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Introduktion till temanumret
Annika Fjelkner, Gästredaktör

Högskolepedagogisk Debatt är denna gång annorlunda än tidigare nummer. För första gången är huvuddelen av texterna författade av magisterstudenter från kursen Advanced Research
Methods in Business Administration (7,5 Hp), som ges inom ramen
för Ekonomprogrammets magisterår med både svenska och internationella studenter. Temat för studenternas undersökningar
var What makes foregin students happy?
Först inleder Timurs Umans och presenterar kontexten för kursen, samt begreppet samarbetsinlärning (collaborative learning) som legat till grund för kursens upplägg. Sedan följer
studenternas texter och slutligen en avslutande diskussion där
Alina Lindén och Timurs Umans reflekterar över kursens upplägg och utfall.
Detta nummer av Högskolepedagogisk Debatt kan ses som ett
exempel på Best Practice och Akademiskt lärarskap, där vi kan
låta oss inspireras av hur andra lärare arbeta med forskningsanknytning för studenterna men också utvecklar en kurs baserad på forskning kring samarbetsinlärning. Dessutom får vi
möjlighet att ta del av resultatet, inte bara i form av lärarnas
rapportering, men genom faktiska studenttexter, vilket vi hoppas kan vara inspirerande i sig.
Sist presenteras de projekt som fått kvalitetshöjande medel för
2018/2019. Delar av de som fick medel 2017/2018 kommer
att publicera sina resultat i kommande nummer.

4

Collaborative Learning and Foreign
Students Happiness: Implementation and Reflections
Editorial
Timurs Umans & Alina Lidén

Introduction
The aim of the special edition of Pedagogic Debate is twofold.
On the one hand it reports an outcome of a collaborative learning (cf. Dillenbourg, 2002)-inspired course entitled ‘Advanced
Research Methods in Business Administration’, and reflects on
the use of the collaborative learning approach in one given
course. On the other hand, this edition is about students’ happiness; something that for a long time has been acknowledged
to be tightly interrelated with students’ learning and learningrelated outcomes (Totten et al., 1991).
This introductory chapter is thus divided into two separate sections, one entitled Collaborative learning-inspired course and
the other called Student Happiness. The former section introduces the concept of collaborative learning, followed by a description of the course with intertwined pedagogic reasoning, and
presents students’ experiences of the course. The latter section presents the results of the research papers produced by the students
during the course, focusing on the topic of their investigation – student happiness – and presenting the enablers and disablers of foreign students’ happiness in the context of higher education.
5

The conclusion chapter presents Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats (SWOT) as experienced by the two instructors
on this course and provides some reflections on the future and potential development of a collaborative learning approach in one
given course and in the education programme in general.

Introducing collaborative learning
The term ‘collaborative learning’ refers to the method of instruction where students work together in small groups and as
a collective to achieve common goals. It also builds on the
premise of taking responsibility for each other’s learning as
well as one’s own, and it is here that the success of one student
helps other students to succeed.
Collaborative learning is deemed to be effective in creating an
active exchange of ideas among participants, and in promoting
critical thinking. That type of learning provides students with
an opportunity to engage in discussions and take responsibility
for their own learning, which ultimately results in the development of critical thinking (Totten et al., 1991)
According to Teasley and Roschelle (1993), in order for individuals to construct shared meaning in model-building activities they need to be put into situations where they must make
conscious and continuous efforts to in solve problems together.
Putting individuals into groups and asking them to collaborate
does not necessarily lead to collaborative learning efforts or
outcomes. The important precondition for the collaborative
learning to work is an active communication and interactions
directed towards establishment of common focus and goals
(Beers et al., 2006). Furthermore, the task at hand should be
perceived to be of a complex nature (Minneke et al., 2007) so
that learners realise that collaborative efforts would lead to
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higher effectiveness and efficiency compared to individual efforts (Kirschner et al., 2009).
Research findings are rather inconclusive as to whether collaborative learning is of benefit to learners or not. While the positive voices are more numerous, there are a number of studies
suggesting some difficulties, and that certain conditions should
be met for the collaborative learning to provide benefits to
learners. The positive effects of collaborative learning are suggested to be:
•

Learners actively engage in the learning process (Morgan et al., 2000)

•

Fostering of higher-order skill (Sloffer et al., 1999)

•

Increased involvement in self-directed learning and reflexivity, and engagement in supporting activities (Van
Boxtel et al., 2000)

The potential drawbacks are:
•

Ineffective information use (Tindale, 1993)

•

Ineffectiveness of resource allocation due to group dynamics difficulties (Smith et al., 1998)

•

Production blocking (Diehl and Stroebe, 1987)

•

Social loafing (Latané et al., 1979)

Yet research suggests that in highly structured and/or highly
scripted environments (Dillenbourg, 2002) one can expect the
emergence of more positive rather than negative outcomes.
Thus, the design of the learning environments, clarity of aims
and provision of learner-available tools for solving the assignment are of paramount importance for learning outcomes (cf.
De Westelinck et al. 2005; Mäkitalo et al. 2005)
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What follows describes a course structure that was inspired by
the collaborative learning approach. It describes the way the
course was built and the ideas behind its structure and execution. The text below tries to present the course in a neutral
manner, while a more critical approach to the course structures and approach adopted will be presented in the final chapter of this volume.

Collaborative learning-inspired course
Course details
The aim of the course entitled Advanced Research Methods in
Business Administration (7,5 ECTS credits) was to enable students to develop the specialised knowledge and skills required
for executing a second-cycle research study in business administration. The course further aimed at preparing the students
for independent work on their master’s thesis by expanding on
the matter of methodological design. The course included the
following aspects: theory of science; advanced research study
design; advanced qualitative and quantitative research methods; advanced qualitative and quantitative data analysis; research report writing and presentation techniques; dissemination of research results in society; critical review of research
reports; research ethics.
The course was run by two teachers, one with expertise in
qualitative and one with expertise in quantitative methodology.
The class was composed of 23 master’s students almost equally
divided by gender and very diverse in terms of nationality. The
students were fairly homogeneous in the age and academic tenure distribution.
The course was divided into three modules which were interconnected with each other. There was a specific progression
8

where the results of the module assignments were related to
the work students had to perform in the following module.
Each module was examined through a separate assessment.
During all of the modules the students worked on a collaborative research project that was trying to answer the question
“What makes foreign students happy”. Collaboration was encouraged throughout the course by the dyadic structure of the
learners’ teams as well as joint collaborative sessions where all
team members as well as the teachers of the course formed
large collaborative teams developing research instruments and
discussing the way forward in the development of the papers.
Courses three modules are described below

Module 1: Theory of Science
The module consisted of two sub-modules. Sub-module 1 contained lectures related to the theory of science and had a seminar where students in a round table discussion and, through
presentations, discussed and made sense of the different articles related to different scientific paradigms. It was during this
assignment that the students were put into situations of joint
sense-making and knowledge creation that characterise collaborative learning. It was deemed especially appropriate for the
Theory of Science module, given the complexity of the articles
explored by the students, and thus a collaborative effort was
thought to be the way forward for advancing students’ learning. Students were graded on the Pass and No-Pass basis on
their participation in this exercise (Assessment 1). Sub-module
2 contained a lecture on Problematisation/Theoretical Framework as well as a lecture on Problematisation/Theoretical
Framework for the Project performed within the course. Here
the emphasis was put on joint and collaborative problematisation of the project’s main theme, which was encouraged
through sharing of experiences of being a student and/or being
9

a foreign exchange student. Here and throughout the course it
was important to be able to relate to the topic of the research
project, which is why student happiness was chosen as a
theme. Based on collaborative lectures and discussion during
the class the students were asked to write a short introduction
to their project work in groups of two, which was commented
upon by one of the course teachers and feedback was sent back
in written form.

Module 2: Advanced Qualitative Methods
The module consisted of eight interactive lectures lasting for
two hours each, given by qualitative researchers in the field
who presented and discussed their work with the students,
with a specific emphasis on practical applications of qualitative
methodology. During the lectures, students were encouraged to
participate as a critical part of the process of knowledge creation and dissemination. To facilitate a collaborative approach
the lecturers were asked to base their lectures on articles they
had written themselves, and students were invited to problematise and ask questions about these. Based on the inspiration
from these articles a collaborative workshop was organised
where learners and lecturers as a team developed an interview
guide, an observations protocol and a focus group interview
guide. Prior to the workshop, students in groups of two were
asked to develop a research model based on prior literature
that they would need to explore. The entire day was assigned
to this collaborative exercise, where groups’ frameworks were
first amalgamated into one large framework and then course
participants in different constellations developed data collection tools that were then discussed in larger groups and agreed
upon. After the workshops, students in groups of two went to
collect the data which had been transcribed and put in a joint
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course folder. Thus the collective data laid the basis for students’ analysis and subsequent conclusions. This particular
module for the collaborative approach manifested itself
through formation of community of practice where both
teacher and students act as learners and have the common goal
of producing joint knowledge. Feeling joint responsibility and
making a joint effort to achieve the goal is something that was
shown to unite the class, and provided a productive and open
climate of a collaborative nature. The final outcome of the research paper, produced during the module, was presented during the seminar and was based on the written submission. Here
the students, who had identified different themes and had developed new models, learned that the interpretative type of research has no rights or wrongs but has a multidimensional and
open-ended dimension to it. Both the presentations and the paper (Assessment 2) were discussed jointly by the class and
graded and commented upon by the teachers some weeks later.

Module 3: Advanced Quantitative Methods
The module consisted of one lecture introducing quantitative
methodology as well as five practice workshops and consultations. In this module, and based on the finding of their paper in
Module 2, students jointly were supposed to find the most important trigger of foreign students’ happiness, which was to be
operationalised for the purpose of quantitative investigation.
The collaborative effort was intensified and all the lectures and
seminars were collaborative and reciprocal. Yet again, working
with each other we developed a large framework based on students’ findings from the qualitative paper. We also tried to explore what the concepts that emerged previously might mean
in terms of variables and how these could be measured. Two
workshops were arranged to jointly decide the most important
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triggers of students’ happiness as well as their potential operationalisation. After we, as a group, agreed on the concepts to
explore in survey form, a questionnaire was developed and
sent to students with experience of a student exchange period.
As in the previous module all data was made available to the
entire class, yet here each of the student groups had their own
“favourite” trigger to explore. Two other workshops were held
where the actual data coding, data analysis and interpretations
were performed. We worked together as a group, exploring the
data and helping each other with the analysis. Given the differences in knowledge of the quantitative method among the
learners there was a collaborative effort to help each other,
which yet again stimulated learning of the students and the
learners. As in Module 2 the outcome of the module was reported in the form of an article-like report and presentation
which was collaboratively assessed, after which the teachers of
the course provided feedback and the grading.

Students’ impressions
At the beginning of the course the students were informed that
the course was built on the idea of collaborative learning, and
the basic premises of the idea were described with a specific
stress on forming a community of practice and on the importance of the joint effort in gaining knowledge. During the
course evaluation, many students suggested this was the main
strength of the course. Below are some extracts from students’
evaluations.
The fact that we were working together throughout the
course was also a positive way of learning; you get ideas,
guidelines etc. from others’ perspectives which I thought
was a strength and a positive attribute. (Learner 1)
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The strength of this course lies in the collaborative and
interactive nature of the lectures and seminars. Learning
by doing is a great way to quickly understand complex
ideas and processes. (Learner 2)
The collaborative and interactive learning environment
in the classroom during the workshops contributes to my
learning. (Learner 3)
The majority of the course participants were satisfied with the
course and its approach, and many suggested that that way of
learning made them happy. The students identified teachers’
engagement, collaborative learning, class climate and friendly
peers as important contributors to their happiness and satisfaction. So, what follows below picks up on this happiness aspect and presents the collaborative research project that the
class was working on, and deals with what makes foreign students happy.

Students’ Happiness
What makes students happy is a popular subject in the field of
education and elsewhere. The seminal work of Watson (1930)
in explaining why happiness is an interesting research topic to
pursue states that “No human quest may claim a larger following than that for happiness and satisfaction in life” (p.79). Understanding student happiness in higher education is suggested to be of importance because happiness and satisfaction
have been shown to be related to students’ receptiveness to
learning and as a consequence, to improved learning outcomes
(e.g. Wiers-Jenssen, 2002). Lately, with the increasing internationalisation of higher education, the happiness of foreign exchange students or foreign students in general has been put
into focus (e.g. Glaum and Rinker, 2002), motivated by the fact
13

that the increasing cultural diversity of the student body might
have a profound influence on what makes students happy and
how that in turn relates to their learning and learning outcomes.
Given the multicultural class in the course we thought that foreign students’ happiness would be an engaging and complex
topic for the class to explore. Thus it became a topic for investigation. Below, there are four qualitative and four quantitative
studies that were undertaken by the students within the course
and that highlight foreign students’ happiness as an important
aspect to consider in the context of higher education.

The qualitative studies
Based on relevant literature the students were required to
problematise on the concept of happiness and in particular on
happiness related to foreign students. The aim of this exercise
was to identify triggers of happiness and present these triggers
in an analytical model. Different triggers were identified, such
as cultural aspects, academic expectations, leisure activities,
economic aspects, and environmental aspects. The models also
took into consideration aspects related to personality (i.e.
whether one was a pessimistic or an optimistic person) and
time aspects (i.e. time spent abroad for studies). With the models as a starting point, the protocols for the interviews, observations and focus groups were jointly developed by students
and teaching staff.
One of the main conclusions put forward by the studies was
that happiness is a rather complex phenomenon and in order to
be able to give a comprehensive answer to the research question at hand one rather needs to consider how the triggers are
interconnected.
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The opportunity to meet people with different cultural backgrounds has been identified as an important trigger. At the
same time, the same trigger was also shown to be a trigger of
unhappiness when cultural diversity was too great. Furthermore, students also said that they tended to socialise more
with students with a similar cultural background and especially
with students sharing the same language.
The academic environment and quality were jointly identified
as a significant trigger for students’ happiness. Good quality of
the educational programs, the academic backgrounds of the
peer students and other academic facilities (i.e. study rooms, library etc.) have an important effect on how students evaluate
their experience as foreign students.
There is an evident interconnection between personal growth,
academic satisfaction and cultural diversity triggers. The opportunity to interact with people from different cultures and
with different backgrounds, as well as the opportunity to study
in a different academic environment are perceived to have a
positive impact on personal development and hence trigger
happiness.
The studies have further identified the environmental aspects
as having a significant impact on the foreign students’ happiness. The environment trigger includes many factors, but a majority of the studies identified the housing situation (dormitory), climate and transportation as some of the main factors
that have a significant impact on happiness. The characteristics
of the city were also named as important.
As mentioned, the four studies started with an initial model of
happiness of foreign students. The findings resulted in an alteration of the initial models. An interesting aspect that could be
15

mentioned is related to the importance of personal characteristics. In one of the studies, personal characteristics were part of
the initial model and it was concluded that the empirical findings did not support this variable. Nevertheless, another study
found it necessary to include personal characteristics in the
modified model based on the findings from the empirical research.

The quantitative studies
The quantitative studies took the results of the qualitative investigation as a point of departure. In summary, all four studies
are consistent in their findings concerning foreign students’
happiness. The studies show that the Personal growth orientation of the foreign students is one of the strongest triggers of
students’ feeling of happiness. The studies further indicate that
Academic quality represents an important aspect of students’
life and has a positive influence on their happiness. Finally, the
studies indicate the Relationship quality with peers is yet another important trigger. Studies further indicate that Cultural
intelligence, University facilities and Social activities might not
be as important in creating students’ happiness as the aforementioned aspects.
The eight selected papers, four of which performed qualitative
investigation of foreign students’ happiness and four of which
performed quantitative investigation on the same topic, are
presented below.
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Qualitative studies
Qualitative study I: What makes foreign students happy?
By Joshua Maine and Oskar Svensson

Introduction
“You will never be happy if you continue to search for what happiness consists of.” (Albert Camus). One might view with some
irony then that we intend to embark on this search. More precisely, we intend to answer the question of just what makes
foreign exchange students happy. It is not without good reason,
however, that we are interested in answering this question. According to Selickaite & Reklaitiene (2015), there are several
factors associated with the intake of foreign exchange students
in academic institutions which can produce added value for the
host institutions. Examples of these are economic factors for
the university, such as cash flow income and marketing value,
and word of mouth, generating images of the institution to
other foreign students, and for the society at large including the
region and country (Selickaite & Reklaitiene, 2015). Accepting
Selickaite & Reklaitiene’s (2015) notion that happy foreign students produce benefits for the host institution, one can see that
gaining better insights into what makes foreign exchange students happy, will allow the host institution to have greater influence on their foreign students’ happiness and therefore
greater influence over the positive resulting after-effects that
have been linked to happy foreign students.
In our pursuit of understanding happiness among foreign exchange students, we decided to focus on social and cultural
20

groupings. Our decision to concentrate on these factors resulted from ideas put forward by empirical research. For example, Mogilner (2010), who found that shifting attention away
from monetary gain towards the relative construct of time produced a greater increase in happiness than money versus time.
His argument is that having more time to spend with loved
ones or making social connections generally requires a shift of
focus towards time over money, which proves to be effective in
motivating social connections (Mogilner, 2010). It is the resulting social activities that, according to Mogilner (2010), produce
the effect of greater happiness, and indicate that social aspects
have a positive effect on happiness while social distance may
affect happiness negatively. Furthermore, Wiers-Jenssen
(2003) found that satisfaction was high among Norwegian students abroad when social, cultural and linguistic barriers were
low and individual motivation high. Although satisfaction varied depending on the country and the individual motivations of
the individual, they suggest that students believe studying
abroad is a good investment both academically and personally
(Wiers-Jenssen, 2003). What is more, this follows the example
given by Scheier, Carver and Bridges (2001) “When people confront adversity or difficulty in their lives, they experience a variety of emotions, ranging from excitement and eagerness to
anger, anxiety, and depression. The balance among these feelings appears to relate to people's degree of optimism or pessimism” (Scheier et al., 2001, p. 191). Thus, we argue that taking
a new perspective by combining consideration of how optimism and pessimism may affect an individual’s happiness can
bring more knowledge and understanding to the field.
It is with these ideas in mind that we shaped our approach to
trying to understand the triggers of happiness in foreign ex-
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change students. We felt that in these examples, while some attention was given to both cultural and social aspects individually, there was an opportunity to dive deeper into the impacts
of these criteria, particularly with a focus on the role that optimism or pessimism may have in narrating the degree to which
happiness can be experienced. Building on the former, we set
the criteria for our study of what makes foreign students happy
into two grouped areas, cultural and societal. Specifically, (cultural distance and social distance) + ( Friendship Quality and
Social Actions). The criteria for our model were, at this early
stage, chosen from a position of logical assumptions and empirical evidence. We deduced and argue that because the subjects
were foreign exchange students, ‘cultural + social distance’
would be reliable indicators of happiness where distance is
narrow. What is more, we argue that social activities and
friendship quality are key determinants in one’s happiness generally speaking, particularly for students, and therefore we believe these to be worthy of inclusion.
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SD= Social Distance
CD= Cultural Distance
SA= Social Activities

Figure 1: Initial Model of Happiness of Foreign Students

Methodology
In this section, a presentation of the arguments and thoughts
behind the chosen way of conducting this research will be offered. First, the theoretical research approach will be introduced, followed by an explanation of the empirical investigation.

Theoretical methodology
In this sub-section, the research approach is presented and argued for. This research will take a mixed-methods approach as
Bryman & Bell (2015) explains that quantitative and qualitative
methods are compatible with each other. First, we will perform
a qualitative study and create a model which then will be tested
quantitively.

23

Research approach
The aim of our research was to discover “what makes foreign
students happy”? We read and collated information on general
theories from various empirical studies on happiness and created a hypothetical model of what we though happiness for foreign students looked like (Figure 1. Initial Model of Happiness
of Foreign Students). We chose an analytical inductive approach because it allows one to accommodate existing theoretical ideas and in doing so, one can propose a hypothesis and
move between an original hypothesis and data collection and
theory generation (Bryman & Bell, 2015). Analysis of our data
involved coding, refining the emerging idea and relating them
to theory, and collating the data for next stage analysis.

Empirical methodology
In this sub-section, the collection methods of the empirical data
will be presented. Three different types of data collection methods were used. The guides and question were developed
through a workshop, where the students responsible for each
of the data collection methods worked together to develop a
framework that fit all research purposes.

Data collection
The data collection was conducted by a research group of 23
students plus an additional two teachers. The great variety of
different data collection methods gives the data a good validity
(Bryman & Bell, 2015).

Interviews
Eight interviews were conducted for a total of 405 minutes. The
interviews were semi structured and based upon an interview
guide developed by the responsible students, in a workshop.
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The nationalities of the interviewees varied as well as the experienced foreign exchange country. The interview followed six
main topics to fit the research purpose.

Focus Groups
Three focus groups were conducted for a total of 165 minutes.
There were ten people participating in the focus groups. All focus groups were conducted by two students, one interviewing
and one making notes for transcriptional purposes. Each focus
group contained different nationalities to generate a dynamic
environment and to encourage dialogue from different perspectives.

Observations
Three observations were made in three different environments, thus, providing a good variety of context from which to
draw general learning. Observations can be a good tool to obtain qualitative data since the collection takes places in a natural environment (Bryman & Bell, 2015). All observations were
conducted as non-participant observation and the total length
of the observations was 325 minutes. Observations were conducted in a dormitory, a computer science workshop and a
public health lecture. The observation in the public health lecture was later removed from the data since no foreign people
were participating.

Limitations
With respect to the data collection method used for our paper a
number of different researchers conducted interviews and
therefore our control was limited in this respect. With this said,
it is our opinion that all researchers conducting interviews, for
the most part, were competent in controlling their individually
responsible interviewee or focus group. The researcher has
25

less control over proceedings than with individual interviews
(Bryman & Bell, 2015). Therefore, limitations regarding the focus group interviews were recognised such as pitch, tone, accent and language ability of the interviewees, was identified,
which in turn affected the transcripts. There were occasions
when gaps (inaudible) existed in the text. Furthermore, we
acknowledge the possibility of group effect, whereby shared
group opinions lead to thinking uncritically and irrational attachment to ideas (Bryman & Bell, 2015), although we stress
this was a rare occurrence. Bryman & Bell (2015), explained
there is no evidence of these factors negatively influencing focus group findings; however, there is a need for acknowledgement.

Results and Analysis
In this chapter, the result and analysis of the data will be presented. Furthermore, the data will be presented through categorised themes found through the analysis of the data. Beyond
the former, a new model born from the analytical process will
be presented.

Social
The data showed that social aspects can have a significant impact on what makes a foreign student happy. In this theme, the
social aspects that were found will be presented.

Social Life
The data showed that having a social life has a positive impact
on happiness among foreign students. Having a social life included factors such as socialising with friends, being around
friends and having a lot of friends.
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Socialising through informal activities
Foreign students who participated in social informal activities
had a happy attitude and believed that these activities increased their happiness. Activities included having parties with
friends in dormitories, being a member of social clubs, travelling with friends and spending time with classmates. In this category it was interesting was that none of the participants had a
negative experience from an informal activity. We believe this
is because the participant does not expect anything from informal activities and therefore is positively affected when these
informal activities occur.

Connecting with people
Another sub-theme apparent in the data was the need to connect with other people. This included connecting with new people as well as being part of social networks. Mostly, there was a
positive categorisation to connecting with people. However,
two of the participants felt unhappy when they did not have the
chance to connect with new people. One of the participants felt
that it was hard to connect with Swedish people. This can be
explained by the environment that the foreign students were
in. They were mostly interacting with other international students since they lived together in an international campus environment.

Social Distance
Social distance, according to the data, can both affect happiness
in a positive manner and a negative manner. Considering the
data, no consensus can be seen. One participant talks about
having a low status as a student and refers to social hierarchy.
On the other hand, another participant argues that teachers are
very friendly, and there is a more relaxed environment. However, another participant mentions how German teachers are
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very hierarchical. Thus, we draw the conclusion that social distance considering social hierarchy affects happiness. Going
from a less hierarchical society will affect the happiness negatively while the opposite will affect the foreign student’s happiness positively.

Belonging
The last sub-theme found in the data is belonging. Participants
who felt they did not belong in the social context expressed unhappiness when these events of not belonging took place. The
international office, hosting activities for exchange students
does not let international programme students participate in
these activities. This clearly affected the foreign students’ happiness negatively. Other visible arguments included being able
to socialise with homogeneous people and people in the same
situation.

Environment
The data showed that environmental aspects can have, to a varying degree, both positive and negative impacts on the happiness of foreign students. In this theme, a presentation of the environmental aspects found in the data will be presented.

Language Barriers
The data largely indicated that language barriers led to a feeling that it was hard to integrate.

New Environment
The data indicated that being in a new environment led to
largely negative experiences of the environment, for example
being confused, being unable to navigate the environment or
communicate efficiently led to confusion, difficult integration
and feeling of wasted energy and a sense of non-integration.
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However, there were some examples given by the foreign students interviewed that these environmental experiences can be
positive in that they help you learn about yourself.

Learning Environment
The data indicated that the learning environment was entirely
interpreted as positive. Largely, this was related to the openness of the teaching staff and the interactive nature of the
teaching methods used. Furthermore, the availability of the
teachers was noted as positive for the experience and was described as being supportive.

Positive Intangible Environment
The data showed that foreign students like to be surrounded by
positive people and this positive energy in class can make them
feel happy. What is more, a sense of community among the
wider university environment was described as giving a sense
of pride.

Physical Environment on Campus
The data showed there were mixed feelings regarding the
physical campus environment. Largely there was a positive
feeling towards the physical environment; however, there were
also some negative reflections. The negative reflections focused
mainly on the Library, both the available working space and the
closing times were criticised, and this created negative feelings.
Regarding the positive reflections, the bulk of the positivity was
centred on the communal spaces and the cosiness of these environments. The dormitories were mentioned as the second
most positive environments due to a sense of feeling safe and
secure and proximity to the campus. Lastly, the out of hours access was mentioned as being positive.
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Physical Environment Off-Campus
The data indicated a marginal difference between positive and
negative experience, in favour of positive. The data collected
did not offer a clear consensus either way. For example, the
size of the city was seen both as positive and negative, in that it
was small and therefore there was not that much to do, but also
it was easy to navigate. What is more, public transport was interpreted both positively and negatively, with some indicating
it to be convenient and reliable and some indicating it did not
go to all places they wanted to go to, and it was unreliable.

