary investigator and
assisted by a research assistant. The researchers conducted the
interviews off-campus, in close proximity to the university.
The interviews were carried out in English, and the recruitment
of students was exclusively from English-based degree
programs. The semi-structured interviews followed a 14-item
interview guide (Table 2), which was established by the
researchers following an extensive review of the literature. The
guide labels questions into mandatory and optional categories
(the former were asked of every participant while the latter
were used frugally depending on how the conversations
developed). The interview duration ranged from 18 to 52 min,
with an average duration of about 30 min.

3.4. Data analysis

The empirical data were analyzed thematically following good
practice by Braun and Clarke [35]. The thematic analysis seeks to
identify common themes within the responses of the interviewed
students and serves as a flexible qualitative method for researchers
to explore participants’ perspectives [36]. After obtaining
participants’ consent, the interviews were audio-recorded, then
transcribed verbatim, and finally organized based on the questions
posed to them. The thematic analysis involved utilizing the data
extracted from the interview transcripts to establish groupings and
patterns. Throughout this analysis, keywords were identified by
manually highlighting significant sentences in the transcripts.

Importantly, a manual analysis (instead of using software to
process the transcripts) was preferred as it allowed the researchers
to better familiarize themselves with the data. These keywords were
generated using an inductive open coding approach and then
shortened into codes. These codes were used to organize the data
into clusters and conduct a thematic evaluation of the content [35].
This process continued until the researchers reached a consensus on
the results. Finally, conclusions were drawn based on the identified
categories and patterns related to the perceptions and experiences of
foreign undergraduate students in Finland toward their engagement
and motivation during their degree studies in Finland.

3.5. Confidentiality and ethics

The specific goals and scope of the research were explained to
the interview participants, and their written consent was obtained
before conducting the interviews. The consent form was
developed under the guidelines research on ethics by the Research
Council of Finland [37]. Participants were informed of their right
to withdraw from the research at any time and that their data
could be deleted upon request. Additionally, participants were
assured that their involvement in the study would have no impact
on their academic performance. Furthermore, confidentiality was
maintained for all respondents, with only the participating
researchers knowing their identities. Finally, as an expression of
appreciation for their time and cooperation, gift cards were
provided to the participants after the interviews.

4. Empirical Findings

The analysis of the interviews yielded four primary themes. First is
the theme of peer interaction and cultural stereotypes, followed by the
second theme, which revolves around integration challenges. The third
theme highlights challenges viewed as opportunities, and finally, the
theme of institutional support. The subsequent section offers a
comprehensive summary of the analysis, complemented by verbatim
excerpts from the participants to illustrate the findings.

4.1. Theme 1: Peer interaction and cultural
stereotypes

The first theme, peer interaction and cultural stereotypes, can be
further divided into two distinct subthemes. The first subtheme is peer
interaction, which had a notable influence on students’ motivation
levels, consequently influencing their engagement. The second
subtheme, cultural stereotypes, served as their frame of reference,
shaping their biases and perceptions in the context of peer interactions.
Hence, it is crucial to consider both themes in conjunction with each
other, as they mutually inform one another to a certain extent.
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Table 2
Interview guide for the semi-structured interviews

No. Question

Opening

1 Can you tell me about your experience as a foreign student studying here?

2 In your opinion, what does “student engagement” mean to you?

Mandatory

How long have you been studying here, and what motivated you to choose Finland for your education?
How do you personally engage with your studies and the university community?
Could you share any specific instances or examples where you have felt motivated in your academic pursuits?

Can you describe any opportunities that you have encountered in your academic journey as a foreign student in Finland?
How have these challenges/opportunities impacted your perception of student engagement and motivation?

3
4
5
6  Can you describe any challenges that you have encountered in your academic journey as a foreign student in Finland?
7
8
9

How do you perceive the role of cultural differences and cultural adaptation in shaping your experiences of student engagement and motivation?

Optional

10  What are some specific practices that you believe contribute to a positive and engaging learning environment for foreign students in

Finland?

11  Are there any specific aspects in which you feel that more or less support is needed to enhance your engagement as a student?
12 Have you come across any support mechanisms provided by the university or the local community to enhance student engagement

and motivation?

13 Do you have any recommendations for the university to better support student engagement among foreign students in Finland?
14 Do you have any recommendations for policymakers to better promote student engagement among foreign students in Finland?

