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The purpose of the study is to evaluate the international students’ perspectives 
on educational travel in Finland through their experiences at Saimaa University 
of Applied Sciences (Saimaa UAS).  

This study used both secondary and primary materials. Secondary data was syn-
thesized from various sources of books, grey literature, articles, newspaper, re-
ports and the Internet. Meanwhile, primary data was collected by qualitative 
method of semi-structured in-depth interview. The interviews were conducted on 
fifteen international students attending Saimaa UAS in Imatra, starting from 18 
February to 8 March 2019. There were eleven questions in total, divided into five 
main topics related to the travel and study experience.  

The findings of the research indicate that Finland and Saimaa UAS are favourable 
travel destinations for education. They provide the students with high-quality ed-
ucation, encouraging learning environment, good and sound living conditions, 
harmonious foreign-local relationship as well as chances for cognitive, affective 
and personal development. Considering the benefits of this travel phenomenon, 
further research should be fostered for better management and implementation.   

Keywords: educational travel in Finland, educational travel at Saimaa UAS, inter-
national students   



 

3 

Table of contents 

1 Introduction .................................................................................................. 4 
2 Special interest tourism................................................................................ 6 

2.1 Definition ................................................................................................ 6 

2.2 Characteristics ....................................................................................... 6 
3 Educational tourism ..................................................................................... 7 

3.1 Growing demands for higher education ................................................. 7 
3.2 Definition ................................................................................................ 9 
3.3 The Grand Tour and educational tourism forms today ........................... 9 

3.4 Segmentation and parameters ............................................................. 12 
3.5 Forms of educational tourism ............................................................... 15 
3.6 Students as educational travellers ....................................................... 17 
3.7 Travel motivations ................................................................................ 18 
3.8 Impacts of educational tourism on various aspects ............................. 20 

3.8.1 Social impact ................................................................................. 20 
3.8.2 Economic impact ........................................................................... 20 
3.8.3 Environmental impact .................................................................... 22 

3.8.4 Personal impact............................................................................. 22 

3.9 University student travel in Finland ...................................................... 23 
3.9.1 The Finnish tertiary education system ........................................... 23 
3.9.2 The international student market in Finland .................................. 24 

3.9.3 Current situation of tertiary education in Finland ........................... 24 
4 Methodology .............................................................................................. 25 

4.1 Research population ............................................................................ 25 
4.2 Research method ................................................................................ 26 
4.3 Delimitations ........................................................................................ 26 

4.3.1 Question formation ........................................................................ 27 
4.3.2 Pilot test ........................................................................................ 27 

4.3.3 Interview procedure ....................................................................... 28 
4.4 Data analysis process .......................................................................... 29 

5 Research results ........................................................................................ 30 
5.1 Dimensions of educational travel in Finland and at Saimaa UAS ........ 30 

5.1.1 Students’ travel motivations for education ..................................... 30 
5.1.2 Reasons for choosing Finland ....................................................... 32 

5.1.3 Real experience meets expectations ............................................. 33 
5.2 Impacts of the educational travel on international students ................. 37 
5.3 Reflections on experience .................................................................... 38 

6 Conclusion and discussion ........................................................................ 39 
Figures .............................................................................................................. 42 

Tables ............................................................................................................... 42 
List of references .............................................................................................. 43 

 
Appendices 
              Appendix 1    Interview structure 
 

  



 

4 

1 Introduction 

Educational tourism is not a newly appeared concept, instead people have al-

ready executed educational tours for several centuries (Ritchie 2013). The phe-

nomenon is caused by the development in tourist motivations, moving upwards 

from common factors like relaxation, safety, work or social reasons to personal 

growth, knowledge and experience achievement. Besides, studies show educa-

tional tourism has significantly positive effects not only on the economy, society 

and environment but also the educational travellers themselves. Although this 

special type is recently one of the most demanded products in tourism and travel 

sector (Al Shwayat 2017, p.1), there is still a lack of attention and in-depth re-

searches on the topic.   

With an advanced education system, modern educational contents and teaching 

methods, Finland owns great competitive advantages in the industry. Therefore, 

the country attracts substantial number of educational travellers, including uni-

versity students who are interested in the Finnish approaches to learning. Alt-

hough a growth in the number of overseas students in tertiary education is 

acknowledged, the development rates move relatively slowly in comparison with 

the benchmark nations (Ministry of Education and Culture 2015, p.11). Attempt-

ing to gain more insights about the situation, the study surveys on international 

students’ opinions and evaluation on the educational experience in Finland and 

Saimaa UAS. This can be a reference source for the associated tourism and ed-

ucation departments, which may inspire further researches and actions for future 

development. Understanding on the topic should create a win-win situation for 

not only the foreign students but the host country as well.  

In order to accomplish the thesis’s objective, five aims need to be achieved. 

Firstly, the reasons encouraging students to travel abroad for education are col-

lected. Then, the study identifies Finland’s competences and competitive ad-

vantages that can attract students to the destination. The third aim is to find out 

the foreign students’ expectations for the mobility. After that, the quality of the 

real educational experience to meet or exceed those expectations is evaluated. 

The last aim is to assess the satisfaction/dissatisfaction and the willingness of the 
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students to recommend Finland and Saimaa UAS as worth-considering educa-

tional places. Following are the research questions which should be satisfactorily 

tackled to achieve the above objectives: 

- Why do students nowadays travel abroad for education? 

- What are Finland’s strengths and advantages to compete in the educational 

tourism destination? 

- Which are the most important aspects that students expect/require from the 

educational travel experience in Finland and/or at Saimaa UAS? 

- How does the actual experience fulfil the expectations and benefit the foreign 

students personally? 

- What would be the arguments which would lead the students to recommend 

or not recommend Finland? 

The thesis is consisted of two main parts which are theoretical and empirical. The 

beginning of the theory explains the concept special interest tourism, which is the 

umbrella term of educational tourism. The next chapter discusses the scope of 

educational tourism, including definition, history, parameters and segmentation, 

the university student travellers, travel motivations, and its impacts in different 

sectors. An overview on Finland’s current state related to educational travel is 

also covered. The empirical section starts with a description and justification for 

the targeted survey group and the research method chosen. Information collected 

from research process will then be analysed and revealed. The summaries of 

research results are given in the final chapter.  

With the focus on university student market, the thesis leaves out knowledge re-

lated to other educational tourism’s segments such as natural tourism, cultural 

tourism, adults and seniors’ tourism. The method used in the empirical research 

is semi-structured in-depth interview, which consists of eleven questions orga-

nized in five themes paralleling to five thesis aims. The interviews are undertaken 

on international degree and non-degree students in Saimaa in Imatra. Consider-

ing the heterogeneity of the student group in Finland, the data from the studied 

sample may not be representative and true for the whole population.   
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2 Special interest tourism  

2.1 Definition 

The definition of special interest tourism (SIT) has been introduced in several 

studies (Read 1980, cited in Ritchie 2003; Derrett 2001; Novelli 2005, cited in 

Hannam & Knox 2010), explained by different phrasing, but all deliver the same 

content: a form of tourism in which people participate so as to pursue a specific 

interest/motivation in a particular destination. The travel experience is customized 

to individuals’ or groups’ demands, on which their satisfaction is evaluated. Poon 

(1993) proposes, as cited in Ritchie (2003, p.26), this type of tourism, also re-

garded as ‘new tourism’, develops due to the changes in travel trends and trav-

eller behaviours in early twenty-first century. Owning the progressive system of 

the ‘new tourism’, SIT is a complex phenomenon characterised by flexible deliv-

ery, market segmentation and advances in technology affecting management 

and distribution (Derrett 2001, p.3). The aim is to launch an efficient operation to 

design bundles of tourism components desired by the niche consumer groups. 

Different from the ‘old’ version, these products concentrate on offering unique 

experiences relating to the destination such as authentic culture, closeness to 

nature and interaction with the host community, with minimized disturbance to the 

local environment and society. Because of its sustainable characteristics, SIT or 

responsible tourism is considered as greener alternatives to lessen the negative 

impacts caused by the growing mass tourism (Derrett 2001, pp.7,13). 

2.2 Characteristics 

Holidays are usually taken to escape the normal, daily aspects like work, social 

life, duties and chores, but through SIT, other everyday facets of a person can 

also be actively pursued during these leisure times such as pursuing an interest, 

learning a new skill or developing a hobby (Hannam & Knox 2010, p.89). During 

these vacations, the engagement to the interested activity seems to be enhanced 

further than when people are at home. As proposed by Richards and Wilson 

(2007) (cited in Hannam & Knox 2010, p.93), tighter relationship with the interest, 

deeper insights, more active involvement and fellowship development are the re-

sults of creative tourism, a form of SIT. An example of continuous pursuit of a 
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special interest from home to holiday can be a visit to vineyard of an oenophile, 

who enjoy making wines at home, to learn from the wine specialists through prac-

tical experience. Since nurturing long-standing interests and developing skills are 

the main motivations, travellers normally travel with a serious manner, which is 

equated by Stebbins (1992) (cited in Hannam & Knox 2010, p.93.) with ‘career-

like’ pursuit. This links to the fact that SIT is recognized under another term - 

‘serious leisure’ (Ritchie 2003). A SIT travel, or also interpreted by Read (1980), 

as cited in Ritchie (2003, p.29) and in Derrett (2001, p.11), as REAL travel, should 

consist of four features: rewarding, enriching, adventuresome and learning expe-

rience.  

