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FROM ASPIRATION TO EXPLOITATION

Executive
Summary

This scoping review focuses on mapping recruitment
and employment-related risks faced by international
students before, during and after their studies in

the Nordic countries. The focus is on Finland, since
problems related to the recruitment and integration
of international students has received significant
attention in Finland compared to its Nordic
neighbours.

DRAWING ON EXPERT AND student interviews, a survey target-
ing representatives of Finnish higher education institutions,
various official reports, academic sources, media articles, and
Nordic consultations with practitioners, the scoping review
highlights growing concerns about the risks of exploitation
faced by international students.

Many education institutions co-operate with accredited
recruitment agents. In some countries of origin, recruitment
processes may nevertheless involve inflated or irregular recruit-
ment fees, misinformation, and false promises made by agents.
These practices create financial strain and debt for students
and their families before arrival in the country of destination.
Unregulated or “wild” agents pose a particular challenge
because they operate outside formal agreements with educa-
tional institutions, making their activities difficult to monitor
or regulate.

Prospective international students may overestimate their
chances of finding employment to finance their studies. Income
requirements, tuition fees and the high costs of living combined
with challenges in accessing decent work during studies con-
tribute to financial insecurity. Housing problems, such as lim-
ited availability of affordable accommodation and difficulties
meeting basic needs result in additional burden. This economic
stress may push students into precarious work and into accept-
ing different exploitative arrangements.

HEUNI 2026
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FROM ASPIRATION TO EXPLOITATION

Labour exploitation is a recurring concern affecting inter-
national students across the Nordic region. Students working
in lowpaid sectors, including platform work and seasonal jobs
may face underpayment of wages and long working hours.
These risks may also extend to spouses and family members.
Although evidence is more limited, there are indications that
international students may also encounter other forms of
exploitation, including sexual exploitation, forced marriage,
or exploitation in criminal activities. Shame, fear, and limited
knowledge of rights can prevent disclosure and hinder access to
support. Risks do not end at graduation. Difficulties in finding
decent work may leave graduates dependent on unscrupulous
employers during the transition to workbased residence per-
mits, prolonging vulnerability.

While the findings of this scoping review indicate that
Finnish higher education institutions have begun addressing
some of the adverse impacts linked to international student
recruitment, they still lack a comprehensive human rights due
diligence framework. The current Finnish Code of Conduct that
regulates the use of agents in countries of origin lacks specific
contractual clauses that define the responsibilities and roles
of actors involved in student recruitment, remediation to stu-
dents, and the termination of agreements.

The review concludes that the risks of exploitation faced by
international students are multi-phased, systemic, and linked
to both external recruitment ecosystems and national Finnish
and Nordic policy structures. To overcome challenges and risks
identified, a set of recommendations to governments, educa-
tional institutions and other key actors, as well as a checklist for
a human rights due diligence process covering an educational
institution’s operations are presented at the end of this review.

HEUNI 2026
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FROM ASPIRATION TO EXPLOITATION

Introduction

In recent years, Finnish media has reported on an
increasing number of cases involving the exploitation
of international students in Finland. Media accounts
have outlined exploitative recruitment practices,
including inflated costs for provision of information
about educational opportunities in Finland, for
language courses and for assistance in applying for
study programmes and residence permits.

DISHONEST RECRUITERS GIVE FRAUDULENT promises and de-
ceive applicants about the cost of living and opportunities for
finding employment in Finland during and after their studies.
Furthermore, students have been made to sign contracts set-
ting restrictive frames for their behaviour, including fines for
breaching the conditions of such contracts.

The media reporting has resulted in a public debate in
Finland regarding the charging of unlawful recruitment fees,
destitution and exploitation of international students, and the
role of educational institutions and private businesses in facil-
itating such problems. These questions have also led to atten-
tion by the authorities and the Finnish government, with e.g.
a recent government report on problems related to residence
permits for international students published in December 2025
and the preparation of subsequent legislative changes.!

This scoping review was written between January 2025
and February 2026. During this period, the question of interna-
tional students in Finland was debated nationally in media but
also by authorities and other stakeholders. Several legislative
changes were introduced during the drafting of this report, and
the questions at hand evolved during the drafting process. The
effects of recent changes, therefore, cannot be assessed, as this
review covers the period until the end of 2025.

Our aim was to map potential risks of exploitation as well
as the challenges that international students may face while

1 Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment 2025.
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FROM ASPIRATION TO EXPLOITATION

applying to and studying in Nordic educational institutions and
living in the Nordic countries. While the situation of the vast
majority of international students does not amount to exploita-
tion or human trafficking, there are indications of increased
vulnerability among international students who are in debt,
cannot find adequate employment, and cannot pay their tui-
tion fees. They may agree to any work they can get, and thus,
end up in exploitative situations. At worst, such exploitation
may amount to human trafficking.

In this scoping review we therefore outline the modus ope-
randi of the networks and middlemen that place students
at risk of debt and exploitation. We also explore whether
these risks exist also in the other Nordic countries, and what
preventive measures should be taken. Based on the scoping
review, we will propose measures to be taken to address vulner-
abilities among students and actions for educational institu-
tions to prevent exploitation.

