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Abstract 
 
Recently many studies have remarked migration issues. Thus, in countries such as Finland, having a 
governmental strategy for increasing the number of migrants, especially educated immigrants or 
encouraging international students to stay, is highly important. While Finland is recognized as the 
happiest country, it would be arguable why it is not included in the list of top destination countries for 
immigration. The literature shows communication is one of the most issues for immigrants and 
international students, particularly those from Asian countries. Therefore, this study aims to understand 
how technology-based communication such as the use of social media influences international students' 
decision to immigrate.  Respectively, 23 Iranian tertiary-level students were interviewed as the case of the 
study. Uses and Gratification theory was employed to investigate the role of media usage among the 
participants. The findings showed that although there is high desire among the participants to immigrate 
to Finland, the difficulty and unpopularity of the Finnish language and culture of distance in Finland 
reduces the motivation to emigrate and made the participants feel being the outsider in the university and 
society. The use of communication media has facilitated university admissions and communication with 
family, friends, compatriots and other international students, but has not been able to connect them to 
Finnish society.  While educated immigrants in every country are human resources, the results of this 
study draw our attention to explore different aspects of communication, identifying motivating factors 
and reducing frustration among international students for immigration. These results emphasize on the 
development of strategies and tools for harnessing the potential of media and technology to connect 
international students as future educated immigrants in the host community. 
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1. Introduction 

 
Globalization has modified the way that people become aware of different opportunities 

particularly for working and studying around the world. With the growth of the number of international 
students abroad, the number is expected to hit 8 million by 2025 (ICEF, 2017). Typically, International 
students in Europe usually experience the new lifestyle that may decrease their intentions to return their 
home countries. These aspects may relate to religion, violence, inequality, corruption, poverty 
(Stanojoska & Blagoce, 2012). QS World University Ranking (2018) published four top destination 
countries including the United State, the United Kingdom, France, Australia attracts foreign students to 
their universities. While the World Happiness Report (2021) has introduced Finland as the happiest 
country in the world, it would be arguable why it is not included in the list of top destination countries for 
immigration.  

On the other hand, assistance of communication technology has provided the opportunity for 
online admission and registration in institutes and universities from the home countries and caused an 
increase in the number of international students (Stevenson 2009; Thulin & Vilhelmson, 2013). People 
may become familiar with laws and rules of other countries via internet before any decision for 
emigration and after migration; they receive information from the different digital portals and media, 
which effects on their decisions for immigration. Several studies acknowledged the role of social media 
aiding international students to communicate with each other (Saw et al., 2013; Hamid et al., 2016) and 
even when it was not shown beneficial for academic achievement, it still helped the participant with their 
host culture acculturation (Yu et al., 2019).  

In this regard, this study utilizes Uses and Gratifications Theory (UGT) to recognize how 
technology-driven communication such as social media usage affects international students’ decision for 
immigration in Finland. UGT has a root in communication perspective that deals with the effect of 
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audience’s motivation and their media‐consuming activities. Some studies utilized UGT for studying the 
dual role of the internet and social media for cultural adaptation and resulted differently. For instance, 
Wang and Sun (2009) believe having the poor cultural adaptation and feeling loneliness of immigrants in 
the host country enhance their social media usage, while, Yang (2018) argues that Chinese international 
students used social media for being better acculturated into the host society. In this study, UGT opens 
ways to understand role of media regarding communication challenge in the case study. 

 
2. Methods 
 

By considering the Iranian nationality of the main researcher, Iranian students in Finland were 
selected as the case for this study (N =23, data collected in 2017). The study employed the snowball 
sampling method to participate 23 Iranian tertiary-level students. A semi-structured interview protocol 
uncovered the interviewees’ values, feelings, beliefs, and experiences of the phenomenon. The 
participants were interviewed face-to-face or online based on their location. The data were collected 
through audio recordings and transcribed verbatim for analysis of the meanings, especially those between 
the sets of categories. Thematic analysis was employed to identify, analyze, and reporting following 
Braun and Clarke’s (2014) guide. In this respect, the transcribed data was coded and categorized at the 
next step, themes were defined based on UGT and accordingly patterns were determined. The researchers 
considered and followed the ethical principles of research with human participants and ethical reviewing 
the human sciences in Finland (TENK, 2019). 
 
3. Finding  
 
3.1. Communication issues 

The finding demonstrated although most participants (18 of 23) had positive intentions to 
immigrate to Finland, however, they had discomforted experiences in communication which affected 
their decision for immigration. In their opinion, Finnish culture and language reduce the opportunities to 
find a suitable career and increase level of unpleasant feeling about cold and darkness.  