Negative Intangible Environment
There was a perception that the class lacked ambition because
it was a quiet class, which induced feelings of disappointment
and feeling of depression.

Culture
In the theme of culture, an interesting aspect was found. A huge
variety of different perspectives on how culture might affect
happiness was found.

Adaptation
The participants talking about adaptation mostly focused on
negative aspects affecting their happiness; factors such as people having trouble adapting to the foreign culture, thus not being able to be themselves. Furthermore, difficulties adapting to
the academic system affected the participants’ happiness. One
participant focused more on a positive outcome of adaptation.
Not having any culturally similar persons made the participant
go outside the comfort zone, thus developing the ability to
adapt to other cultures.
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Learning
When it comes to learning from different cultures, this affected
foreign students’ happiness positively. The participants felt
that cultural differences challenged their own perspective and
saw this as a learning experience. Moreover, one of the participants thought that diversity in cultures ensured reflections on
their own culture, and therefore learned more about their own
previous perceptions and ideas. Overall, all participants mentioning learning experiences from a diversity of cultures stated
that they made them happier.

Openness
Openness was generally perceived as improving the participants’ overall sense of happiness. All participants’ mentioning
openness referred to how people in different cultures were
perceived as open and friendly, thus affecting happiness positively. The underlying message was that the participants did
not expect that foreign people would be as open as they were.
Thus, expectations were exceeded, resulting in greater happiness.

Differences
The way people focused on differences between cultures was
interesting to analyse, since all participants made the connection that differences affected the happiness negatively. The participants mentioned situations where the differences in cultures restricted them to being themselves and not being able to
be understood. Also, a feeling that you are different makes you
unhappy according to one of the participants. Overall, a consensus can be drawn from the data that focusing on differences
will make a foreign student unhappy.
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Similarities
An interesting point to draw from the data is that when foreign
students focused on similarities between their home culture
and the foreign culture it stimulated their happiness. We argue
that if people find similarities this creates a feeling of belonginess. Participants mentioned that situations such as finding a
restaurant serving food from their home country increased
their happiness. Some people chose the country to study
abroad based upon a preconception that there were cultural
similarities between their home country and the foreign country.

Homogenisation
The last sub-theme was positively related to happiness. This
sub-theme was a recurring topic in the data. Combining all the
previous aspects of culture affecting happiness, we can now
draw the conclusion that being homogenous in some respects
nurtures happiness. Two of the participants argued that when
the teachers mixed the seating in the classroom, people obviously were mixed with those from other cultures. It was interesting that people could now find other similarities beyond the
cultural differences; thus, focusing on finding homogenous people in a diverse context.

Time
The data shows an overwhelming clear and unanimous indication that having an imbalance between study time and nonstudying results in negative feelings. Feelings of stress are communicated and associated with not being able to achieve this
balance. Naturally, the opposite, finding balance, is unanimously associated with a positive feeling and being happy. Furthermore, the data shows that when foreign students have a
sense they have gained time through being close to campus,
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completing work before deadlines or completing their thesis
early, they have a sense of happiness and positivity.

Friends & Family
The data indicated unanimously that a sense of closeness to
friends and family is associated with a feeling of happiness. In
many cases, a foreign student’s choice of exchange country is
based on the closeness and ease of travel to and from their
home country. While foreign students expressed a desire to experience new cultures and experiences they also expressed
clearly the importance of having relatively uncomplicated and
quick travel access to family and friends. What is more, when
making friends, in many cases they ended up finding friends
from similar cultures or even from their own country, thus
highlighting the idea of unwitting cultural homogenisation. The
only negative reflections on finding new friends related directly
to Swedish people; the consensus was you make acquaintances
but not friends with Swedish people, which was felt as a negative experience.

Health
The data shows that being physically healthy has clear links to
happiness. One respondent said to be happy is to sleep without
problems or pain.

Freedom
The data indicates that there is a unanimous feeling of positivity resulting from a notion or sense of freedom among foreign
students. This freedom is mentioned in reference to certain aspects of their lives such as having their own car, so they are
free to travel anywhere at any time they want and they are selfreliant in this way. Being financially free of loans was another
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example, and being free to shape your future was also mentioned. While only a small number of respondents mentioned
freedom, it was clear that it was positively related to making
people feel happy.

Happiness
The interviewees on occasion explicitly mentioned happiness
and what this could mean for them. The data revealed several
categories of described happiness, which were then grouped
into sub-themes. In all sub-themes but one there was a positive
connection to the given example of what can influence happiness in the foreign students. For example, the categories of
meeting expectations, opportunities, personal well-being, socialising and meeting one’s needs were unanimously linked to
positive experience and happiness. Meanwhile one sub-theme,
which we labelled ‘greed’, due to students mentioning being
happy but still not having enough and wanting more, one can
interpret as negative and contrary to happiness.

Academic Achievements
From the analysis of the data, three sub-themes emerged.
These themes were challenges, grades and completion. The data
indicated that where foreign students reflected on challenging
themselves or being challenged or completing academic
course’s or programme’s there was a unanimous sense of happiness. However, where grades were concerned there was an
almost unanimous sense of negative feeling when expectations
were not met in the actual outcome. Almost all the foreign students who had clear expectations be it of themselves or the
course, experienced negative feelings, while those who remained open-minded and did not express expectations experienced positive or neutral feelings about their grades.
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Experience
The data revealed that foreign students reflected on the experience of being abroad to study unanimously as a positive experience overall. They data revealed three sub-themes from the
categories: learning experience, new experiences and development experiences. In all cases these themes were reflected
upon as having positive effects directly on themselves.

Financials
In the theme “Financials” we acknowledged several subthemes. The data showed that having financial support from
the family, the government, a scholarship, or student loan relieved financial stress. However, if participants focused on stuff
that was either expensive or cheap compared to their home
country, this negatively affected their happiness. One exception
was when things were cheaper, resulting in the ability to engage in more social activities with friends. Moreover, free education was regarded as causing happiness and created a stressfree environment. The difference between having either bad or
good liquidity did not significantly affect happiness among the
foreign students.

Expectations
The theme “Expectations” was interestingly showing that communication, or rather, no communication affected the foreign
students’ happiness negatively. Most of the participants felt
that unclear instructions for exams or assignments created irritation and unhappiness. Furthermore, there was also lack of
communication about what social activities the foreign students could attend, as well as introductory information of the
start of the programme. One of the foreign students felt unhappiness when the student got a complementary assignment
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whose length was equal to the total amount of words as the
previous course in the programme. The foreign student had expected something of the same size as the initial assignment,
which led to unhappiness. Moreover, we found that the foreign
students without expectations felt happier about what they experienced than the foreign students who expected things.

Personal Value/Worth
The data highlighted that there was a unanimous positive effect
associated with foreign students’ sense of value/worth resulting from the master’s programme. Growing as a person, achieving goals building networks that could be valuable in the future,
increasing knowledge and a sense of legitimation were linked
to an increased sense of happiness and created positive feelings
among the respondents.

Summary
From the analysis of the data a new model revealed itself. In
taking an inductive approach to the data analysis we uncovered
new discoveries which challenged our original perceptions and
developed our understanding of what makes foreign students
happy. Therefore, we were forced into altering our original
model to the one we see now in Figure 2. Factors Affecting Foreign Students Happiness, which reflects accurately the empirical findings from the data. We have clustered the different
themes into colour codes, which indicate the relationship between them. Furthermore, the size of the circles is in correlation to the importance on a foreign students’ happiness. Another difference from our original model is that we no longer
use optimism or pessimism as a contingency. This is because
the research group did not test for this variable. Thus, the interview guide, focus group guide and observation did not consider
whether the participants were either optimistic or pessimistic.
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Figure 2. Factors affecting Foreign Students’ Happiness

Conclusions
With this research we can now conclude that happiness among
foreign students is mostly influenced by social, cultural and environmental factors. While foreign students cite new cultures
as a reason for going abroad to study, we found on the contrary
that during the experience, these students tend to attach themselves to similar people, this including, cultural similarities, or
other identifiable homogenous characteristics. We found that
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this could be explained by the need for a sense of belonging
among other individuals. Furthermore, foreign students focusing on similarities tend to be happier than those focusing on
differences. Thus, focusing on differences negates their ability
to adapt or feel comfortable in themselves.
Interestingly, we found that the environmental aspects had a
significant impact on the foreign students’ happiness. The happiest people were the ones that were in the dorms with other
foreign students. We argue this is because there is a sense of
shared community born from the fact that all are in an international environment. No consensus was found regarding the
physical environment either on- or off-campus. However, consensus was found on the positive effect on the communal areas
on the on-campus physical environment.
We found that informal activities had a great impact on the foreign students’ happiness. We explain this by the fact that the
foreign students do not expect any informal activities at all, resulting in a positive impact on their happiness. On the contrary,
we found that the foreign students were unhappy with the formal activities conducted by the school. Thus, the international
programme students felt excluded since they were not allowed
participating in the formal activities conducted by the university.
Yet another interesting revelation revolves around having family and friends close during the foreign exchange experience.
We found a clear link between those students who based themselves relatively closely to their home country in terms of
travel times and ease of accessibility to those who did not. Furthermore, it was revealed that the balance between study time
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and non-study time affected happiness. The sense of own-time
also resulted in a sense of happiness.
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Qualitative study II: What makes foreign students happy?
By Lilian Musonda and Bojan Kobaslic

Introduction
Globalization accentuates the need to makes sense of the
changing world. The global interdependence of today’s world
has given rise to the importance of enhanced knowledge and
capabilities as well as genuine empathy and commonality of acknowledging human beings and their societies (Zhou et al,
2008; Glaum and Rinker, 2002). The growing global interdependence has required students to engage and participate in local, national and global life (Zhou et al, 2008). It has been estimated that there are more than a million students and academics that are attending institutions in higher education abroad
(Wiers-jenssen, 2003). Therefore, students that decide to attend universities that have a culture distance to their own have
to be able to cope with different social and educational organisations, prospects and behaviours (Wiers-Jenssen, Stensaker
and Grogaard, 2002; Zhou et al, 2008). The importance of the
receiving quality of the psychological, sociocultural and educational experiences is characterised as an important element for
promoting global intercultural understanding and factors that
create happiness (Zhou et al, 2008). Importance also lies in the
understanding the challenges of adjustments. Also emphasised
as an important factor for internationalisation is students’ exchange and flow across borders (Wiers-jenssen, 2003). Therefore, this study will explore and investigate the factors which
cause exchange students’ happiness.
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Theoretical problematisation
Happiness can be a very fuzzy theme to explore. Despite this,
some remarks and clarification in the scientific literature help
to clarify what we mean by happiness. The concept itself consists of hedonic and euadomic components. The former refers
to the satisfaction the individual feels with his/her life; more
specifically, it is associated with what pleasures people can get
from their livelihood. The euadomic part is more deeply rooted
in one’s own psychological level of satisfaction, which is an individual’s ability to feel inner peace, and harmony with one’s
surroundings and thus gain a sort of self-satisfaction. In this
sense, people can value the things they have, and strive to
achieve more in their lives. After all, a person may be well off in
having for example friends, family, money and educational opportunities but if they do not value these things (gain hedonic
pleasure from them), then these attributes will probably not affect their inner self-satisfaction (their inner psychological euadomic satisfaction). This in turn means that the individual
cannot truly be satisfied with his/her life and therefore can
never be truly happy (Fave et al., 2010; Raibley, 2011).
One theme that can relate to happiness is social relations,
which includes spending time with family, friends or other
partners you have become acquainted with during your university studies abroad (Wiers-jenssen, 2003; Wiers-Jenssen et al.,
2002; Mogilner, 2010; Fave et al, 2010; Anderson, Berkel, Caldwell and Utsey, 2005). One major factor that enables seizing
opportunities to spend time on engagement in inter social relations is leisure. Lu and Hu (2005) talk about how leisure can increase happiness amongst students studying abroad, since leisure gives them time to socialize with family, friends and other
people. According to Wiers-Jenssen et al. (2002), increased social interaction increases the satisfaction of students, which in
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turn increases their happiness. One can thus conceptualize leisure as one factor giving foreign students a chance to engage in
social relations that according to previous authors (Wiersjenssen, 2003; Wiers-Jenssen et al., 2002; Mogilner, 2010; Fave
et al, 2010; Anderson et al., 2005) give students time to appreciate life and socialise with their closest friends and family.
Another aspect that can make a difference in determining foreign students’ happiness is their impression of the quality of
the educational program they are studying. One thing determining this can be what future career and job opportunities the
program itself can offer for potential attendees (Glaum and
Rinker, 2002). Another essential aspect is the pedagogic quality
of education. This refers to a combination of the content and
methods of teaching in order to give students the opportunity
to develop their intellectual understanding of certain subjects.
If students are satisfied with this then their happiness (life satisfaction) increases (Wiers-Jenssen et al., 2002). Also, students’
academic experiences has to do with what type of cross-cultural experience they have during their studies. For example, if
students can adapt easily to the culture of a foreign country and
at the same time gain positive cross–cultural experiences when
studying abroad, then they become more satisfied with their
academic time abroad. This in turn increases their life satisfaction (Wiers-Jenssen et al., 2002; Glaum and Rinker, 2002). Satisfying the expectations students have of a study program can
increase their satisfaction level and in turn heighten their happiness. Another aspect is thus the academic level of expectations, which can be labelled as ‘academic expectations’.
Third thing that can influence foreign student’s happiness is
the physical school environment itself. Fave et al., (2010) ar-
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gues for the importance of the physical environment that determines how happy foreign students are. This can include things
such as how the school itself looks on the inside (the hallways
and what pictures are on the wall etc.). This belongs in the aesthetical factor of determining the satisfaction level of foreign
students. Francisco (2017) writes that just the aesthetic environment of a physical place can arouse emotions. The physical
environment (pictures, corridor design) can exacerbate a sense
of joy, pleasure (satisfaction) or displeasure, depending on how
the environment looks. One can thus say that the physical environment can have a direct effect upon our feeling for a particular place. This can involve the pictures and colours of the walls
in the physical environment we are in. The physical environment can thus be another factor relating to how happy foreign
students are.
While we have identified some triggers that can impact upon
the life satisfaction (happiness) of foreign students, still one
question remains. Do these triggers apply to all foreign students regardless of cultural background? Can one actually
claim that there is a holistic perfect model that explains what
happiness (life satisfaction) is for all foreign students regardless of culture? We aim to explore whether or not the model we
propose (using the facts mentioned previously) applies to all
foreign students or not.

Research question
How well does the proposed model capture what makes all foreign students happy regardless of cultural background?
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Research aim
To explore whether or not the model proposed in this paper
captures what makes all foreign students happy regardless of
cultural background.
Our initial model looks as follows
Academic expectations
1) Satisfactory learning outcomes
2) Satisfied with cross-cultural experience
3) Satisfied with how the course helps future
carreer building

Happiness
Leisure time

Physical environment

1) Social time with family
2) Social time with friends

1) Pictures in university hallways
2) Colour of university hallways

3) Social time with boy/girlfriend

3) Design of university
hallways/corridors

Figure 1: Initial model
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Method
This research paper will explore the triggers of happiness
among both international and exchange students. For this, a
qualitative research approach will be applied with a hermeneutical research philosophical perspective, which Bryman and
Bell (2015) describe as being a research philosophy that focuses on the social and situational context that individuals are
in and how this affects their behaviour. The research aim is to
develop an in-depth understanding of social and situational aspects that influence foreign exchange and international students’ happiness. Therefore, data was collected on students
with different cultural backgrounds and international experiences. We used a number of qualitative research methods to
gather data. The methods used were observations, focus
groups and interviews.

Participants
All participants were voluntary attendees and from various cultural backgrounds and had different experiences of studying
abroad. The participants were both female and male. The meetings were organised by external contacts through a type of
snowball effect and participants were informed about the aim
of the study. All the attendees studied different international
programmes and a precondition was that they were either a
foreign exchange student or an international student during
their academic experience.

Data collection
We started by making our own observation and using other observations to collect our data. Additionally, we used a mixed
qualitative approach where we included interviews and focus
groups. This was done to try to ensure quality and variation of
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the results from diversified qualitative methodological perspectives (Gopaldas, 2015), because it is harder to view things
from only one practical perspective. The observations took
place in classroom environments and a dormitory to get a holistic view. The difference in the environments where the data
was collected was important because it would give information
on how different environments can affect how the students
communicate with each other. Observations are, as Bryman
and Bell (2015) describe them, to get more knowledge about
how the participants’ everyday activities but also behaviours
can be affected by the social environment they are in. Data
from the interviews was also collected in order to get a more
personal and interactive discussion with the participant. This
allowed us to get a more in-depth and personal insight into the
participants’ opinions, which according to Bryman and Bell
(2015) is the main point of qualitative interviews. The focus
group data collection approach will strengthen the understanding of different thoughts, while in discussion the group activity
can spark new notions and encourage streams of ideas (Bryman & Bell, 2015). This helps us extract valuable opinions from
the different participants.
Limitations could be addressed when discussing the collection
of data in observations. As there is no verbal communication
between the researcher and the participants it could be hard to
interpret their emotions during certain activities. Interviews
could be a complement to the observations because here the
respondents are able to express their feelings verbally. However, even interviews have their own limitations. The major
one is that the respondents’ feelings of self would be too limited to his/her personal experiences. Nevertheless, accompanied with focus group analysis, the data acquired would be
much richer and intertwined with various people’s experience
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of a particular situation (Bryman & Bell, 2015). However, limitations could be applied here as well, because the focus groups
were not selected in a specific way, for example, the group
members varied in the way they communicated and expressed
themselves which could be related to personal characteristics.
If someone is more introverted then he or she will take up less
communication space than the others will. In addition, cultural
dimensions play a role in how the dynamic of the group appears in a group discussion. Therefore, interviews are a complement to focus groups because they are focused on one person, who can thus express feelings without external group
pressure (Bryman & Bell, 2015).
We also formalized a topic guide to enhance and better structure the data, which helped us develop codes that strengthened
and explained what themes and their categories were in line
with our research purpose. The mixed qualitative methods offset each other’s negative effects and gave us more reliable and
valid empirical data material. As Bryman and Bell (2015) proclaim, this is the main goal—to ensure quality in all qualitative
research conducted. Because the aim of our research question
is based upon the exploratory antecedents of happiness, then
the decision to collect data using different qualitative methods
gave us results from different situational contexts.

Analysis
As mentioned by Gopaldas (2015), discussing the more procedural aspects of data analysis would develop a more creative,
unusual and interesting step of viewing the collected data. We
will therefore focus on presenting our findings as themes and
sub-themes in order to align our study to previous studies addressing the same phenomenon. Agevall, Broberg and Umans
(2018) explain that data analysis can be divided into three
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stages. The first stage involves the actual transcription of the
data collected. Stage 2 consisted of us viewing the data repeatedly in a structural and hermeneutically circular way. This was
to help us strengthen our perceptions and understanding of the
collected data. In stage three, we ensured that we got an overarching holistic understanding of the collected information to
help us construct various themes and sub-themes that affect
the participants’ view of what triggers their happiness. The importance of acknowledgement of our pre-understanding of the
subjects needs to be addressed. We are students at the same
university as the participants and one of us has actually had an
international academic experience studying abroad. This could
of course influence our pre-understanding of how the collected
data is to be interpreted. However, we ensured that the pre-understanding did not cloud our openness, judgement and consideration of the topic.

Empirical findings
The data analysis we collected from the mixed qualitative
methods was divided into four themes that we also categorised
into ten sub-themes. We called the themes: university interconnectional triggers, social culture perspicacity, personal inner
development and peripheral antecedents. The sub-themes
were categorised as academic systems and expectations, communication channels, teacher and student relationships (University interconnectional triggers), social life + intercommunication, cross-culture interactions, individualism vs collectivism
(social culture perspicacity), personal growth (Personal inner
development), financial situation, transportation challenges/opportunities, physical environment (peripheral antecedents).
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Theme: University Interconnectional Triggers
When discussing the university interconnectional triggers, we
emphasised that universities have an important impact on the
overall expectations, and contribute to the well-being, the academic developments/achievements and the understanding of
self. Applying to a university abroad is a big step in anyone’s
lifetime as this period often consists of numerous experiences
and factors that can affect a person’s ability to develop both intellectually and characteristically. This could of course also impact upon a person’s perception of the world and their surroundings. Therefore, the university experience is an influential factor and has a strong influence on the satisfaction of foreign exchange and international students. That would be one of
their first encounters abroad.

Sub-theme: Academic systems and expectations
Some students that we collected data from emphasised that the
reason for studying abroad was to obtain a greater and more
reliable academic certificate. So, the country in which they
studied would be picked with care, to ensure that the quality of
their education could help them find greater opportunities,
with a long-term perspective approach on finding attractive
and satisfactory future job opportunities. Additionally, the new
academic experience played a vital role in their well-being and
ability to integrate themselves into the new educational system
and academic atmosphere in which they were studying. For example, three students indicated that receiving a certificate from
Sweden would enhance their opportunities of finding a good
job in the future. This was because of the reputation of the Swedish educational system and the quality of its graduates.
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Sub-theme: Communication channels
The experience of the administrative service was that they
were helpful in providing assistance in all situations regarding
issues students had concerning every aspect of their educational programme. It was mentioned that the services provided
at the university were of high quality and nearly always supportive. This heightened the positive perceptions students had
of the administrative staff.
However, not everything was seen in a positive light from the
participants’ point of view. A major issue that was faced by a
couple of attendees was the fact that they were not informed
concerning certain social gatherings or activities that were held
in the universities. This made them feel excluded, which impacted on their integration into the university and also among
other fellow students, which made it harder for them to socialise and become acquainted with the others. Another issue that
was faced by the participants was the unfair treatment between them as international students versus exchange students. There was no clear understanding of why they were
treated differently to the others; they were all students from
abroad. For example, trips were organised and the people that
were allowed to participate were only exchange students and
not international students, which was seen as discrimination
and was not received well by some of the participants. This was
very evident when a participant said:
… “I think it as the sense of belonging, like you are engaged in this kind of activities, (...), sometimes to be honest, there is discrimination in the international office, because for example they organise two trips, one to Stockholm and one to Kiruna and when I told them that I
wanted to join they said: “ No, this is not for you, you are
an international student. I was very upset.”
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Here the dissatisfaction was with the faculties arranging student trips for students attending the university. However, this
only included exchange students, which was considered as unfair because they were all experiencing the same situation but
the labelling of “exchange” and “international” set them apart.
Another student continued:
…”Unfair! I said it all the time, it also happened in Denmark, all the time they discriminated against the international students. I was also very upset. (....).”
In line with the above, the disconnect and interpretation of different students caused a negative impact on their experience
abroad. It was unfair and should not occur.

Sub-theme: Teacher student relationship
It is evident that teachers have a positive impact upon students’
engagement and motivation in the academic environment.
Teachers’ teaching style serves as a pedagogical enhancement
leading to better results, which helps students to feel more
comfortable, and this strengthens the relationship more between students and lecturer. The relationship between teacher
and students can become insightful for the students that have
not experienced such close interactions and relationships with
previous teachers in their home countries. In some countries,
the status has an impact on how communication takes place between students and teachers. Students that experienced the
abovementioned appreciated the close relationship between
teachers and students abroad. Nevertheless, teachers’ feedback
also plays a pivotal role on how satisfied students are with
their academic practice. As stated by a participant:
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… “For me the relationship between the student and the
teacher here is something marvellous, because it is different in our country. We do not have this relationship
with the professor, like he is someone at a very high sublime level, you cannot reach him. So you have this close
relation and you have this discussion where you know
you will not suffer consequences because you dare to
ask. That is something fascinating to me, it is somewhat
related to my satisfaction with the academic system
here.”
This statement emphasises how important student and teacher
interactions are, and that they need to be established for the
comfort and satisfaction of the student’s experience abroad. A
close relationship triggers students’ happiness. Also expressed
was the difference with relationships previously experienced
with teachers, and that the setting was opposite from the environment in which they previously lived but the new experience
was an aligned feeling of great satisfaction.

Theme: Social Culture Perspicacity
Social life when studying abroad is an underlying element in
most people’s personal life because when going abroad you
leave your secure social environment and fit into an unknown
and unexplored context in which the uncertainty level is high.
Being able to replicate one’s previous social setting is of great
importance. Social interactions abroad also involve socialisation with people from diverse cultures. This could either be a
deliberate or undeliberate choice but it is a fact. Socialisation
with diverse groups of individuals can thus be seen as a natural
process that occurs when students decide to study abroad. It is
in this sense like every day occasions in which people automatically start to communicate with others. Whether these verbal
but also non–verbal exchanges are socially stimulating or not
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can affect and become ingrained in how we perceive our surroundings. As such the possibility to socially interact with others, for example when studying abroad, can become a trigger
that affects a person’s satisfaction and contentment with themselves but also with their surroundings.

Sub-theme: Social life + intercommunication
Most of the participants stressed the importance and benefits
of being able to engage in different social activities during their
studies because it increases the social satisfaction and the ability to interact with numerous people. It could be lonely being
alone and away from home, specifically family and friends;
therefore, some participants valued the time spent communicating with their close ones.
The local community were often seen as open and polite and as
contributing to the well-being and to the experience abroad.
This underlying factor enhanced the perception of the country
and community in which the students were living overseas. In
some countries where the participants had gained their academic experience, there were restrictions concerning what social activities there were available. This was seen as a limitation
and had an impact upon how satisfied some students were with
their social life. The ability to spend alone time watching TV, relaxing on the sofa and focusing on one’s inner self was a contributing factor to heighten the appreciation of one’s time.

Sub-theme: Cross-culture interactions
We interpreted the cross-culture experience to be nothing but
positive and there was a high willingness to integrate with the
culture in which they were living. This because it strengthen
their social networking, expanded their view and understanding of other culturally diverse people. It was enticing to be able
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to step out of one’s comfort zone and meet people from different ends of the world. However, it was seen that some locals
were kind in light conversations, but when trying to establish a
closer relationship there was disconnect and a distant attitude.
It was easier to establish relationships with other international
or exchange students than with the actual locals. This could be
due to the fact that the locals often did not live in the student
accommodations, so the only interaction that could take place
was in the classrooms and other facilities connected to the university.