The focus of this review is on Finland, since problems
related to the recruitment and integration of international stu-
dents has received significant attention in Finland compared
to its Nordic neighbours. However, whenever we have been
able to identify relevant information from the other Nordic
countries, or other countries in Europe and beyond, details
have been included. Limited attention to these issues in other
Nordic countries could be due to them being less common,
or it may reflect a more limited awareness of such challenges.
Nevertheless, our hope is that this report will serve to raise
awareness of this phenomenon in all of the Nordic countries.

Data and methods

THIS SCOPING REVIEW IS based on three main sources of infor-
mation: public documents, a survey targeting Finnish higher
education institutions, and qualitative, semi-structured the-
matic interviews. Initially, we sampled Finnish and Nordic pol-
icy documents, research reports/articles and media articles
mainly from the last five years. We included key policy docu-
ments and reports especially from Finland, but also from the
other Nordic countries and beyond, whenever we were able to
find relevant information.

We also included media sources. Media can provide an
important source of information when exploring and con-
textualising new topics or issues that have yet to be handled
by authorities and researchers. Media articles have thus been

HEUNI 2026
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FROM ASPIRATION TO EXPLOITATION

included to illustrate the occurrence, extent and societal rel-
evance of the phenomenon and to identify case examples.
The articles serve as an indicator that the issue is legitimate,
timely and worthy of closer attention. Media sources have been
referred to as such in the text and in the list of references in
order to differentiate them from, e.g., policy documents or aca-
demic sources. The main media sources utilized include Yle (the
Finnish Broadcasting Company), Helsingin Sanomat (Finland’s
largest newspaper) and Hufvudstadsbladet (Finland’s largest
Swedish-language newspaper). Potential weaknesses of media
sources may include a level of simplification, potential bias, and
limited scope on the reported issues.?

At the onset of the scoping review, a background survey
was circulated among Finnish higher education institutions
to understand, i.a., which countries the institutions recruit
international students from, what type of partnerships the
institutions have with recruitment agencies, how the institu-
tions inform students about life in Finland, and whether the
institutions are aware of students having problems to sustain
themselves. The survey was open between 5-19 March 2025,
and was sent to persons responsible for international affairs/
international relations, student counsellors, and the manage-
ment of 22 universities of applied science and 12 universities
in Finland. The survey garnered 49 responses from at least 25
different educational institutions (not all participants gave
their institutional affiliation). The results are not statistically
representative but provided valuable insights into the phenom-
enon from the perspective of the educational institutions. In
addition, many respondents offered informative answers to the
open-ended questions.

We then conducted 17 semi-structured interviews with
professionals, with 27 interviewees in total. The interviewees
included representatives from the Ministry of Education and
Culture, educational institutions, municipalities, a wellbe-
ing services county, Helsinki police, border guard, assistance
provision, integration services, a trade union, as well as an
independent educational policy expert. Moreover, we con-
sulted eight professionals with whom we did not conduct
formal interviews, either because the discussions occurred on
an ad hoc basis or because the professionals preferred to be

2 See also Jokinen, Ollus & Viuhko 2011, 135.
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FROM ASPIRATION TO EXPLOITATION

off-the-record due to their insights being, e.g., based on limited
or second-hand information.

Two group interviews and one individual interview were
conducted with six non-EU international students in total to
get first-hand information of their experiences. The students
were in different stages of their studies: one newly enrolled in
and one about to graduate from a Bachelor’s program, one half-
way through a Master’s program, two conducting PhD studies,
and one who worked for a company after obtaining a Master’s
degree.

We took partin a hearing organised by the working group
set by the Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment of
Finland that examined the regulatory vulnerabilities of work-
based and education-based residence permits. Additionally,
we initiated discussion on the topic in various other meetings
with national and Nordic counterparts throughout the project,
including in a consultation meeting with the Nordic anti-traf-
ficking coordinators and the Nordic police network, organised
in Helsinki on 24 April 2025; in the Nordic conference “Scoping
Emerging Forms of Human Trafficking”, organised in Helsinki
on 26 November 2025; and in the European Forum against
Trafficking in Human Beings organised by the Council of the
Baltic Sea States in Stockholm on 3—4 December 2025.

The interviews are referred to by number and the role of
the interviewee, as presented in table 1 on the following page.
The review includes interview quotes to help illustrate the phe-
nomenon. Most of the interviews were conducted in Finnish,
so Finnish quotes have been translated into English. Some
have been shortened by the authors for clarity and conciseness,
without change to their substantive content.

Artificial intelligence tools (e.g., Microsoft Copilot) were
used in the making of the scoping review to support data col-
lection and translation. The accuracy of Al-assisted outputs
was reviewed and confirmed by the authors.

HEUNI 2026
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FROM ASPIRATION TO EXPLOITATION

Table 1. Interviews for the scoping review.

Number

of inter-

viewees
Interview 1 1
Interview 2 1
Interview 3 1
Interview 4 2
Interview 5 1
Interview 6 1
Interview 7 1
Interview 8 4
Interview 9 1
Interview 10 1
Interview 11 1
Interview 12 3
Interview 13 2
Interview 14 1
Interview 15 1
Interview 16 2
Interview 17 1
Interview 18 5
Interview 19 2
Interview 20 1