3 Educational tourism 

This part discusses the literature of educational tourism, one of the most fast-

growing segments of SIT and has been receiving more recognition recently due 

to the growing trend in combining learning with tourism and its substantial bene-

fits. With the central target on the student population, though there are formal and 

informal education, the study focuses more on the academic form.    

3.1 Growing demands for higher education 

Tertiary education used to be available for the elite, but rapidly attracted mass 

participation and nowadays, expands universally (Sarrico 2017; OECD 1998). 

The demand, at first, developed rather slowly. Yet, since the late 20th century, it 

has grown significantly as attending higher education is believed to be a step 

towards rewarding jobs for many young people. Moreover, the political transition 

to democratisation in the 1960s successfully eliminated class discrimination and 

featured equity, which opened wider entry for the general public to higher educa-

tion, particularly universities and their equivalents. (OECD 1998, p.20.) Until to-

day, pursuit of higher education continues to flourish, not only in number but also 

in age range: a high number of students in their late twenties are noted in Den-

mark, Finland, Germany, Norway and the United States. These differences in 

student demographics lead to the diversity of interests, motivations and needs 

connected to education. (Kaneko & Kitamura 1995.)  
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People enter higher education, not just for personal growth, job competences and 

qualifications, but also for the evolution of knowledge, cultural and intellectual 

development of the society. The increase of the middle class with better educa-

tional level and income (OECD 1998, pp.19-20), looser visa controls and impacts 

of globalisation (Ritchie 2003, p.6) make participation in tertiary education within 

nation or abroad easier than ever before. The rise of intellectual pursuit also re-

ceives strong support from families because parents want the best possible edu-

cational opportunities for their children (OECD 1998, p.19). Therefore, a tremen-

dous boost of 2.8 million mobile students was recorded by UNESCO between the 

period 2000-2016 (IOM 2018, p.24). Realizing the enormous benefits of the stu-

dent inflows, many favourable policies and programs are launched as to attract 

this source of global talent (IIE 2018). For instance, Rico and Loredana (2009) 

(cited in Abubakar et al. 2014, p.59) suggest fostering more study programs in 

English to reach wider population and increase the market share. Or Blight 

(1995), as cited in Abubakar et al. (2014, p.59), notes that special effort on mar-

keting the education system is devoted by the regional and national authorities to 

engage more international students. After all, educational travel is believed to 

contribute to a nation’s wealth and tourism development.  

So far, English-speaking countries are the most popular choices among interna-

tional students, according to Project Atlas (2017) (cited in IIE 2018, p.3), with half 

of the population distributed in five areas: United States, the UK, Australia, Can-

ada, and New Zealand. However, France, Germany and Russia Federation, pre-

sented by UNESCO (2018), as cited in IOM (2018, p.24), are other tough players 

in the industry. Meanwhile, emerging nations, particularly China and Japan, have 

recently begun to edge the past competitors (IIE 2018, p.4). The movement of 

foreign students to a country can be subjected to social, political or safety factors, 

besides the education elements and living conditions. For example, the Brexit 

situation, xenophobia of the host community or terrorist attacks may cause seri-

ous reluctance in the majority of international students (de Wit 2018).  

As stated by Smith and Jenner (1997) (cited in Ritchie 2003, p.9), tourism en-

riches the intellectual aspect of individuals. In other words, education is an out-

come of tourism. Still, education and learning can become the primary motivation 
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for traveling (Stone & Petrick 2013, p.5), especially in the university students’ 

educational tourism segment.  

3.2 Definition 

According to Maga and Nicolau (2018, p.343), the phenomenon was firstly rec-

ognized under the name ‘educational travel’ or edu-tourism. Its definition is de-

scribed as a program in which participants travel to a location as a group with the 

primary purpose of engaging in a learning experience directly related to the loca-

tion (Bodger 1998). In 2003, Ritchie (p.18) developed a more specific term, in-

cluding the following aspects:  

- Educational tourism can either occur in form of an overnight vacation or an 

excursion;  

- The learning and education elements play either primary or secondary role in 

the travel experience; 

- Typical types include general educational tourism, adult study tours, interna-

tional and domestic university and school students’ travel; 

- A trip can be planned by a tour operator, guide or attraction (formally) or by 

the person him/herself (informally); 

- A trip takes place within natural, cultural or human-made environment, de-

pending on the purposes and tourism products which the tourists pursue. 

So far, Ritchie’s (2003) and Smith and Jenner’s (1997) work are considered to be 

the most influential in educational tourism literature (Maga and Nicolau 2018, 

p.343).  

3.3 The Grand Tour and educational tourism forms today 

Traced back to the seventeenth century, the first form of educational trip has ex-

isted, namely the Grand Tour. According to Machin (2000), Hibbert (1969) inter-

prets it as a training course for the young aristocrats, which is described by 

Ritchie (2003, p.10) as a series of study tours lasting up to several years in Eu-

ropean destinations such as France, Switzerland and Germany. During the tours, 

these men visited educational institutions and took courses, escorted by servants 

and tutors whose responsibility was to supervise and teach them formal manners 
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(Machin 2000). Learning foreign languages might additionally have taken place. 

For instance, learning Italian from the natives might be compulsory once in the 

country, according to Trease in 1967 (Machin 2000). Activities outside the class-

room like fencing, riding, dancing were also organized (Ritchie 2003, p. 10). At 

the time, the Grand Tour was only practiced by the nobility to seek for education 

and later served as their personal prestige (Machin 2000). The main reason was 

related to the extravagant expenses (Ritchie 2003, p.10). In addition to serious 

knowledge on philosophy, politics and science, these young men brought along 

acquired foreign words, cuisine, fashion or even servants, which was a means 

for boasting social status. Therefore, John Locke concluded the Tour did not aim 

to “build up men”, instead to “trick out a fine set of gentlemen”, reported by Hibbert 

in 1969. (Machin 2000.) 

Gradually, the Grand Tour was adopted by other classes in the society, from no-

ble and wealthy participants to people in middle and lower ranks and then the 

mass market, stated by Gee et al. (1997) (cited in Ritchie 2003). Because of this 

popularization and the shortened time and money spent on the trip, Steinecke 

(1993), as cited in Ritchie (2003), explains for the appearance of informal educa-

tional tourism, where sightseeing activities were enhanced. Nevertheless, in the 

eighteenth and early nineteenth century, the tendency of the elite to visit other 

uncommon destinations in the Grand Tour, which intended to escape from the 

lower market, led to the exploration of the Alps and numerous valuable findings 

in mineralogy, geology as well and geomorphology (Ritchie 2003, p.10). 

Until today, learning has undoubtedly been an integral part of travel, enriching 

not only the travellers’ intellectual minds but also the knowledge about the outside 

world. Thus, tourism products that serve learning purposes are drawing greater 

attention and demand, declared by the Canadian Tourism Commission (CTC) in 

2001 (cited in Ritchie 2003). Smith and Jenner (1997) (cited in Ritchie 2003) 

name the trend ‘leisure-education hybrid’, referring to a blend of educational and 

learning activities into the leisure environment. For instance, museums and sci-

ence centres are built on grounds of knowledge provision for the general com-

munity. Yet, recently, they are continuously seeking for new and creative ways to 
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arouse interest and engagement of wider population, especially the young gen-

eration, by implementing interactive experiences like games and mobile apps. 

The phenomenon is termed as edutainment, which helps to make the learning 

more interesting and enjoyable. (Educational Entertainment.) Through educa-

tional entertainment, fun-based locations can approach the education targets 

more easily; whereas the education-oriented places can employ the modern in-

novations of the entertainment industry (Ritchie 2003). The National Museum of 

Singapore is a great example for the inventive method to educate their visitors. 

They hold a magnificent exhibition here, whose name is Story of the Forest, com-

prised of sixty-nine mural drawings of different types of plants and animals. By 

using an app similar to the game Pokémon Go, the guests can “catch the species” 

with their smartphones and learn deeper about the organs, habitats or diet. (Has-

sassian 2018.) Nonetheless, an underlying question on the appropriate amount 

of education and entertainment for a successful learning experience was raised 

by Mann in 1996 (Okan 2003, p.262). Imbalance between the two components 

may lead to the dilution of museums’ role on educating (Educational Entertain-

ment) or learners’ refusal to study when the fun is not provided, predicated by 

Bloom and Hanych in 2002 (Okan 2003, p.258).  