Sub-theme: Individualistic vs Collectivism
It was evident during the data analysis that cultural norms affect personal perceptions of how things should be done, attitudes towards people, the way interactions take place, academic social expectations and how students behave towards
each other. We saw that there was an individualistic approach
where students preferred studying in countries similar to their
own, for example, the western Anglo-Saxons chose to socialise
in smaller groups and with people that had similar cultures. It
was not that they would not integrate with other diverse cultures but that they felt more comfortable with people that they
were less socially distant to. This was also the case with the
participants that had a more collectivistic cultural mind-set.
Although they also preferred to be with people with the same
cultural background they usually socialised in larger groups.

Theme: Personal Inner Development
The decision to move abroad for studies and pursue academic
accomplishment is one of the major decisions in one’s life. Once
outside of one’s comfort zone, one’s own personal attributes
speak louder because personal characteristics that have been
established up until the decision to study abroad has formed
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and shaped the person into the human being they are. This
would be shown in the way you assess and judge the world.
Personal development is a tool for peace of mind, a future investment and can be interpreted as progress that provides
guidance and information that cannot be found elsewhere than
within self. What are the forces that push you and establish you
as a human being? Have you reached your optimal depth? Are
decisions you make now rooted in past experiences or will this
new endeavour push you even further into balancing personal
habits and qualities? Truly, an academic experience abroad will
form, mature and develop a human being. However, how close
the ability to reach your maximum true and deepest identity is
of greatest interest.

Sub-theme: Personal growth
Almost all the participants expressed the anxiety at studying in
a foreign country and a few did not know at all what to expect.
They were nervous about leaving their comfort zone and venturing into the unknown. As time progressed, personal development also enhanced their capabilities to tackle these issues.
Personal evolution was shown in the ability to develop more
self-confidence, self-esteem, self-satisfaction and inner peace
and was the cause of personal inner growth. The more exposure they had strengthened their ability to adapt to new cultural and social norms. The view was expressed that due to
one’s own perceived ways of treating people and one’s own
personality, the way some experiences abroad were observed
contributed to either positive or negative personal impressions. More mature students could not cope with some other
younger students because they did not have the same priorities
and younger students were often more immature.
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Theme: Peripheral Antecedents
As the internal environment of every student’s life can play a
role on enhancing academic experiences overseas, so can also
external environmental and situational aspects. Aspects of the
physical environment can influence the experience students
have abroad. As mentioned before, many students are stepping
out of their comfort zone and the ability to feel safe and enjoy
the overseas experience can be determined by financial, transportation and environmental factors.

Sub-theme: Financial situation and transportation challenges/opportunities
We found that living conditions matter and were affected by
the economic situation of the student. The cost of the rent, food,
travel affected the ability to partake in social activities with
other students. Hence, financial support, for example student
grants and funding from home, contributed to a more affordable social lifestyle. Being able to transport oneself and the distance from home to the university had a big impact on the experience. Many had issues with the length and the timeframe of
travel. Options of travel influenced how student’s overall impressions of transport availability and convenience from point
A to point B.

Sub-theme: Physical environment
Due to the fact that many students interacted and lived in close
proximity to the university the value of safety was at the top of
the list. Feeling safe and being able to walk around the premises without fear and with comfort were ranked very high. The
abroad experiences were of different calibre, some came from
countries with weather conditions that were totally different
from the country in which they lived previously. Therefore,
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weather conditions affected the moods of the students. For example, the students that were used to warm weather conditions did not appreciate the cold weather in Sweden but also
expressed as previously mentioned the close proximity to local
centres:
… “For me I enjoy this little town. I call it a town not a
city, because I imagine a city where there are a lot of people, with very tall buildings and a lot of cars. This is what
I think a city is in China. But I think this is a very good
town and personally I like this kind of environment. The
university is not very far from the centre, for example in
China most of the universities are very far from the city,
it takes two hours to go to the city centre. I think this is
very good for me, and where I live is very important for
me so I can get up late and come to lectures too. (Expressed in a very relaxed and happy manner).”
Hence, satisfaction lies in the ability to transport yourself to
and from the accommodation in which you stay and increase
the ability to sightsee more at one’s own convenience. In addition, satisfaction with the distance between the housing to the
university would enable the student to get more rest, which is a
factor affecting happiness.

Conclusion
The overall aim of this study was to explore if our initial model
presented in the background section could be applied to all foreign students, and more specifically, if the triggers identified in
this framework can be applied to all participants regardless of
cultural background. This is to some extent possible but it
needs to be developed further.
Some students emphasised the importance of studying an educational programme that would strengthen their job and career
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opportunities in the future (the academic systems and education expectations sub-theme). Another crucial thing in satisfying foreign students was what type of service the administrative facilities offered them, in regard to helping them with
questions they might have regarding their studies and also giving them the opportunity to participate in student activities arranged at the university (communication channels sub–theme).
For the pedagogic learning experience, most students valued
the social and close interactions they had with their teachers,
which gave them a sense of comfort and motivation to continue
with their studies. Also what played a crucial role was the feedback teachers would give students in regard to the grades they
would receive during some written exams (Teacher student relationship sub-theme).
Of course, some of these academic sub–themes can have an impact upon other aspects. For example, the more student activities the university offers foreign students (communication
channels sub–theme) the better the social life and heightened
possibilities for cross-cultural interactions foreign students
would receive (social life + intercommunication and cross-culture interactions sub–themes). As stated earlier, most of the
participants valued social activities and cross–cultural experiences as something positive that affected their overall satisfaction. Having of course more possibilities to have social and cultural interactions with other students can heighten, as most
participants expressed, their self–satisfaction and inner peace
(personal growth sub-theme).
The two latest paragraphs strengthen some authors’ claims
that social networking and cross-cultural academic experience
can have an impact upon foreign students’ happiness (Wiers-
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Jenssen et al. 2002; Glaum and Rinker, 2002). In turn, these aspects can affect the personal growth aspect of people, which
can be related to the euadomic inner psychological level of happiness, as proposed by Fave et al. (2010).
Other aspects identified have to do with the fact that participants stated that their satisfaction could also be dependent
upon external factors. This would include how affordable the
students living conditions are, the safety of the campus and also
how convenient the transportation is in and out of campus.
Also, weather conditions play a role (Peripheral antecedents
theme).
In regard to all these mentioned facts the initial model can be
developed below:
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Figure 2: Final model
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Qualitative study III: What Makes
Foreign Students Happy?
Bram van Kleef & Krystof Hejhal

Introduction
When you talk about studying abroad, you immediately wonder what the goal of the student might be. Is the student an exchange student seeking some away from home experience and
some fun, or might there be other triggers? There are different
triggers because we can already see significant differences between German and Polish students' motivations, perceptions
and attitudes towards studying abroad which is already food
for thought in further analysing the question at hand (Glaum &
Rinker, 2002). Despite these differences, the two student
groups do not differ markedly in their satisfaction with the
studies, and perhaps the impact it has on their happiness
(Glaum & Rinker, 2002). With the data at hand, much more variation and analysis is available, but from this example perhaps
already the most important point to realise is that the foreign
student is not a uniform kind of person.
How people define happiness is not homogenous either; it depends on different characteristics (Lu & Hu, 2005). Lu and Hu
(2005) found that extraversion significantly correlated with almost all kinds of leisure involvement and that extraversion was
significantly positively correlated with leisure satisfaction
while neuroticism was significantly negatively correlated with
leisure satisfaction. Furthermore, while extraversion and neuroticism were significant predictors of happiness and leisure
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satisfaction, this did not seem to be very significant in a controlled research setting. However, Fave et al., (2010) have
found evidence on the concept of happiness in a student context and split it in hedonistic and eudaimonic forms of happiness. Fave et al., (2010) also found that the domains of family,
relations and health are deemed the most important. For Western respondents, apparently well-being is prominently pursued
and found in meaning and feelings confined to the home environment or to a close circle of friends (Fave et al., 2010) Similar
results are found by Lu & Hu (2005) who discovered that many
people find their leisure more satisfying than their work. Leisure can be a major source of pleasure and sense of achievement; we now have more leisure time than ever before in human history; however, many people who have a lot of spare
time fail to find satisfying forms of leisure. (Lu & Hu, 2005) This
poses a challenge for peopleWith these findings in mind we can
interpret the data and make a distinction between Western and
non-Western respondents.
Being in the international environment at universities abroad
entails some elements of long-distance travel or escape from
one’s current life, to start a new one. Studying abroad can also
prolong the perceived youth of individuals (Waters et.al, 2011).
Generally speaking, we can divide the international students
into two major categories based on the differences of values
searched by the international students (Jamaludin et.al., 2016).
To illustrate this difference, Jamaludin et.al. (2016) showed evidence from Norway where the main focus has been on geographical proximity, and apparently short-term students are
staying in the country for one semester up to one year, while
long-term students are staying for the full programme, in other
words more than two years. The author also commented on the
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country of origin of the students, where the short-term students are from west Europe, and the long-term from more developing countries. Waters et.al. (2011) states that most of the
international students are among the privileged students - the
focus is more on the background within this article, while Jamaludin et.al (2016) is more concerned about what students
search when searching for happiness, what values add up to
well-being. On one hand, Jamaludin et.al. (2016) say that longterm students are searching for a better life, and maybe a future career in the country – but the authors do not consider the
background of the pupils, which might also be driver of happiness.
This leads to the initial model:

Figure 1: Initial model
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Methodology
This paper focuses on empirical research on happiness among
exchange and foreign students at universities. The analysis was
conducted using a qualitative method, where data was collected from exchange and international students at the University of Kristianstad. The data was gathered through various
channels such as interviews, focus groups and observations.
Interviews were performed in one-on-one sessions, which
took from 33 minutes to 80 minutes. The gender distribution in
interviews was five female and three males. The age of the individuals ranged from 23 to 35 years old. Five of the interviewees
were foreign exchange students and three full-time foreign students. The nationalities of the respondents were distributed in
the following way: Swedish, Finnish, Syrian, German, Dutch,
British and Danish.
Focus groups were formed in sessions that lasted from 42
minutes to 64 minutes. The gender distribution was two females and eight males, while the approximate age varied from
22 to 41 years. The nationalities of the respondents in the focus
groups were distributed in the following way: Italian, Syrian,
Dutch, Liberian, Egyptian, Czech and Chinese.
The students were observed in their natural environment such
as in dormitories, data lectures and public health lectures. The
duration of the observation was from one hour and 45 minutes
to two hours. The number of observed individuals was 44 pupils. It should be noted that observations were also performed
on native Swedes, who had no experience of exchange or foreign studies. Public health lecture observations were performed just on native Swedish students, due to the fact that the
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international and exchange were on school trip. The approximate distribution of nationalities or continent of origin was in
the following order: 12 Swedish, six Africans (hard to specify
country from observation), five Italians, four Syrians, four Australians, four Iranians, three Eastern European, two Indians,
one Brazil/German, one Chinese, one American and one Greek.
Supporting the background knowledge about the topic of happiness, the paper used articles acquired from the University of
Kristianstad Summon library.
The analysis of the data was done in systematic way, all of the
sessions were recorded and afterwards transcribed into full
text documents. These documents were closely analysed and
afterwards the researchers looked for patterns in the text that
could be coded. This paper has coded the main themes in the
following way: general aspects, academic aspects, external environment aspects, cultural aspects, personal aspects, social aspects, and economic aspects.

Results
In this section the results will be presented with additional
context.

General aspects
In the general aspects of the data the researcher was looking
for different indicators. This section is about the general background of the student, which could possibly contain some general triggers of happiness for a selected group of students. The
background of the student is important, and as Jamaludin et.al.
(2016) argues, people from diverse backgrounds have different
triggers of happiness.
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The first topic coded was safety and comfort – what kind of role
does it play in their happiness? Overall, 12 of the responds said
it was a positive factor affecting their happiness.
Therefore, the motivation for studying abroad is also a key factor for students and a trigger of happiness; eight respondents
seem to agree and one responded negatively.
The topic of life outside the university walls seems to be a challenge for the happiness of the students. Seven said that it had
positive effects on their life, but eight claimed that it had a negative influence, which probably comes from their past bad experience.

Academic aspects
The academic aspects affecting student happiness are important for the students according to Waters et.al. (2011),
where it is argued that education offers students new possibilities for fun. Therefore, it is important to investigate these aspects, to search for the triggers of happiness.
The possibility to transfer grades and degree at their home universities was perceived as beneficial by many of the students.
According to the data, seven students found it positively important for their future life; however, one did not care and saw
it negatively. It is likely that transferability can have an effect
on happiness, especially for the exchange – short-term students.
The quality of the studies was relevant for the future graduates; however, most of the observed trends were that students
were negative about their studies and their quality. It is likely
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that more demanding students can find triggers of happiness in
a demanding education system.
The students’ level of English was important for students, and
we can see that exchange students were more likely to try to do
something new and improve their language skills according to
Jamaludin et.al. (2016). Five saw it as a positive aspect of their
academic life and one as negative.
For some of the students might be important to follow similar
studies in order to stay in their comfort zone. Our data showed
that four of the students were happy about the similarities and
five evaluated it negatively – for different reasons.
The quality of the students in general is important in most of
the observed patterns, where the results were five positive,
that the collective of students matters, and one against.
The diversity of students can be a trigger affecting the international experience, therefore nine people touched upon the fact
that diversity matters in a positive way and one saw it negatively. It seems that the diversity of people at university is important.

External environment aspects
Aspects of the external environment were significant to pupils.
The climate of the country of study is important for most of the
students for their happiness; however, the climate was mentioned seven times as a negative aspect of happiness, but also
four times as positive. We can see that the pattern of cold
weather in Sweden affects students’ happiness.
Generally speaking, the living space has lower importance for
the students than the climate; however, it has triggered five
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positive answers and one negative. When it comes to the
crowdedness of the living space, five of the respondents saw it
positively and four negative.
The facilities of the university were mostly seen as positive;
however, some modernisation would be beneficial according to
the data as it was mentioned as a positive environment by
seven people and by two as negative.
The city of residence was seen as positive and as a trigger of
happiness for ten respondents and was seen as negative by
two. We believe that transportation can be an explanation as
nine respondents mentioned transportation as a positive trigger, while six respondents saw it negatively.

Cultural aspects
When travelling abroad it is the culture that changes the view
for the student, and as Waters et.al (2011) explain, the major
reason for going abroad is to experience a different culture.
That is why the paper believes that new culture was seen as a
trigger of happiness for 12 people, but was also seen negatively
for six – with different explanations. The adaptation to the culture was difficult in the case of distant cultures but was mainly
seen as a positive aspect of the international experience, with
eight positive responses and five negative. The intercultural relations might be one of the essential aspects, since as argued
before it is one of the triggers to go abroad; according to our results 12 respondents were positive and four negative.
Concerning difficulties regarding cultural adaptation five respondents mentioned positive experiences while six of the respondents reported negative experiences.
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Within the cultural aspects, also social gathering at night was
considered and two people saw it as important for their happiness with none seeing it negatively.

Personal aspects
From the data we have assessed we can say that personal characteristics are mentioned quite often as important to success in
academia and social life. From the eight people that talked
about these, six of them were positive about their own personal
characteristics and five of them mentioned that they were usually extrovert people. Two of those eight mentioned that their
personal characteristics made it more difficult; this had either
to do with a failure to adapt in some way or a lack of confidence
in their capability to face new cultures. These findings are in
line with the findings of Lu & Hu (2005) that we presented earlier in the problematisation.
Another thing of importance seems to be the previous experience of students. Some of them had studied or lived abroad before and that appeared to have some effect. However, only
three respondents mentioned this as a relevant topic and both
negative respondents had already been in Sweden for a long
time and had problems fully integrating with the people. We
should not be in a rush to use this data since it largely relates to
integration and the Swedish culture.
Students that were interviewed were unanimous that their foreign student experience, regardless of the duration, had a positive impact on their personal development. Ten people regarded this as one of the main positives about their time spent
as a foreign student. When we look at the text, most people
talked about development regarding social skills, cultural
knowledge, English language, and lastly academic skills.
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Social aspects
Many of the respondents appeared to live in so-called dormitories, often large old buildings with the purpose of housing as
many students as possible. The dormitories usually come with
shared kitchens and living areas with low standards of hygiene
and lots of noise at times that most people would deem inappropriate. However, students do not seem to be most people
since seven out of eight respondents hailed the dormitories as a
main source of happiness. During the data collection, most people were extremely positive about living close to people from
various cultural backgrounds, which increased cultural
knowledge and understanding.
Life outside of the dormitory was mentioned by nine different
persons, and six of those saw the experience outside of their
dormitories as a positive addition to their foreign experience.
However, it is very interesting that three people found life outside their dormitories to be a negative experience. This confuses the writers because life outside of your dormitory should
involve continuous exposure to new culture, which is something many foreign students seek, according to Glam & Rinker
(2002).
Networking was another topic that was mentioned by three respondents; they saw their foreign student life as a way to increase their professional network. Three people is not many,
but this might be the type of group that is investing in their careers and looking for these kinds of opportunities. Perhaps,
other students would think the same but were simply not
asked the relevant question.
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To be more straightforward, we asked students if their foreign
experience increased their happiness and the results tended towards a positive point of view. Seven out of nine candidates experienced increased happiness due to their foreign study experience. One student mentioned that the experience abroad was
a lot of fun, but also the time before going and the time after
coming back were moments of joy due to the social correspondence, excitement and memories.
Three persons, surprisingly women, were very positive about
their host countries’ policies and cultural norms on gender
equality. This was not surprising when all three respondents
were hosted in Sweden which is well-known for the equality of
human beings regardless of gender.

Economic aspects
The last topic we will discuss is the economics of foreign students and how these influence their behaviour and ultimately
their happiness.
A sensitive topic was the funding for studies and it came up 13
times. Nine of the people mentioned that they got some kind of
funding for their studies and four expressed in an agitated way
that they had not and worked hard to fund their studies. It became very clear that finances are important for this group of
young people because their full-time studies do not allow them
to work much and earn money.
This is also supported by the fact that seven out of eight respondents that talked about the topic mentioned that they
faced restraints in their social or leisure activities due to the
lack of financing. However, even though the foreign students

73

did not have the luxury of a normal income, and faced restraints, eight out of ten respondents said that studying in another country was worth the money.

Duration aspect
The duration aspect is one of the elements within the model, as
Jamaludin et.al. (2016) claim it is important to see the difference between short-term and long-term students. The triggers
of happiness differ in each group of students: therefore, the distribution of the students was been researched.
According to the data, it seems that most of the foreign students were full-time students, while only three students
claimed that they were exchange students.

Discussion
In this chapter, we will discuss the data and pinpoint the relevant aspects that came to light in our results section. The structure is somewhat fuzzy because we want to mix up the results
in order to extract the most relevant points, which will then be
supported by qualitative data.
With the knowledge in mind, that many people come to Sweden
to be a foreign student we will see that some arguments
brought forward have to be considered with this country’s
specificity in mind. For example, many people that come to
Sweden, and come from places where the average climate is
warmer perceive the climate negatively. To illustrate this view
we have given a quote:
We can observe that the international environment in
this class is supported by students from various countries, the sources of happiness seem to be for the group,
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when discussing personal issues or personal experience
in their student life. Despite the happiness of the group
there has been observed a drawback from happiness of
most of the international students attending the class on
that day; it has been the cold weather outstretched by the
cold blowing wind.( Observation 5)
However, a second point of interest that we can identify as a
driver for foreign students’ choice of country to pursue their
academic study was safety and comfort. Comments such as ”I
preferred Sweden to Denmark to be close to my family and because I lived in Sweden earlier” point out the desire to choose a
country that has implications for daily comfort. But to go more
in-depth into safety and basic human needs, the following comment is really relevant:
Here you find, the system - everything is well organised,
it is very rare that you are treated unfairly, because the
transactions here are very transparent. You can claim for
corruption and inequality. This is what mainly differentiates Sweden from my home country (Syria). It gives you
more appreciation of being a citizen. I am not citizen yet,
but I am starting to feel like one. You live the feeling of
having that appreciation of your human status.” (Interview 4)
Next to the unanimous fact that students were seeking a foreign adventure, we found this particular reason to choose the
country to be of great significance.
The pursuit of exposure to different cultures is an interesting
aspect in the way people perceive it. Some talk about the exposure to the culture of the host nation, but a majority of people
mainly elaborate on the confined intercultural exposure that
dormitories and similar environments offer. This means that
most of their intercultural exposure involves people that are
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also foreign students in a different country. The data suggests
that some people prefer this bubble of international students
than the culture of their host country since a significant number of the respondents talked in a negative way about life outside their dormitory. This is supported by the comments from
many of those respondents that found it especially hard to
“crack” the Swedish culture and integrate with the locals.
People do seem to find their academic environment very important. This is in line with Glaum & Rinker’s (2002) finding
that Polish and German students were equally satisfied with
their studies and their academic environment, even though
they had very different reasons and expectations upfront.
“It was a very demanding school and programme in general. And here I didn’t really have any expectations because I think that bachelor’s and master’s level are two
different things. I knew that it would be demanding, but I
didn’t know how demanding.” (Interview 3)
One thing that got our attention was that people were unanimous in applauding their host university, but only half of those
people were happy with the quality of the other students. Even
though the quality of students might be a point of discussion,
people still perceive the diversity among the students as positive. This intercultural character thus comes back into every aspect of the daily life of foreign students and continues to increase the overall happiness of those people.
The duration of the abroad studies varied between short-term
and long-term students, where the short-term were the exchange students e.g. Erasmus and long-term students were
those who studied for a full degree in foreign country. It seems
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that short-term students are searching for more fun and language exploration. However, the long-term students are
searching more for personal development, and benefits for
their long-term future life.
Another thing that caught our attention was the fact that only
60% of the people responded positively about their host city itself. This is interesting because it shows that many students
find ways around this unsatisfying environment to thrive and
have fun. Perhaps it also says something about the environment in which they operate because that is usually limited to
the academic environment and their dormitories, as we have
seen in the data.
Overall, we find it very interesting to see that people are unanimously positive about their own development. Despite all the
negativity about the country of some students and the safe
zones students operate in, they still see clear development in
their ways of thinking and acting. However, dealing with new
and sometimes unpleasant situations does not, of course, hinder personal development in any way, rather the opposite.

Limitations
Like all empirical research, this paper has its limitations. One
limitation can be seen in the time pressure of gathering data
and analysing it within the period of one week. This was limiting in terms of the depth of understanding and analysis
achieved.
Given the period there was a limitation regarding the quantity
of data collected, especially the variety of the exchange and foreign students and number of them. Another limitation is the
guides for the observations, focus groups and interviews,
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where there is a possibility that elements were missed that the
researchers did not think about.
The area of research has limited the study to mostly exchange
or foreign students, who have experience only in Sweden that
is why it can be hardly generalised.
The literature review on this topic might have been influenced
by the researcher’s personality and previous experiences and
therefore it may have been driven in one desired way.