Interview
month
June 2025

June 2025

June 2025

June 2025

June 2025

June 2025

June 2025
August 2025
August 2025
September 2025
September 2025

September 2025

September 2025

September 2025

November 2025
December 2025

December 2025

January 2026
January 2026

January 2026

Organisation

Higher education institution

Ministry of Education and
Culture

Institution of upper
secondary education

Ministry of Education and
Culture

Assistance provider

Law enforcement
Wellbeing services county?
Municipality

Educational policy expert
Higher education institution
Law enforcement

International students in a
higher education institution

International students in a
higher education institution

International alumni of a
higher education institute

Municipality
Integration service provider

Icelandic Directorate of
Immigration

Finnish Immigration Service
Trade union

Assistance system for
victims of human trafficking

3 In Finland, wellbeing services counties are responsible for organising publicly
funded social and healthcare services and rescue services within their own
geographical area of operation.
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FROM ASPIRATION TO EXPLOITATION

Limitations of the scoping review

THE ENTRY OF INTERNATIONAL students into Finnish upper sec-
ondary schools and higher education institutions is a process
that can be examined from multiple and sometimes conflicting
perspectives. The challenges and opportunities vary significant-
ly depending on whether the focus is on the individual student,
the educational institutions involved, the government, or society
as a whole.

To fully delve into the topic of risks of exploitation and traf-
ficking in recruitment and integration of international students
from every angle would require extensive research and a deep
understanding of educational policy, which is beyond the scope
of this review. The review therefor does not aim to provide a
comprehensive analysis of education and migration policies
or their effects in Finland or the other Nordic countries. Rather,
this review sets out to examine the risks of trafficking and
exploitation potentially faced by international students
before, during and after their studies.

It is also important to note that the risks of exploitation
and trafficking in recruitment and integration do not mate-
rialize for the majority of international students: many com-
plete their studies without problems and are overall satisfied
with their experience. Nonetheless, identifying and addressing
potential risks is essential to ensure that potentially vulnerable
students are not exploited during the application process, nor in
the labour market during and after studies, and that they are able
to develop their skills, pursue opportunities and build a mean-
ingful life either in the Nordics, or have the ability to freely move
elsewhere after completing their studies.

The review is organised to follow the trajectory of interna-
tional students’ experience in Finland. It begins by outlining the
Finnish higher education system and comparing it with other
Nordic countries. Secondary education and commissioned edu-
cation in Finland are also presented in brief. A timeline of legisla-
tive changes in Finland provides context for policy developments.
The core analysis is organised into three sections corresponding
to stages where risks may arise: before, during, and after the
studies. These sections examine issues such as dishonest recruit-
ment practices, livelihood challenges, exploitation in working
life, and vulnerabilities linked to commissioned education and
underaged students. The review then discusses risk management
and mitigation measures through the lens of human rights due
diligence in the education sector. Finally, conclusions are pre-
sented, followed by recommendations for relevant stakeholders.

HEUNI 2026
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FROM ASPIRATION TO EXPLOITATION

Terminology

THE MAIN TERMINOLOGY USED for this review is listed below.
These terms are mainly related to the Finnish context and may
not fully correspond to the terminology used in the other Nor-
dic countries.

Apprenticeship training: Vocational education and train-
ing in which the student acquires skills mainly or entirely at
a workplace through practical tasks, and where the student
is typically employed by the employer under an employment
contract. Some supplementing studies in an educational insti-
tution may be included, when necessary.

Commissioned education: Education provided under
contract for external parties. Higher education and vocational
institutions can organise degree-oriented education for a stu-
dent group so that the training is commissioned and funded
by the state, another state, an international organisation, or a
national or foreign public entity, foundation, or private organi-
sation. Students from both within and outside the EU/EEA can
participate in commissioned education in higher education,
and based on Government Proposal 143/2025, vocational insti-
tutes, which currently can provide commissioned education for
non-EU/EEA students only, will be granted the same right in
2026.4

Educational agent/agency: A company or an individual
that offers assistance in applying to educational institutions,
often internationally. Some may be contracted and paid by the
educational institutions (to perform student recruitment for
them) while others have no affiliation with the institution and
are paid by the prospective students. Contracted agencies are
typically accredited, i.e., these agencies have passed a quality
assurance process by an official body such as ICEF or AIRC.
Agents who are unaffiliated with educational institutions and
may be unaccredited can be referred to as independent, unoffi-
cial, or “wild” agents.

Educational export: Service exports related to education,
training and competence, such as selling education solutions
abroad and training foreign degree students, as well as goods
exports, such as the export of physical learning materials or
environments abroad.’

4 HE143/2025 vp, 4.
5  Finnish National Agency for Education 20 Oct 2022.
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FROM ASPIRATION TO EXPLOITATION

Grievance: a concern or complaint raised by an individual
or group who feels they have been treated unfairly or harmed,
based on law, contractual commitments, established practices,
or general notions of fairness. In the context of the UNGPs,
grievances are handled through grievance mechanisms, which
are formal processes, whether state-based or non-state-based,
that allow people to raise concerns about business-related
human rights impacts and seek remedy.

Higher education institutions (HEIs): A higher education
institution is a university or a university of applied sciences
that provides tertiary education. Higher education institutions
can be public or private.They typically offer study programmes
and facilitate research in various fields and can award academic
degrees. In Finland, there are 37 higher education institutions:
13 universities and 24 universities of applied sciences.®

Human rights due diligence: processes through which
businesses identify, prevent, mitigate, and account for their
potential and actual negative human rights impacts.

International students: For the purposes of this report, the
term international students refer to incoming students from
outside the EU/EEA, unless otherwise specified.

Labour exploitation: A situation in which a (migrant)
worker is subjected to poor conditions such as insufficient
wages, overly long working hours, and/or work in an unsafe
environment, and has little possibility of changing the situa-
tion. The perpetrator is typically motivated by financial gain.”