Since the Grand Tour, student mobility has been still a flourishing section of ed-

ucational tourism and holds remarkable records in the industry. The growing de-

mand for offshore and lifelong education has prompted students to travel abroad 

and take part in learning-oriented programs. As a result, in the past decades, an 

emerging number of tour operators and travel agencies have entered the educa-

tion market (McGladdery & Lubbe 2017), arranging various forms of tourism prod-

ucts such as student exchange and fellow programs, study tours, cultural tours, 

scientific tours and individual visits (Swain & Mishra 2012, p.132). Through these 

opportunities, the students can interact, exchange knowledge with the host coun-

tries, learn their cultures, living styles, traditions, languages, people, politics, and 

many more (Swain & Mishra 2012, p.131; Gartner 1996, p.178). Currently, ERAS-

MUS (the European Community Action Scheme for Mobility of University Stu-

dents) is one of the most well-known examples, allowing students to travel and 

study at another university for a short period to obtain an international perspective 

on their education and training. In addition, there are many fellowship schemes 
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currently operated to promote exchange programs between India, America, the 

UK and Canada, particularly, Fulbright Scholarship, Commonwealth Fellowship 

and Shastri Fellowship (Swain & Mishra 2012, p.132). 

3.4 Segmentation and parameters 

Despite the increasing importance in the tourism industry, educational travel has 

only received recognition and attention until recently. Since scarce researches on 

the topic were carried out, plus the complexity in nature, the field’s true size, ex-

tent, and spectrum are still under debate (Smith and Jenner 1997, cited in Ritchie 

2003; Pitman et al. 2010). In 2001, CTC notes the range of learning and educa-

tion in tourism can be demonstrated through a continuum, whose one end is ‘gen-

eral interest learning while traveling’ and ‘purposeful learning and travel’ at the 

other end (Ritchie 2003). ‘General interest learning’ is mostly evoked during 

guided tours, interpretative programs, family holidays or backpacking rites of pas-

sages, whereas ‘intent learning and travel’ is achieved through offshore study, 

credit tours or student exchanges, which often take part in an academic plan. 

Educational tourism experiences fall within the middle area between the two con-

tinuum’s poles. (Pitman et al. 2010, p.235.) Ritchie (2003, p. 11) remarks educa-

tional tourism may consist of more diverse sectors rather than just three types, 

namely adult extension programmes, adult study tours and cultural educational 

tourism, studied by Kalinowski and Weiler in 1992 and Wood in 2001. As sug-

gested in his definition, an educational travel can either be ‘tourism first’ or ‘edu-

cation first’.  

The concept of educational tourism is described through a simplified model de-

veloped by Ritchie in 2003 (Figure 1). Figure 1 presents some possible subtypes 

of the field and divides them into two groups. ‘Tourism first’ refers to a travel 

where the learning is a stimulating factor for better overall quality of the experi-

ence, which includes adult or seniors’ educational tourism, ecotourism and cul-

tural tourism. Meanwhile, ‘education first’ indicates study trips which always as-

sociate to credentials such as school, university and college students’ tourism. 

However, the degree of educational element should be in a travel to be consid-

ered ‘education-first’ experience can hardly be measured. Those who participate 

in school excursions, language courses or university exchange programs still 
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possess the tourists’ characteristics, although they may not recognize them-

selves as tourists. As a conclusion, similarly to other groups and segments of 

tourism, classifying educational tourism is a difficult and complicated process. 

(Ritchie 2003.)     

Figure 1. Conceptualising educational tourism: a segmentation approach 

(Ritchie 2003, p.13) 
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Still, the model shows some problems when considering human as self-identity 

and each individual has different attitudes towards learning and education. For 

instance, As cited in McGladdery & Lubbe (2017), Pitman et al. (2010) and Road 

Scholar (2015) state that lifelong learning can play the prime role for many senior 

travellers, though adult and seniors’ tourism is classified as ‘tourism first’ by 

Ritchie. Or else, school excursions, which are expected as outdoor learning by 

the teachers, are usually contrarily viewed as fun visits by the children. In addition 

to Ritchie’s bunch of ‘edu-tourism’, which includes ecotourism and cultural tour-

ism, a few other suggestions like agritourism, heritage tourism and literary tour-

ism can be added as types of travel for general learning. (McGladdery & Lubbe 

2017, p.323.)  

Another important contribution to the study of educational tourism is made by 

Ritchie. In terms of length of time, intentions, motivation, preparation, formality 

and settings, he set out the parameters, within which an educational travel expe-

rience varies. The experience can last half a day like a school excursion or be 

three-month long like a summer camp. Moreover, Ritchie (2003, p.17) believes 

some factors may influence another, in particular, motivation and intentions on 

preparation, or preparation on formality level. For instance, a person undertaking 

a one-year MBA program for higher qualifications needs more thoughtful planning 

than when going on a cultural tour with a tour guide. Likewise, preparation involv-

ing a tour guide or an instructor would be regarded as formal organization through 

an affiliated or unaffiliated group; while informal tourist experience is autono-

mously organized by the individual (Ritchie 2003, p.17).  

Figure 2. Parameters of educational tourism (Ritchie 2003, p.17) 
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Although the parameters help to discuss the phenomenon in a narrower frame-

work, it is problematic to specify the true nature, especially concerning the dura-

tion of the experience (Maga & Nicolau 2018, p. 344). According to Weaver and 

Oppermann (2000), as cited in Ritchie (2003, p.2), a traveller should make at 

least an overnight stay outside the usual environment to be qualified as a tourist; 

or else, the person is called an excursionist. Yet, the maximum length of stay 

required for an educational tourist experience remains unidentified throughout 

Ritchie’s study. This matter may be caused by the disunity of the tourism defini-

tion and tourism concepts. In 1988, Smith remarks that there are many different 

legitimate definitions of tourism that serve many different, legitimate motives 

(Ritchie 2003, p.2). For example, as cited in Maga & Nicolau (2018, p.344), 

EACEA (2017) notes the longest stay to be classified as a travel for tourism in 

Europe is ninety days, whereas WTO (2017) claims it should be under one year. 

The thesis concedes the second concept introduced by WTO, which is as well 

agreed in several previous researches (Maga & Nicolau 2018; Swain & Mishra 

2012; Abubakar et al. 2014). To conclude, educational trips/tours involve the act 

of traveling away from the usual environment for learning purposes, within a time 

frame from minutes (e.g. a visit to the national gallery) to under 12 consecutive 

months (e.g. 6-month exchange study program).  

3.5 Forms of educational tourism 

Due to the extensive coverage, it is challenging to detect every possible type 

covered by educational tourism. Besides, there is a difference in opinion among 

the tourism scholars on the segments constituting educational tourism. As cited 

in McGladdery & Lubbe (2017, p.321), Richards (2011) believes educational tour-

ism is a phenomenon emerging from cultural tourism and exists as a distinct con-

cept from volunteer tourism, language tourism and creative tourism. On the con-

trary, The City of Cape Town (2009) (cited in McGladdery & Lubbe (2017, p.321)) 

claims educational tourism and volunteer tourism have strong relation. McGlad-

dery and Lubbe (2017, pp.323-324) also agree and suggest creative tourism and 

spiritual tourism, whose travel motive is centrally about personal growth, 

knowledge and skill achievement, to be included in educational tourism group.  
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Despite the contrasting ideas above, there are educational tourism themes that 

are widely recognized and accepted in some previous studies (Bodger 2009; 

Ritchie 2003; Wood 2001), including ecotourism, cultural tourism, heritage tour-

ism, adult and seniors´ educational tourism, schools´ educational tourism, and 

college and university students´ tourism. In this section, only university students’ 

tourism is defined and emphasized due to the relation to thesis purposes and 

target population.   

University students´ tourism 

Based on Carr’s categorization, as cited in Ritchie (2003), there are two types of 

travels in university students’ tourism: (1) travel that is carried out mostly for lei-

sure purposes in university vacation periods, and (2) travel that is a fundamental 

element in the university experience and takes place during academic terms.  

The first form can be considered ‘tourism first’ since the majority of students per-

ceive it as a chance for recreational activities. However, a lack of prior examina-

tion on a wide range of holidays and student holiday behaviours has been noted 

by Sirakaya and McLellan (1997), and Babin and Kim (2001), according to Carr 

in 2003 (cited in Ritchie 2003, p.183). Consequently, knowledge on the patterns 

and level of the students’ participation in learning components during university 

breaks still remain undetermined.  

The second travel type places heavy emphasis on the education and learning 

component. Following Carr’s segmentation (cited in Ritchie 2003), there are three 

variations: spontaneous mobility, organized mobility and field trips. Spontaneous 

mobility happens when a student decides to study in a foreign university without 

inter-institutional agreement or financial support, whereas organized one is 

bound with the exchange programs agreed between institutions or nations, as 

defined by Carr (2003), as cited in Ritchie (2003, p.191). Students who commit 

the spontaneous travel are indicated by Jallade et al. (2001) (cited in Ritchie 

2003, p.195) to be driven largely by the desire to escape from the confining edu-

cational situation in home countries such as educational requirements and place 

availability. Organized mobility, on the other hand, provides the students with an 

international dimension to education, culture and social values while studying in 
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another region. ERASMUS, one of the leading study-abroad programs, has sup-

ported over three million students to achieve this learning opportunity in the last 

30 years (European Commission n.d.). Lastly, field trips are practically course-

based activities, where theory and reality are integrated for more profound under-

standing on the subject, according to Carr (2003) (cited in Ritchie 2003, p.209). 