Conclusion
In this small but comprehensive study we have stumbled upon
some triggers of happiness that really contribute to the foreign
students’ happiness in a broad sense. Although the information
is somewhat biased and assessed from a Czech-Dutch view we
have found some empirical data that was strong enough to be
generalised within the scope of the limitations. The student’s
personal characteristics in combination with their nationality
have a direct effect on the student abroad, and so do economics. The dormitory life and the climate are major triggers that
have to be assessed independently but have a great impact
overall. Then we have to distinguish between long- and shortterm students because their ambitions are different. However,
they both seek a new experience, and that connects them in a
positive way. Then we found that family, relations and good
health are universal triggers for happiness. Overall, this leads
to the overarching model of how a person’s general state of
happiness can be assessed.
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Figure 1: Final model
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Qualitative study IV: What makes
foreign students happy?
By Kristina Lindstedt and Melissa Veerman

Problematisation
In a world where globalisation is making the availability of certain products and services more transparent, the demands
have shifted to include the offerings of a more international
market (Levitt, 1983). The academic world has not been left
unfazed by this change. A market has emerged in higher education where universities compete with each other to enjoy the
benefits of partnership. Such a partnership agreement may include exchange of research assets, technology and marketing
new courses (Ayobi, 2013). This leads to an exchange of staff
and students (ibid.). As a consequence, an increasing number of
universities have widened the scope of their offerings to also
include international opportunities for students (Harder et al.,
2015). Certain studies have also found indications that employers have a tendency to be more likely to consider the applications of students who have had experience of studying abroad
(Harder et al., 2015; Petzold, 2017), which is why students are
also interested in going abroad for their higher education.
Therefore, in order to stay competitive on the international
market, universities need to tend to these new demands of students. Another element of competition can be found in the university brand, which is co-created with the students through
internalisation of the university brand into students’ personal
brand (Holmberg & Strannegård, 2015). Since international exchanges of students are often organised through university
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partnerships, it is important that universities provide a positive
experience for students arriving from abroad. According to
Lyubomirsky, King and Diener (2005), happiness is linked to
success, and success is in turn linked to positive affect. Therefore, it may be deduced that positive experiences cause a person to be happy. Thus, universities should concern themselves
with the happiness of foreign students.
The first problem that arises in the wake of this is how happiness should be understood. Here, an issue of terminology is illustrated through the usage of both happiness and satisfaction
in the research. Are happiness and satisfaction related to each
other, or is there a difference? Criticism of the use of happiness
as a synonym for well-being is brought forward by Raibley
(2011). Raibley (2011) further distinguishes between episodic
happiness and happiness in the personal attribute sense. The
episodic definition of happiness refers to a passing feeling related to hedonism. Episodic happiness is not a lasting feeling,
while the personal attribute meaning of “happiness” refers to a
lasting state. One could claim that a person’s well-being is determined by the total sum of that person’s episodic happiness.
However, the basal state of an individual could be claimed to affect how the person is affected by the episodic happiness. For
example, some things may be perceived as more positive when
the person is already satisfied.
To conclude, happiness is a feeling that is not synonymous with
well-being or satisfaction. However, no consensus exists on this
matter, which is why it should be a topic for investigation. We
conclude that happiness extends beyond satisfaction, and it is
not entirely contingent on well-being.
The first question that arises from this problem is: What affects
the happiness of an individual? In order for universities to
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know how they should maximise happiness in exchange students, they have to know what triggers happiness. According to
Fave, Brdar, Freire, Vella-Brodrick and Wissing (2011) triggers
for happiness include family, work, interpersonal relations,
health, personal growth, standard of living, leisure and free
time, community and society, life in general, education and
spirituality or religion. Consistent with the results by Fave et
al. (2011), Wiers-Jenssen, Stensaker and Grøgaard (2002)
found that student satisfaction is determined by the academic
and pedagogic quality of the teaching. The latter entails, among
other things, the quality of feedback and supervision, the contents of the curriculum and the balance between organised
teaching activities and self-tuition (Wiers-Jenssen et al., 2002).
According to Mogilner (2010) money is also often considered
to be a determinant of happiness. The happiness of foreign exchange students may also be influenced by the process of adjusting to the new cultural context, referred to as acculturative
stress (Constantine et al., 2005). Acculturative stress includes
culture shock, confusion about role expectations, loss of social
support, alienation, discrimination, and language barriers
(Mori, 2000 and Sandhu & Asrabadi, 1994 in Constantine et al.,
2005). Taken together, these results suggest that culture is also
a determinant of the happiness of foreign students. In light of
the above, happiness can therefore be concluded to not only
have one or two triggers, but several. Therefore, happiness can
be described as a holistic concept where several triggers interact. However, there is no consensus on which of these triggers
are considered to be central to happiness.
As illustrated through the factors derived from acculturative
stress, some triggers can be claimed to touch upon the same
overarching themes, which is why an attempt at condensing
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these into a model can be found in Figure 1. First of all, it is evident from the results summarised by Constantine et al. (2005)
presented above, that culture is a trigger for happiness. Community and society as presented by Fave et al. (2011) may also
be claimed to fit into the category of cultural triggers. Secondly,
family and interpersonal relations may be condensed into a
theme on social aspects. Third, leisure and free time are a
theme on their own since they cannot be claimed to be linked
with another trigger. While it may be possible to add this trigger under the theme of social aspects, we suppose that leisure
time does not necessarily include other people. Therefore, we
may also argue that it should be placed with personal aspects
since it depends on the person with whom one does or does
not spend time with. Such a division into themes would however disregard the fact that leisure time may also be spent with
others. Therefore, we argue that leisure time cannot be put into
another theme and should thus be considered a standalone
theme in the model.
Fourth, educational aspects such as the ones mentioned by
both Fave et al. (2011) as well as Wiers-Jenssen et al. (2002)
can be condensed into one theme of “academic aspects”. The
trigger of personal growth is also included in this theme since
the main scope of a foreign student is to be educated and thus
experience a type of personal growth by doing so abroad. Fifth,
health, spirituality and religion may be attributed to internal
and personal aspects, which is why a theme of personal aspects
is included in the model. Money and standard of living may be
condensed into one theme, but although money has an effect on
the standard of living, there are certain elements in an individual’s surroundings that cannot be affected by any sum of
money, such as infrastructure, campus standards and so on.
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Therefore, the sixth factor is environmental aspects, which includes the standard of living, and the seventh is financial aspects. Finally, the triggers of work and life in general have been
left out. Work has been left out due to the assumption that students in general have education as their primary occupation so
work is reasoned to have little to no influence on the majority
of this group. Life in general has been left out due to a perceived vagueness, and also because it may be claimed to entail
several of the previously mentioned factors, so it is concluded
to be redundant.

Academia

Leisure

Environment

Happiness
Financial

Social

Personal

Cultural

Figure 1: Initial model
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Method
The aim of the paper is to attempt to explain what makes foreign students or exchange students happy. Accordingly, since
the study is explanatory, qualitative research methods were
utilised. The research takes on a phenomenological approach
that aims to reveal the experiences of the informants and takes
on the shape of a case study. In order to produce a potential explanation, three different types of data collection were utilised.
First, three observations of foreign students were conducted in
everyday situations. One observation took place during a data
lecture, one during a public health lecture, and one in the
kitchen of a dormitory. Secondly, focus groups were used
where a group of foreign exchange students were interviewed
together. These groups consisted of between three and four
students. Finally, eight individual interviews were conducted.

Participants
All of the participants were chosen due to their experience of
being an exchange student in Sweden or in other countries. Due
to time constraints and practicalities, the majority of the participants in the focus groups and the individual interviews were
foreign exchange students who had participated in the production of instruments used for researching. Therefore, some preunderstanding may have been present with these informants,
as well as a potential to think through and prepare answers to
the questions posed. The implication of this can be claimed to
be twofold. First, certain informants were aware of what the
questions intended to find and may therefore have been af-
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fected by this knowledge. On the other hand, according to Eisenhardt and Graebner (2007), the utilisation of informed interview subjects may reduce retrospective sense-making,
which increases the reliability of responses. However, it should
be noted that four of the participants in the individual interviews were people who had little to no relation to the research
project and that the people observed were also to be considered external participants.

Data collection
The first method, observations, was carried out in the form of
structured observations where the data was collected in accordance with an observation guide. This method was chosen
due to the enabling of a direct observation of behaviour instead
of a narrative from the informant (Bryman & Bell, 2011). The
observations varied in time, depending on how long the observed people were present. This comes with the advantage of
reducing filtering by the informant (ibid.). The choice of a
structured observation rather than an unstructured one was
made because several different people were tasked with collecting the observation data. Structuring the collection enabled
a certain measure of standardisation and helped the observers
to look for the same things. On the downside, it is hard to understand from an observation what the underlying intentions
are behind the behaviour (Bryman & Bell, 2011).
The second method of focus groups was implemented as an indepth interview with several people present both as interviewers as well as informants. The focus groups built on a guide that
was produced in collaboration with the research group as a
whole. The focus groups utilised a time frame of approximately
60 minutes each. This method was chosen since it facilitates
collective sense-making and also highlights how a group as a
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whole may view happiness and potential triggers for this (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Furthermore, it enables the researcher to
see how participants respond to other group member’s views
on the same topic and how they interact with one another
while discussing the topic (ibid.). The drawbacks of focus
groups include limited control of the conversation on the part
of the interviewer as well as potential group effects; meaning
that certain people might step back and others may control the
discussion. A conscious effort to keep the groups small was
therefore made in order to facilitate keeping track of how much
each participant was able to speak.
Finally, qualitative semi-structured interviews were chosen in
order to collect data that included elaborations on the informants’ point of view (Bryman & Bell, 2011). The interviews utilised an interview guide in order to help the different interviewers to capture the same points, but interviewers were also
encouraged to ask follow-up questions to help the informant
elaborate. The interviews ranged between approximately 30
and 90 minutes, which shows great variety in the interviewing
process. Drawbacks of this method include the interviewer effect, meaning that the person interviewing might have an effect
on how questions are interpreted. Furthermore, social desirability bias may be present, which might influence the person to
answer in a manner coherent with their idea of social desirability (ibid.). Furthermore, the questions asked by the interviewer
may limit what the respondent tells the interviewer about.
Therefore, a question that helped the informant to reflect outside the questions in the interview guide was added at the end
of the interview.
Through the use of these three methods, certain downsides to
each method were countered. The data was used in a way that
attempted to complement any weaknesses inherent in the
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methods. It can therefore be said that a type of triangulation
was used to reaffirm findings and increase validity (Bryman &
Bell, 2011).

Data analysis
The data from the observations, focus groups and interviews
were analysed in three steps. First, all the collected data was
read through as a whole. Secondly, the data was read again and
all the emerging salient points were highlighted and some interpretation was made. Coding of themes emerging from interpretation was made and collected in a spreadsheet for increased visibility. Finally, recurring themes were reviewed and
analysed in a holistic manner to gain an understanding of what
the main themes were in the data.

Results and analysis
In this section, the results are presented and then divided according to the main themes that emerged from the coding of
the material. Results from the focus groups, the interviews and
the observations have been woven together and treated in a
holistic manner to create a picture of what makes foreign students and exchange students happy.

Personal growth
The initial model contained only the ‘personal’ theme, which after coding the research data turned out to be too narrow. Instead three new themes emerged, personal growth, internal
processes and health. Personal growth refers to the development of a person that occurs in relation to or as a consequence
of going abroad. It includes all types of development, positive
and negative. The opinion that this theme should be extracted
from the general theme builds on the results provided by Fave
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et al. (2011); thus, the emerging theme from coding the data is
considered to be relevant.
When investigating the experience of studying abroad with informants, it became evident that students attribute some of
their personal growth to happiness. Among other things, goal
attainment and self-improvement were expressed to be
sources of happiness. Another opinion that was expressed was
that experiences from studying abroad help in attaining self-realisation through developing a person’s identity. For example,
in some interviews, the informants said that feeling vulnerable
by being taken out of your established habits and environment
makes you grow as a person and reflect more. This can be explained as developing personal integrity. In contrast, a few students also mentioned developing the skill of adapting to new
situations, which is understood as being positive towards being
in new situations. Furthermore, students spoke about experiences abroad facilitating finding out what they want and who
they want to be. Since the students linked achievement to happiness, it can be deduced that this improved self-knowledge
provides a certainty about what to look for in life. Therefore, it
is plausible to claim that although this development itself does
not bring happiness to the students, it can be seen as a targetsetting process for creating happiness in the future. However,
one clear factor was identified, which was the attainment of
good grades. This was explicitly stated on several instances to
bring happiness, which is in line with the findings by Lyubomirsky et al. (2005) that success causes positive affect.

Academia
According to Fave (2011) and Wiers-Jenssen et al. (2002) educational aspects are connected to happiness. In the initial
model the theme ‘academia’ contained, among other things,
personal growth. As mentioned above (3.1 Personal growth)
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attaining good grades is part of personal growth, but it is also
connected to academia. The reason for this is that without good
teachers, lack of information and unclear expectations, attaining good grades will be more difficult to achieve, which will
have a negative effect on the happiness of students.
The style of teaching and the way that they are examined are
perceived by the informants as positive. Having an interactive
teaching style and the fact that the teachers are easy to approach, result in a kind of closeness to the teachers and create a
good relationship between the teachers and the students. By
writing many papers, presenting those papers and discussing
the results that were found, the students feel there is room to
be creative and that an openness is created in which students
can learn from each other and see certain things from other
people’s perspectives, which helps them develop.
One topic that some informants mentioned several times was
the fact that the university was making a great distinction between foreign exchange students and international students.
The foreign exchange students are usually there for 4 to 5
months, while the international students were there to do an
entire programme. From the data it became clear that those
that were studying as an exchange student received much more
information and help during their time abroad, whereas the international students needed to figure this all out by themselves,
which frustrated them on some occasions and led them to being less happy. Furthermore, it was mentioned that this lack of
information or being excluded from some activities also led to
several difficulties in creating a social life in some respects.
This referred mostly to not having an introduction week as an
international student, where important information to start
your studies is given and new students can meet each other
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and get to know each other. It can therefore be said that academia is connected to the theme ‘social’.
The expectations that the students had of the education itself in
general, the level of education, were usually met or even exceeded. According to most of the informants, this led them to
being happy, since they were not disappointed from their expectations not being met. Fave et al. (2011) found in their research that the informants did not find education to be very
meaningful or to play a big role in their happiness, which
means the findings from this research are not in line with the
research done by Fave et al. (2011). Overall, the students have
the same opinion that information provided by the university
plays a big role in their happiness, since it helps them to find
their way in the system and adapt themselves to this system.

Social
Although the initial model included both a theme of ‘leisure’ as
well as a ‘social’ theme, it was difficult to find distinctions between what students considered to be part of social life and
what was part of leisure activities. Instead, the theme of ‘social
aspects’ was found to include both their new network and activities related to this, maintaining relationships, and finally,
language. This separates language from other cultural aspects
such as those mentioned to play a role in acculturative stress
by Constantine et al. (2005) which is partially motivated by
how language is mainly used for social interaction. It also includes triggers such as family, interpersonal relations, leisure
and free time, community and society, which were presented as
isolated triggers by Fave et al. (2011). Although it is evident
from the frequency with which the theme occurs in the data
that it is a wide theme and could therefore be separated into
sub-entities, the data seems to show an overlap of the themes
which cannot be ignored. Furthermore, the informants did not
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mention the theme of family to any great extent, so this theme
should not be separated from the other social themes.
The data suggests that one key to understanding student happiness is belongingness and social networking. By ‘belongingness’, we refer to a human desire to belong to a certain group
and to be accepted (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Within this
theme, a drive was found in foreign students to try and create a
new social network and to not be left behind. In one interview,
social life was rated as the most important thing when going
abroad to study, and another student rated it the second most
important, after studies. The group that foreign students
seemed to gravitate towards was other foreign students, since
socialising seemed to often take place at events organised by
the university specifically for foreign students. Furthermore,
some mentioned that it was difficult to connect with the locals
and some student said that they mostly met other exchange
students. Since socialising was generally thought of to be important for happiness, it may be interpreted that having a good
relation to the group of international students is important for
the happiness of this group of students.
Another recurring theme in the collected data is fair treatment.
Certain students expressed a negative feeling of being treated
in a worse manner than other foreign students. This negative
treatment was evident through not receiving as much information as others, and through some activities by the university
being aimed solely at exchange students and not all foreign students. Since some students said that getting to know each other
happened at university-arranged events, the exclusion and perceived unfair treatment might reduce happiness in students.
Maintaining relations with family is also a sub-theme which
was claimed by one informant in an interview to be important
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for happiness. Some other students also mentioned that it was
not difficult to maintain contact with people from home and
said they were not too far from their families. However, in the
case of the student who went to the US, it was perceived as
very negative to be unable to easily contact her family. In the
light of this, it can be claimed that lacking contact with family
can inhibit happiness, but that contact with them does not necessarily make one happier.
Concerning language, the observation in the dormitory highlighted how an international student displayed some introversion and had trouble making himself understood in English.
This shows that language barriers may affect people negatively,
although it was mentioned in one of the interviews and one focus group that language does not affect happiness. However,
some other students mentioned a struggle with language barriers and said that speaking the same language facilitates socialising. This is in line with the phenomena of acculturative stress
(Constantine et al., 2005) which may affect students negatively.
Socialising in turn was perceived by students to be important
for happiness, so it can be concluded that language barriers
may obstruct happiness.

Health
As mentioned previously, health was a part of the ‘personal’
theme in the initial model. After looking at the data, the decision was made to make health a theme on its own, since it did
not fit into other themes but it is a too important a trigger for
happiness to exclude it. The importance of health to happiness
is confirmed by the research done by Fave et al. (2011), where
the participants often referred to being healthy as a major part
of being happy.
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When the informants were asked what happiness was to them,
many responded that it was about being healthy, which can be
either physical or mental. Several times, it was mentioned that
it meant having no pain, feeling and being safe, but also having
well-being. Raibley (2011) criticised the use of happiness as a
synonym for well-being, but since some informants said wellbeing meant happiness to them, in this research it was found
that well-being, related to health, equated to happiness.
Another factor that was mentioned several times by the students when talking about happiness was a low stress-level and
being relaxed and able to sleep. Many mentioned that workload
and unclear instructions for assignments could trigger stress
and could therefore lead to being less happy. This leads to the
fact that the theme ‘academia’ has a connection to the theme
‘health’, since workload and unclear instructions for assignments come from the curriculum and the information that is
provided by universities.
Initially the thought was that family could also have an effect
on health, since homesickness coming from studying abroad
and missing your family could lead to health issues. However,
none of the informants actually mentioned homesickness when
health and family were discussed, so the initial thought was invalidated.

Internal processes
In the initial model there was no theme called ‘internal processes’, but it was part of the theme ‘personal’, as has been
mentioned before (3.1 Personal growth). In the literature there
was a lack of information regarding internal processes; there
was more a description of what personal life entailed and how
that affected happiness.
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Internal processes are what persons go through internally
when studying abroad, such as how they feel about certain
matters when encountering them, how they deal with them and
what characteristics they possess that they think help them
handle these matters. This is also connected to personal
growth, since encountering certain matters and not knowing
how to deal with them may help the students to develop certain characteristics and thereby themselves, which might not
have been the case when studying in their home country.
Important characteristics that were mentioned by the students
were being open, extrovert and easy to approach by others.
The students mentioned that these characteristics were somewhat needed when studying abroad, because they help one to
adapt. By adapting, the students did not only mean adapting to
the culture, but also to be able to adapt to a new environment
and being surrounded by new people and being able to socialise with them. This results in being happier than when there is
a lack of these characteristics, since then adapting would be
more difficult and the feeling of ‘being at home’ would be more
difficult to achieve.
Several reasons for going abroad to study were given, such as
the feeling of independence and getting out of the comfort
zone. Getting out of the comfort zone is closely connected to
personal growth, since getting out of your comfort zone helps
you develop as a person and thereby you might also gain confidence in yourself. Furthermore, it was mentioned several times
that it was of great importance to find a good balance in life,
which also means a good balance between studying and having
a social life, which has already been discussed to some extent in
3.3 Social.
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Internal feelings that made the students happy when studying
abroad included, among other things, the feeling that you are
safe, that there is a certain type of freedom to do what you like
and what makes you feel good, that you feel good in your own
skin and further, feeling confident and comfortable in certain
situations. All those feelings and possessing certain characteristics, according to the informants, help one to be happy when
studying abroad.

Economics
The part of the model that deals with ‘economics’ includes only
financial resources and standing. In line with the results summarised by Mogilner (2010), we found that the financial standing of students may influence their happiness. One discussion
in a focus group revealed the opinion that having money reduced stress and that being financially well was a contributing
factor to happiness. In interviews, no students said that they
had any trouble with financing their studies. However, it was
mentioned in the interview with one student who went abroad
to the US that he felt socially restrained by not having a car,
which may be attributed to not having the financial resources
wanted. Furthermore, another student suggested in an interview that lower prices helped in the creation of new experiences, which was linked to social interaction since leisure time
and new activities were often conducted in groups by foreign
students (see 3.3 Social). Since this was perceived as restraining also on a social level, it may be interpreted that financial resources may also impede happiness when insufficient.
Expensive food was mentioned on several occasions as something negative in all focus groups as well as in some interviews.
Another student mentioned that she was financially well off, so
she did not have to eat noodles (Interview 2). Since food is a
factor that also affects happiness (see 3.8 Culture), it may be
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deduced that the price range of food also contributes to happiness; thus, financial resources matter for happiness.

Environment
The original model included the theme of ‘environment’ which
mainly referred to the trigger ‘standard of living’ suggested by
Fave et al. (2011). However, the results from this study suggest
that the theme may be wider and contain more things, such as
transportation and infrastructure, size and activity of place of
occupation, accommodation space and academic facilities.
First of all, transportation is important in several ways. Some
informants provided the insight that it was important for them
to have an easy commute, and that poorly arranged infrastructure caused stress. Furthermore, some students found it negative and impairing for happiness to be too far away from their
family. In the focus groups, one student mentioned that it was
good to be able to go home easily way. On a similar note, students expressed positive opinions on being able to get around
the places they needed to go in a simple way, such as by bike or
on foot. Having an easy commute in terms of having a short distance to campus was frequently mentioned. For example, it was
mentioned in an interview as positive for doing a variety of
things. Therefore, it can be concluded that the functionality of
the physical surroundings is of importance for student happiness.
Secondly, the campus facilities were described by two students
as outdated. Furthermore, several students expressed the opinion that the campus did not provide adequate space for studying in silence. Furthermore, one student mentioned in an interview that it was important to have a place to be alone when the
workload was great. If campus facilities were not adequate, this
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could inhibit reaching goals and developing as a person (see
3.1 Personal growth).
In terms of accommodation, two students in a focus group and
in an interview respectively mentioned that the living space
could have an effect on social interaction. One student mentioned that the cold facilities make it difficult for students to sit
in the shared kitchen and another said that the social environment in the living accommodations was important for happiness. Building on what has been established previously (see 3.2
Social), the nature of the environment therefore also has implications for happiness since it may affect the nature of social life.
This may be a basis for reaffirming the suggestions of Fave et
al. (2011) that the standard of living affects happiness.

Culture
The theme ‘culture’ was already included in the initial model,
but during the research other topics related to culture were
mentioned separately several times. Therefore, in the concept
of culture, tradition was included, referring to alcohol and food
traditions in particular. Some links to culture could be found
for example in a dormitory observation, where students shared
a meal that had cultural roots for the majority of the students
that participated. When living abroad one has to deal with a
new culture. This is connected to being part of a new community and society, which is why these two themes are included in
the theme ‘culture’. Fave et al. (2011) also presented this, as
was mentioned before.
Being a foreign exchange student and living in a country that
might have a different culture, but also facing people in class
that have a different culture, was found positive and interesting
by most of the informants. One informant said that cultural diversity was an incentive for studying abroad, since you can
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learn from different cultures and it challenges your ideas and
perceptions of people and things in life. Cultural diversity can
also have some negative aspects, as was mentioned by several
informants. When the differences are too great, this might lead
to unhappiness because the differences are hard to overcome.
These differences can be related to when someone is too proud
of his heritage and therefore cannot or can barely
change/adapt, or when social norms are too different.
In order to adapt to the culture of the country one is living in, it
is important to have a connection with the locals/society. Several students mentioned that they found it difficult to connect
with the locals and said that this had to do with the culture of
the country they studied in, which some of the informants described as ‘being cold’. Even though there was the feeling of
having a lack of contact with the locals, still most of the students did not feel that it was difficult to adapt to the culture.
What was found difficult on some occasions was that cultural
differences could lead to being misunderstood, for example
when making jokes. This is connected to the language barrier,
which was mentioned previously in 3.3 Social. Constantine et
al. (2005) also mentioned language barriers as one of the
things that could have an effect on adjusting to a new culture.
Two other things mentioned by both Constantine et al. (2005)
and several informants were that being discriminated against
based on origin or race, or having difficulties finding out what
role you are supposed to play because of different social norms,
could lead to a lower level of happiness. This has to do with the
fact that it can lead to acculturative stress (Constantine et al.,
2005), which can have an effect on health and can result in being less happy.
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Conclusion
As demonstrated by the results, all the eight themes show indications of being interconnected. In figure 2 a model can be
found which attempts to illustrate the eight themes in connection to happiness. The themes that emerged from the study are:
personal growth, academia, social, health, internal processes,
economics, environment and culture. Among these several subthemes can be identified which are especially salient. Both the
social theme and the culture theme have sub-themes, namely
language, maintaining relations and new network for the social
theme, and traditions for the culture theme.
Several connections between the different themes can be concluded from the results that were found. First, there is a connection between academia and personal growth, since attaining good grades can be attributed to achieving goals, which was
seen by the informants as personal growth. Secondly, there is a
connection between academia and the social theme, since the
university arranged social events, such as an introduction
week, from which foreign students were excluded. This led to
certain students being left out of social interaction with others.
The results further show that foreign students mostly interacted with other foreigners, instead of with local students. A
reason for this may be the feeling of belongingness and relatability, since they felt that they were in the same situation.
Another connection that can be drawn from the results is the
connection between the economics and social triggers. Having
financial resources helps one to undertake activities with fellow students and thus to socialise, which is needed in order to
create happiness. Furthermore, this is connected to the envi-
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ronment, since the environment provides opportunities and facilities to undertake these activities. Therefore, the environment can also be seen as being related to the social theme.
In sum, one theme can be identified as central for happiness,
namely the social theme. This because several of the other
main themes are connected to the social theme. Therefore, we
conclude that although the themes may all have an effect on
happiness, certain activities related to these themes have social
motives. In order to find the extent to which each individual
theme affects happiness, further research of a qualitative nature is needed to investigate the different correlations between
the themes and their importance for happiness.

Personal
growth
Culture

Academia

• Traditions

Social
Environment

Happiness

Economics

Health

Internal
processes

Figure 2: Final model
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Quantitative Studies
Quantitative Study I: What makes
foreign students happy?
By Joshua Maine and Oscar Svensson

Introduction
“You will never be happy if you continue to search for what
happiness consists of.” (Albert Camus). One might view with
some irony then that we intend to embark on this search. More
precisely, we intend to answer the question of just what makes
foreign exchange students happy. It is not without good reason,
however, that we are interested in answering this question. According to Selickaite & Reklaitiene (2015), there are several
factors associated with the intake of foreign exchange students
in academic institutions which can produce added value for the
host institutions. Examples of these are given as economic factors for the university, such as cash flow income and marketing
value, and word of mouth, generating images of the institution
to other foreign students, and for the society at large including
the region and country (Selickaite & Reklaitiene, 2015). Thus,
gaining better insights into what makes foreign exchange students happy will allow the host institution to have a greater influence on their foreign students’ happiness, resulting in
greater influence over the positive resulting after-effects that
have been linked to happy foreign students.
Brandt & de Mortanges (2010) conducted a study on how a
brand concept map analysis could be used to improve a university town. From this research and in relation to students one
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can draw the conclusion that the surrounding environment in a
university town plays a crucial role in attracting and maintaining the student population. Furthermore, the results of Brandt
& de Mortanges (2010), showed how 25 factors could affect the
attraction of student to a city. Some of the most reliable factors
considering foreign students were café’s, nightlife, and parties,
thus, showing the appreciation directed towards the external
environment in university towns. Furthermore, it has been put
forward that student groupings are affected by the space
boundaries that it occupies in educational settings (Al-Homoud
& Abu-Obeid, 2003). It has also been suggested that student
use of campus green space and perceptions of quality of life
were related to each other (McFarland, Waliczek & Zajicek,
2010). In both these empirically tested papers, environmental
aspects were found to have a relation to both perceived quality
of life and perceived quality of social interactions. Furthermore,
Musikanski et al. (2017) included environmental aspects in
their ‘Happiness Index’ which is a comprehensive survey instrument that assesses happiness.
We argue that while the environmental surroundings of university towns have been empirically explored to better understand
the triggers of attraction one needs to explore students subjective satisfaction of the environment. Thus, the surrounding environment that produced high satisfaction among the participants should, in turn, correlate to the perception of happiness.
H1. High satisfaction with the environment has a positive correlation to perceived happiness.

Methodology
In this sub-section, the research approach is presented and argued for. This research will take the quantitative approach with
the help of an online survey. The survey was posted with the
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help of the online tool Survey Monkey where we created the
survey.