“The opportunity to participate in events and collaborate with local
students has been very motivating” (Participant #7)

“An opportunity I encountered was joining a student association, which
helped me meet people and adapt better” (Participant #11)

The aforementioned quotes are representative examples of how the
majority of students felt about interacting with local students. They
attested that gathering through formal events assisted them in
breaking initial barriers and getting better integrated into the local
student culture. The students indicated that many organizations
that were arranging events marketed them in English, making the
foreign students feel included.

Moreover, the foreign students perceived Finns as a culture with a
high barrier to entry, meaning that it would be difficult to socialize with
Finnish students in an informal setting. A participant commented that
Finnish students “do not chit chat” (Participant # 13) making it harder
to socialize with local students. This, in turn, often provides common
ground for foreign students and allows them to socialize among each
other, thus creating an in-group vs. out-group phenomenon.

“Feeling a sense of belonging within the university community has been a
key motivator for me” (Participant #18)

“Finnish people have a very hard shell and it is more consuming to make
friends with Finns than with other foreigners, but it is possible”
(Participant #5)

4.2. Theme 2: Integration challenges (cultural
adaption, seasonal impact, and language barriers)

The second theme, integration challenges, encompasses three
overarching subthemes that emerged during the discussions.
Specifically, these subthemes include cultural adaptation, seasonal
impact, and language barriers.

Many of the students talked about cultural adaptations and
differences to their home culture. Although the majority of
students had experienced interactions with different cultures
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through leisure travel, however, they attested that the Finnish
culture is “different from what they are used to” (Participant #13).
Interestingly, half of the students indicated that they had fully
adapted within a few weeks of arriving in Finland, whereas the
other half continued to struggle to adapt to the Finnish culture
throughout their studies. Another noteworthy finding was that
about one-third of foreign students stated that they did not fully
adapt but accepted the cultural differences (for better or worse).

“It was very different from my home country. We often gather but here it is
more individualistic. I don’t mean that people are selfish, but they are
more introverted than what I am used to” (Participant #20)

In addition to the cultural adaptation, a seasonal adaptation impact was
observed. Seasonal adaptation refers to significantly contrasting weather
conditions in Finland. For example, the summers were generally
described as “long days of sunlight with mild temperatures,” whereas
the Finnish winter was characterized as “dark,” “cold,” “daunting,”
and “harsh” by many of the participants. About one-third of the
foreign students admitted that the weather (during the winter months)
had a negative impact on their motivation to study. However, half of
that cohort admitted that they had adjusted to the weather by
accepting it as a “necessary evil” (i.e., something unpleasant that must
be accepted to achieve a particular result). In particular, students
originating from tropical or subtropical climates appeared to struggle
with the weather conditions during the winter. The same students
drew comparisons between the Finnish climate and their home
climates and demonstrated the highest level of difficulty in adapting to
the new environment as illustrated by the following statements:

“The challenge of adapting to the dark, cold winters here did affect my
motivation and engagement” (Participant #3)

“The winter is daunting. I do not like it. I really do not like it at all, but I
guess it is a necessary evil for the exceptionally light summer months”
(Participant #7)

Furthermore, the impact on mental well-being due to the challenging
weather conditions was a concern raised by approximately half of the
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participants. For instance, some students found it necessary to adjust
their daily routines to safeguard their mental well-being, actively
seeking activities that “supported a more social lifestyle,” as
expressed by Participant #17. Another student emphasized the
importance of maintaining a regular workout routine during the
winter to prevent social isolation, particularly in a season when
outdoor activities were severely limited (Participant #14). This
stood in stark contrast to the summer months when most social
gatherings and activities took place outdoors.