As stated by Meyer-Lee and Evans (2007), as cited in Stone & Petrick (2013, 

p.4), experiential learning like excursions can result in greater openness and en-

gagement to knowledge.       

3.6 Students as educational travellers 

Students are one of the most notable forces in educational tourism field due to 

the rapid expansion in volume and impacts. As the Institution of International Ed-

ucation (IIE) (2018) declares, the number of students crossing borders for edu-

cation is at all times considerable, with a record of over 4.8 million students in 

2016, retrieved from UNESCO’s source (IOM 2018, p.24). The trend is antici-

pated to continue to flourish for years to come. Although the majority of university 

students are young, the group is regarded separately from the youth travellers 

(18 to 30 years old), because of the difference in their travel behaviours that are 

associated with the difference in age, sociocultural, educational and economic 

situation. Pritchard and Morgan (1996), as cited in Ritchie (2003, p.181), also 

underline explicit dissimilarities in the holiday patterns between students and 

young people who has a full-time job, which may stem from the difference in fi-

nancial allowance, time availability, and work commitment. Students are de-

scribed to have a low budget (Nordin 2005, p.36), generous free time outside the 

university semesters and few work duties to take care of due to the small propor-

tion of full-time employed students, according to Davies and Lea (1995) (cited in 

Ritchie 2003, p.184). Despite the limited budget, they tend not to let the fact pre-

vent them from traveling and obtaining valuable experiences (Ritchie 2003; Nor-

din 2005). Besides personal funds, bank or student loans and relatives´ financial 

support (Ritchie 2003, pp.184,185), students tend to either work or take on debts, 

widening the spending pocket to enjoy the best out of the travels (Nordin 2005, 

p.36). Furthermore, students´ time schedules allow them to frequently carry out 

long trips which are considered by Richards and Wilson (2003) (cited in Nordin 
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2005) as “once in a lifetime opportunity”. These experiences tend to have a rich 

and long-lasting meaning to their lives. (Nordin 2005, p.36.)  

3.7 Travel motivations  

To understand the system of educational tourism or tourism in general, it is fun-

damental to thoroughly understand the travel motivation – the ‘why’ factor behind 

the tourist behaviour. Nevertheless, the study on the topic poses many obstacles, 

caused by the vast variety of individual needs and the difficulties to measure them 

as well as the challenges in the generalization process of motives across cultures 

(Pearce 2005, p.51). Still, multiple attempts were made, resulting in two most 

well-recognised applications of motivation theories into tourism field, which are 

Crompton’s push and pull factors (1979) and Pearce’s Travel Career Ladder 

(TCL) model (1988) (Yousaf et al. 2018). Crompton’s push factors, as described 

by Andersen et al. (2000) as cited in Quinlan Cutler & Carmichael (2010, pp.14-

15), are internal and intrinsic stimuli for traveling, including the desire to escape 

from everyday life and routine, education, self-exploration, novelty, prestige and 

so on. Pull factors, in contrast, are destination-specific attributes such as land-

scapes, activities offered, service quality, and other tourism products that benefit 

the push motives. Meanwhile, adapted from Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, the 

TCL suggests five levels of travel motives, moving from relaxation, safety/secu-

rity, relationship, self-esteem and development to self-actualisation/fulfilment 

(Pearce 2005, pp.52-53). However, Rowan (1998), as cited in Pearce (2005, 

p.53), believes constructing theories of travel motivation based on Maslow’s 

simply hierarchy may not adequately represent the two sophisticated facets of 

self-esteem, self-actualization and competence needs. Hence, Maslow’s pyramid 

is only a part in the TCL theory, as tourist motives can be affected by other factors 

such as individuals’ life-course transitions (Pearce 2005; Mahika 2011; Hall 

2005). Some important determinants include family (i.e. marriage, children, di-

vorce or separation), economy (i.e. income, career, retirement), health (i.e. frailty, 

illness, disabilities) and travel experience (previous travels may affect tourist’s 

expectations and attitudes towards the later ones) (Mahika 2011; Hall 2005). A 

tourist may be influenced by the combination of those forces, but one motive is 

more likely to dominate (Mahika 2011, p.17; Pearce 2005, p.53).  
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As shown in the self-esteem/development and fulfilment needs of the TCL model 

and also outlined by Crompton in 1979, the desire for education and learning is 

one of the primary factors encouraging traveling. However, all tourism provides 

knowledge, clear distinction between educational and other types of motives can 

hardly be drawn. For instance, curiosity about a cultural heritage can be consid-

ered as either a cultural or educational interest. Or else, social motivation like 

following a hobby may connect to learning if the action is viewed as knowledge 

broadening. (Ritchie 2003, p.30.) Though education is becoming an influential 

force of travel, discussions on educational tourists and their travel behaviours are 

scarce. The situation is subjected to the problems in defining and measuring pre-

cisely the broad educational tourism field; whereas, the task is less demanding in 

more specific segments such as schools' tourism or university and college stu-

dents' tourism (Ritchie 2003, p.32).  

Yet, a variety of travel stimuli within the student population should be acknowl-

edged. Two different types of university and college students’ tourism are stated 

to have different purposes for traveling. Those who travel outside the university 

term-time tend to be appealed to a combination of passive, social and hedonistic 

activities (Ritchie 2003, p.185), which originates from the low-level needs in the 

TCL. Josiam et al. (1994), as cited in Ritchie (2003, p.185), relate ‘passive’ to 

relaxation, ‘hedonistic pursuits’ to desires to party, dance and drink, and ‘social 

motives’ to visiting relatives/friends. They also add that the lure of changes in the 

normal surroundings provokes travel intention. Additionally, as cited in Ritchie 

(2003, p.185), Carr (forthcoming), Chadee and Cutler (1996) suggest this group 

shows little interest in learning, personal growth or employment-related elements. 

The other type of university students’ tourism, in contrast, travels abroad priorly 

to access new experiences and achieve many educational benefits, which is ex-

plained by Carlson and Widaman (1988) (cited in Ritchie (2003, p.192)) as intel-

lectual and professional development, general education, personal growth and 

the furthering of international understanding. Besides, as cited in Abubakar et al. 

(2014, p.59), Felix and Steve (2007)  state ‘pull’ factors from the host destinations 

also affect greatly the students’ travel decisions, for example, the country’s inter-

national recognition for higher education and safety, and institution’s education 
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quality, for instance, university curriculum, teaching expertise, and accommoda-

tion cost and availability.  

3.8 Impacts of educational tourism on various aspects 

3.8.1 Social impact 

According to Wood (2001, p.189), educational tourism connects people more in-

timately to the travel destinations, by telling stories of places, teaching them how 

to decode places visually, how to see the relationships between places, and how 

to locate places in the evolution of society and culture. In addition, educational 

tourists are the new, intelligent travel force (Wood 2001) who have proper respect 

to the visited destination and host community, according to Horne (1992) (cited 

in Pearce (2005, p.22)) and contribute to the local economy, according to 

Swarbrooke (1999) (cited in Pearce (2005, p.23)). These factors are expected to 

lessen the negative effects of globalization and cultural dilution caused by the 

mass tourism. The visitors-local interactions with the place’s culture and values 

may also be encouraged as students’ educational trips tend to take place fre-

quently and in a longer period compared to other types of travel. Furthermore, 

student travellers are more likely to build deep associations with the local resi-

dents like teachers, other students and the local residents. (Aliyeva 2015, pp.18-

19.) This may erase negative cultural stereotypes, develop global mindset, 

broaden perspectives and form cosmopolitan hospitality towards others (Lilley 

2014, p.5).  

3.8.2 Economic impact 

International students’ travel has been proven to bring substantial profits to the 

economy of the visited destinations/countries (Ritchie 2003; Obrien & Jamnia 

2013; Adekalu & Oludeyi 2013; Abubakar et al. 2014). Not only does the number 

of students traveling for higher education rapidly increase (IIE 2018), but this 

group also has plenty of favourable features that attract heavy governmental in-

vestment, for instance, in Malaysia, Qatar, Singapore, South Africa, Japan and 

South Korea (Obrien & Jamnia 2013, p. 171). Bywater (1993) refers to the uni-

versity student tourism as a multibillion-dollar business (Ritchie 2003, p.181). The 
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US and UK, two leading players in the field, benefited respectively from the inter-

national students $32.8 billion (Struck 2016) in 2015/16 and approximately £17.6 

billion (Migration Advisory Committee 2018, p.3) in 2015.  

The financial benefits of a student can be evaluated through three major sources. 

Firstly, the direct revenues come from tuition fees and payment of other needs 

like visa, accommodation, subsistence, transportation, health insurance and so 

on. Secondly, indirect income is generated by the ‘knock-on’ effects, which de-

rives when universities and suppliers of those products and services bought by 

the students both use the money from students further on employees, goods and 

services from other sectors in the economy. (London Economics 2018, pp.1-2.) 