Remedy: actions taken to stop the harm, address its
impacts, and, as far as possible, restore the affected person
to the situation they would have been in had the harm not
occurred. When full restoration is not possible, remedy involves
compensation and formal acknowledgement of the harm.

Rightsholder: any person or group whose human rights
may be affected by a business’s activities, products, or deci-
sions. Under the UN Guiding Principles on Business and
Human Rights (UNGPs), rightsholders include individuals
and communities that have internationally recognised human
rights, and whose protection and wellbeing form the basis for
due diligence and remediation efforts.

Risk: the possibility that an action, decision, or situation
will lead to negative impacts on individuals or groups. In the

6  Ministry of Education and Culture. n.d.(a).
7  See eg., Jokinen & Ollus 2019
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FROM ASPIRATION TO EXPLOITATION

context of the UNGPs and human rights due diligence, risk
focuses on the likelihood and severity of harm to rightsholders.

Trafficking in human beings: The recruitment, transporta-
tion, transfer, harbouring, or receipt of persons, by means such
as threat, use of force, coercion, abduction, fraud, deception,
abuse of power or vulnerability, or giving/receiving payments
or benefits to obtain control over another person, for the pur-
pose of exploitation, which may entail forced labour or sexual
exploitation.®

UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights
(UNGPs): the global framework that sets out how states and
businesses should prevent, address, and remedy human rights
impacts linked to business activities. UNGPs are built on three
pillars: the state duty to protect human rights, the corporate
responsibility to respect human rights, and the need for access
to remedy when harm occurs.

University of applied sciences: Universities of applied
sciences offer bachelor’s and master’s degrees. The educational
institutions cooperate closely with businesses and industries,
and the education is aimed to meet the evolving needs of the
labour market.?

Upper secondary education: General upper secondary
education comprises on average three (to four) years of edu-
cation following primary and lower secondary education. Its
purpose is to strengthen general knowledge and prepare for
future studies. Upper secondary education consists of 150
credits, composed of compulsory and optional studies.” The
studies lead to the matriculation examination (in Finnish:
ylioppilastutkinto).

Vocational education: Vocational institutes offer voca-
tional education and training (VET). There are three types
of qualifications: vocational upper secondary qualification,
further vocational qualification, and specialist vocational
qualification. Vocational upper secondary qualification gives
students broad basic professional skills for various tasks within
an industry and includes 180 competence points."

8  UN Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons Especially
Women and Children, supplementing the United Nations Convention against
Transnational Organised Crime.

9  Studyinfo nd. (a).

10 Finnish National Agency for Education n.d.

1 Studyinfo nd. (b).
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FROM ASPIRATION TO EXPLOITATION

Setting the
scene

This section introduces the background and the scale
of the presence of non-EU/EEA students in higher
education institutions in Finland and, to a lesser
extent, in the other Nordic countries. Key issues such
as tuition fees and students’ residence permits are
discussed in dedicated subchapters.

WE ALSO PROVIDE AN overview of the phenomena of interna-
tional students in upper secondary and vocational education,
as well as in commissioned education. PartIis based on desk
research drawing on policy documents, academic literature, re-
search reports, and journalistic sources. The structure of the re-
port allows readers to navigate directly to the sections that are
most relevant to their interests, without needing to read the re-
portin its entirety. If you are interested in the findings, please
go directly to part II. The topic of human rights due diligence in
(higher) education is discussed in partIII.

The population in the Nordic countries is aging, and birth
rates remain low™. This has created an increased need for
immigration in the form of international students and migrant
workers. The need is particularly pronounced in Finland, which
has the oldest population of the Nordic region.® Etla Economic
Research Institute has calculated that Finland alone would
need a yearly net migration of 44,000 people to stabilise the
size of the country’s labour force.™

12 Nordic Council and the Nordic Council of Ministers n.d.
13 Nordic Health & Welfare Statistics 2025.
14 Alho et. al. 2023; referred to also in Yle 3 Feb 2023.
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FROM ASPIRATION TO EXPLOITATION

Similarly, educational institutions have been affected by
the shrinking age cohorts. In Finland, this has coincided with
cuts in government funding for higher education institutions
since 2015, most recently during the current government period
2023-2027.% These developments have contributed to educa-
tional institutions turning to commercialising education and
offering education to fee-paying international students.

Higher education institutions engage in
internationalisation because fee-paying
students contribute to their financing,
international talent is considered important

for improving the quality of research and
teaching, and because attracting and retaining
international students is a means to address
labour shortages at Finnish companies and in
the public sector.’

In addition, internationalisation supports international fund-
ing and investment.

The current vision for the internationalisation of higher
education and research by the Ministry of Education and
Culture emphasises that by 2035 Finland is attractive and com-
petitive, as well as responsible and welcoming to international
talent.”” However, the current funding model for higher edu-
cation institutions does not include internationalisation as an
explicit funding criteria.”®

Internationalisation efforts are supported by govern-
ment-run programmes, such as Education Finland, which
offers Finnish educational know-how and learning solutions
globally, and Study in Finland, which advertises and guides
international students on how to apply for bachelor’s and
master’s degree programmes taught in English in Finland.
The Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment and the
Ministry of Education and Culture also coordinate a program
called Talent Boost with the aim of increasing the number
of international professionals in the Finnish labour market
and bridging the gap between education and employment in

15 |CEF Monitor. 19th Jun 2015.