Finnish culture seems unwelcoming for immigrants because; a) communication avoidance: the 
participants described Finnish culture as a culture with limited verbal and nonverbal communication with 
foreigners. Most participants experienced the Finnish lifestyle as individualist and many of them believed 
that there is a huge distinction between Finnish people and them. A young student yielded his 
disappointment: “What I am missing here is the people whom I can talk with.” Some participants stated 
that Finnish students hesitated participating in student’s assignment groups. A few participants believed 
that Finnish students avoid participating in study activities more with students from non-EU countries.  
b) silence, distance, and privacy in Finnish culture although were respected by the participants, only two 
of 23 participants felt comfortable with them, and others were struggling with communication issue and 
feeling outsiders in Finnish society. 

Based on the findings, most of the participants had chosen Finland for studying because of 
available English education for tertiary-level many participants believed Finland. They believed living in 
Finland is easier for English speakers among non-English countries in Europe. Most participants had 
attended at least one course to learn Finnish but were not motivated to continue. Three participants stated 
that they did not want to learn Finnish. Some participants regretted choosing to immigrate to Finland 
when they felt they had to learn Finnish to find a job. The main reasons for discouragement were:  
1) Learning Finnish is difficult and time consuming. 2) Finnish is not popular and "it is a language 
spoken by only 5 million people" (participant 18) and, 3) life and particularly professional activities can 
progress in Finland even with the limited Finnish skills. "Many people here speak the English language. 
They know English, it helps us to reduce misunderstandings" (participant 23 said).  
 
3.2. Media, as a drive 

Based on UGT the role of media, particularly social media as a drive for migration and 
immigration is demonstrated in the following aspects:  

 
3.2.1. Source of information for migration. Most of the participants used some forums and social 
media to gain information about Finland before migration. For all participants the process of admission 
was online and online services and social media helped their settlement in Finland. It seems 
communication technology has a positive role in the first steps of migration by providing information and 
facilitating official communication with distance.  
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3.2.2. Communication support, Participants utilized the different applications of social media to 
connect to their friends and family in Iran more than in Finnish society. They contacted their families at 
least once a week. Most participants were always available to their families in virtual groups or 
individually. 
 
3.2.3. Source of news. The participants were members of groups or channels in social media to  receive 
news. a) News about Iran via online TV, Facebook, or Telegram channels, b) University news, via 
newsletter email, Facebook pages, and Student Union website, c) Events in Finland mostly via Facebook 
pages.  
 
3.2.4. University tasks. Formal communication with other international or Finnish students was 
usually done through Facebook, the student union, and the newsletter pages in the emails. "In the case of 
student events, we receive them from our Facebook groups. To attend the event with friends, we are 
informed in our private group, the content of the lessons is also in the Moodle” (Participant 13 said).  
 
3.2.5. Sharing. All participants were Facebook members, and they asked questions from students or 
other compatriots, but they were reluctant to share content. “Facebook wastes my time. I read but do not 
post much although I am a member of many pages” (participant 17 said). Participant 7 used Facebook 
and YouTube to get the news, but had a negative attitude towards most social media, believing that these 
platforms are managed by powerful people or organizations that manipulate people's minds and give them 
biased information. He used the media, but believed that he had to analyze everything before believing 
the content. Two students were the passive members in Finnish forums and groups.  
 
4. Discussion 
 

The results of the study demonstrated the efforts of international students in communication with 
Finnish society and insufficient role of media in reducing this struggle. While Finland itself is in the list 
of brain drain countries (Mahroum, 2005), the strategy of Finland for accepting educated immigrants is 
planned, Finland is not the first destination for international students due to its geographical location.  

Whereas, the quality of its education system is known all over the world, which creates 
international interest (Balbutskaya, 2015) adopting a new strategy to reduce the challenge for immigration 
seems essential. Despite the help of technology to facilitate communication, Finnish language learning 
difficulty appears to be a serious barrier for cultural integration, especially for job seekers in Finland 
(Bontenbal & Lillie, 2019). This study highlighted the communication challenge as a pushing factor for 
foreigners living in Finland. Also, showed the communication challenge as stressors for foreigners in 
Finland. Croucher et al (2013) explain that Finland is not a country for immigrants and Finnish history 
influences the way Finnish people treat foreigners. The researchers assert that Finns moved to Sweden to 
work before the 1970s, and most immigrants to Finland during the 1980s were those who had left the 
country in the past decades. The immigrants who had been living abroad in Finland since the 1990s. They 
were usually from Russia and Estonia (Korkiasaari & Soderling, 2003). 