In the year 2014/15, the foreign students in the UK generated an estimation of 

£4.8 billion for tuition fee and £11.3 billion for subsistence (Universities UK 2017, 

p.3), proving to be an influential source of export earnings. Although the students 

may not perceive themselves as tourists, Weaver (2003) still acknowledges their 

active participation in other types of tourism and associated leisure activities dur-

ing the school breaks (Obrien & Jamnia 2013, p.172). The group can largely be 

budget travellers, but the travel spirit is high and they tend to dedicate time, en-

ergy and money to the experiences of their lifetime. The last source to mention is 

the spending of the visiting friends and relatives (VFR) during the students’ stay 

in the host countries (London Economics 2018; Migration Advisory Committee 

2018; Universities UK 2017; Struck 2016). An impressive amount of £480 million 

in gross value added to UK GDP from the VFR visitors was reckoned in year 

2014/15 (Universities UK 2017, p.5). 

However, the more benefits a nation’s economy receives from the student travel-

lers, the more dependent on the group it becomes. As noted by Bay (2000), the 

chief executive of UKCOSA declares that the survival and development of a sec-

tor of society will have to rely upon the international talents as future workforce if 

the foreign students account for more than half of the population. (Ritchie 2003, 

p.194.)   
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3.8.3 Environmental impact 

Educational tourism is believed to effectively generate awareness and environ-

mental knowledge for the general public by providing certain tourism experiences 

(Grušovnik 2010, p.173). Through direct contact with the natural surroundings, 

Kobori (2009) as cited in Bhuiyan et al. (2010), states that people can achieve 

positive improvements in education, skills and attitudes towards the nature. For 

instance, children may form positive habits to conserve forests when they partic-

ipate frequently in school excursions in forest areas. (Bhuiyan et al. 2010, p. 21.) 

Tour programs, furthermore, can also be designed to include unattractive sights 

of landfills, mining sites, industrial and production areas, aiming to prompt recog-

nition on negative impacts of human’s lifestyles on the environment (Grušovnik 

2010, p.173).  

Nonetheless, Ritchie (2003, p.63) notes serious issues can, after all, encounter 

in educational tourism when proper management is not performed. Despite eco-

tourism’s core aims of conservation and preservation, a vast increase in ecotour-

ists will still lead to the exploitation of natural environment to fulfil tourist demands 

and make profits. According to Cater (1993), wildlife will be disturbed and endan-

gered because of coastal resort expansion or growing business of souvenirs, tro-

phies and gifts (Ritchie 2003, p.69). Additionally, threats of irresponsible behav-

iours of the tourists still need assessing, regardless their high education level and 

great experience in travel. For example, the risk of souveniring in Antarctic area 

must be verified and minimized if needed (Ritchie 2003, p.116).          

3.8.4 Personal impact 

An educational travel is expected to influence students in three dimensions: in-

terculturality, maturity and intellectual development (Gu 2012). These personal 

changes take place due to the shift from their comfort zones to new places and 

experiences. In a strange environment, students are forced to create intercultural 

relationships with the local communities or even co-nationals. Within these con-

tacts, the emulation of someone may foster their personal growth. Gradually, stu-

dents acquire better understanding and empathy for other ethnic groups. As they 
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widen their perspectives, a global mindset is then adopted and global citizen be-

haviours are formed. (Lilley 2014, p.5.) This entire progress can be regarded as 

transformative learning, where a disorienting dilemma affects the person’s psy-

chology, conviction and behaviours (Transformative Learning). The relation be-

tween travel and transformative learning in students is discovered and widely 

agreed by Brown (2009), Werry (2008), and Rowan-Kenyon and Niehaus (2011) 

(Stone & Petrick 2013). Moreover, independence, self-confidence, adaptability 

and problem-solving skills are normally achieved when living away from families 

and peers, as proven in studies of Gmelch (1997), Hansel (1988), Stitsworth 

(1988) and Carlson, and Widaman (1988) (Ritchie 2003, pp.192-194). Lastly, ed-

ucational travel can offer students better-quality education with lower costs (Carr 

2003, p.191). For instance, most of German public universities provide top edu-

cation and require no tuition fees (Goetz 2019) except for termly administration 

fee, which is more affordable than most of the studies in the US and UK (Study 

International 2018a). In addition, the establishment of international exchange 

schemes similar to ERASMUS increases the chances for students in developing 

nations to experience a more advanced and innovative education system in de-

veloped ones (Carr 2003, p. 206).  

3.9 University student travel in Finland 

3.9.1 The Finnish tertiary education system 

In recent years, Finland’s education system has been praised to be one of the 

best in the world, owning an admirable position in the global PISA (Visit Finland 

2018) and Universitas 21 Ranking (Williams & Leahy 2018, p.6). Unlike many 

other prestigious nations, Finland has its distinctive way to approach education 

such as reducing school days, minimizing homework and exams, fostering expe-

riential learning and focusing on self-development and individual autonomy (Visit 

Finland 2019, p.3). Yet, excellent results are produced, thanks to high-qualifica-

tion educators and excellent educational contents, effective school management, 

trust-based teaching methods, equality in study environment, and a lifelong learn-

ing attitude cultivated throughout the society (Visit Finland 2018, p.9).   
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While the Finnish education system may not be considered to be long-standing 

like the ones of UK and US, the country still owns some of the world-class uni-

versities, for example, University of Helsinki, Aalto University and University of 

Turku. Still, a number of Finnish universities are underrated by quality in the in-

ternational marketplace (Visit Finland 2018, p.21), possibly because of the con-

ventional ranking method, which determines ratings through national income and 

expenditure levels (Study International 2018b). Meanwhile, as declared by Eye-

witness News, when referring to GDP per capita as a measurement of educa-

tional quality, Finland takes over the US and UK, which are the two most desirable 

destinations for tertiary education (Study International 2018b).  

3.9.2 The international student market in Finland 

The achievements in education have intrigued curiosity among new international 

student travellers, who are fascinated to spend a whole or part of their degree in 

the country. The students can travel with an organized program or independently, 

and study in a UAS or traditional university. In 2017, over twenty thousand degree 

students and over ten thousand exchange ones were reported by Statistics Fin-

land. Some of the top countries of origins includes Russia, China, Vietnam, Ne-

pal, Germany and France. (Finnish National Agency for Education 2018.)  

3.9.3 Current situation of tertiary education in Finland 

The implementation of tuition fee for non-EU citizens starting from August 2017 

is revealed to decrease the total international applications for tertiary education, 

noting a 20% decline in 2018 compared to 2016. Still, it is believed that the Finn-

ish universities are able to bounce back in the near future thanks to the world-

class education system. (Anderson 2018.) Remaining positive about the current 

situation, the government is putting more effort into fostering education export 

business. The Finnish National Agency for Education (EDUFI) has announced to 

carry out the Education Finland, a governmental cluster program, aiming to pro-

vide support to education providers in their expansion to the international market. 

So far, the country’s expertise has been applied by many others, particularly, Qa-

tar, United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia, Colombia, Indonesia and South Africa. 
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(Tuomi 2017.) The potential for Finland to benefit from its top-quality education 

system is still enormous.   

4 Methodology 

The methodology chapter clarifies the choice of qualitative approach and de-

scribes the stages in the research process, including defining the participants, 

selecting research methods, identifying delimitations, collecting, analysing and 

interpreting data. The specific data collection method chosen is semi-structured 

in-depth interview. 

Introduced in the beginning, the study’s main objective is to evaluate the perspec-

tives of overseas students on higher-educational travel in Finland. Since the de-

sired information chiefly deals with students’ subjective viewpoints, thoughts, 

feelings and experiences, qualitative method should be the suitable tool, when 

considering its featured characteristics. According to McGivern (2009, p.612), 

qualitative research produces comprehensive, detailed knowledge about the sub-

ject (Mirola 2017). Moreover, it is regarded to be useful in discovering subtleties 

and nuances in the collected data (Mirola 2017), which can be beneficial for the 

exploration and description of various students’ responses.  

4.1 Research population 

Aligning with the study’s topic, the research participants were the international 

students who had participated in forms of educational tourism in Finland. Due to 

the author’s difficulties in approaching a wide geographical population, the study 

focused only on the foreign students studying in Saimaa UAS and either attend-

ing a full-time degree or exchange program. The interview group was different in 

age (19-26) and nationality (Russian and Vietnamese). 

Since the sample size was comparatively small to the actual incoming student 

population in Finland, it might not be representative enough. Nevertheless, the 

independence on statistical representativeness and generalizations of qualitative 

research (Mirola 2017, p.25) helped lessen the risk. Additionally, the author 

aimed to select the sample segments possessing key features such as age (19-
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26), country of origin (common nations are Russia, Vietnam, China and Germany) 

and education level (Bachelor’s degree) similar to the larger group.    