The majority of foreign students acknowledged that Finnish
students generally possess a proficient command of English.
However, it should be noted that language barriers need to be
interpreted as an in-group versus out-group behavior rather than
an actual communication barrier between Finnish and foreign
students. The perceived language barrier refers to a perception
that foreign students feel excluded when Finnish students
communicate in their native language around them. A little more
than half of the students shared a sentiment that they felt welcome
by Finnish students, however, excluded on a deeper level because
they could not communicate with them in their native language.
Two students added that their integration challenges eased at the
same time when their Finnish language skills improved. During
the interviews, a few students shared experiences regarding these
perceived language barriers. They shared instances where they felt
excluded or startled as illustrated by Participants #1 and #5:

“The language barrier has been a significant challenge for me.
Sometimes, it is tough when other students speak Finnish and I feel
excluded” (Participant #1)

“Iam always shocked when I ask, ‘Do you speak English?”’ and they deny
[it], but then it turns out they speak perfect English* (Participant #2)

4.3. Theme 3: Challenges as opportunities

Previously, language barriers were reported as a challenge
leading to a factor that prevents foreign students from successful
integration. However, there have been some students (n =3) who
perceived language barriers as an opportunity for personal growth,
and therefore, enhancing their level of motivation. Notably, these
findings show that the exhibited long-term thinking (and
associated commitment to the task) translated to a strong
willingness to invest in language courses. The following verbatim
from the interview transcripts are exemplary and illustrate the
sentiment that was shared among the small cohort of students:

“I have been studying here for two years and the reputation and quality of

the education system was a motivation factor for me” (Participant #9)

“[ took as many Finnish language courses as I can to learn the language
and integrate. It was a challenge, but I think it is worth it [if [ want to stay
here]” (Participant #2)

4.4. Theme 4: Institutional support

Although institutional support was not at the center of the
discussion with most of the participants, it was a reoccurring topic
that emerged naturally in most discussions. The foreign students
emphasized one key outcome that is noteworthy to share. An intact
institutional support system was seen as a fundamental basis for
motivation and engagement with their degree studies in Finland.
The students hypothesized that the absence of institutional support
through academic advisors, course lecturers, and support functions
at the university would have a negative influence on their level of
(behavioral) engagement. This would manifest through a lack of
discipline, inconsistent attendance, or their behaviors (i.e., “If they

do not care, then I do not care,” Participant #4). Conversely, the
interviewed students reported a good level of perceived satisfaction
with their institutional support during their studies as illustrated by
the following statements from Participants #8 and #12.

“The student advisor is very helpful and the way the university is set up
makes it easier for me to receive information” (Participant #8)

“One example that motivated me was when my professor praised my
work, which made me feel valued and motivated to do even better”
(Participant #12)

5. Discussion

The study aimed to examine the perceptions and experiences of
foreign undergraduate students in Finland regarding their
engagement and motivation during their degree studies. Moreover,
the study sought to identify underlying issues and challenges that
shape the perceptions and experiences of foreign students.

The first theme of peer interaction and cultural stereotypes aligns
with the literature emphasizing the significance of emotional
engagement, especially for foreign students [20]. The subtheme of
peer interaction illustrates that opportunities to engage with local
students can have a positive impact on motivation, which is
consistent with the notion that a sense of belonging and social
integration are central to emotional engagement [12]. Engaging in
extracurricular activities and student associations, as mentioned by
some participants, reflects the behavioral engagement dimension
[17]. On the other hand, the subtheme of cultural stereotypes
reflects the cognitive engagement dimension. Students’ biases and
perceptions, influenced by cultural stereotypes, can affect their
cognitive engagement by shaping their attitudes and beliefs [18].
The participant who mentioned the challenge of making friends
with Finns highlighted the potential cognitive barriers that cultural
stereotypes can create [17].

The second theme, integration challenges, encompasses several
subthemes, each of which has implications for student engagement.
Cultural adaptation, as a subtheme, corresponds to the emotional
engagement dimension [20]. The participants’ experiences of
adjusting to the Finnish culture, especially regarding weather
conditions, highlight the emotional impact on motivation and
engagement. The participants who described the Finnish winter as
“daunting” and ‘“harsh” reflected the emotional aspects of
engagement. Seasonal impact, another subtheme, underscores the
emotional and behavioral engagement dimensions. The participants
who reported the weather affecting their motivation illustrate how
environmental factors can influence emotional engagement [19].
Additionally, their adaptation strategies, such as accepting the
weather as a “necessary evil” or seeking social activities, reflect
behavioral engagement [17]. Moreover, language barriers relate to
both emotional and cognitive engagement. The emotional dimension
is evident in the feelings of exclusion mentioned by some
participants when Finnish students conversed in their native
language. This feeling of exclusion can negatively impact emotional
engagement [12]. Moreover, previous research identified that the
most essential element of engagement was the experiences of
belonging and alienation [38].