Research approach
The aim of our research was to discover “what makes foreign
students happy”? We took a quantitative research approach to
testing the hypothesis developed in the previous chapter. A
cross-sectional approach was used in this research, thus the
sample was taken at a single point in time (Bryman & Bell,
2015).

Sampling of participants
A representative sample was used, thus the sample reflected
the population accurately. In this case, the population was foreign exchange students (Bryman & Bell, 2015). The criteria to
fulfil in order to be a valid participant were either to be or have
been a foreign exchange student. We controlled for this by asking the participants in which country they had their last foreign
exchange student experience. The descriptive analysis of the
data is presented in Table I, showing the dependent variable
(happy) the independent variables (personal growth, sense of
safety, public facilities and recreation) and the contingency variables (gender, age, nationality, EU citizen, exchange country
EU, exchange retrospective, exchange now). The total number
of respondents was 102. The total number of completed surveys was 93. Of 102 respondents 64 percent were women and
their mean age was 26. The proportion of respondents that
were Swedish citizens was 21 percent. The proportion of respondents that were EU citizens was 81 percent. The number
of respondents who had Sweden as their exchange country was
43 percent. The number of respondents whose exchange country was in the EU was 73 percent. The ‘mean’ exchange retrospective of our respondents was four years. The respondents
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who were currently on an exchange was 25 percent. The ‘mean’
number of years of academic experience prior to exchange of
the respondents was 2.5 years.
Three of the four independent variables had a total of 95 of 102
respondents. These were: Personal Growth, Public Facilities,
and Recreation. The fourth independent variable, Sense of
Safety, had a response rate of 93 percent. The mean values for
the four independent variables were as follows; Personal
Growth (5.8), Sense of safety (6.1) Public facilities (5.4) Recreation (5.2). The number of responses for the dependent variable
was a total of 101. The mean value for the dependent variable
Happy was (5.4).
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101
95
93
95
95
102
102
102
102

Minimum
1.00
1.00
1.00
1.00
1.00
0.00
18.00
0.00
0.00

Maximum
7.00
7.00
7.00
7.00
7.00
1.00
52.00
1.00
11.00

5.4125
5.8158
6.1290
5.4526
5.2211
0.6373
25.8725
0.2059
0.8137

Std. Deviation
1.10770
1.14299
1.09570
1.49302
1.50304
0.48317
5.60529
0.40634
1.11453

102

0.00

1.00

0.4314

0.49771

102

0.00

1.00

0.7255

0.44847

99

0.00

24.00

4.0404

5.38312

101

0.00

1.00

0.2475

0.43373

89

0.00

13.00

2.4663

1.58616

N
Happy
Personal Growth
Sense of Safety
Public Facilities
Recreation
Gender
Age
Nationality
EU Citizen
Exchange Country
Sweden
Exchange Country
EU
Exchange Retrospective
Exchange Now
Academic Experience Prior Exchange
Period

Mean

Table I. Descriptive analysis of the data.

All information and questions in the survey and associated
with the survey were written in English to avoid confusion
among the respondents and to ensure consistency of interpretation.

Data Collection
The data were collected through an online survey which was
distributed through several different media. The online survey
was distributed through the Facebook account of Kristianstad
University’s International Office, direct mail was sent to Swedish exchange students from Kristianstad University, there
were five posts on personal Facebook accounts of members of
the research group which were shared three times, eight of the
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members of the research group directly forwarded the online
survey with friends on an exchange period, and Linnaeus University’s International Office.

Operationalisation
Dependent Variable
Initially, the concept of Subjective happiness was measured by
using the adjusted Subjective Happiness Scale by Lyyubomirsky and Lepper (1999). It contained four items rated on the
seven-point Likert scale with Strongly disagree =1 and Strongly
agree = 7 as scale extremes. Modification to the scales was
made to capture subjective happiness experienced at one specific point of time (latest foreign exchange). This experience
could have taken place in the past or could have been ongoing.
The original scale is presented below in regular text while the
modified question is in italics.
1. In general, I consider myself a very happy person/While
on a foreign exchange I have considered/I consider myself
to be a happy person
2. Compared to most of my peers, I consider myself happier/While on a foreign exchange I have considered/I
consider myself to be a comparatively happier person
than my peers
3. Some people are generally very happy. They enjoy life
regardless of what is going on, getting the most out of
everything. To what extent does this characterisation
describe you? /Some people are generally very happy.
They enjoy life regardless of what is going on, getting the
most out of everything. To what extent does this characterisation describe you while you were/are on a foreign
exchange?
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4. Some people are generally not very happy. Although
they are not depressed, they never seem as happy as
they might be. To what extent does this characterisation
describe you? /Some people are generally not very
happy. Although they are not depressed, they never seem
as happy as they might be. To what extent does this characterisation describe you while you were/are on a foreign
exchange?). Reverse-coded.
The reliability testing revealed that four question instruments
had inadequate reliability (a < 0.600) which we attribute to
misunderstood reverse-coded question number 4. We thus removed that question. Reliability tests indicated that modified
questions 1 to 3 outlined above had acceptable reliability (a >
0.600) which is why the final measure of the concept is represented by an average of three questions 1-3.

Independent Variables
External Environment – Respondents were asked to indicate
their level of satisfaction with three different measures considering the surroundings during their foreign exchange experience. The leading question was “Please indicate to what extent
you are/were satisfied with the following aspects of the surroundings during your foreign exchange experience” where 1 =
not at all satisfied and 7 = very satisfied. The measures related
to the question considered the sense of safety, public facilities,
and recreation. Brandt & de Mortanges (2010) found the 25
most important attributes to attract local and international students regarding the city. Prior to this study, in the qualitative
study conducted as part of the course programme ‘Advanced
Research Method in Business Administration,’ it was found that
these three instruments, sense of safety, public facilities, and
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recreation, were prevalent in the responses from the interviewees. Thus, this shows the reason for choosing these three
instruments and not all from Brandt & de Mortanges (2010).
Moreover, due to the collaborative nature of our survey, we
were confined to only measuring three instruments. The relevance of these three instruments is found in the research of
Musikanski et al. (2017); Al-Homoud & Abu-Obeid (2003);
McFarland, Waliczek & Zajicek (2010).
Running the reliability test revealed that the three measures
had inadequate reliability (a = 0.555). This points at the differences of what each instrument measured and that only three
instruments from the original survey were used (Brandt &
Mortanges, 2010). Therefore, these three measures were tested
separately in all tests.
Personal Growth - Personal growth is referred to as a tendency
to strive, learn, grow and improve as a person (Lee, Ybarra,
Gonzalez, & Ellsworth, 2018). Moreover, according to Montuori
& Fahim (2004), cross-cultural experiences can provide excellent opportunities for personal growth because one is placed in
a situation where one’s beliefs, understanding of self and the
world become challenged. Therefore, the inclusion of ‘personal
growth’ as an independent variable in the exploration of “what
makes foreign exchange students happy” was deemed appropriate. The variable ‘personal growth’ was measured in our
survey instrument by way of three questions. These were as
follows: 1- “I frequently find myself looking for new opportunities to grow as a person (e.g. information, people, resources…)”
,2- “I am the type of person who probes deeply into new situations or things”, 3- “Everywhere I go I am looking for new
things or experiences”.
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Control Variables
Gender – Respondents were asked to indicate whether they
were Female=1/Male=0. Gender was used as a control, given
that previous studies have indicated that there might be some
differences between genders and that women run a greater
risk of being depressed (Alavi, 2007).
Age – Respondents were asked to report the year of their birth,
which we then subtracted from 2018 to determine their age.
According to Hoggard (2005), older people tend to be more satisfied with life and thus happier compared to younger people.
Nationality region – As the study was performed in Sweden, we
controlled for Swedish =1 vs non-Swedish = 0 respondents as
well as for EU = 1 vs non-EU=0 respondents, because national
and regional differences might have an influence on the perception of happiness (Ngoo et al.2015).
Exchange region – We controlled for the country where the students gained their exchange experience because previous studies have indicated that foreign country experiences are related
to people’s emotional states (cf. Jose 2008). Similar to Nationality region, we coded the exchange region into Sweden =1 vs
other country = 0 as well as EU = 1 vs non-EU country = 0.
Years since last exchange – Since individuals responding to
questions dealing with the past have been shown to differ from
people reporting current experience (Grover and Lyberg,
2010) we controlled for the years that had passed since the respondent’s foreign exchange experience. We did that by subtracting the year of exchange experience from the current year
2018.
Exchange student – In line with the discussion on the years
since last exchange, we controlled whether the respondent was
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currently an exchange student =1 or had been a student in the
past = 0.
Prior study experience – We have controlled and asked the respondents for the number of years they had spent at the university prior to their exchange year. We controlled for this experience given that past studies have indicated that gained experiences allow for better coping with the new situations (Cohen and McKay, 1984) that foreign exchange students are
exposed to during a student exchange.

Validity
The survey themes and questions measuring the constructs under study were based on previously developed and tested
measurement instruments. However, to the best of our
knowledge these measures have not previously been used in
the context of foreign exchange students and happiness; thus,
there is an increased risk of the respondents misunderstanding
and a subsequent possible decrease in the validity and reliability of results. Furthermore, the survey instrument was created
within a research group environment, adding to a sense of disconnectedness in the survey question architecture, thus decreasing the validity and reliability of the survey results (Bryman & Bell, 2015).

Ethics
The participants in this research were informed from the outset that all information would remain anonymous and confidential. Furthermore, they were given the option to leave the
online survey at any point should they no longer wish to participate. Moreover, they were informed that the results would be
published and publicly available to review when the data was
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analysed. The data were treated confidentially. No alteration of
the data took place during the coding.

Results
Correlations
The results from the Pearson Correlation Test are presented in
Table II. Pearson Correlation Coefficients.
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Table II. Pearson Correlation Coefficients
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The analysis of the data was conducted using a Pearson correlation test and multiple linear regressions. The correlation matrix in Table II presents the correlation of the variables. The
analysis showed a low number of significant correlations. Public Facilities had the highest number of statistically significant
correlations. Public facilities correlated with: recreation
(0.228*), nationality (-0.303**), and exchange country EU
(0.349**). Happiness had a statistically significant positive correlation with personal growth (0.475**). Personal growth had a
statistically negative correlation with age (-0.213*), and nationality (-0.213*). Nationality had a statistically significant positive correlation with EU citizen (0.330**), and a significant negative correlation with exchange country Sweden (-0.475**), exchange country EU (-0.529**). Exchange country Sweden had a
significant positive correlation with exchange country EU
(0.535**), and exchange now (0.209*). Furthermore, exchange
now had a statistically significant negative correlation with exchange retrospective (-0.430**).
A post-hoc test was also performed to explore the data. The
analysis of the data was conducted using a Pearson correlation
test and a multiple linear regression. The correlation matrix in
Table III presents the correlation of the variables. A low number of significant correlations was detected. Happiness had a
strong statistically significant positive correlation with personal growth (0.475**). Furthermore, recreation had a statistically significant positive correlation with public facilities
(0.228*).
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Variable

1

2

3

4

5

6

1. Happy
2. Sense of Safety

0.126

3. Public Facilities

-0.057

0.150

4. Recreation

0.123

0.209

.228*

0.475**

0.028

0.000

0.110

6. Exchange Now
-0.134
0.113
0.128
7. Academic Experience Prior to the
0.162
-0.083 -0.036
Exchange Period
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2tailed).

0.035

0.041

-0.079

-0.077

5. Personal Growth

0.1219

Table III. Post-Hoc Pearson Correlation Coefficients

Regressions
In this sub-section, the results from the regression analysis will
be presented. Four different models were tested. Before the regression analysis (see Table III & Table IV) was performed, the
models were tested for multicollinearity by checking the VIF
values in each model. These ranged between 1.015 and 1.661
(VIF), indicating that all the models passed the test.
Model 1 (n=75) shows that public facilities have a significant
negative relationship to happiness among foreign exchange
students (-0.176†). H1 is therefore not supported. Furthermore, personal growth has a significant positive relationship
with happiness (0.473***). In Model 1, three of the control variables are significant, namely gender (0.173†), exchange country
EU (-0.198†) and academic experience prior to the exchange period (0.190*). The variations of the independent variables in Model
1 explain 38 percent of the variance of the dependent variable happiness (R2 = 0.379).
Model 2 (n = 69), in which we removed outliers that could have
had an effect on the results, none of the independent external
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environmental variables was significant. H1 is therefore not
supported. Moreover, personal growth has a significant positive relationship with happiness (0.500***). In Model 2, two of
the control variables are significant, namely exchange country
EU (-0.213†) and academic experience prior to the exchange period (0.203*). The variations of the independent variables in Model
1 explain 38 percent of the variance of the dependent variable happiness (R2 = 0.378).
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Variables
Sense of Safety
Public Facilities
Recreation
Personal Growth
Gender
Nationality
Exchange Country EU
Exchange Retrospective
Exchange Now
Academic Experience Prior to the
Exchange Period
Constant
F-value
Adj. R2
VIF value, highest

Model 1
Foreign Exchange Student
Happiness with
Outliers
Std.B
Std.E
0.512
0.118
0.080
0.176†
0.073
0.077
0.473*
0.109
**
0.173† 0.216
-0.186 0.315
0.299
0.198†
0.120
0.025
-0.147 0.253

Model 2
Foreign Exchange Student
Happiness without Outliers
Std.B
Std. E
0.140
0.144

0.190*
1.613
5.455*
**
0.379
1.661
n=75

-0.112

0.092

0.080
0.500*
**
0.169
-0.170
0.213†
0.127
-0.153

0.080

0.062

0.203*

0.065

1.004

0.955
5.138*
**
0.378
1.650
n=69

1.180

0.117
0.233
0.323
0.31
0.026
0.269

Notes: *** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; *
p < 0.05; † p < 0.10
Table IV. Results of regression analysis for the concept of Happiness of Foreign Exchange Students

Model 3 (n = 77), which is the post-hoc test with which we explored the data, shows that personal growth has a significant
positive relationship with happiness among foreign students
(0.623***). None of the independent variables of the external
environment is significant; therefore, H1 is not supported. In
Model 3, both of the control variables are significant, namely
exchange now (-0.170†), and academic experience prior to the exchange period (0.198*). The variations of the independent variables
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in Model 3 explain 47 percent of the variance in the dependent variable happiness (R2 = 0.467).
Model 4 (n = 71), which also is the post-hoc test where we explored the data but removed the outliers that could have had
an effect on the result. Likewise, in Model 3, none of the independent variables of external environment was significant.
Thus, H1 is not supported. The independent variable personal
growth has a significant positive relationship with happiness
(0.589***). In Model 4, both of the control variables are significant, namely exchange now (-0.193†), and academic experience
prior to the exchange period (0.236*). The variations of the independent variables in Model 4 explain 37 percent of the variance in the dependent variable happiness (R2 = 0.367).
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Variables
Sense of Safety
Public Facilities
Recreation
Personal Growth
Gender
Nationality
Exchange Country EU
Exchange Retrospective
Exchange Now
Academic Experience Prior to
the Exchange Period
Constant
F-value
Adj. R2
VIF value, highest

Model 3
Foreign Exchange
Student Happiness Post-Hoc
with Outliers
Std.B
Std. E
0.156
0.102
-0.141
0.075
0.093
0.072

Model 4
Foreign Exchange
Student Happiness Post-Hoc
without Outliers
Std.B
Std. E
0.089
0.136
-0.117
0.083
0.079
0.076
0.589**
0.107
*

0.623***

0.095

-0.170†

0.221

-0.193†

0.232

0.198*

0.062

0.236*

0.064

0.492
12.099**
*
0.467

0.723

0.702
7.771**
*
0.367

1.118

1.313

Notes: *** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01;
* p < 0.05; † p < 0.10

n=77

1.116
n=71

Table V. Results of the Post-Hoc regression analysis for the concept of Happiness of
Foreign Exchange Students

Analysis and Discussion
The analysis of the Pearson Correlation Coefficients (see Table
II) shows that the external environmental aspects, sense of
safety (0.126), public facilities (-0.057), and recreation (0.123)
have no significant correlation with the dependent variable
happiness. This indicates that there is no correlation between
satisfaction with the external environment and happiness
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among foreign exchange students. However, students that are
personal growth oriented (0.475**) are significantly happier on
their foreign exchange than those who do not identify themselves with this disposition. Drawn from the analysis (see Table
II) one can see that there is a significant positive correlation between public facilities and recreation (0.228*), indicating that
the more satisfied a foreign exchange student is with transportation, health care, parks etc. the more satisfied they are with
pubs, nightlife, restaurants etc. Furthermore, there is a negative
correlation between public facilities and whether you are a
Swedish national or not (-0.303**). This indicates that if you
are a Swedish national you are less satisfied with the public facilities while you are on a foreign exchange period. Moreover,
there is a significant positive correlation between public facilities and whether the foreign exchange country is within the Europe Union (0.349**). This indicates that higher satisfaction
with public facilities is felt if the foreign student has their exchange within the Europe Union. There is a significant negative
correlation between personal growth and if you are a Swedish
national or not (-0.213*). This means that foreign students that
are not Swedish nationals are more personal growth oriented
than Swedish nationals.
The Post-Hoc Pearson Correlation Coefficients (Table III) corroborate the results from the Pearson Correlation Coefficients
(Table II). Thus, significant correlations are to be found only
between happiness and personal growth (0.475**), and public
facilities and recreation (0.228*). Moreover, the independent
external environmental aspects were not statistically significantly correlated with happiness.
There are a variety of reasons for academic institutions accepting foreign students, and this logic also holds true for foreign
students wanting to undertake an exchange experience. It has
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been stated that there can be positive economic repercussions
for both institutions and municipalities from the intake of foreign students (Selickaite & Reklaitiene, 2015). It has been
shown that the foreign exchange experience can lead to a sense
of personal growth and satisfaction (Montouri & Fahim 2004).
Moreover, it has been put forward that student groupings are
affected by the space boundaries that they occupy in educational settings (Al-Homoud & Abu-Obeid, 2003), with a suggestion that students’ use of campus green space and perceptions
of quality of life were related to each other (McFarland,
Waliczek & Zajicek, 2010). Building on these ideas we sought to
explain “what makes foreign exchange students happy” by using the independent variable ‘environment’.
In Model 1, we can see that two of the independent variables
have a significant relationship with happiness. Public facilities
have a significant negative relationship with happiness among
foreign exchange students (-0.176†), meaning that the less satisfied a foreign exchange student is with public facilities on a
foreign exchange period, the happier they are on their foreign
exchange period. These findings could indicate that the respondents in the survey might not use or acknowledge the public facilities of the surroundings and therefore they do not affect their overall happiness on an exchange period. Surprisingly, only one of the three independent variables of the external environment was significant. Furthermore, the public
facilities variable who was significant had a negative relationship with happiness. Drawn to prior literature we find this very
confusing and contradictory. Musikanski et al. (2017) included
an environmental aspect in their ‘Happiness Index’. Furthermore, Brandt & de Mortanges (2010) found 25 factors that affected the attraction of a university town where recreation was
an important factor for foreign students. Moreover, McFarland
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et al. (2010) argued that use of green space and perception of
quality of life were related to each other. One explanation for
why our hypothesis was not supported might be that only
three out of 25 factors were included in the survey questions.
Furthermore, the 25 factors were divided into clusters and the
three factors we had in our survey were in different clusters.
We can compare this with the reliability test that was inadequate for the three independent variables of the external environment (a = 0.555). This means that the three independent
variables did not fit together and therefore, we tested them
separately. However, our initial hypothesis was not supported,
and we cannot show any significant positive correlation between external environment and happiness among foreign students. Personal growth had a significantly positive relationship
with happiness (0.473***). This is in line with prior literature
and we can therefore statistically support the argument that
personal growth has a significant impact on happiness among
foreign exchange students (Montuori & Fahim, 2004; Lee et al.,
2018).
In Model 1, we can see that gender, academic experience prior
to the exchange period, and exchange country EU return significant results. The results indicate that women are statistically
happier than their male counterparts, which challenges prior
literature saying that women run a greater risk of being depressed (Alavi, 2007). There is a significant indication that happiness is higher among non-EU nationals, which is in line with
prior literature that suggests nationality has an influence on
one’s sense of happiness (Ngoo et al., 2015). And, finally, it is
indicated that those with a greater number of academic years
of experience prior to the exchange show a significantly higher
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correlation to happiness than those with fewer years of academic experience prior to the exchange, which supports Cohen
and McKay (1984).
Model 2, foreign exchange students’ happiness without outliers, showed a high significant F-value (5.138 ***) despite reflecting a lower variance than the Model 1 foreign exchange
students’ happiness with outliers, F-value (5.455***). This was
expected due to the reduction of variance. Interestingly, the independent variable public facilities is not significant without
the outliers. Thus, the answers of the outliers had a clear impact on the results for public facilities. However, personal
growth’s relationship with happiness among foreign exchange
students became significantly stronger. Drawn from the control
variables we can conclude that gender does not have a significant relationship with happiness among foreign exchange students without the outliers. Furthermore, we can also conclude
that the outliers were primarily on an exchange period outside
the EU and had less academic experience prior to their exchange period. This could be explained from previous literature that indicates new foreign exchange students might not
have the experience to cope with new situations (Cohen &
McKay, 1984).
In Model 3, foreign exchange student happiness post-hoc with
outliers, the data shows a stronger relationship between personal growth and happiness among foreign exchange students
(0.623***). Once more, the independent external environmental variables have no significant relationship with the dependent variable happiness. However, both control variables exchange now (-0.170†) and academic experience prior to the exchange period (0.198*) have a significant relationship with
happiness among foreign students. Thus, foreign students that
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are currently on an exchange period are less happy with the exchange experience than those who have completed their exchange period. This supports prior literature arguing that there
is a difference between people reporting current experience
versus people reporting past experience (Groves & Lyberg,
2010). In Model 4, foreign exchange student happiness posthoc without outliers, the F-value decreased from (12.099***) to
(7.771***) compared with Model 3 with outliers. This was expected due to the reduction of the variance. Furthermore,
Model 4 was similar to Model 3.
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Quantitative Study II: What makes
foreign students happy?
By Alina Bruhn and Marcus Hesselroth

Introduction
Studies have shown that over 1.5 million people, worldwide,
choose to study abroad (Wiers- Jenssen, 2003). The exchange
of students worldwide is further contributing to, and is an important part of internationalisation (Wiers-Jenssen, 2003).
Wiers-Jenssen, Stensaker and GrØgaard (2002) further state
that students are important stakeholders, and should not be ignored. Wiers-Jenssen et al. (2002) state that it is therefore important that they feel satisfied. To be satisfied, however, is not
exactly the same as being happy. Dean and Gibbs (2015) conducted a study where they were looked at the difference between student satisfaction and happiness. They state that happiness was related to how the students engaged with their
identifying experience, while satisfaction was more concerned
with how things were done and delivered for and to them.
Wiers-Jenssen et al. (2002) suggest that student satisfaction
might further be influenced by student happiness. Due to this,
it could be interesting to explore what makes a foreign student
happy. Moreover, this could be applicable to exchange students, and might also result in revealing hidden desires of the
native students at large, which in turn would make education
better for everyone.
According to Mangeloja and Hirvonen (2007), happiness is becoming a growing study object within the field of business administration. Happiness is an ambiguous term (Fave, Brdar,
Freire, Vella-Brodrick & Wissing, 2011), and according to Alavi
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(2007) happiness can be found in, and identified with, fulfilment and harmony both within the individual and the individual’s relations with others. This can be interpreted as the importance of both the internal aspects, and the external personal
aspects, which affects the individual’s happiness. In the study
done by Fave et al. (2011), the respondents were asked to
freely respond to what they defined as happiness. He found
that happiness was related to emotions, meaning-making, experience of fulfilment and accomplishments, as well as identity
development and pursuit of goals. Fave et al. (2011) further
mean that “happiness usually arises as a by-product of cultivating activities that individuals consider as important and meaningful” (p.187). Watson (1930) further describes happy person
as someone who believes him/herself to be happier than most
others of the same gender and age. These people according to
Watson (1930) usually are in cheerful mood, high spirits and
have a lustful satisfaction as well as a day full of interesting and
amusing things.
Wiers-Jenssen et al. (2002) bring attention to the fact that students have taken extra steps to be able to study abroad. Why
students choose to do this might be due to different personal
reasons, one being the demand for certain skills (WiersJenssen, 2003). However, for foreign students, as well as students in general, researchers have found many definitions of
what student happiness/happiness could be. Dean and Gibbs
(2015) have identified that being content, having a supportive
family as well as being positive, avoiding stress and having a
balanced life could be factors affecting happiness. These could
further relate to general aspects such as social and personal
drivers. Watson (1930) also found love, religion, health and vocation to be important factors causing student happiness.
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These in turn might also relate to social aspects, but also the academic aspects of what later leads to vocation as well as religion could be related to more cultural aspects. Furthermore,
hobbies and friends were among other things that made students happy, which also relates to the social aspects. Moreover,
Mangeloja and Hirvonen (2007) found important influencers to
be social relationships, educational environment and resources, personal goal achievements and extracurricular activities. These drivers could also fit well into both the social aspect
and the academic aspect, but also the personal aspect. Lu and
Hu (2005) found extraversion, introversion, leisure satisfaction
as well as academic satisfaction to be positively related to happiness, which also related well to social, academic, and personal aspects. Another factor that has been identified is personal growth, which also fit well into personal aspects (Fave et
al., 2011; Kim, Heo, Lee & Kim, 2015; de Freitas, Damásio,
Tobo, Kamei & Koller, 2016). From these different drivers and
aspects, a model was developed (figure 1).
From the findings in previous research, there seems to be a
lack of a holistic view of what makes exchange students happy.
This would be interesting, and also important to study more
thoroughly due to Wiers-Jenssen’s (2003) statement of how
student exchange is an important part of internationalisation.
In regard to this, the purpose of this paper is to explore exchange student happiness in relation to the independent variable
of personal growth.
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Figure 1. Drivers of Happiness (Inspired by (Watson, 1930; Lu & Hu, 2005; Mangeloja
& Hirvonen, 2007; Fave et al., 2011; Kim et al., 2015; Dean & Gibbs, 2015; de Freitas

Hypothesis Development
Researchers have brought up many different personal aspects
that could be related to happiness. One prominent factor that
could influence exchange student happiness is personal
growth. According to Lee, Ybarra, Gonzales and Ellsworth
(2018), personal growth is related to a person's desire to grow,
learn and improve as a person. Lee et al. (2018) further found
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individual learning goals, growth seeking, curiosity and the
ability to learn from challenging life crises, to directly contribute to personal growth. Personal growth may be an important
trigger of psychological well-being (de Freitas et al., 2016). Furthermore, de Freitas et al. (2016) claim that a personal growth
initiative can be understood as a personal resource that encompasses a set of skills, which in turn contribute to changes that
could promote positive development for a person. The authors
further argue that personal growth initiatives are related to
happiness.
Fenech, Fenech and Birt (2013) discuss personal growth in the
context of short-term overseas students. The authors found
personal growth to be related to how the students mature as
they go from the unknown to the known. Students that travel
abroad also face the experience of a different way of living,
which may lead to increased personal growth (Fenech et al.,
2013). Fenech et al. (2013) found overseas students to have experienced personal growth.
To further explore personal growth as an aspect of happiness is
of relevance due to several reasons. Fave et al. (2011) have argued that personal growth is a part of a person’s happiness,
and so have de Freitas et al. (2016). Personal growth has also
been reflected upon in general, and how a person might gain
personal growth in different ways. Lee et al. (2018) argue that
personal growth can be gained from having individual learning
goals as well as having the curiosity to learn. Therefore, education might be a good place for personal growth to be further explored. Also, since happiness is becoming a growing study object within the field of economics (Mangeloja & Hirvonen,
2007), it would also be interesting to explore personal growth
in relation to happiness. The findings of Fenech et al. (2013) re-
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garding short-term overseas students and personal growth, imply that the latter is of relevance to explore exchange student
happiness in relation to personal growth. This leads to the hypothesis of this paper, which is presented below.
H1. An increased degree of personal growth will be positively related to exchange student happiness.