6 Nielsen et al. 2023, 48.

7 Ministry of Education and Culture n.d. (b).

8  Ministry of Education and Culture 11 Apr 2024.
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FROM ASPIRATION TO EXPLOITATION

Finland.” Furthermore, “increasing the number of foreign stu-
dents in a controlled manner” was proposed by the Room for
Growth working group, which was appointed by the Finnish
Prime Minister in 2024 for the purpose of coming up with ways
to promote sustainable economic growth in Finland.?®

The number of non-EU/EEA students in Finland has grown
in the last few years, which is illustrated by the increase in the
number of residence permits granted for studies. Graph 1 below
shows a slight decrease in permits following the introduction
of tuition fees in higher education for international students in
2017 and a more pronounced one at the onset of the COVID-19
pandemic in 2020. However, since then, the number of permits
granted has increased sharply, with over 12,000 first permits for
studies granted in 2023 and 2024.

Educational institutions argue that bringing in interna-
tional students to Finland is not primarily a profit-driven
endeavour. However, as Finnish age cohorts shrink, having
fewer and fewer students each year will inevitably affect the
financing of educational institutions. Fewer graduates mean
smaller state subsidies, as well as a need for fewer employees.
At the same time, the distribution of state funding is likely to
require restructuring as the proportion of the population at
retirement age continues to increase. Educational institutions,
however, also emphasise that tuition fees paid by interna-
tional students provide funding that is also needed to ensure
high-quality education for the Finnish students.?

19 Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment 21 Nov 2023.
20 Finnish Government 2025, 14, 32.
21 Helsingin Sanomat 7 Oct 2025.
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Graph 1. Resident permits granted for studies by the
Finnish Immigration Service in 2015-2024.

Resident permits granted for studies in Finland 2015-2024
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SOURCE: Finnish Immigration Service.

Higher education institutions

IN THE PAST TEN years, the Finnish higher education system has
gone through several policy and legislative changes, includ-
ing the introduction of tuition fees for international students,
changes in the terms of student residence permits, and recently,
the requirement of higher education institutions to charge full-
cost tuition fees. Below, we will briefly present some of these
changes and their effects on student migration, as well as touch
on recent developments in the other Nordic countries.

Tuition fees

BEFORE 2010, DEGREE PROGRAMMES in Finnish higher education
institutions were free of charge for all Finnish and internation-
al students.22 With the Universities Act (558/2009) of 2009, the
autonomy of higher education institutions increased and they
were expected to diversify their funding base.?® Tuition fees
were piloted in 2010-2014 by allowing higher education insti-
tutions to charge fees from non-EU/EEA students admitted in-
to foreign-language Master’s programmes. In 2015, provisions

22 Ministry of Education and Culture 2022, 11-12.
23 See eg., Ampuja & Horowitz 2024, 306.
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regarding tuition fees were added to the Universities Act
(1600/2015: 10 §) and the Universities of Applied Sciences Act
(1601/2015:13 a §) .2

The debate on the introduction of tuition fees
was based on different developments, such
as the increase in the number of international
students, and the fact that many countries,
such as Denmark and Sweden, were charging
fees from (non-EU/EEA) students.

The growing number of international students, in part, resulted
in calls for broadening the funding base of higher education.
The government proposal 77/2015 stated that Finland could
not meet the growing educational demand from developing
countries by increasing the amount of free education while
significant cuts were being made to public funding for educa-
tion at the same time. Furthermore, Finnish higher education
institutions were given the opportunity to participate in educa-
tional export activities, including selling degree programmes to
international students.?®

According to the 2015 tuition fee provisions, higher educa-
tion institutions were to charge a tuition fee of at least €1,500
per academic year from non-EU/EEA students? for degree pro-
grams leading to a Bachelor’s or Master’s degree conducted in
a language other than Finnish or Swedish.? Higher education
institutions were able to determine the amount of tuition fees
and they varied between institutions and even between dif-
ferent programs within the same institution. Tuition fees did
not initially impact the core funding of higher education insti-
tutions, rather, the fees were intended as additional funding
to improve the quality of education and support services. The
institutions also gave out scholarships or waived fees.

24 The provisions came into force at the beginning of 2016, and higher education
institutions became obligated to charge fees from students who started their
studies on or after T Aug 2017.

25 HE77/2015, 4.

26  Exempt are also individuals who based on agreements are equated to EU
citizens, individuals holding a Blue Card, a continuous or permanent residence
permit, or an EU residence permit for third-country nationals who have resided
in the EU for a long period, and the family members of aforementioned individu-
als (HE 51/2024).

27 HE 51/2024, 4.
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From 1 August 2026 onwards, however, tuition fees were
to cover the full cost incurred from providing the education.?®
This aligned with the provision in the current Government
Programme of Prime Minister Orpo, stating that “the govern-
ment will move towards full cost coverage of tuition fees for
students from outside the EU and EEA countries”. According to
Government Proposal 51/2024, the aim of introducing full-cost
coverage is to reduce the costs to public finances arising from
the education of higher education students who are liable to
pay tuition fee. Thus far, tuition fees have not had a significant
impact on the financing of higher education institutions, nor
have they covered the full costs of education in most insti-
tutions.?” Based on estimates presented in the Government
Proposal, the number of international students liable to pay
tuition fees may reduce by one third after the implementation
of the full-cost fees.3°

The number of non-EU/EEA bachelor’s and master’s degree
students in Finnish higher education institutions has risen sig-
nificantly over the last years. In 2022, there were approximately
16,100 students from outside the EU. In 2023, the figure had
climbed to 21,100, and in 2024, to 26,100.3' Non-EU/EEA cit-
izens still form a clear majority of new international students
in higher education. Compared to other EU countries as well
as other Nordic countries, Finland has a higher-than-average
number of students from Asia and fewer students from other
European countries.® Student visa applications also reflect this:
in 2024, nine out of the ten largest applicant nationalities were
from Asia.®®

Table 2. Top 5 countries of origin among persons who have
received a study-based residence permit in 2020-2024.