When challenges are perceived as opportunities, they have a
perspective on the relationship between challenges and engagement.
Some students viewed language barriers as opportunities for
personal growth, highlighting the cognitive dimension of
engagement [18]. Their commitment to language courses and long-
term thinking illustrate their cognitive investment in the learning
process. This theme aligns with the idea that cognitive engagement

05



International Journal of Changes in Education Vol. 00

Iss. 00 2024

involves students being reflective and purposeful in their learning
endeavors [17]. Lastly, an institutional support system resonates
with the literature emphasizing the role of support structures in
enhancing student engagement [4, 24]. The presence of institutional
support, as perceived by participants, positively influenced their
behavioral engagement [17]. The student advisor’s helpfulness and
professors’ recognition of students’ work were mentioned as key
motivators, reinforcing the importance of institutional support in
fostering engagement.

5.1. Implications for research and practice

The findings from this study offer significant contributions to
the existing body of knowledge regarding the experiences of
foreign undergraduate students in Finland. These findings suggest
several implications for research and practice. The outcomes of
this study make noteworthy contributions to the theoretical
landscape by providing empirical insights into the experiences of
foreign undergraduate students, a group often marginalized in
higher education discussions [3]. These findings advance the
discourse surrounding student satisfaction, particularly for foreign
degree students, within the broader construct of higher education.

The interpretation of the empirical findings provides insights on
the complex interplay between peer interaction, cultural stereotypes,
integration challenges, and institutional support, offering valuable
evidence to supplement existing theoretical frameworks. Moreover,
this study contributes to building a framework that explains how
various factors influence the engagement and satisfaction of foreign
students in their academic studies. The identified themes — such as
social connections, cultural perceptions, adaptation to new
environments, and institutional support — form the fundamental
components of this framework. These themes collectively illustrate
the diverse factors influencing the college experience for foreign
students, aiding our comprehension of their integration and
enjoyment within higher education.

In terms of practical recommendations, institutions could
implement several strategies to address the identified issues. For
instance, designing cultural integration programs that facilitate peer
interaction and mitigate cultural stereotypes could create more
inclusive environments. This might involve organizing inclusive
events, language exchanges, and support groups aimed at fostering a
welcoming atmosphere for foreign students. In particular, events
organized by an official body were described as most
accommodating to foster social interaction between domestic and
foreign students (and thus improving the overall satisfaction among
foreign students). Similarly, previous research has shown that peer
support is positively related to faster academic progression, and
therefore, an important corerstone in fostering students’
advancement through their academic journey [39]. Additionally,
institutions should offer adaptable support services recognizing the
diverse experiences of students adapting to new environments.

These support services could encompass mental health
initiatives tailored for seasonal affective changes and language
support programs promoting inclusive communication. Moreover,
mentorship  programs, language courses, and platforms
showcasing success stories of overcoming initial barriers can
empower students to perceive challenges as opportunities for
growth. Furthermore, enhancing institutional support structures is
crucial. Proactive and accessible academic advising, faculty
recognition, and streamlined information dissemination can foster
a sense of belonging and commitment among foreign students,
ultimately enhancing their overall engagement and experience
within the educational setting.
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6. Conclusion and Future Research

The study on foreign undergraduate students in Finland is
significant as it contributes to the growing discussion about student
satisfaction. It revealed key themes impacting their engagement: peer
interaction positively affected emotional and behavioral engagement,
while cultural stereotypes impacted cognitive engagement.
Integration challenges, like weather and language barriers, influenced
emotional, cognitive, and behavioral engagement. Furthermore,
perceiving challenges as opportunities and having institutional
support positively affected cognitive and behavioral engagement,
respectively. The results of this study add to our understanding of
student satisfaction within higher education, yet it also highlights
avenues for future research (constrained by the methodology of this
study or emerging from its findings). First, while the empirical
findings of this study are significant, they might not be applicable
beyond its specific context. Therefore, a quantitative inquiry might
be necessary to generalize these findings to a larger population and
validate the findings across a broader population group. Second, it is
important to note that factors influencing satisfaction differ notably
between foreign and domestic students. Longitudinal studies
exploring the interplay of these factors (such as cultural adaptation,
seasonal impacts, and language barriers) and identifying moderator
variables are crucial. Examining foreign degree students over an
extended duration could unveil how these barriers change over time.
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