Method
The method used for this paper is quantitative and it was implemented through use of an electronic survey. The survey was
chosen because it allowed for a large number of people to be
reached simultaneously. Thus, a large amount of data could be
gathered, through consistently ordered questions (Bryman &
Bell, 2015). A surveys is also more convenient for the participants, since they can complete it wherever they want, whenever they want, within the specified timeframe (Bryman & Bell,
2015). However, there are negative aspects to the use of surveys. Bryman and Bell (2015) say that it is harder to be sure if
the respondent has interpreted the questions in a correct way,
since the researcher is not present in person. There is also no
room for elaboration on the answers that the respondents give
and there is also a risk that the respondents may become bored
and stop the survey in the middle (Bryman & Bell, 2015). These
are all risks that need to be accounted for when analysing the
results of the survey. To account for unexpected problems that
might appear with the questions asked, the questions in the
survey were based on questions previously used in other studies. This allowed more valid, reliable and conclusive results to
be obtained.
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Figure 2. Research Model

The survey was sent out through the use of different social media as well as via direct contact. Before the participants took
part in the survey, they were informed that it was an anonymous survey and that the answers would be confidential. They
were also informed that the paper would be published for them
to review later on. The survey was sent out to the HKR international office to be put on their Facebook page for foreign students, as well as to Swedish exchange students that had been
on exchange somewhere else. The survey was also put on five
different private Facebook pages, and one was also shared
three times by other Facebook users. Furthermore, eight people made direct contact with close friends who had been exchange students and sent the survey to them directly. The survey was also sent to the LNU international Office at Lund. A total amount of 104 people answered the survey. Of these, 93
were 100% completed and 102 were of use.

Operationalization
Dependent Variables
Initially the concept of Subjective Happiness was measured by
using adjusted the Subjective Happiness Scale created by Lyubomirsky and Lepper (1999). It contains four items rated on a
seven-point Likert scale with Strongly disagree =1 and Strongly
agree = 7 as scale extremes. Modification of the scales was carried out to capture subjective happiness experienced at one
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specific point in time (latest foreign exchange). This experience
could have taken place in the past or could have been ongoing.
The original scale is presented in the regular text while modified questions are in italics.
1. In general, I consider myself a very happy person/While
on a foreign exchange I have considered/I consider myself
to be a happy person
2. Compared to most of my peers, I consider myself more
happy/While on a foreign exchange I have considered/I
consider myself to be comparatively more happy person
than my peers
3. Some people are generally very happy. They enjoy life
regardless of what is going on, getting the most out of
everything. To what extent does this characterisation
describe you? /Some people are generally very happy.
They enjoy life regardless of what is going on, getting the
most out of everything. To what extent does this characterisation describe you while you were/are on a foreign
exchange?
4. Some people are generally not very happy. Although
they are not depressed, they never seem as happy as
they might be. To what extent does this characterisation
describe you? /Some people are generally not very
happy. Although they are not depressed, they never seem
as happy as they might be. To what extent does this characterisation describe you while you were/are on a foreign
exchange?). Reverse-coded.
The reliability testing revealed that four question instruments
had inadequate reliability (a = 0.511) which we attribute to
misunderstood reverse-coded question number 4. We thus removed that question. Reliability tests indicated that modified
questions 1 to 3 outlined above had acceptable reliability (a =
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0.743) which is why the final measure of the concept was represented by an average of three questions, 1-3.

Independent Variables
Personal Growth - Personal growth was found by Fave et al.
(2011) to be of importance to person’s happiness. Therefore,
the concept of Personal Growth was measured through three
questions through use of an adjusted scale from the work by
Kashdan, Rose and Fincham (2004). Three questions were
asked and rated on the seven-point Likert scale, with Strongly
disagree =1 and Strongly agree = 7 as the scale extremes. Modification to the scale were made to capture how the students
had perceived their personal growth at a specific point in time
(latest foreign exchange). This experience could have taken
place in the past or could have been ongoing. The original scale
is presented in the regular text while modified questions are in
italics.
1. I frequently find myself looking for new opportunities to
grow as a person (e.g. information, people, resources…)/I frequently find myself looking for new opportunities to grow as a person (e.g. information, people, resources…).
2. I am not the type of person who probes deeply into new
situations or things/I am the type of person who probes
deeply into new situations or things.
3. Everywhere I go I am looking for new things or experiences/Everywhere I go I am looking for new things or experiences.
Academic Quality - According to Chen (2012) Education increases autonomy and success, thus it has a relationship to
happiness. To measure happiness, the independent variable in
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this study used a scale developed by Ashby, Richardson and
Woodley (2011). The scale consisted of seven adjectives. These
adjectives described teaching, assessment and feedback, academic support, organisation and management, overall satisfaction and personal development. For the purpose of our research we have only used three scales, which are related to the
three questions we have adopted for the questionnaire. The
original scale is presented in the regular text while modified
questions are in italics.
1. Teaching/During the courses I felt that interaction with
the teachers was intellectually stimulating
2. Assessment and Feedback/During the courses the feedback received on my work has helped me clarify things I
did not understand
3. Personal development/During the courses I have had
meaningful exchanges with teaching staff
Relationship Quality - Many researchers have pointed out the
importance of relationships as a source of students’ happiness
(Fave et al., 2011; Jalal, 1993; Mogilner, 2010; Sam, 2001; Watson, 1930). Therefore, the concept of relationship quality was
measured using four questions adjusted from the survey used
by Wilkinson (2008). The aforementioned questions were
modified in order to capture how the targeted students perceived the relationships they have/had at one specific point in
time (latest foreign exchange), relationships that could have
taken place in the past or which could have been ongoing. The
four questions were asked and rated on the seven-point Likert
scale, with Strongly disagree =1 and Strongly agree =7 as scale
extremes. The original questions are presented below in normal text format while modified questions are in italics.
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1. I don’t feel as close to my friends as I would like/During
the exchange period, I do/did not feel as close to my fellow students as I would have liked.
2. I let my friends know about things that trouble me/During the exchange period, I let my fellow students know
about things that trouble me.
3. I avoid discussing personal things with my friend/During the exchange period, I avoid(-ed) discussing personal things with my fellow students.
4. I am confident my friendships will last/During the exchange period, I am/was confident that relationships I
made with my fellow students will/would last.

Control Variables
Gender – Respondents were asked to indicate whether they
were Female=1/Male=0. Gender was used as a control given
that previous studies have indicated that there might be some
differences between genders because women run a greater
risk of being depressed (Alavi, 2007)
Age – Respondents were asked to report the year of their birth,
which we then subtracted from 2018 to determine their age.
According to Hoggard (2005), older people tend to be more satisfied with life and thus happier compared to younger people.
Nationality region – As the study was performed in Sweden, we
controlled for Swedish =1 vs non-Swedish = 0 respondents as
well as for EU = 1 vs non-EU=0 respondents, because national
and regional differences might have an influence on the perception of happiness (Ngoo et al., 2015).
Exchange region – We controlled for the country where the students gained their exchange experience because previous studies have indicated that foreign country experiences are related
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to people’s emotional states (cf. Jose 2008). Similar to Nationality region, we have coded the exchange region into Sweden =1
vs other country = 0 as well as EU = 1 vs non-EU country=0
Years since last exchange – Since individuals responding to the
questions dealing with the past have been shown to differ from
people reporting current experience (Grover & Lyberg, 2010)
we controlled for the years that had passed since the respondent’s foreign exchange experience. We have done that by subtracting the year of exchange experience from the current year
2018.
Exchange student – In line with the discussion on the years
since last exchange we controlled whether the respondent was
currently an exchange student =1 or had been a student in the
past =0
Prior study experience – We have controlled and asked the respondents for the number of years they had spent at the university prior to their exchange year. We controlled for this experience given that past studies have indicated that gained experiences allow for better coping with the new situations (Cohen & McKay, 1984) that foreign exchange students are
exposed to during a student exchange.

Results and Analysis
A “missing data-check” was performed, which is found in table
1, and which we discuss before presenting the results and analysis. Table 1 shows whether the variables led to the acquisition
of complete data from all of the participants. As presented in
the method section, one of the risks that arises when conducting surveys is that some participants may not complete the entire survey due to different reasons. If that is the case, then
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there is a need to investigate why, and whether there is a possible pattern. When analysing the minimum and maximum
scores in the descriptive statistics tables, there are no deviations to be found. However, there are variations in the number
of respondents for each variable. The standard deviation also
shows that there is not a large spread in the data that the respondents provided, except in the control variable of age,
which shows a standard deviation of 5.605. This means that
there is a spread of the observations with approximately 2.55
standard deviations on each side of the mean of 25.87 (Pallant,
2013).

Descriptive Statistics

N

Minimum Maximum

Mean

Std. Deviation

D. Happiness

101

1.00

7.00

5.413

1.108

I. Personal Growth

95

1.00

7.00

5.816

1.143

I. Academic Quality

95

1.00

7.00

4.768

1.497

C. Gender

101

0

1

.64

.481

C. Age

102

18

52

25.87

5.605

C. EU Native

102

0

1

.70

.462

C. SE Exchange
C. Current Exchange Student

99

0

1

.44

.499

99

0

1

.23

.424

C. Years of Experience

86

1.0

13.0

2.657

1.554

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics

The analysis of the data collected for this paper was conducted
through use of multiple linear regressions and a Pearson correlation test. Multiple regressions were used to explore the predictive ability of a set of independent variables on one continuous dependent measure, which in this paper was happiness
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(Pallant, 2013). Furthermore, use of different types of multiple
regressions allowed us to compare the predictive ability of particular independent variables to find the best set of variables to
predict a dependent variable (Pallant, 2013). A Pearson test
was used when the sample was larger than 40 participants, and
this study had a total of 102 answers. The Pearson test also
gives an indication of the direction of the relationship between
two continuous variables (Pallant, 2013). Positive correlations
indicate that, as one variable increases so does the other, and
negative correlations indicate that as one variable increases,
the other decreases. A correlation of 0 indicates no relationship
between the two variables, which means knowing the value of
one variable gives no assistance in predicting the value of another variable (Pallant, 2013). The correlation matrix in table
2 shows the correlation between happiness and the two independent variables of personal growth and academic quality,
and several other control variables. The correlation table is of a
simple bivariate correlation, which means correlation between
two variables. When analysing the regressions, it is important
to state that we accept a significance level of 10% (p<0.1)
(p<0.001***; p<0.01**; p<0.05*; p<0.1†).
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Correlations
Variable

1

D. Happiness

-

2

3

I. Personal Growth

.563**

-

I. Academic Quality

.429**

.472**

C. Gender

.050

.045

C. Age

-.252*

-.366** -.231*

C.EU Native

.099

.039

C.SE Exchange

4

5

6

7

9

.105

.084

-.023

-

.104

-.107

-

-.030

.075

.076

.058

.193†

-.139

C. Current Exchange Student -.051

.055

-.131

.207*

-.290**

.196† .238*

C. Years of Experience

.080

.087

.002

.001

-.039

-.047

8

-

.082

.090 -

Notes: p<0.01**; p<0.05*; p<0.1†

Table 2. Pearson Correlation Coefficients

When analysing table 2, some significant correlations can be
found. Personal growth is found to have a strong and statistically significant positive correlation to happiness (0.563**).
This indicates that exchange students associate personal
growth with a positive effect on their experience of happiness.
The independent variable of academic quality is also found to
have a strong and statistically significant positive correlation to
happiness (0.429**), which indicates that exchange students
associate good quality of the academy with a positive effect on
their experience of happiness. Moreover, the independent variable of academic quality also shows a strong and statistically
significant correlation to personal growth (0.472**). This indicates that the exchange students believe the academic quality
during their time as exchange students is positively associated
with their experience of personal growth. Also, the control variable age is found to have a strong and statistically significant
negative correlation to personal growth (-0.366**). This shows
that younger exchange students tend to acknowledge personal
growth more than older exchange students do.
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Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

"Happiness 1"

" Happiness 2"

" Happiness 3"

Std.B

Std.E

Std.B

Std. E

Std.B

Std. E

I. Personal Growth

0.379***

0.109

0.427***

0.101

0.430***

0.099

I. Academic Quality

0.250*

0.080

0.211*

0.076

0.242*

0.072

0.159†

0.066

0.147

0.064

-0.114

0.018

2.176*

0.862

Variables

I. Relationship Quality
C. Age

-0.157

0.027

-0.156

0.020

C. Current Exchange Student

-0.140

0.273

-0.094

0.240

C. Gender

0.019

0.217

C.EU Native

0.263*

0.269

C.SE Exchange

0.111

0.243

C. Years of Experience

-0.040

0.640

Constant

2.603*

1.054

2.490**

0.929

F-value

4.749***

9.780***

Adj. R2

0.278

0.335

0.349

VIF value, highest

1.511

1.408

1.396

n=79

n=88

12.937***

n=90

Notes: p < 0.001 ***; p < 0.01**; p < 0.05*; p < 0.10†

Table 3. Results of the Regression Analysis

Before the results of the regression analysis for the models
were examined, the SPSS collinearity diagnostics were looked
at in order to check for problems with multicollinearity. This
was done by checking the tolerance (T) and the VIF for each
model. The tolerance indicates how much of the variability of a
specific independent is not explained by the other independent
variables in the model. If the value is less than 0.1 it indicates
that the multiple correlation is high, and therefore suggests the
possibility of multicollinearity. The tolerance ranged from
0.662-0.961(T) and 1.041-1.511 (VIF), which means that all the
models passed the test. The primary model that was used and
will be further discussed is the second model. The third model
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is presented as a tool to get a better understanding and overview of why we chose the variables in model 2.
Model 1 (n= 79) shows that both personal growth and academic quality have a significantly positive relationship with
happiness. However, personal growth has a stronger significant
positive relationship with happiness (p<0.001), while academic
quality has a weaker significant positive relationship (p<0.05).
Only one of the control variables in model 1 is significant
(p<0.05), which is the control variable EU Native. This indicates
that exchange students who are EU natives are happier than
exchange students from outside the EU. The variations of the
independent variables in model 1 explain 28 percent of the dependent variable happiness (R2=0.278).
The findings in model 2 (n=88) are similar to the findings in
model 1, although, in this model a third independent variable
was added. The independent variable personal growth has a
strong significant positive relationship with happiness
(p<0.001). The independent variable academic quality has a
significant positive relationship with happiness (p<0.05). The
third, added, independent variable relationship quality also has
a significant positive relationship with happiness, but on the
lower significance level of 10 percent (p<0.10). In model 2, only
the control variables age and current foreign student are included in the model. But neither of them appear to be significant. The variations of the independent variables in model 2 explain 34 percent of the dependent variable happiness
(R2=0.335).
The final model 3 (n=90), shows the same independent variables as model 2. However, in this model the third independent
variable, relationship quality, is no longer significant. In model
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3, only the control variable age was included, and was not significant. The variations of the independent variables in model 3
explain 35 percent of the dependent variable happiness
(R2=0.349).

Discussion
The purpose of this paper was to explore exchange student
happiness in relation to the independent variable of personal
growth. Fenech et al. (2013) have previously discussed personal growth in relation to short-term overseas students, while
others such as Kim et al. (2014) and Freitas et al. (2016) have
discussed personal growth in general. However, none of them
discussed the personal growth of exchange students in relation
to happiness, which was the main purpose of this study. Our
findings suggest that personal growth is one of the main aspects that relates positively to happiness for exchange students, which supports H1. This can be seen in model 2 in the
regression analysis that received an R2 of 34 percent, which
means that the independent variables of personal growth, academic quality and relationship quality account for 34 percent
of the dependent variable of happiness. An increased amount of
personal growth can therefore be assumed to be directly linked
to exchange student happiness.
In table 2 of Person correlations coefficients, it was found that
personal growth had a significant positive correlation to happiness. This shows that exchange students associate personal
growth positively with their experience of happiness during
their time as exchange students. It also shows that H1 is supported and that there is a positive relation between personal
growth and happiness. This could further be interpreted in
such a way that personal growth is one of the more important
aspects for students who choose to study abroad as exchange
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students. This interpretation could be strengthened further
through what Fenech et al. (2013) found about short-term
overseas students and how they mature as they go from the unknown to the known. The more you experience, the more you
grow as a person, and this growth could further contribute to
happiness.
Furthermore, the independent variable academic quality and
the control variable age had a significant correlation to personal growth. Academic quality had a significant positive correlation to personal growth. This might be because students find
academic quality to contribute to their growth as a person, an
idea that is further strengthened by the findings of Lee et al.
(2018). Lee et al. (2018) found personal growth to be about the
learning goal of a person as well as the curiosity and the ability
to learn from challenging life crises, which could be achieved
through good academic quality and education. Furthermore,
Lee et al. (2018) found that academic quality contributes to
personal growth, which is a great support for our results.
Age on the other hand, had a significant negative correlation to
personal growth, which indicates that younger exchange students tend to acknowledge personal growth more than older
exchange student do. This could be interpreted to mean that
younger exchange students might have more to learn or have
more room for personal growth than older exchange students
do. Moreover, younger exchange students might also have a
stronger desire to grow than older exchange students do. This
could be further related to the findings of Lee et al. (2018), who
found personal growth to be related to a person’s desire to
grow as well as to learn and improve as a person.
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From the results in the regression analysis model (table 3), the
marginally lower R2 of 34 percent was chosen because the control variable current exchange student had a positive impact on
the independent variable relationship quality, which became
significant on a 10 percent level. We interpret this to mean that
relationship quality could be of higher importance, in relation
to happiness, for someone who is an exchange student now,
compared to someone who was an exchange student. Our
choice not to include the control variable gender in our primary model (2) of happiness was because this control variable
lowered the R2 of our model. From what we have found from
previous research, gender does not influence happiness. Overall, there is according to Alavi (2007), no clear evidence that
women are more or less happy than men. Therefore, we chose
not to include gender in our model.

Implications
The results of this study can be used by universities and colleges that engage in exchange student programmes. In relation
to the findings of Wiers-Jensen et al. (2002), and how it is of
importance to keep students satisfied and happy, it is also relevant for those universities and colleges to understand what it is
that contributes to this happiness. As stated by Fave et al.
(2011), happiness is what arises when a person engages in activities that they consider important and meaningful. According
to the results of this study, personal growth has a highly significant and positive relationship with happiness, which further indicates that the higher the personal growth is among the exchange students, the higher is their happiness.

Limitations
The limitations of this study are firstly, that the data sample
was relatively small and the data could have been gathered
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through more channels to get more conclusive and reliable results. This makes the data harder to generalise. The survey
could also have been pre-tested on exchange students before
we sent it out. However, the sample can provide some indications of how personal growth relates to happiness.
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Quantitative Study III: What makes
foreign students happy?
By Bojan Kobaslic and Lilian Musonda

Introduction
Globalisation accentuates the need to makes sense of the
changing world. The global interdependence of today’s world
has given rise to the importance of enhanced knowledge and
capabilities as well as genuine empathy and commonality of acknowledging human beings and their societies (Zhou et al.,
2008; Glaum and Rinker, 2002). The growing global interdependence has required students to engage and participate in
local, national and global life (Zhou et al., 2008). It has been estimated that there are more than a million students and academics that are attending institutions in higher education
abroad (Wiers-jenssen, 2003). Therefore, students that decide
to attend universities abroad have to be able to cope with different social and educational organisations, prospects and behaviours (Wiers-Jenssen, Stensaker and Grogaard, 2002; Zhou
et al., 2008). The importance of the quality of the psychological,
sociocultural and educational experiences is characterised as
an important element for promoting global intercultural understanding and factors that create happiness (Zhou et al., 2008).
Importance also lies in the understanding of the challenges of
adjustments which are common in general. Also, emphasised as
an important factor for internationalisation is students’ exchange and flow across borders (Wiers-jenssen, 2003). Therefore, this study will compliment existing pull of knowledge on
the subject and will investigate the factors which cause exchange students’ happiness.
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Theoretical problematisation
Happiness can be a very uncertain theme to explore. Despite
this, some remarks and clarification in the scientific literature
help to clarify what we mean by happiness. The concept itself
consists of a hedonic and euadomic components. The former
refers to the satisfaction the individual feels over ones life;
more specifically, it is associated with what pleasures people
can get from their livelihood. The euadomic part is more deeply
rooted in one’s own psychological level of satisfaction, which is
an individual’s ability to feel inner peace and harmony with
one’s surroundings, and thus gain a sort of self-satisfaction. In
this sense, people can value the things they have and also strive
to achieve more accomplishments in their lives. After all, a person may be well off in having for example friends, family,
money and educational opportunities, but if they do not value
these things (gain hedonic pleasure from them), then most
likely these attributes will not affect their inner self-satisfaction
(their inner psychological euadomic satisfaction). This in turn
means that the individuals cannot truly be satisfied with their
life and therefore can never be truly happy (Fave et al., 2010;
Raibley, 2011).
One theme that can relate to happiness is social relations,
which includes spending time with friends you have got acquainted with during your university studies abroad (Wiersjenssen, 2003; Wiers-Jenssen et al., 2002; Mogilner, 2010; Fave
et al., 2010; Anderson, Berkel, Caldwell and Utsey, 2005). One
major factor that enables seizing opportunities to spend time
for engagement in inter social relations is social activities.
Therefore, in this sense the availability of social activities and
how satisfied students are with the activities themselves can
influence how happy they are. Miller and Buys (2008) found in
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their study that individuals that did not participate in social activities (for example community activities) were in general less
happy and less satisfied with their overall lives. A connection
can be made to other studies such as the one researched by
Wier-jenssen et al. (2002), where the authors found that the
social climate can affect how satisfied foreign students are with
their studies abroad. In particular, the authors found that the
availability of leisure activities, for example social clubs, outdoor and athletic activities, can impact how satisfied foreign
students are.
As stated before, happiness can be broken down into hedonic
and euadomic components. The former as previously explained, is what pleasures an individual can get from one’s life.
The latter is the ability of individuals to feel a sense of harmony
and satisfaction with their own surroundings (Fave et al., 2010;
Raibley, 2011). Social activities and their availability can make
foreign students more socially integrated and allow them to
feel a sense of satisfaction with the community where they conduct their studies. This can in turn lead to an appreciation of
both the external (the community in which foreign students
conduct their studies) and the internal (such as classroom and
campus environment) academic environments. Also, social activities can give students the opportunity to gain cross–cultural
experiences and thus increase their overall cultural intelligence. This minimises of course issues in regard to language
and cultural clashes students may experience during studies
abroad (Perry et al., 2017; Taylor and Ali, 2016; Rosen and
Aune, 2010).
When participating in social activities provided by the university, students get acquainted with their teachers a bit more (if
teachers are also participating in these activities). This of
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course can enhance the student-teacher relationship and interaction, something that previous authors, Ashby, Richardson,
Woodley (2011), have deemed to be important to enhance students’ sense of satisfaction when conducting studies abroad.
Through social activities in which students and teachers participate together, they can get to know each other more and form
stronger relationships.
Of course, economic well-being can, according to some authors
mentioned by Lauren J. Leach et.al. (1999), also affect a student’s overall happiness. Naturally, if we are not satisfied with
our economic situation (have a lot of debts and other financial
issues) we are less likely to be happy. However, study by Mogliner (2010) claims that if a person thinks more about their financial situation rather than how to spend time doing social activities with friends, then in general they are less happy. Social
activities that provide the possibility to spend time with colleagues can thus be a stronger antecedent than economic wellbeing when it comes to determining how happy an individual
is.
Therefore, in regard to these facts mentioned, the research
study and aim will be focused on analysing the social activity of
foreign students’ experiences abroad, to see how this can affect
their overall happiness.
Research question: How does foreign students’ satisfaction
with their universities’ availability of social activities affect the
student’s happiness?
Research aim: To measure how foreign students’ satisfaction
with their universities’ availability of social activities affects
their happiness.
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Hypothesis development
As Fave et al. (2010) and Raibley (2011) pinpoint in their
study, happiness can be related to the harmony and inner
peace a person has and that is related to their own surroundings. This is achieved by, for example, forming strong and good
friendship ties with people in one’s own social network. Research by Miller and Buys (2008) indicates that participating in
social activities in the local community can enhance an individual’s overall life satisfaction. Through these activities a person
can form stronger bonds and become more familiar with the
surrounding environment. Through these types of activities
people can form new social ties and friendships with new individuals. In this sense, individuals can form a stronger sense of
connectedness and strong belonging towards the community in
which they reside. Apart from feeling more life satisfaction
when participating in social activities, Miller and Buys (2008)
also revealed that active participation in social activities can increase a person’s health and well-being.
Wier-Jenssen et al. (2002) also describe in their article the importance of arranging different kinds of social activities to enhance foreign students’ happiness. These activities can for example be social clubs, outdoor activities and gym activities.
When doing these, the foreign students can become more satisfied during their time they study abroad. These types of activities can build up and improve the social climate in a university,
meaning that a foreign student can more easily get acquainted
with other fellow students from university. This of course
strengthens a person’s social relations with other people,
something that according to several previous studies improves
an individual’s happiness (Wiers-jenssen, 2003; Wiers-Jenssen
et al., 2002; Mogilner, 2010; Fave et al., 2010; Anderson, Berkel,
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Caldwell and Utsey, 2005). Also, making foreign students participate in social activities can help them get to know and feel a
sense of joy towards the community in which they conduct
their studies. As Miller and Buys (2008) but also Wier-Jenssen
et al. (2011) pinpointed, individuals that have the possibility to
participate in social activities can benefit, since they are given a
chance to increase their life satisfaction and improve their
overall psychological health. The following hypothesis therefore is presented below:
H1: Increased availability and satisfaction with the social activity offered by a university will create a positive relationship towards foreign students’ happiness.