Russia, Russia, Russia, Bangladesh, | Bangladesh,
China, China, India, | Ching, Sri Lanka, Nepal, Sri
Vietnam, Nigeria, Bangladesh, | Ching, India, | Lanka,
Pakistan, Bangladesh | India, Nepal India, China
Nigeria Vietnam

SOURCE: Finnish Immigration Service.

28 |bid, 5,9 18.

29 HE 51/2024,77.

30 |bid., 20.

31 Vipunen, Education Statistics Finland. Retrieved 4 Feb 2026.
32 |bid., 7, OECD 2021.

33 Finnish Immigration Service 2025.
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According to the final report of the Monitoring and Evaluation
Working Group on the Introduction of Tuition Fees in Higher
Education Institutions published in 2022, the introduction
of tuition fees had no negative long-term effects on the inter-
nationalisation of higher education institutions nor on the
willingness of non-EU/EEA students to study in Finnish institu-
tions.®* Nevertheless, nearly half of the fee-paying students sur-
veyed by the working group were unsure whether their study
programme was worth the tuition fee. Many had experienced
financial trouble and wanted to take on paid employment
while, at the same time, progress quickly in their studies.*

In 2025, however, it was reported that the number of appli-
cants in the first joint application to degree programmes taught
in English at Finnish higher education institutions halved in
comparison to 2024: from 63,000 applicants in 2024 to 32,400
in 2025. The largest nationality groups among the appli-
cants were Finnish (25% of the applicants), Nigerian (13%),
Bangladeshi (9%), Pakistani (8%) and Nepalese (6%). In 2024,
the largest nationalities were Bangladeshi (18%), Finnish (15%),
Pakistani (14%), Nigerian (11%) and Nepalese (8%).3¢

The number of international students in Finland is influ-
enced both by factors that make Finland an attractive country for
potential students as well as factors that encourage emigration
from countries of origin. These factors are highlighted in table 3.

Table 3. Structural factors influencing the number of
international students in Finland.¥
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Factors related to Finland as the Factors related to the countries of

country of destination origin that potentially drive migration

+ The number of study places offered by | + Living standards in the country of origin

educational institutions - Economic development
+ Finland's attractiveness as a country + Employment opportunities
to study and live in ) p' y. . =
+ Discrimination

+ International competition over the

recruitment of students + Conflicts and natural disasters

+ The growth of educational export and
different forms of study

+ Tuition fees (in the longer run)

34 Ministry of Education and Culture 2022; for further reading on the effect of
levying tuition fees, see also Mathies, Karhunen & DesJardins 2025.

35 Ministry of Education and Culture 2022, 81.

36 Finnish National Agency for Education 23 Jan 2025.

37 See eg., Finnish Immigration Service 2025.
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Since 1 January 2025, applicants from outside the EU, EEA or
Switzerland have been required to pay an application fee of
€100 to apply to Bachelor’s or Master’s level studies in Finland.
According to the Finnish National Agency for Education (OPH), the
implementation of application fees can be seen as one factor for
the decreasing numbers of applicants. For example, the number of
Bangladeshi applicants dropped by over 5,000.%8 The aim of intro-
ducing the application fee was to lower the number of low-quality
applications and eliminate candidates who were not necessarily
serious about applying and studying in Finland, thereby also eas-
ing the workload of those processing the applications.

Some higher education institutions noticed that an increas-
ing number of students switched to another residence permit
type after starting their studies and suspected that the reason for
this was to circumvent tuition fees, as persons with a residence
permit for a purpose other than studies were not obligated to pay
tuition fees. The most common residence permit type applied
for in these cases was the employee’s residence permit. The
Universities Act and Universities of Applied Sciences Act were
amended in 2024 in order to safeguard tuition fee revenue and
support educational institutions’ strategic operations by main-
taining the students’ obligation to pay tuition fees even if they
changed the grounds of their residence permit.*?

Finnish higher education institutions continue
to raise interest particularly in Southeast Asia.

Helsingin Sanomat reported in January 2026 on South-
Eastern Finland University of Applied Sciences (Xamk) and its
Bachelor’s of Business Administration (BBA) degree program.
Nearly all of the students in the program are from Asian coun-
tries such as Pakistan, Nepal, India, Sri Lanka and Bangladesh.
In the joint application of autumn 2025, 1,062 persons applied,
1,041 of whom from outside Europe. Around 60 students, 6%
of all applicants, were admitted. The popularity of Xamk and
a few other institutions mentioned in the article may have to
do with the fact that applicants can take the entrance exam
remotely in their home country.*® Some institutions also admit

38 |pbid.