Indeed, many participants in the study felt that Finns would not accept non-EU friendships. 
Likewise, Jaakkola (2005) argues that Finn feel more comfortable communicating with foreigners who 
are more culturally and economically like the Nordic countries than with foreigners who came from a 
lower standard of living countries. The survey in 1993-2003 indicated that Finns have a more positive 
attitude towards immigrants living in Finland than in the past, especially in the case of educated 
immigrants who have higher-level jobs as doctors, teachers and assistants, social employment agency and 
police officials. However, they prefer migrants to be hired as cleaners and taxi drivers (Jaakkola 2005). 
This negative attitude is more relevant to refugees and Muslims than educated students (Jaakkola 2005; 
Säävälä 2008). 

Ryabina (2008) states Finnish culture has its specific characteristic aspects of communication as 
other culture. It is individualistic and low-context communication. These characteristics distinguish 
Finnish culture from other cultures even in Europe. That claim is in line with the finding of this study that 
many participants described silence as the characters in Finnish culture which is a barrier to 
communication. Differences in communication behavioral styles seem to have been an obstacle to the 
cultural integration of international students. 

As an important aspect of communication, language can always act as a barrier to the 
communication of immigrants in the host country (Adsera & Pytlikova 2015; Yao 2016). The Finnish 
Language has reported the issue in education (Sinkkonen & Kyttälä, 2014) and business (Grinblatt  
& Keloharju 2000). Learning Finnish academic language takes four to eight years (Hakuta, Butler & Witt 
2000). Although most of the interviewed students had passed a few Finnish language courses, most of 
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them were not confident to speak or even understand Finnish. However, the participants did not need to 
learn the Finnish language because they felt Finns are not interested to communicate with them even if 
they were competent to communicate in English language. Lack of local language proficiency and 
communication acted as a dual failure to keep the international students as outsiders. 

Although Communication technology is developed in Finland and all students have access to the 
internet facilities in the university, home, and other places, it did not show a remarkable positive role in 
connecting international students to locals. This result is in line with the findings of Wang and Sun (2009) 
and Yang (2018) adopting the Use and Gratification Theory to explain the role of social media among 
immigrants to deal with their acculturation in the host society. The result of this study demonstrated that 
communication technology was used for personal communication more than creating a network in 
institutional settings (Sleeman et al, 2020; Hosseini et al, 2020). 

Graduated people are always the human resource for every country; however, Europe seems to 
accept low-skilled immigrants easier (Berger, 2019). In recent years, official governments-organized 
integration training programs have been investing to help immigrants to learn the language, find a job and 
integrate into Finnish society. In addition, Civil Society Organizations in Finland (CSO), which is 
established by native Finn, is offering support to immigrants (Bontenbal & Lillie 2019). These services 
seem more beneficial for helping unskilled immigrants than educated ones, and there have been fewer 
efforts to motivate graduated international students for immigration in Finland.  

 
5. Conclusion 

 
Regarding the Uses and Gratification Theory, the finding of the study indicated that despite the 

increasing use of social media in everyday life to obtain information or connect with international 
students, it does not help them communicate much with the Finnish people. Perhaps because social media 
and current portals such as Facebook and reduction of their trustworthiness among educated people do not 
specialize in filling the cultural gap between locals and immigrants. In this regard, the findings 
recommend the strengthening of communication portals, which provide reliable and unbiased information 
about immigrants' relations with the host country. 

On the other hand, while many language courses, programs, and sites try to develop the language 
skills of immigrants, it still seems challenging because international students need to be more motivated 
to learn and use language to communicate with Finns in informal setting. Currently, the international 
student’s study and deal with their basic needs in Finland in English. They communicate only with their 
competitors and students of other nationalities through the media. Media is a bridge to connect them to 
their own country relative to the host country. Respecting UGT, social media has failed to facilitate 
communication between the foreigners and locals in Finland. 

The results of this study draw attention to the use of maximum technology potential in Finnish 
society. There is a need to adopt strategies for the participation of international students and graduated in 
Finnish society to increase their cultural integration. Regarding the importance of the context in 
communication, more studies are recommended in design and practice media to utilize the potential of 
communication technology and media to help migrants and enhance their cultural adaptation in different 
contexts. Moreover, the current Covid 19 crisis around the world makes communication technology and 
media more important than ever for succeeding in any country. 
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