Method
The data that was obtained was collected from a survey questionnaire. This was mentioned by Broberg, Umans, Skog and
Theodorsson (2018) as an efficient method of obtaining data
from a large sample group, and has also been used by others in
previous studies. The survey was therefore sent to a large number of people through the Högskolan Kristianstad International
office. It was also put on Facebook so that foreign students
could participate. The questionnaire was also sent to Swedish
exchange students from Högskolan Kristianstad. The survey
was posted on Facebook from five students from the advanced
research methods course and was evidently shared another
three times. There were also eight students from the same
course programme that shared the survey with their Facebook
friends. In total, we got 107 respondents, and 101 survey answers were complete.
The data collected is part of a research paper that we are creating to understand foreign exchange student antecedents to
happiness. The research survey questions were inspired by
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previously tested research aims in a qualitative research study.
This was to get another perspective on the obtained data. To
minimise risks, we created the survey questionnaire with our
course lecturer to ensure the quality of the survey and to minimise the risk of misunderstandings from the participants.
Table 1 represents the demographic statistics for the final sample. A total of 101 answered the survey, of which 36 were male
and 64 were female. We had a 6% missing value which could
be stated as non-stated gender.

Gender of the respondents
Frequency
Valid

Valid
Percent

Cumulativ
e Percent

Male

36

33,6

35,6

35,6

Female

65

60,7

64,4

100,0

101

94,4

100,0

Total
Missing

Percent

System

Total

6

5,6

107

100,0

Table 1 Gender

Table 2 presents the respondents’ age when answering the
questionnaire. The average age of the respondents was 25-26
years old, while the youngest was 18 years old. The oldest respondent in this survey was 52 years. So overall, we had a good
sample base with respondents from all age groups, which
strengthens our research because it obtained data from people
in all walks of life.
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Descriptive Statistics
N

Minimum

Statistic
102

Age
Valid N
(listwise)

Statistic
18,00

Maximum
Statistic
52,00

Mean
Statistic
25,8725

Std.
Deviation
Statistic
5,60529

102

Table 2 Age Distribution

Operationalisation
Dependent Variable
Initially the concept of Subjective happiness was measured by
using adjusted the Subjective Happiness Scale by Lyyubomirsky and Lepper (1999). It contained four items rated on a
seven-point Likert scale with strongly disagree =1 and strongly
agree = 7 as scale extremes. Modifications to the scales were
made to capture subjective happiness experienced at one specific point of time (latest foreign exchange). This experience
could have taken place in the past or could have been ongoing.
The original scale is presented in the regular text while modified questions are in italics
1. In general, I consider myself a very happy person/While
on a foreign exchange I have considered/I consider myself to be a happy person
2. Compared to most of my peers, I consider myself happier/While on a foreign exchange I have considered/I
consider myself to be a comparatively happier person
than my peers
3. Some people are generally very happy. They enjoy life
regardless of what is going on, getting the most out of
everything. To what extent does this characterisation
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describe you? /Some people are generally very happy.
They enjoy life regardless of what is going on, getting
the most out of everything. To what extent does this
characterisation describe you while you were/are on a
foreign exchange?
4. Some people are generally not very happy. Although
they are not depressed, they never seem as happy as
they might be. To what extent does this characterisation
describe you? /Some people are generally not very
happy. Although they are not depressed, they never
seem as happy as they might be. To what extent does
this characterisation describe you while you were/are
on a foreign exchange?). Reverse-coded.
The reliability testing revealed that four question instruments
had inadequate reliability (a = 0.511) which we attribute to
misunderstood reverse-coded question number 4. We thus removed that question; reliability tests indicated that modified
questions 1 to 3 outlined above had acceptable reliability (a =
0.711) which is why the final measure of the concept was represented by an average of three questions 1-3.

Independent Variables
The independent variable for our research is social activity, as
this is said in the literature to have a direct effect upon foreign
exchange student’s happiness. Wier-Jenssen et al. (2002) emphasized the importance of universities having socially arranged activities and suggested that foreign exchange student
satisfaction can be related to the social activities provided by
the universities for these students. Also, other studies, for example Miller and Buys (2008), have shown that individuals
who participate in social activities have increased psychological and physical well-being.
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Three questions were thus established for the respondents as
follows:
1. During the exchange period I have had an opportunity to participate in organised social activities
2. During the exchange period I have had an opportunity
to participate in spontaneous social activities
3. During the exchange period I have been satisfied with
the availability of organised and spontaneous social activities
The three questions hoped to determine what foreign students
thought about the social activities they were offered and the
value these social interactions had for the exchange students
themselves. All three questions were measured on a sevenpoint Likert scale with strongly disagree = 1 and strongly agree
= 7 as scale extremes. When conducting the reliability testing
all three questions had acceptable reliability (a = 0.851).

Concept related control variable for regression model 1
The concept related control variable for this research was the
quality of the academic teaching. More specifically, we wanted
to embrace the pedagogic quality of education and how the interaction between student and teacher increased the students’
happiness. Studies have shown that teachers that are very socially engaged and know how to motivate every student in class
(heighten their sense of well-being and academic confidence)
serve an important facilitators or enhancers roles, making students more active and socially confident of participating in social activities (Gibbons 2003; Wier-Jenssen et al.,2002) Therefore three questions were constructed:
1. During the courses I felt that interaction with the
teachers was intellectually stimulating
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2. During the courses the feedback received on my work
helped me clarify things I did not understand
3. During the courses I have had meaningful exchanges
with teaching staff
The questions were measured on a seven – point Likert scale
with strongly disagree = 1 and strongly agree = 7 as scale extremes. Questions were taken from Ashby, Richardson, Woodley (2011), which talks about the interactions between students and teachers, using subjects such as teaching, assessment
and personal development.

Concept related control variables for adjusted regression
model 2
Another concept specific control variable that we used was personal growth, as this is closely related to social activity. Due to
the fact that social interactions and academic endeavours put a
person outside of his/her comfort zone, the different interactions develop personal characteristics that are established,
formed and shared along the way. Personal development is a
tool for achieving inner-well-being, given that it epitomizes investment in the future (Jain, Apple and Ellis, 2015). Thereby,
three questions were developed to help grasp the topic of personal growth. A seven-point Likert scale was used to measure
the topics with strongly disagree = 1 and strongly agree = 7 as
scale extremes. Below are the topics that were addressed using
the Likert scale.
1. I frequently find myself looking for new opportunities
to grow as a person (e.g. information, people, resources…)
2. I am the type of person who probes deeply into new
situations or things.
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3. Everywhere I go I am looking for new things or experiences.
The three questions were measured by the use of an adjusted
scale by Kashdan, Rose and Fincham (2004).
The second concept related control variable we used for our regression model 2 was relationship quality. Many researchers
have pointed out the importance of relationships as a source of
students’ happiness (Argyle, 2001; Fave et al., 2011; Mogilner,
2010; Sam, 2001; Watson, 1930). Therefore, the concept of Relationship Quality was measured using four questions adjusted
from the survey used by Wilkinson (2008). The aforementioned questions were modified in order to capture how the
targeted students perceived the relationships they have/had at
one specific point of time (latest foreign exchange). This experience could have taken place in the past or could have been ongoing. The four questions were asked and rated on the sevenpoint Likert scale, with strongly disagree =1 and strongly agree
= 7 as scale extremes. The original questions are presented below in normal text format while the modified questions are in
italic.
1. I don’t feel as close to my friends as I would like - During the
exchange period, I do/did not feel as close to my fellow students as I would have liked to.
2. I let my friends know about things that trouble me - During
the exchange period, I let my fellow students know about
things that trouble me.
3. I avoid discussing personal things with my friend - During
the exchange period, I avoid(-ed) discussing personal things
with my fellow students.
4. I am confident my friendships will last- During the exchange
period, I am/was confident that relationships I made with my
fellow students would last.
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Control Variables
Gender – Respondents were asked to indicate whether they
were Female=1/Male=0. Gender was used as a control, given
that previous studies have indicated that there might be some
differences between genders and women run a greater risk of
being depressed (Alavi, 2007)
Age – Respondents were asked to report the year of their birth,
which we then subtracted from 2018 to determine their age.
According to Hoggard (2005), older people tend to be satisfied
with life and thus happier compared to younger people.
Nationality region – As the study was performed in Sweden,
we controlled for Swedish =1 vs non-Swedish = 0 respondents
as well as for EU = 1 vs non-EU=0 respondents, because national and regional differences might have an influence on the
perception of happiness (Ngoo et al.2015).
Exchange region – We controlled for the country where the
students gained their exchange experience because previous
studies have indicated that foreign country experiences are related to people’s emotional states (cf. Jose 2008). Similar to Nationality region, we coded the exchange region into Sweden =1
vs other country = 0 as well as EU = 1 vs non-EU country=0.
Years since last exchange – Since individuals responding to
the questions dealing with the past have been shown to differ
from people reporting current experience (Grover and Lyberg,
2010) we controlled for the years that had passed since the respondent’s foreign exchange experience. We did that by subtracting the year of exchange experience from the current year,
2018.
Exchange student – In line with the discussion on the years
since last exchange, we controlled whether the respondent was
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currently an exchange student =1 or had been a student in the
past =0
Prior study experience – We have controlled and asked the
respondents for the number of years they had spent at the university prior to their exchange year. We controlled for this experience given that past studies have indicated that gained experiences allow for better coping with new situations (Cohen
and McKay, 1984) that foreign exchange students are exposed
to during a student exchange.

Results

6.1 Table 3 Correlation matrix

The correlation results from the data obtained gave us the results we see in table 3 above. The first thing we can observe is
that there is a significant positive relationship between social
activity and happiness. p<0.338, indicating according to Pallant
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(2012) an average strength of the relationship between happiness and social activities.
When it comes to the concept related variable of academic
quality then two things can be observed. The first one is that
there is a significant relationship between academic quality
and happiness. As shown in the correlation matrix the significance of the relationship between academic quality and social
activity was p<0.01, which shows that we can to a certain extent be confident that there is a positive relationship between
the two variables. The number 0.416 was the result obtained
from the analysis, demonstrating thus that there is an average
strong correlation between academic quality and happiness.
The second thing that can be observed is that there is a weak
relationship between academic quality and social activity. The
result and the number achieved was 0.261 which, according to
Pallant (2012), indicates that there is a small positive relationship between academic quality and social activity.
Another thing worth mentioning is that the control variable of
age has a negative and weak significant impact upon happiness.
The number was -0.252 and the significant value was p<0.05.
According to Pallant (2012) a value of p < 0.05 indicates that
the results are probably reliable.
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6. 2 Table 4 Regression model 1

The regression model above (in table 4) shows that the VIF
value for the constructed model is below 0.10, which indicates
that there is no multicollinearity between the independent variables used in the model. According to Pallant (2012) this indicates that the results shown in the model can be considered reliable. The model shows that academic quality has an impact on
students’ happiness with their abroad academic experience,
while social activity does not have an impact at all. Overall the
model explains 7.9% of the variance in the foreign students’
general happiness, as shown in the adjusted r-square.
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Viewing the standardised beta (STDB) numbers one can observe that academic quality has a 30.5% significance contribution over the other variables in the model, explaining the variance of the dependent variable of happiness. However, social
activity did not have any significant impact on the variance of
happiness, as shown in the model. The significant value for academic quality was p < 0.05, which, according to Pallant (2012),
indicates that the result can be considered to be reliable.

6.3 Table 5 Regression model 2

Regression model 2 (see table 5) shows that both social activity
and personal growth are significant for explaining the variance
in happiness. The VIF value in model 2 is lower than in model 1,
which indicates that the risk of multicollinearity is lower here
in model 2 than in model 1. Variance of 30.5% in the students’
happiness is indicated from the model when referring to the
adjusted r-square. The standardised beta has a value of 20.2%
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(social activity) and 41.6% (personal growth). The variables
both contribute to the explanation of the other variables in the
model. Relationship quality was not shown to have any strong
effect upon foreign students’ happiness. The significant value
for personal growth was p < 0.001 and for social activity the
same value was p < 0.05. According to Pallant (2012) the results for how strongly personal growth and social activities impact on foreign students’ happiness can in regards to their significant value be considered reliable.

Discussion
Upon further comparing the two regression models it is evident that social activity and personal growth when combined
(as in model 2) can explain the variance in foreign students’
happiness better than academic quality (in model 1) can. It is
thus to some extent apparent that social activities when leading
to personal growth can become a vital factor in determining
foreign students’ happiness. This can be connected to the
claims made by Wier-jenssen et al. (2002) and Miller and Buys
(2008) where the authors argue for the importance of using social activities as a means to improve the well-being and inner
satisfaction of individuals.
Although academic quality in regard to the interactions between teachers and students can, according to Ashby et al.
(2011), have an effect upon foreign students’ happiness (which
was also shown in model 1), perhaps this relationship does not
have that strong an impact if students feel that during their academic years they do not develop socially. This in line with
Fave et al. (2010) and Raibley (2011) who found that in order
to feel truly happy, people have to first value and feel satisfaction with the positive things they have in life. Examples can be
good academic pedagogic quality and close friendship ties.
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When for example an individual does not see any value in having these things then they cannot really be truly happy.
Relationship quality when added to model 2 was not shown to
have any significant impact upon happiness. Again, this probably relates to the fact that although a person may have strong
friendship ties with colleagues and teachers this really does not
lead to increased happiness. If a person does not truly value
and see the benefits for himself when it comes to having close
friends and strong social interactions with teachers, then these
do not really have any effect upon the person’s own happiness
(Fave et al., 2010; Raibley, 2011).
None of the control variables used in model 2 had any impact
upon happiness; however, in model 1 the control variable of
had an impact. What is worth noting is that when personal
growth was added in model 2 then age stopped having any significant impact upon happiness. Thus, perhaps it is not as Hoggard (2005) claims that how young or old you are determines
your overall happiness, but instead what is important is
whether, during your life (for example, your exchange experience), you feel self-satisfaction about life and personal social
development. This of course relates to the personal growth aspect of a person’s life. Another thing worth mentioning is the
fact that the control variable gender in model 1 had no significant impact upon happiness. This was despite the fact that
most of the respondents were female and that previous studies
by Alavi (2007) showed that females have a greater risk than
males of falling victim to depression.

Conclusions
This study investigated the impact of social activities and how
this has a significant influence upon foreign students’ overall
happiness. What was found is that this aspect can indeed have
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a positive influence upon foreign students’ happiness, but only
if these activities lead to higher self-satisfaction and well-being
for individuals themselves (personal growth). Therefore, it is
not only important for universities to offer students a wide
range of social activities, but also to ensure that these activities
lead to a higher degree of self-confidence and well-being for the
participants themselves.
As previous studies have shown, while it is good to have interactions and shared activities with other people on a daily basis,
a person has to value these activities and feel they are getting
something out of them. Only then perhaps can individuals find
true happiness. This of course can also be applied to foreign
students. Increased availability and quality of social activities
can minimise the issues foreign students’ face regarding cultural, language and other academic issues that may arise when
studying abroad. By minimising these issues through social activities with others, a person can become more appreciative of
and more at ease with his own surroundings.
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Quantitative Study IV: What makes
foreign students happy?
By Kristina Lindstedt & Melissa Veerman

Introduction
In a world where globalisation is making the availability of certain products and services more transparent, the demands
have shifted to include the offerings of a more international
market (Levitt, 1983). The academic world has not been left
unfazed by this change. A market has emerged in higher education where universities compete with each other to enjoy the
benefits of partnership. Such a partnership agreement may include exchange of research assets, technology and marketing
new courses (Ayobi, 2013). This leads to an exchange of staff
and students (ibid.). As a consequence, an increasing number of
universities have widened the scope of their offerings to also
include international opportunities for students (Harder et al.,
2015). Certain studies have also found indications that employers have a tendency to be more likely to accept the applications
of students who have had experience of studying abroad
(Harder et al., 2015; Petzold, 2017), which is why students are
also interested in going abroad for their higher education.
Therefore, in order to stay competitive on the international
market, universities need to tend to these new demands of students. Another element of competition can be found in the university brand, which is co-created with the students through
internalisation of the university brand into students’ personal
brand (Holmberg & Strannegård, 2015). Since international exchanges of students are often organised through university
partnerships, it is important that universities provide a positive
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experience for students arriving from abroad. According to
Lyubomirsky, King and Diener (2005), happiness is linked to
success, and success is in turn linked to positive affect. Therefore, it may be deduced that positive experiences cause a person to be happy. Thus, universities should concern themselves
with the happiness of foreign students.
The first problem that arises in the wake of this is how happiness should be understood. Here, an issue of terminology is illustrated through the usage of both happiness and satisfaction
in the research. Are happiness and satisfaction related to each
other, or is there a difference? Criticism of the use of happiness
as a synonym for well-being is brought forward by Raibley
(2011). Raibley (2011) further distinguishes between episodic
happiness and happiness in the personal attribute sense. The
episodic definition of happiness refers to a passing feeling related to hedonism. Episodic happiness is not a lasting feeling,
while the personal attribute meaning of “happiness” refers to a
lasting state. One could claim that a person’s well-being is determined by the total sum of that person’s episodic happiness.
However, the basal state of an individual could be claimed to
affect how the person is affected by the episodic happiness. For
example, some things may be perceived as more positive when
the person is already satisfied.
To conclude, happiness is a feeling that is not synonymous with
well-being, or satisfaction. However, no consensus exists on
this matter, which is why it should be a topic for investigation.
We conclude that happiness extends beyond satisfaction, and it
is not entirely contingent on well-being.
The first question that arises from this problem is: What affects
the happiness of an individual? In order for universities to
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know how they should maximise happiness in exchange students, they have to know what triggers happiness. According to
Fave, Brdar, Freire, Vella-Brodrick and Wissing (2011) triggers
for happiness include family, work, interpersonal relations,
health, personal growth, standard of living, leisure and free
time, community and society, life in general, education and
spirituality or religion. The happiness of foreign exchange students may also be influenced by the process of adjusting to the
new cultural context, referred to as acculturative stress (Constantine et al., 2005). Acculturative stress includes culture
shock, confusion about role expectations, loss of social support,
alienation, discrimination, and language barriers (Mori, 2000
and Sandhu & Asrabadi, 1994 in Constantine et al., 2005).
Taken together, these results suggest that culture is a determinant of the happiness of foreign students. In light of the above,
happiness can therefore be concluded to not only have one or
two triggers, but several. Therefore, happiness can be described as a holistic concept where several triggers interact.
As illustrated through the factors derived from acculturative
stress, some triggers can be claimed to touch upon the same
overarching themes. It is evident from the results summarised
by Constantine et al. (2005), and presented above, that culture
is a trigger for happiness since the exclusion from it affects an
individual in a negative manner. Community and society as presented by Fave et al. (2011) may also be claimed to fit into the
category of cultural triggers. In sum, there is no consensus on
which of the triggers presented by Fave et al. (2011) are central to happiness. Since exchange students constitute a special
group who are exposed to a new cultural setting, we argue that
cultural intelligence as defined by Earley and Mosakowski
(2004) is a salient characteristic which may determine the happiness of exchange students.
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Hypothesis development
Constantine et al. (2005) describe a phenomenon called acculturative stress, which refers to the phenomenon where an individual is alienated, discriminated or otherwise socially excluded due to language or discrepancies in other culturally contingent norms. In the light of this, one may claim that cultural
aspects can influence the happiness of an individual negatively
when there is an issue with them. Furthermore, triggers for
happiness such as society and community (Fave et al., 2011),
may be claimed to have a relation to culture. This is the case
since society and community represent some of the forces
which both teach and enforce cultural norms (Gampe & Daum,
2018). In light of the above, it may be the case that an individual who possesses the capabilities of reading into and adapting
to the cultural behaviour of a certain group can avoid negative
consequences of being culturally different. Such capabilities are
referred to as cultural intelligence by Early and Mosakowski
(2004).
Cultural intelligence is defined by Earley and Mosakowski
(2004) as related to emotional intelligence. However, it extends
beyond it to the point that a person with high cultural intelligence may discern what qualities are not universal, but culturally contingent (ibid.). Taken together, we conclude that an individual with high cultural intelligence will adapt with more
ease to a new situation such as being in a foreign exchange situation. On the other hand, high cultural intelligence will negate
negative effects, such as acculturative stress, since higher cultural intelligence results in higher adaptability, as stated previously. (Constantine et al., 2005). Finally, being in balance with
the community and society will promote happiness (Fave et al.,
2011). Through the collected evidence and our argumentation,
we propose the following hypothesis:
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H1: An increase in cultural intelligence will have a positive relation to the happiness of foreign exchange students.

Method
The aim of this paper is to investigate the potential relation existing between cultural intelligence and happiness in foreign
students. Since this investigation concerns itself with establishing whether such a relationship exists, the research takes on a
quantitative stance. Furthermore, the study approaches the issue with a deductive approach where conclusions are drawn,
merging theory and empirical evidence together. One drawback of this method is that the researcher who draws the conclusion may influence the interpretations produced through
conducting the research.

Research method and design
The empirical data for this research paper was collected in
March of 2017 through a web-based survey constructed
through using previously formulated survey questionnaires
from different sources. The use of pre-established questions
was chosen with the intention of increasing the reliability of
the survey. However, the questionnaires were not fully utilised,
but instead only certain questions, so some nuances originally
captured may have been lost. Therefore, the reliability of the
constructed survey may be brought into question. On the other
hand, the use of a survey format facilitates replication of the research at another point in time (Bryman & Bell, 2011).
The data collection instrument used for the study was a webbased questionnaire published on SurveyMonkey. The methodological choice of web-based survey was made because it enabled collection of larger amounts of data from people who were
assumed to be geographically spread across several countries,
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possibly even continents (Bryman & Bell, 2011). However, the
choice of web-based survey rather than quantitative interviews
does however have its limitations. First, people vary in their affinity for using the internet, so certain people may be less inclined to reply to the survey (Bryman & Bell, 2011). In this
study however, the survey was mainly sent to platforms and
people who were assumed to be in their 20s-30s since they had
had recent experience of studying abroad. This issue was therefore considered to be of little to no importance. Secondly, survey invitations may be seen as annoying by the people receiving them (ibid.). Thirdly, although the interviewer effect is
eliminated by the method, the personal touch is lost (ibid.). Finally, some concerns may arise among the intended participants that the questionnaire may fall into the hands of people
with malicious intent (ibid.). The survey was sent out accompanied by a short introductory letter which aimed to raise interest and motivate people to respond to the survey. The letter
emphasised the confidentiality and also attempted to remedy
the loss of a personal touch. The letter can be found in Appendix 1 - Letter.

Participants
The survey was sent out to the international offices of Kristianstad University and Linnaeus University and to Swedish alumni
of Kristianstad University who had had foreign exchange experiences. Furthermore, five members of the research group put
the request to participate in the study on their private Facebook pages, which was then shared five times. Finally, eight
participants in the research group sent the survey to friends
and acquaintances. As a consequence of this approach, the size
of the population that the survey reached is unknown, so the
response rate cannot be calculated. In total, 104 answers were
collected through the survey, out of which 93 were complete.
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However, 102 answers were used in the analysis, so some of
them are incomplete. It is important to note that the survey
was addressed to exchange students, not international students. The rationale behind this was that experiences of studying abroad may vary between foreign exchange students and
international students. We base this on our experience that
universities have a standardised way of treating exchange students coming from partner universities, while international
students are treated in a different manner.
Most of the contact was taken through platforms related to
Kristianstad University why most of the participants had had
some kind of education there or had Kristianstad University as
their home university. Therefore, the particular experience
from this university may affect the data collected from this
population.

Data analysis
The raw dataset generated by SurveyMonkey was exported to a
spreadsheet in Excel where it was coded into a complete data
set. Scales of negatives were inverted in order to make them
compatible with the rest of the dataset (Pallant, 2013). The dataset was then imported to SPSS, which is the programme used
for analysing the data. Several tests were then performed;
those that will be presented in this study are Cronbach’s alpha
test, Spearman correlation, linear regression and descriptive
statistics such as means, median, standard deviation etc. Spearman correlation was used since some variables were dummy
variables, so a non-parametric test was suitable (Pallant, SPSS
Survival Manual - A step by step guide to data analysis using
IBM SPSS, 2013). A 95 % confidence level with a 5 % significance level was used for the analysis, but 10 % significance levels have also been flagged in the results to indicate weak relations between factors.
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Operationalisation
Dependent Variable
Initially the concept of Subjective happiness was measured by
using adjusted the Subjective Happiness Scale of Lyubomirsky
and Lepper (1999). It contained four items rated on the sevenpoint Likert scale with Strongly disagree =1 and Strongly agree
= 7 as scale extremes. Modifications to the scales were made to
capture subjective happiness experienced at one specific point
of time (latest foreign exchange). This experience could have
taken place in the past or could have been ongoing. The original
scale is presented in the regular text while modified questions
are in italics
1. In general, I consider myself a very happy person/While
on a foreign exchange I have considered/I consider myself
to be a happy person
2. Compared to most of my peers, I consider myself more
happy/While on a foreign exchange I have considered/I
consider myself to be comparatively more happy person
than my peers
3. Some people are generally very happy. They enjoy life
regardless of what is going on, getting the most out of
everything. To what extent does this characterisation
describe you? /Some people are generally very happy.
They enjoy life regardless of what is going on, getting the
most out of everything. To what extent does this characterisation describe you while you were/are on a foreign
exchange?
4. Some people are generally not very happy. Although
they are not depressed, they never seem as happy as
they might be. To what extent does this characterisation
describe you? /Some people are generally not very
happy. Although they are not depressed, they never seem
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as happy as they might be. To what extent does this characterisation describe you while you were/are on a foreign
exchange?). Reverse-coded.
The reliability testing revealed that using all four questions in
the instrument produced inadequate reliability (a = 0,575)
which we attribute to misunderstood reverse-coded question
number 4. We have thus removed that question; reliability
tests indicated that modified questions 1 to 3 outlined above
had acceptable reliability (a = 0,744) which is why the final
measure of the concept was represented by an average of three
questions 1-3. For this study, we have considered the reliability
ideal of 0,7 provided by Pallant (2013) as well as the provided
insight that scales with ten or fewer items generally provide
low alpha values, which is why we have chosen to accept
Cronbach’s a-values between 0,65-0,7.