39 HE 51/2024, 3.

40 For some degree programmes, international applicants can attend an entrance
exam online through the UAS Exam platform. Applicants have to verify their
identity with a passport or a biometric EU/EEA identity card.
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students based on their prior academic record alone. Over 60
new students accepted a study place at Xamk starting in spring
2026, but only 14 were present in the orientation in January.
According to a Xamk representative this is not out of the ordi-
nary: many have not received a decision on their residence
permit yet, because the process can take anywhere from a few
months to a year. The estimated number of students who will
eventually show up is 35-40.4

Other Nordic countries

NOT ALL OF THE other Nordic educational institutions charge
tuition fees, however, most do or have the possibility to do so.
Denmark was the first Nordic country to introduce tuition fees
for non-EU/EEA students in higher education in 2006. The
number of international students dropped right after the intro-
duction of the fees, but rose significantly a couple of years later,
mainly due to a widespread scholarship system and marketing
efforts.*? Swedish higher education institutes also introduced
tuition fees for non-EEA/Swiss students already in 2011. The ba-
sis for the reform stemmed from the increasing costs of admin-
istration and education.

Delmi, the Delegation for migration studies, examined
the consequences of the introduction of tuition fees and the
composition of international students in Sweden in 2019. Their
report showed that the number of third country students, espe-
cially from less wealthy and democratic countries, declined
significantly. The decrease took place particularly in the fields
of science and technology, which was seen as a challenge for
the country’s workforce needs. The number of students in the
fee-paying group initially dropped by four-fifths. Although the
number then began to grow steadily and scholarship schemes
were introduced, the total number of registered international
students had fallen by 12,500 four years after the tuition fee
reform.%®

Norway introduced tuition fees in higher education in 2023
and saw an 80% drop in the number of new students from out-
side the EEA or Switzerland. According to Norwegian universi-
ties, the combination of tuition fees and the high cost of living

41 Helsingin Sanomat 23 Jan 2026.
42 Oxford Research 2013, 11-12.
43 Bryntesson & Borjesson 2019
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made it difficult to recruit international students. In 2025, the
Norwegian government removed the requirement of full cost tui-
tion fees for non-EEA/Swiss students: higher education institutes
can now freely decide how much to charge them.%

Iceland does not charge tuition fees in public universities.
However, Icelandic media sources reported in 2025 of a 40%
increase from 2024 in the number of applications for student
visas/residence permits, amounting to an additional 209 appli-
cations.*® The increase stemmed mainly from applicants from
Nigeria, Pakistan and Ghana: in 2022, there were 24 applications
from these three countries, followed by 142 applications in 2024,
and 304 applications in 2025, while the number of applicants
from other countries remained more stable. The media source
suggests that the increase in applications from Nigeria, Pakistan
and Ghana may result from TikTok content about studying in
Iceland, or, from Finnish universities starting to charge higher
fees from non-EU/EEA students thus resulting in “spillover” to
Iceland, the last Nordic country without university tuition fees.%¢
A university representative interviewed by Oxford Research
already in 2013 had noted an increase in applications already
after Denmark and Sweden introduced tuition fees, stating that
they had begun receiving more applicants from developing coun-
tries “who cannot afford to study in countries with tuition fees”.4”

The Icelandic Directorate of Immigration reportedly had
difficulties in processing the permit applications in 2025 due
to their increased number as well as the fact that 38% of the
applications were sent in after the 1 June deadline. According
to the media source, a key issue was that many applicants of
the University of Iceland did not receive a confirmation on their
admission until late May, which made it impossible to acquire
and physically mail the appropriate paperwork to the Directorate
by the beginning of June. In some cases, the delays in visa pro-
cessing have allegedly resulted in the revocation of admissions
based on the students not having a residence permit by the start
of the term.*® Nordic practices regarding tuition fees are outlined
in the following table.

44  Regjeringen.no 17 Jun 2025.

45 Reykjavik Grapevine 21 August 2025; 13 Sep 2025.

46 Reykjavik Grapevine 13 Sep 2025; see also Ministry of Justice of Iceland 2025, 28.
47  Oxford Research 2013, 21.

48 |bid.
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Table 4. Tuition fees of non-EU/EEA students in higher
education in the Nordic countries.

Finland® Sweden*® Norway® Denmarks Iceland®

Tuition fees | €8,000- SEK Not DKK No tuition
in higher €20,000 80,000 required, | 45,000- feesin
education 295,000 HEls 120,000 public
(estimate/ (~€7200- | decide (€ universi-
range) 26,800) 6,000- ties, only
16,000) an annual
registra-
tion fee
Annual €9600 2025: 166,859 85032,00 | 2970864
income 127 008 NOK DKK ISK
requirement SEK (~€14,375) | (~€11385) | (~€20983)
for students (~€11 520)
(not
including
family
members)
Working 30h/ No 20h/ 90h/ 22,5h/
while week official week, month, week,
studying limit full time full timein | full time
during June, July | during
holidays & August holidays
Length of 2 1 1 OISEB 3
job seeker’s
residence
permit after
graduation
(in years)

Upper secondary schools and vocational
schools

A MORE RECENT DEVELOPMENT in Finland is the recruitment
of students from abroad to Finnish upper secondary schools
(high schools) and vocational schools. This trend is fuelled by
the increasing international marketing of Finnish education
and, particularly in vocational education, by a growing labour
shortage that authorities seek to address by attracting students
from abroad. Conditions in countries of origin such as living
standards, economic and labour market factors, and political