4.2 Research method  

In-depth semi-structured interview method was employed with a sample of 15 

international students. The participants were questioned on five aspects: (1) their 

travel motivations for learning and education; (2) their reasons for choosing Fin-

land as an educational destination; (3) expectations before mobility; (4) the real 

experience in Finland and Saimaa UAS; and finally (5) their overall reflection on 

the experience. Open-ended questions were dominantly used during the inter-

views so as to obtain as much rich, specific information as possible. As Bridget 

Byrne in 2004 (cited in Silverman 2006) comments, this type of question tends to 

raise greater thoughtfulness in responses than closed one, involving more of the 

interviewee’s subjective opinions, attitudes and values. In other words, open-

ended questions can turn the participant’s implicit knowledge about the topic ex-

plicit (Flick 2006, p.156). 

Taking into account the author’s lack of previous experience in conducting inter-

views, this qualitative method was a legitimate choice. It requires no specialist 

skills except the ability to interact, actively listen and let the interviewees openly 

express their minds. Still, the interviewer has the control to take the lead of the 

entire conversation. (Silverman 2006, p.110.) 

4.3 Delimitations 

The lack of diverse backgrounds of the international students in Saimaa UAS 

might reduce the divergence of opinions and experiences collected. Another con-

cern related to the sample size. Despite the attempt to achieve data saturation, 

the saturation concept itself is elusive and relative in qualitative research due to 

the scarcity of solid rules or test to measure a sample’s sufficiency in volume 

(Marshall et al. 2013, p.11).  



 

27 

4.3.1 Question formation  

A structured set of twelve open-ended interview questions was formulated to 

evaluate the foreign students’ tourism experience. These questions were distrib-

uted into five topics (see Appendix), aligning with the five research aims: 

(1) Travel motivations for learning and education: question 1; 

(2) Explanations for choosing Finland: questions 2 to 4, dealing with the students’ 

preferences for specific educational destinations, reasons for choosing Fin-

land and Finland’s advantages as a favourable candidate; 

(3) Expectations before mobility: questions 5 and 6, asking about the students’ 

expectations and demands for the travelled place and the most important el-

ements among them; 

(4) The actual experience in Finland (or Saimaa in particular): questions 7 to 9, 

surveying on whether the reality meets expectations, highlights and draw-

backs of the travel experience as well as its impacts on the students; 

(5) Reflections: questions 10 and 11, asking for the interviewees’ evaluation at 

the experience, satisfaction and the people they would recommend Finland 

to.   

The interview concentrated on the students’ personal viewpoints and the course 

of events in their lives, so the participants already had the knowledge at hand.  

Still, the amounts of possible data were vast. Reflecting and refining the interview 

questions, therefore, were taken throughout the data collection process in order 

to increase the feasibility of gathering ideas relevant to the topic.  

4.3.2 Pilot test 

In qualitative research, it is hard to estimate the outcomes until the actual process 

has been carried out, according to Steven (n.d.) (Silverman 2006, p.199). Be-

cause the subject matter mostly worked with the students’ subjective experiences 

and psychology, it was challenging to ensure the desired information was covered 

in the students’ answers. Thus, pilot test was a necessary step to detect under-

lying faults, abstruse sentences, or any weaknesses in the interview questions 

for further reformulation. It was, moreover, a useful practice for the interviewer to 

be familiar with data collection techniques, which might support her in leading the 
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talk effectively to acquire the needed data. The samples of the pilot test and real 

interview were similarly chosen to guarantee the consistency in outcomes. 

The pilot test was conducted on 3 international students, taking place two weeks 

before the official interview, from 1 – 8 February 2019.      

4.3.3 Interview procedure 

In-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted on fifteen international stu-

dents who were at the time studying at Saimaa on Imatra campus, starting from 

18 February to 8 March 2019. The author decided the number was the data sat-

uration point of the survey (when no new information could be interpreted). The 

time chosen for the interviews was during lunchtime or small breaks between 

lectures. Each conversation lasted ten minutes on average. The international stu-

dents were chosen randomly, but different approaches were implemented for full-

time degree and exchange international students. Based on definition on length 

of stay of educational tourism used in this study (under 12 consecutive months), 

the degree student group was evaluated on any university field trips in which they 

had participated, while the non-degree one was asked about the exchange study. 

The beginning of the interview aimed to find out basic information about the stu-

dents, including current study program and nationality. Then, the flow of ques-

tions continued, following the sequence of topics presented in the interview struc-

ture (Appendix 1). However, the main research topic (i.e. educational tourism) 

was kept unrevealed to the interviewees; instead, they were directly asked to talk 

about either one educational field trip or one exchange program within Finnish 

regions. Reason for the action was to avoid any influences on the response that 

might occur when the participants were aware of the research interest (Silverman 

2010, p.197). Furthermore, results from pilot test suggested restricting the talk on 

a specific learning-driven travel experience helps stimulate more specific data 

than requesting for opinions on educational tourism in general. Throughout the 

interviews, conversational style was adopted, allowing the students to share more 

freely their perspectives but still related with the subject matters. All interviews 

were recorded with the permission from the participants.  



 

29 

4.4 Data analysis process 

Before starting to process the data, it was crucial to firstly carry out the transcrip-

tion step, which was done after each interview instead of waiting for the whole 

fieldwork to be completed. During this stage, the researcher also focused on re-

viewing the transcripts several times in order to have a good grasp on the con-

tents and ideas in the students’ responses. Additional notes and early impres-

sions were written down to for data association afterwards.  

Theoretical coding was adopted as the main tool for data analysis. Due to the 

chaotic, extensive and complex nature of qualitative data, especially when relat-

ing to human psychology and individual experience, coding can help reduce the 

vast details, give meanings, categorize and connect them together. Following the 

structure established by Glaser and Strauss (1967) (cited in Flick 2006), the study 

employed three sequential coding stages: “open coding”, “axial coding” and “se-

lective coding”. Open coding, the initial level, breaks down textual material into 

fragments which are later examined, compared and conceptualized. Similarities 

found in those fragments are, after that, coded and grouped into categories. 

Meanwhile, axial coding searches for relations between categories to make new 

data arrangements. The initial codes in a category are merged together, with the 

addition of relevant codes taken from other groups. The highest level, selective 

coding, analyses the connection between the newly created categories to dis-

cover patterns in data and determine a core category which is usually described 

in a highly abstract way. (Flick 2006, pp.296-302.) Below is the table demonstrat-

ing the theoretical coding process adapted from Glaser and Strauss (1967). 

Open coding Axial Coding Selective coding 

Motivations of short-term 

travel for education 

(question 1) 

Finland and Saimaa 

UAS are promising 
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Reasons for choosing 

Finland over others 

(questions 2 to 4) 

Dimensions of the edu-

cational travel in Fin-

land and at Saimaa 

UAS 

places to travel for 

higher education. 

Expected and real experi-

ence (questions 5 to 7)  

Achievements acquired 

after mobility (question 8) 

Educational travel ex-

perience’s impacts on 

students 
Highlights and drawbacks 

of the stay in Finland 

(question 9) 

Feedback on the experi-

ence (question 10) 

Students’ reflection on 

experience  

Willingness to spread 

WOM about Finland 

(question 11) 

Table 1. Theoretical coding process 

5 Research results 

5.1 Dimensions of educational travel in Finland and at Saimaa UAS 

5.1.1 Students’ travel motivations for education  

It has been noticed from the interviews that one individual can have several travel 

motivations and these motivating factors may differ among individuals. Still, in 

general, there were three motives which were mostly mentioned, including “new 

places”, “new experience” and “new people”. In other words, students desired to 

escape from the usual, familiar education system and sought for changes in the 

study environment in which they took new approaches to learning and met new 

people. Through traveling, the interviewees had the opportunity to visit interesting 
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destinations, obtain practical, authentic experiences as well as get in contact with 

the local community. The more interesting “pull factors” (e.g. beautiful nature, 

historical sites, cultural heritage, friendly locals, fascinating cuisines, etc.) the 

place has, the more the students are attracted to that destination.  

“I would like to see how other students in the world study. (…) Would it be the 

same as in my country?” (A Vietnamese degree student) 

“What motivates me to travel for studying is about the place itself. I usually look 

for the interesting places, some opportunities to live and to how to spend time 

there (…) maybe some historical sites and good infrastructure.” (A Russian ex-

change student) 

“It’s all about experience. Maybe I can meet new people there and participate in 

some activities that I’ve never tried.” (A Russian exchange student) 

Since knowledge and qualifications are primary purposes for travel, heavy em-

phasis was placed on the quality of education in the visited country compared to 

their home nations. Experiencing better education may promote students’ per-

sonal and intellectual maturation, after all. Some of them believed studying in an 

international environment with modern educational programs may be helpful for 

their future careers.    

“Well, for me, I would choose the country where I can receive the best possible 

education. The education system in my hometown is not so good. (…) I guess, 

the travel can affect considerably on the qualifications and skills I will learn there.” 

(A degree student from Vietnam)   

Another element which possibly encourages educational travel is “having rela-

tives and/or friends in the near area”. They travel not only for knowledge but also 

for visiting someone.  