Independent Variables
The main independent variable in this research is defined as
cultural intelligence. In order to measure this variable, a preconstructed questionnaire developed by Earley and Mosakowski (2004) was used. These questions were left unmodified,
since a reason to modify them could not be found. The questions should therefore be suitable also for this particular targeted group. The complete questionnaire itself consists of three
parts measuring cognitive cultural, physical and emotional/motivational intelligence, with a total of 12 questions.
For this survey, only the questions regarding cognitive cultural
intelligence were utilised and the original five-graded Likert
scale was expanded to a seven-graded Likert scale.
1. Before I interact with people from a new culture, I ask
myself what I hope to achieve.
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2. If I encounter something unexpected while working in a
new culture, I use this experience to figure out new
ways to approach other cultures in the future.
3. I plan how I’m going to relate to people from a different
culture before I meet them.
4. When I come into a new cultural situation, I can immediately sense whether something is going well or if something is wrong.
In reliability-controlling these measures, the instrument
showed sufficient reliability (a=0,683), so all questions were
included in the final analysis. The final statistical measure for
cultural intelligence is therefore an average of questions 1-4 as
displayed above.

Factual control variables
Gender – Respondents were asked to indicate whether they
were Female=1/Male=0. Gender was used as a control because
previous studies have indicated that there might be some differences between genders since women run greater risks of being depressed (Alavi, 2007).
Age – Respondents were asked to report the year of their birth,
which we then subtracted from 2018 to determine their age.
According to Hoggard (2005), older people tend to be satisfied
with life and thus are happier compared to younger people.
Nationality region – Since the study was performed in Sweden,
we controlled for Swedish =1 vs non-Swedish = 0 respondents
as well as for EU = 1 vs non-EU=0 respondents, given that national and regional differences might have an influence on the
perception of happiness (Ngoo et al., 2015).
Exchange region – We controlled for the country where the students gained their exchange experience, since previous studies
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have indicated that foreign country experiences are related to
people’s emotional states (cf. Jose, 2008). Similar to Nationality
region, we have coded the exchange region into Sweden =1 vs
other country = 0 as well as for EU = 1 vs non-EU country=0.
Years since last exchange – Since individuals responding to the
questions dealing with the past have been shown to differ from
people reporting current experience (Grover and Lyberg,
2010) we controlled for the years that had passed since the respondent’s foreign exchange experience. We did that by subtracting the year of exchange experience from the current year,
2018.
Exchange student – In line with the discussion on the years
since last exchange we controlled whether the respondent was
currently an exchange student =1 or had been a student in the
past =0.
Prior study experience – We have controlled and asked the respondents for the number of years they had spent at the university prior to their exchange year. We controlled for this experience given that past studies have indicated that gained experiences allow for better coping with the new situations (Cohen and McKay, 1984) that foreign exchange students are
exposed to during a student exchange.

Conceptual control variable
Personal growth was found by Fave (2011) to be a part of a person’s happiness. Therefore, the concept of Personal Growth was
measured through three questions through use of an adjusted
scale produced by Kashdan, Rose and Fincham (2004). The
three questions were asked and rated on the seven-point Likert
scale, with Strongly disagree =1 and Strongly agree = 7 as scale
extremes. Modifications to the scales were made to capture
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how the students had perceived their personal growth at one
specific point of time (latest foreign exchange). This experience
could have taken place in the past or could have been ongoing.
The original scale is presented in the regular text while modified questions are in italics.
1. I frequently find myself looking for new opportunities to
grow as a person (e.g. information, people, resources…)/I frequently find myself looking for new opportunities to grow as a person (e.g. information, people,
resources…).
2. I am not the type of person who probes deeply into new
situations or things/I am the type of person who probes
deeply into new situations or things.
3. Everywhere I go I am looking for new things or experiences/Everywhere I go I am looking for new things or experiences.
For this measure, reliability testing was also carried out which
produced a Cronbach’s a=0,849. Therefore, the measure displayed adequate reliability, so the final measure consisted of an
average of the three questions as displayed above.

Results and analysis
In this part of the paper, the results from the survey will be
presented and discussed. A few variables were excluded from
the analysis because they were very similar to or were the
dummy counterparts of other variables. The excluded variables
were Swedish origin, since its dummy counterpart was European origin, and European exchange experience, since its
dummy counterpart was Swedish exchange experience. Finally,
Years since last exchange was excluded since initial testing
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showed that it correlated highly with age, so the inclusion of
this variable might have brought multicollinearity to a regression model (Pallant, SPSS Survival Manual - A step by step
guide to data analysis using IBM SPSS, 2013).

Descriptive statistics
Descriptive statistics of the sample can be found below in Table
1 – Descriptive Statistics. The investigated sample consisted of
students and alumni aged between 18 to 52 years. The mean
age of the participants was 25.9 years. Most of the participants
(64 %) were female. What this distribution depended on is
hard to explain, since no information about the sample was collected prior to distributing the surveys. Furthermore, 70 % of
the participants were of European origin and 44 % had studied
in Sweden during their exchange. Only 23 % of participants in
the survey were currently exchange students and the average
time they had been studying at a university before going
abroad was 2.58 years. In sum, the survey participants seemed
to be rather diverse, with some tendency towards more females, European origin, and not being exchange students currently.
N

Minimum

Maximum

Mean

Std. Deviation

1. Happiness

101

1,00

7,00

5,41

1,11

2. Cultural Intelligence

90

1,00

7,00

4,41

1,15

3. Personal Growth

95

1,00

7,00

5,82

1,14

4. Gender

101

0,00

1,00

0,64

0,48

5. Age

102

18,00

52,00

25,87

5,61

6. European origin

102

0,00

1,00

0,70

0,46

7. Exchange experience Sweden

99

0,00

1,00

0,44

0,50

8. Currently exchange student
9. University tenure before
exchange

99

0,00

1,00

0,23

0,42

86

1,00

6,00

2,58

1,06

Variables

Table 6 - Descriptive Statistics
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In general, the sample displayed a tendency to be on the happier side of the spectrum with a mean happiness score of 5.41
out of 7. The results for Cultural Intelligence were also higher
than the middle of the scale, but only slightly, with an average
of 4.41 out of 7. This indicated that the sample overall had a
medium-high cultural intelligence. Finally, the score for Personal Growth displayed a very high average of 5.82 on the
seven-item scale, which indicates that the participants on average sought personal growth in their experiences. Overall, the
survey participants displayed a tendency of ranking items
measured with a Likert scale at the higher end of the scale.

Bivariate correlations
As previously mentioned in 2.3, the survey measured some categorial variables with dummy variables, which prompted the
use of a non-parametric test of bivariate correlation. The outcome of the Spearman correlation tests which were run in SPSS
is displayed in Table 2- Spearman correlation matrix. However,
a Pearson correlation test was initially carried out since some
of the variables were parametric. Some correlations were revealed in the Pearson correlation matrix that did not appear in
the Spearman correlation. However, these correlations did include the dummy variables, so we conclude that the Spearman
non-parametric correlation test was more reliable for this particular dataset.
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1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

-

1
2

.113

-

3

.481**

.253*

-

4

.059

-.223*

.084

-

5

-.088

-.052

-.275**

-.119

-

6

.024

-.163

-.003

.104

-.060

-

7

-.020

-.008

.073

.058

.164

-.139

-

8

-.118

-.157

.021

.207*

-.403**

.196†

.238*

-

9

-.167

-.261*

.025

.159

.100

.209†

.226*

.241*

-

Levels of significance: **<0.01, *<0.05, †<0.1
1. Happiness

6. European origin

2. Cultural Intelligence

7. Exchange experience Sweden

3. Personal Growth

8. Currently exchange student

4. Gender
5. Age

9. University tenure before exchange

Table 7 - Spearman correlation matrix

As highlighted by the table above, we only identified one significant positive correlation between the dependent variable Happiness and the conceptual control variable, Personal Growth.
This correlation was significant on a two-star level, indicating a
strong correlation between the two. Cultural intelligence was
found to positively correlate significantly with Personal Growth.
Furthermore, Cultural Intelligence negatively correlated with
Gender, which indicated that males were more likely to display
higher levels of cultural intelligence than females. Cultural Intelligence also correlated negatively with University tenure before exchange. This indicated that a decrease in Cultural Intelligence could be found in individuals who had studied for longer
before going abroad as exchange students. Personal Growth
correlated positively with both Happiness and Cultural Intelligence. A negative correlation could however be identified between Personal Growth and Age, which indicated that older participants on average were less inclined to seek personal growth
than their younger counterparts.
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Regarding the control variables, they correlated in several instances. First, a positive correlation existed between Currently
exchange student and Gender. This indicated that the participants who were currently exchange students were more likely
to be female. Secondly, a negative correlation could be identified between Age and Currently exchange student. This indicated that those who were currently exchange students were
more likely to be younger. There was also a weak positive correlation between being of European origin and being an exchange student. There was also a weak positive correlation between being of European origin and having longer university
tenure before exchange studies. Finally, three positive intercorrelations existed among the factors Currently exchange student,
Exchange student Sweden and University tenure before exchange.

Multiple regression
Linear multiple regression of the data was conducted in SPSS in
order to find out if any set of the variables could explain the
variance in happiness. In the initial regression model, all of the
operationalised variables were used to attempt and explain the
variance in happiness. Although this model displayed a positive
significance for the entire regression, the dependent variable
did not display any significance for the model. Several of the
control variables did not display significance for the model as a
whole either, so a decision was made to improve the model.
Therefore, in Model 2, Gender, Age and Currently exchange student were removed since they did not display significance in
Model 1. In model 2, the slight significance of Exchange experience Sweden disappeared. An ad hoc attempt to remove this
variable decreased the Adj. R2 while not improving the significance of the model. Therefore, an attempt to remove the variable Cultural Intelligence was made in Model 3.
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Although Model 3 displayed a lower R2 while maintaining a
two-star significance level, the higher F-value illustrated that
the fit of the model that excluded Cultural Intelligence was in
fact more suitable for explaining Happiness. The p-value was
also lowered from 0.02 to 0.00, indicating a slight increase in
support for rejecting the null hypothesis (Pallant, SPSS Survival
Manual - A step by step guide to data analysis using IBM SPSS,
2013). Furthermore, the variable Cultural Intelligence did not
display any significance in the two preceding models, so it is
plausible that this variable did not contribute to the regression.
This opinion is further strengthened by the lack of correlation
between Cultural intelligence and Happiness in the bivariate
correlations. Furthermore, although the VIF values were acceptable for all models, a decrease was identified when Cultural
intelligence was removed from the model. Since Personal
Growth and Cultural Intelligence displayed a bivariate correlation, it may be the case that any contribution Cultural Intelligence made to the model was related to this correlation between Personal Growth and Cultural Intelligence.
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Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

All variables

Cultural Intelligence
and Personal
Growth

Only Personal
Growth

Variables

Std. B

Std.E

Std. B

Std.E

2. Cultural Intelligence

-.139

.105

-.117

.100

.383**

.110

.419**

-.006

.233

5. Age

-.123

.029

6. European Origin

.288*

.289

7. Exchange experience Sweden

.230†

.258

8. Currently exchange student

-.158

.282

-.272*

.117

3. Personal growth
4. Gender

9. University tenure before exchange

Std. B

Std.E

.103

.454**

.098

.273*

.275

.222*

.257

.169

.235

.104

.222

-.308**

.111

-.209*

.101

Constant

4.364**

3.454**

2.733**

F-value

3.785**

6.271**

7.327**

Adj. R2

.229

.258

.243

VIF value, highest

1.515

1.306

1.203

Levels of significance: **<0.01, *<0.05, †<0.1

Table 8 - Regression models

As displayed in the final model, the independent variable of
Cultural Intelligence did not provide an explanation for the variance in Happiness. Therefore, the presented results do not provide support for the hypothesis that an increase in Cultural intelligence will have a positive relation to Happiness in foreign
exchange students. This hypothesis must therefore be rejected.
On the other hand, it seems that Personal Growth, European
Origin and University tenure before exchange have significant
relations to Happiness as measured in this research paper.

Discussion and conclusion
The final regression model verified that there was no support
for hypothesis H1. Since there was certain theoretical support
for that exchange students’ happiness is in part affected by cultural factors, our opinion is that the results presented in this
paper are not set in stone and should be interpreted carefully.
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There may be reasons we were unable to identify such a correlation. First, the survey instrument used was a fragment of a
larger survey where cognitive cultural intelligence was measured through not only the cognitive cultural intelligence (Earley & Mosakowski, 2004). Measuring only cognitive cultural intelligence implies that the respondents themselves are tasked
with evaluating their own cultural intelligence. Thus, what we
may capture through measuring cognitive cultural intelligence
is the individuals’ perceptions of their own cultural intelligence, not their actual cultural intelligence. Furthermore, cultural intelligence is measured by how the students and alumni
evaluate their skills as of today. A large portion of students are
not exchange students anymore; only 23 % of the participants
stated that they were currently exchange students, which may
have affected this result. Another reason may be that the measure for happiness was poor for the intended purpose. However,
we do not have any indications that this was the case, so this
notion is unsupported.
The three factors that showed significance in Model 3 were Personal Growth, European origin and University tenure before exchange. The final measure, exchange experience in Sweden,
was not significant in the regression but contributed to the degree of explanation and did not reduce in significance. It was
especially interesting that European origin affected exchange
students positively. However, it is unclear whether these students had their experience within Europe, which may indicate
that cultural likeness may affect happiness positively. Personal
growth seemed to be the main factor affecting happiness in exchange students, which might be logical since students go
abroad to develop. This is in line with the argumentation provided in the introduction of this paper, namely that students go
abroad to gain advantages and develop. Interestingly, having
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studied at university for longer before going abroad had a negative effect on happiness. This may be due to having certain expectations of universities, which may or may not be fulfilled in
the country of exchange. This implies that expectation management could be integral for making students happy when going
abroad.
We identified a negative correlation between the variables Cultural Intelligence and University tenure before exchange. This indicates that a decrease in cultural intelligence happens when
you have longer experience of studying at university. Why this
is the case may be hard to explain, but if there is some causality
here, which is not certain since causality and correlation are
different things, it may be the case that students develop a certain way of handling university settings in their home countries, which may inhibit the individual’s adaptability in new settings.
Drawing from the reasoning above, cognitive cultural intelligence may not be the proper way to measure cultural aspects
in relation to happiness. Therefore, we propose that future research should investigate culture and acculturative stress in a
qualitative study to pinpoint what cultural aspects may in reality affect happiness.
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Editorial Conclusions
Alina Lidén & Timurs Umans

Conclusions
One of the main requirements we have of our students is to be
reflective and critical. The same is valid for us as teachers; we
need to continuously reflect upon what kind of teachers we are,
how we perform in the classroom, what kind of pedagogical
methods we are using, and whether these methods are adequate. In this concluding chapter, we are trying to do exactly
this by reflecting upon the implementation of collaborative
learning within one given course.
The aim of the course Advanced Research Methods in Business
Administration was to provide students with specialised
knowledge and skills in qualitative and quantitative methods,
but also to prepare them for independent work on their master’s thesis. On a pedagogical level, the course was informed by
a collaborative learning approach. In the introductory chapter,
the term ‘collaborative learning’ was referred to as a pedagogical method where students work together as a collective to
achieve common goals. Furthermore, it builds on the premise
of taking responsibility for each other’s learning as well as
one’s own.
Three premises are important to keep in mind when considering the collaborative learning adopted within this specific
course. First, it was a course on a master’s level, implying that
students already had basic knowledge and experience in the
field. Secondly, the students enrolled in the course were international students. Thirdly, the aim was to prepare the students
for the upcoming work on the master’s thesis.
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The students performed all examinations in groups of two; in
the second and third modules, they worked on the same assignment, a collaborative research project with the topic “What
makes foreign students happy?” The students worked on the
reports in groups of two, but the preparation work (of developing the analytical model, the questions for the interviews, and
the focus groups, the protocol for the observation, and the survey) was collectively performed. Students and teachers worked
together, all participants being active elements in the collective
learning process. Before the workshops the students were
asked to prepare their own analytical models with the triggers
of happiness that would be the basis of their reports in order to
make sure their analytical model and the data collection instrument were aligned. The students were made aware of the need
to engage in a collective effort to produce the instruments of
data collection, and this played an important role in triggering
collective learning mechanisms.
Another component of the course was a series of lectures on
different research methods. The different lecturers presented
and discussed their own work with the aim of encouraging students to participate as a critical part in the process of
knowledge creation and dissemination. As a method to orchestrate a collaborative learning situation, the lecturers were
asked to base their lectures on articles they had written themselves, and students were invited to problematise and ask
questions about these. Departing from one’s own experience
and work makes it possible for all participants to contribute
their own thoughts and knowledge.
The versatility and challenges of collaborative learning are becoming even more obvious within an international context. The
students in our specific course were, as mentioned, interna-
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tional students from different countries. The students were rather homogeneous in their age and academic tenure distribution. However, coming from different educational systems implies having different experiences and perceptions regarding
the nature of a learning situation in the classroom. For a situation to be collaborative learning, requirements are that students “are more or less at the same level, can perform the same
actions, have a common goal and work together” (Dillenbourg
1999: 7). This is connected to what was previously been mentioned, i.e. collaborative learning is not just “duo-work”, but occurs as a result of performing an activity together, which triggers a learning mechanism. Performing an activity together implies a degree of symmetry in the interaction. The type of symmetry relevant in our case was the extent to which participants
shared the same understanding of what a learning situation is.
To conclude, it is widely agreed that there is a need to find new
ways of teaching and new ways of enhancing learning. Simply
put, collaborative learning is a shared knowledge construction.
It is not enough that participants share knowledge together
(Mercer 2010) but “knowledge construction needs to be jointly
built on others’ ideas and thought” (Mercer 2010). Learning
within a framework of collaborative learning pedagogy does
not occur because participants are working in groups of two,
for example, but is a result of performing an activity together,
which triggers a learning mechanism.

Foreign students’ happiness
During the course, the students were assigned to write two reports, one qualitative and one quantitative. The topic of these
two reports was “What makes foreign students happy”, chosen
by the course’s two teachers beforehand. We found it important to formulate a topic that students would find interest-
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ing and easy to understand. Considering the international character of the students, but also their different educational backgrounds, the topic was deemed to be relevant.
Indeed, the students found the topic intriguing, and a collaborative learning situation quickly arose and thoughts and experiences were shared. A literature survey was performed to gain
knowledge on the topic and identify triggers of happiness. It
was interesting how despite working on the same topic and to
large degree referring to the same literature, the students were
able to develop rather different analytical models and identify a
wide range of triggers.
The qualitative research of the topic was performed through
three different methods; interviews, focus groups, and observations. Some students carried out interviews, while others performed focus groups and other observations. The data collected
was to be analysed by all students for the reports they had to
write. This presented challenges for several students that
found it difficult to analyse data they had not collected themselves.
Departing from slightly different analytical models, the studies
presented here identified a variety of triggers for foreign students’ happiness. Personality, academic expectations, the physical environment, economic situation, opportunity to meet others and cultural diversity were the main triggers identified. The
studies were unanimous in pinpointing the complexity of the
phenomenon of happiness, and in answering the questions
“What makes foreign students’ happy” one rather needs to consider the interconnectedness of the different triggers.
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What did we learn?
Overall it was a challenging and demanding course that was
very satisfactory to be part of. It was only the first attempt to
implement collaborative learning in one given course; our previous experiences have been related to collaborative learningrelated modules within a larger course. Below are some of the
aspects we feel one needs to consider when embarking on a
collaborative learning-inspired course.
•

Combining collaborative learning with a problem-based
learning approach is the way forward given that overcoming realistic challenges and working towards joint
solutions creates a positive learning and emotional environment in the classroom.

•

Making students aware of the flexible and moving structure of a collaborative course is of great importance.
Given that learning becomes a joint effort, the students
need to be made aware of the uncertainties that they
might meet along the way.

•

Creating supporting structures, for example arranging
for data availability is an important stimulus for increasing students’ concentration on achieving the learning
outcomes of the course.

•

Creating an assignment to which students can relate and
concerning which they might have experience is an important catalyst of learning that makes students more
interested, and helps them feel more like an experts in
the subject area.

•

Creating a collaborative learning environment requires
well-functioning collaboration in the teachers’ team, so
alignment of the goals and approaches to learning and
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implementation is a key to a successful course. Brainstorming sessions, discussions prior and after the class,
reflecting together and changing the course of action
when needed are vital.
•

Addressing diversity in the classroom and embracing
the differences and discussing how these differences
might relate to the success or failure of collaborative efforts as well as how these differences can be managed is
of great importance. Being open and impartial towards
these differences is an important academic endeavour
to pursue and is of value, especially in a team-based collaborative course like the one we have just described.

We would like to finish this volume by quoting James D. Watson—the Nobel prize winner in medicine who with two of his
colleagues co-discovered the structure of DNA, who said:
“Nothing new that is really interesting comes without collaboration”, which is the guiding thought behind this and future
courses we are planning to co-create.
Finally we would like to express our gratitude to all the students who participated in this course. It was a great group to
collaborate with and we hope this collaborative experience and
the knowledge acquired will be of value in the bright life they
have in front of them.
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Övrigt
Redaktionen Högskolepedagogisk debatt

HKRs Kvalitetskonferens 2018
I augusti 2018 arrangerades HKRs tredje Kvalitetskonferens.
För 2015-2016 beviljades 29 projekt medel och 20 av 29 projekt presenterades under en heldag på Krinova i augusti 2016.
Året därpå beviljades 22 projekt medel och i år presenters 15
utav 16 beviljade projekt. Nedan presenteras projektansvarig
och titel på de projekt som beviljats medel för 2018/2019, med
projektledare samt titel.

Kvalitetshöjande projekt 2018
Daniela Argento: lntroductory module for foreign master
Students.
Sören Augustinsson: Studentens faktiska värdeskapande med
stöd i pedagogiska organiseringen och utvärdering.
Daniel Einarson: Approaching meta-cognitive self-awareness
through iterative course evaluations
Åsa Hammarlund: Bedömning av VFU i samverkan med lärare
inom olika ämnesområden.
Pernilla Holmstedt: Pilot: utveckling av fältdagar inför VFU (i
syfte att utveckla den praktiska yrkeskompetensen och öka
samsyn mellan HKR och fältet).
Petra Lilja Andersson: Digitalt omhändertagande av patient i simulerad miljö, etapp II.
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Viktoria Olsson: Mat- och måltidslaboratorium version 2.0 förhöjd kvalitet i undervisning och forskning.
Pia Petersson: Kvalitetssäkrad studentdriven hälsomottagning
- en samhällsaktör?
Joachim Regnell: Enkelt, vårdat och begripligt - självrättande
övningar i skriftlig språklig kompetens.
Ann-Sofi Rehnstam-Holm: Utveckling och utvärdering av en
Kristianstadsmodell för samverkansinlärning.
Maria Rosberg: Utvecklingsarbeten i det självständiga arbetet
på förskollärarprogrammet.
Timurs Umans: Diverse learning teams and innovation: Case in
gastronomy program.
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Syfte och inriktning
Det främsta syftet med Högskolepedagogisk debatt är att bidra
till utvecklingen av undervisningen vid Högskolan Kristianstad. Tidskriften ska vara ett forum för idé- och erfarenhetsutbyte men också för kunskapsproduktion. Redaktionen välkomnar bidrag som fördjupar kunskapen om lärande eller
som bidrar till utveckling av undervisningen. Förhoppningen
är att lärare, handledare, doktorander och studenter likaväl
som högskolepedagogiska utvecklare och forskare ska bidra
med innehåll och gärna skapa debatt.
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Bidragen kan skrivas på svenska eller engelska. Högskolepedagogisk debatt är inte en peer review-tidskrift men samtliga bidrag granskas och kommenteras av redaktionen. Referenshantering sker enligt APA.

Bidragstyper
Vi vill att tidskriften ska vara en plats för utbyte och därför ser
vi gärna bidrag med såväl artiklar om forskning som krönikor
och reportage från konferenser och andra sammanhang där
lä- rande och undervisning i högre utbildning diskuteras.
Artikel: Högst 5 000 ord. Dessa ska genomsyras av ett vetenskapligt angreppssätt med en väldefinierad frågeställning
och koppla till relevant vetenskaplig litteratur.
Bokrecension: Högst 1 000 ord. Recensionen bör redogöra
för verkets innehåll, dess styrkor och svagheter samt relevansen för läsare av Högskolepedagogisk debatt.
Debattinlägg: Högst 800 ord. Fokus på frågor relevanta för
Högskolans undervisningsverksamhet eller aktuella utbildningspolitiska frågor. Redaktionen uppmuntrar till svar på debattinlägg.
Goda exempel (best practice): Högst 1 800 ord. Här kan du
till exempel beskriva framgångsrika undervisnings- och
exam- inationsformer. Resultaten bör ha utvärderats och ha
relevans för högre utbildning.
Forskningsnotiser: Högst 1 500 ord. Beskrivningar av pågående utbildningsrelaterad forskning.
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