“At first, I wanted to study in Germany, because of the education, of course. And 

also my aunt lives there. I wanted to visit her.” (A Vietnamese degree student) 



 

32 

5.1.2 Reasons for choosing Finland 

When being asked about the preferences of destination to study, it was no sur-

prise that most of the respondents mentioned the two long-standing favourites, 

the US and the UK. Additionally, France, the Netherlands and Switzerland were 

other answers noted. Nonetheless, Finland had some competitive advantages to 

win over these international students. The most repeated factor was the high 

quality of the Finnish education with relatively small tuition fee during the admis-

sion times (when compared to the US, UK or Switzerland). A unique and innova-

tive approach to learning and education such as stress-free workload, equality 

between teacher-student and student-student relationships, experiential learning, 

and so on were truly appreciated by the students. To receive world-class educa-

tion at reasonable cost, as an interviewee commented, was like “a dream come 

true”.  

“(…) it [Finland] has one of the best educational systems in the whole world, so I 

think it will be very helpful for me to study here and see how it works, because 

it’s really different with the one in Sylvia. And this one is one hundred times better 

because it is interesting and I really enjoy the time here.” (An exchange student 

from Russia) 

“(…) for example, here, it’s not only about Finland but our school organizes kind 

of weekly trips to other countries to study for intensive programs. That’s kind of 

stuff really interesting, to visit different cities and learn new things.” (A Russian 

degree student) 

“To me, the fee is an important matter and Finland can provide good education 

with reasonable price.” (A Vietnamese degree student) 

In addition to the educational program, distance of travel was one of the most 

decisive reasons for choosing Finland, particularly for short-duration travel. When 

considering 3- to 6-months’ time of an exchange program, the foreign students 

were more likely to choose destinations that are not so far from their home uni-

versity. A fair distance would save the student travellers more time, money and 

effort. As most of the interviewees were from Russia, Finland was the best (if not 

the only) option in their list of exchange universities.  
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“(…) I can only think about what my university offers. But I was happy because 

Finland is near Russia.” (A Russian exchange student) 

“Finland is the best case for me because it has Tourism programs and is near 

Moscow.” (A Russian exchange student) 

Environmental factors such as “beautiful nature”, “safety” and “peaceful atmos-

phere” also contributed to Finland’s attractiveness as a destination for education.  

“I heard from the previous students that Finland is very safe and peaceful (…) a 

lot of nature and trees.” (A Vietnamese degree student) 

“Well, I looked up on the Internet and found out many pictures about Imatra. I was 

impressed by the views, lakes and so on. I lived in the city, so I’ve always wanted 

to try living in peaceful and natural places.” (A Russian exchange student) 

English has become the lingua franca of many parts of the world. Therefore, it is 

widely used by international students to communicate with the local community. 

Ranked in the 6th place as one of the countries with the highest English Profi-

ciency Index globally (higher than some popular European countries e.g. Ger-

many, France and Switzerland) (EF 2019), Finland is an appealing choice for 

many students. It would be simpler for them to integrate with the host society, 

especially as their stay can be considered fairly short to learn a new language.  

“Everyone speaks English, well, maybe except some very old people (…) It’s re-

ally rare that you meet someone who does not speak English. (…) I feel like with 

“Kiitos” and “Moi moi” you can live here without problems because when you go 

to, for example, to the bank or police station, people can speak English.” (A Rus-

sian degree student) 

5.1.3 Real experience meets expectations 

The interviews suggested that the international students tended to expect acquir-

ing things which in the beginning led them to Finland for education. They hoped 

the unique features of the Finnish education system such as high-quality con-

tents, well-organized curriculum, experienced teachers, innovative teaching 
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methods and modern technology can support their growth in academic perfor-

mance. Simultaneously, the expectation to “learn more about the place and peo-

ple” was mentioned by some interviewees. Being informed about the Meet a Lo-

cal Family program before mobility, they were all interested in participating to gain 

insights into the Finnish family life, exchange cultures and traditions as well as 

create long-lasting relationships. Besides contacts with the Finns, friendships 

with students from different countries were also desired. 

“I expected it [the educational program] would be really different from my univer-

sity and I will learn practical, professional things here (…) I also expected to gain 

new experiences, meet a lot of people or friends.” (A Russian exchange student) 

“I’ve already known before mobility that this university has a lot of exchange stu-

dents from different places in the world.” (A Russian exchange student) 

“I heard about the Meet a Local Family from a friend and I find it really interesting. 

I would love to participate.” (A Russian exchange student) 

Regardless long (exchange programs) or shorter (field trips) length of travel, the 

students engaging in either forms wanted to find useful information for the future 

career plan. In case of university excursion (particularly Travel Fair and Gastro 

Fair in Helsinki), the degree students perceived it as a chance to directly interact 

and build connections with the potential employers and professionals in the in-

dustry. Meanwhile, from the exchange students’ perspective, the exchange ex-

perience was a trial to identify a suitable place for living and career horizons.  

“At first, when I opened the website and saw the introduction of the fair, I thought 

of the chances to contact some companies and apply my CV there.” (A Vietnam-

ese degree student)   

“During this exchange opportunity, I want to see if it’s possible for me to live there 

and of course, find a job in the future. I think it will be a valuable experience.” (A 

Russian exchange student)   

Yet, two interviewed students admitted that before mobility, Finland was just a 

vague concept to them and the Saimaa UAS was the only option for exchange 



 

35 

study. Consequently, no prior expectations were formed except the excitement 

of the escape from the usual life. 

When being asked about how the real experience had fulfilled/exceeded the ex-

pectations, the majority of responses were positive. In the environment where 

students are “customers” and the satisfaction is measured on the quality of edu-

cation, Finland has so far lived up with its reputation. All the interviewees agreed 

the Finnish education that they received was better compared to their home uni-

versities. Loose study curriculum, few assignments, equality and autonomy in 

classroom and interesting courses were noted by the exchange students. For 

those who were questioned specifically on the excursion experience, they hold 

also promising opinions. The total travel experience was smoothly organized, 

from the schedule, transportation, food and drinks, the main event to the return 

trip. Both fairs were professionally held with the participation of various compa-

nies in travel and culinary industry, leaving the students the impression of enter-

ing the real business world. They were able to personally approach, obtain and 

learn information about the companies from the representatives.  

“It [the study] is a lot easier and much more interesting. (…) There are people all 

around the world and I have made many new friends, especially those from Vi-

etnam. I’ve never known so much about the country.” (A Russian exchange stu-

dent)   

“I am having a really good time here. It makes me feel like learning could also be 

fun.” (A Russian exchange student)   

“They teachers in the school are very nice, also the other students. They are very 

friendly. It is also great that everyone is treated equally in classroom.” (A Russian 

exchange student)   

“(…) the expectations were met. I sent my application there, also. (…) I could see 

beautiful multicultural features from various countries, how companies organized 

their stands and the way they introduced their businesses.” (A Vietnamese de-

gree student)   
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“I would say the organization of the trip was good. They provided us food, 

transport to the destination, introduction about the fairs and so on. The visit of the 

fair was successful, I suppose.” (A Russian degree student)  

Not all expectations of the students were satisfactorily met, however, they had 

minor effects on the overall experience. According to an open thought shared by 

one exchange student, the university campus was much smaller than his antici-

pation. Also, Imatra was quite “boring” for the young people who would often pre-

fer to live in metropolitan cities with wide range of amenities, services and enter-

tainments. On the contrary, another student rather disagreed, believing these el-

ements yielded intimacy in social relationships and peacefulness in life. Further-

more, high living expenses were a problem to most of the international students.  

“(…) One minus thing about the place is that it is quite boring. It doesn’t have lots 

of entertainments around here like cinemas, restaurants and things. When you 

want to have fun, for example, go bowling or have a drink, it’s also much more 

expensive than in my country.” (A Russian exchange student) 

“I come from a country with low living standards and low prices. And Finland, 

meanwhile, is one of the most expensive countries in the world, so it was difficult 

for me at the beginning.” (A Russian exchange student) 

In case of study field trip, the interviewees remarked an insufficiency in the visiting 

time, which constrained them gaining all the knowledge desired. Additionally, the 

short duration made the learning experience rather like a fun-driven activity. 

“Well, it was a one-day trip and from here to Helsinki is 4 hours already. We only 

spent 2 hours there. I had expected to have more time at the fair, maybe one full 

day. It’s like a visit to an event to me.” (A Vietnamese degree student)   

“(…) the time schedule was quite strict. (…) I think it will be more effective if we 

could spend more time there, we could learn a lot. The event actually lasts 3 days 

and different activities are organized on different days. We actually missed a lot.” 

(A Vietnamese degree student)   
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5.2 Impacts of the educational travel on international students 

The information collected from the interviews implied personal growth benefits 

through educational travel have longer and more significant influence on the in-

ternational students than the knowledge from the academic programs them-

selves. Even though the education system was one of highlights, the new expe-

riences the participants gained were what they remembered the most. Since the 

time required for studying was minimized here in Finland, the students could visit 

around, take photos, broaden social lives or pursue new hobbies. Having a lot of 

free time outside university timetable allowed them to take part in student events 

and parties, socialize and make friends. Developing relationships with the locals 

was an enjoyment for the foreign students as well. As they spent time with the 

Finnish families, gradually they understood more deeply about the culture, tradi-

tions, language, cuisine, and people. Vice versa, it was a chance to introduce 

their countries and cultures to the Finns.  

“I got to know a Finnish family through my friend. (…) At weekends, they usually 

invite us to their house, having dinner and talk a lot. We also go to the sauna and 

have camp fire together. (…) I am really happy because I have learnt so much 

about the Finnish culture and their lives.” (A Russian exchange student)   

“I started to enjoy ice hockey since I came to Finland. (…) I think maybe I got the 

interest from my Finnish friends.” (A Russian exchange student) 

“We usually have parties every month when lots of people gather around and 

talk. After these parties, I have made a lot of friends, from Finland, Vietnam and 

even Russia, but from another university.” (A Russian exchange student) 

Not only could the interviewees collect valuable memories but also developed 

personally, for example, self-confidence, independence, communication skills, 

problem-solving skills or even their lifestyles.  

“I did change my lifestyle, actually. I used to live in Moscow, a very big and 

crowded city. But since I moved here, everything is so peaceful and quiet. I 

started to enjoy the nature, fresh atmosphere and peacefulness of the area.” (A 

Russian exchange student) 
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“(…) it [high living costs] was difficult for me at the beginning. But through time, I 

learnt how to control my pocket, what to spend and what should not. So I think 

I’ve grown in some way (…).” (A Russian exchange student) 

“I haven’t changed much, to be honest. But I guess I become more mature, inde-

pendent and adaptable to the new life. Here I have to do everything by myself 

and I’m proud (…).” (A Russian exchange student)  

Although how exciting “new experiences” in “new place” with “new people” might 

sound, possible problems of loneliness, culture shock, language barriers, home-

sickness and so on could still exist. Despite these problems, overall, the ex-

change study in Finland and at Saimaa UAS was a memorable lifetime event for 

the exchange students.   

“Sometimes it feels a little bit lonely and strange (…) But luckily, I met lots of 

friends and they help me to overcome it.” (A Russian exchange student) 

The interview outcomes proposed that a one-day excursion left a less significant 

effect on the students than an exchange study of 3 to 12-month duration. Never-

theless, field trips were still proven to make some progress in their individual 

growth. To many interviewees, the Travel Fair and Gastro Fair were the first pro-

fessional events that they had ever attended. After the visits, they interacted with 

the companies in person and were informed with the latest knowledge about the 

potential employers. Interestingly, a student shared the experiential learning ex-

periences helped her later with the organization in another event.  

“It was the biggest event that I’ve ever attended in my life. It was very impressive. 

(…) I gained very useful experience. One month later I applied to DuuniDay or-

ganizer and I learnt a lot from the past events. So I think my effective work in 

DuuniDay was because of the experience I had in the Travel Fair.” (A Vietnamese 

degree student) 

5.3 Reflections on experience 

The answers indicated a clearly positive attitude towards the educational experi-

ence in/within Finland among the international students. Evaluating the entire ed-

ucational tourism experience in terms of components and activities included, 
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quality and impacts, all the interviewees were pleased to give a good score. More-

over, they showed a willingness to recommend this study travel further to their 

peers and acquaintances. Finally, when being asked about the intention to par-

ticipate in another educational travel in/within Finland, every interviewee ex-

pressed a certainty if they had the chance.  

“I would give this exchange study a 10/10.” (A Russian exchange student) 

“I’ve already recommended it [the exchange program in Finland] to the students 

in lower classes in my university.” (A Russian exchange student) 

“I intended to visit the Gastro Fair after the Travel Fair this year, but it was closed. 

Still, I definitely will go if they open it again.” (A Russian degree student) 

6 Conclusion and discussion 

In general, Finland is widely recognized for the high-quality and distinctive ap-

proaches to learning and education. Yet, the country is still in its infancy to attract 

international students when compared to other popular destinations such as 

America, the UK, Germany and France. For further development in the education 

and travel industry, deeper researches are required. Therefore, the thesis has 

been conducted to evaluate the perspective of international students on their ed-

ucational experience in Finland, with the particular case of Saimaa UAS. This 

objective was intentionally accomplished through five central aims: (1) travel mo-

tivations for studying abroad; (2) Finland’s competitive advantages in the market; 

(3) the expectations before mobility; (4) the actual experience; and (5) students’ 

reflection on the experience. The study was divided into two main parts: the liter-

ature review explained the phenomenon of educational tourism and its scope, 

whereas empirical section described the research methodology and analysed the 

answers for the five subject matters. The research method implemented was 

semi-structured in-depth interview, conducted on the international students at 

Saimaa UAS in Imatra. There were also five question topics, aligning with five 

research aims.  
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The data collected from five topic questions was analysed and then categorized 

into three new themes relating to the educational travel experience in Finland and 

Saimaa UAS: (1) the scope of the educational experience, (2) its impacts on the 

students personally and, (3) students’ reflection on experience.  

In the first theme, motives and reasons for international students to travel to Fin-

land for education as well as their expectations on the mobility and the real expe-

rience undergone are identified. As introduced in the theoretical part and noted 

from the interview, the desire to “escape” from the environmental and social fa-

miliarity is one of the decisive incentives for traveling. Studying abroad is a way 

to change to new settings, routines and the surrounding people. Popularity of the 

destination country in education is another driven factor; whereas, visiting rela-

tives and friends is also mentioned but is rather less important. Grounds and ex-

pectations for the educational travel experience in Finland and at Saimaa UAS 

appear parallel to each other. The world-class education with low tuition fee is, 

undoubtedly, the most attractive element for choosing Finland over other popular 

countries. Simultaneously, the students tend to expect to receive the benefits in 

the Finnish advanced and unique education system such as experiential learning, 

equality and autonomy, creating enjoyment and effectiveness in study. Other rea-

sons for the destination decision can be the travelled distance to Finland, living 

environment (safety, peace and beautiful nature) and the country’s high profi-

ciency in English. These factors are supposed to assist the students in quicker 

adaptation to the new life, social relationship building and even critical thinking 

on their future place of residence. However, there are cases where no prior ex-

pectations or requirements for the travel are recorded during the interview pro-

cess, due to the fact that Saimaa is the only partner university offering tourism 

and hospitality program. Still, regardless the differences in demands and needs, 

overall, all the foreign students agreed that Finland and Saimaa have provided 

them with a better educational experience than they expected, except minor dis-

appointments on the campus’s size and dullness of the surrounding area felt by 

some individuals.  

The second theme of the results deals with the social, personal and intellectual 

impacts of the short-term mobility for education on the student travellers. The 
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research suggests that social and personal development affect an individual 

more deeply than the academic attainments. The interviewees were noted to 

broaden their social contacts, feel more confident, independent and mature, be-

come adaptable, as well as widen their lives and mindsets. Yet, studying abroad 

may not always be a pleasant experience due to the encountered loneliness, 

homesickness, culture shock or language barriers. 

The last theme asserts the surveyed international students’ satisfaction with the 

quality of Finnish education and living conditions in Finland. The satisfaction is 

evaluated comprehensively on the total travel experience, expressed by the in-

terviewees’ compliments given, voluntary spread of word of mouth and keenness 

on another opportunity to engage in educational travel in Finland.    

In conclusion, the thesis serves as a reference source, identifying the interna-

tional students’ motivations, preferences, expectations, demands and attitudes 

when traveling to Finland for education. From the interview results, Finland, or 

more specifically Saimaa UAS, can be considered a favourable destination for 

foreign students to travel to and pursue their studies. Still, empirical research on 

these aspects on larger scale is scarce, urging more efforts from the interested 

parties. Educational tourism among overseas university students can bring many 

benefits such as tourism income from relatives and friends, positive word of 

mouth, intercultural knowledge or even workforce in short-term employment. 

Therefore, proper understanding on the topic is necessary for future directions in 

development, better management and marketing for the Finnish universities. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1 

Interview structure 

Topic 1. Motives for going abroad for education. 

1. Why do you travel abroad for education? 

Topic 2. Preferences for different countries as educational destinations. 

2. What countries would you also consider as targeted educational destina-

tions? 

3. How did you decide to go to Finland? 

4. What advantages does Finland have over those other countries? 

Topic 3. Expectations before mobility. 

5. What aspects would you expect/consider when traveling to a place for ed-

ucation? 

6. Which aspect is the most important? 

Topic 4. The real experience of the stay. 

7. Compare to the real experience with your expectations. 

8. What have you gained through the educational mobility? 

9. What are the highlights and drawbacks of the experience that you have 

taken part in? 

Topic 5. Reflections on experience.  

10. How would you evaluate your educational experience? 

11. To whom would you recommend Finland as a potential educational desti-

nation? 

 