49 Study in Finland n.d.; Finnish Immigration Service nd. (a).

50 Study in Sweden n.d.; Swedish Migration Agency. n.d.

51  Norwegian Directorate of Immigration n.d.; Study in Norway n.d.

52 Study in Denmark. nd.; New to Denmark 3 Sep 2025 (a) & (b).

53 Study in Iceland. n.d.; Islandic Directorate of Immigration. n.d. (a) & (b).
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situations also make Europe an appealing destination for stu-
dents from e.g. Southeast Asian countries.5

The provision of vocational education in English has
expanded as the Ministry of Education and Culture has granted
permissions to vocational schools to organise qualifications in
various fields in English. In spring 2025, 30 education providers
had the right to offer a total of 92 qualifications in English, with
just under 2,000 students enrolled. English-language voca-
tional qualifications were originally intended to meet the needs
of the foreign-language population already living in Finland,
but due to labour shortages and international recruitment,
changes to these permissions have also been justified by the
arrival of students from abroad. In addition, a vocational edu-
cation pilot began on 1 January 2026, which gives participating
educational providers relatively free rights to offer education
in English. This is anticipated to increase the number of appli-
cants from third countries for English-language qualifications
funded through state subsidies.*®

While international vocational students

are mainly adults, the recruitment of upper
secondary students concerns minors. The upper
secondary school students are 15 to 18 years
old, and many come from countries such as
Uzbekistan, Vietham, Myanmar, Thailand, China
and Iran.*

Most of them have come to Finland with the help of one specific
company and attend upper secondary schools in small Finnish
municipalities. The company in question charges a €2,500
annual marketing fee from the participating municipalities. The
company organises pre-departure language and preparatory
courses in the countries of origin as well as language tuition
in Finland, but student admission must legally be done by the
upper secondary schools.” The state of Finland is not involved
in the venture. However, municipalities have received central
government transfers for upper secondary education based on
the number of students. So far, only a few hundred students

54 HE 143/2025 vp, 12.

55 |bid.

56 Yle 3 May 2024 (a); 17 Feb 2025.

57 Yle 17 Feb 2025; Finnish Association of Small Secondary Schools 2023, 2025; as
an example, see Sonkajdrven kunta 27 Feb 2024.
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from outside Europe have come to Finland, although the target
has reportedly been in the thousands.5®

Before arriving in Finland, the students attend a Finnish
or Swedish language course because their upper secondary
studies will be in Finnish or Swedish.5? The company’s lan-
guage tuition comes with a fee: a six-month course may cost
up to €14,000 but according to media sources, middlemen
have allegedly charged prospective students’ families as much
as €25,000.° Until the end of 2025, the students did not pay
anything for the upper secondary education in Finland, as the
education was covered by the municipalities and the state
through tax revenue. The company has argued, however, that
the project actually saves the taxpayers’ money, because the
students’ education from ages O to 15 has been organised and
paid for in their country of origin.¥

As outlined in the previous paragraph, the students’ fam-
ilies may have paid large sums of money for language courses
organised online or in Finland before the start of the studies,
so that the students would reach a language proficiency of Bl
on the CEFR scale. However, the media has reported that many
students have found learning the language more challenging
than perhaps initially advertised by the company.? The com-
pany utilises local agents in, e.g., China, and some of them have
also given misleading information about studying in Finland
on social media. For example, some families have reportedly
thought that the initiative is organised by the Finnish state.®

Proponents of the project have framed it as a way to
keep small upper secondary schools in rural Finland alive.®4
Furthermore, the students potentially continuing their tertiary
studies and getting jobs in Finland is seen as a response to the
country’s aging population challenge.

Nevertheless, a working group by the Ministry of Education
and Culture prepared a proposal to introduce full-cost tuition

58 HE 143/2025 vp, 12; Yle 3 May 2024 (b).

59 NB. Starting in autumn 2026, upper secondary schools can offer upper second-
ary tuition in English (Finnish National Agency for Education 24 Mar 2025).
Furthermore, the International Baccalaureate (IB) diploma programme which
is completed in English has been available in Finland since 1990, but the more
recent phenomenon of recruiting international students has mainly been
related to Finnish/Swedish upper secondary education.

60 |ltalehti 10 Jun 2025.

61 Yle 17 Feb 2025.

62 Helsingin Sanomat 25 Nov 2023; 26 Nov 2023

63 |bid.; see also llitalehti 9 Jun 2025; Tejuka 11 Sep 2025.

64 See eg., Yle 21 Jan 2021; Yle 17 Feb 2025; Helsingin Sanomat 25 Nov 2023.
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fees for students coming to Finland from outside the EU/EEA to
pursue vocational education and training® or upper secondary
school education. Many upper secondary schools expressed
criticism over the proposal in the media, as it might lessen
foreign students’ interest in coming to Finland and lead to the
schools being too small to sustain.® One of the working group’s
objectives was to tackle the unwanted side effects of interna-
tional student recruitment. Rectors contacted by Yle argued,
however, that they had not witnessed any such side effects.s’

The Government issued the legislative proposal on the
matter in October 2025, and the legislative amendments will
take force on 1 August 2026.% From then on, students from out-
side the EU in Finnish upper secondary or vocational education
will no longer be included in the system of central government
transfers to local government, rather the cost of their education
will be covered by tuition fees.*’

Commissioned education

COMMISSIONED EDUCATION Is PART of higher and upper second-
ary education institutions’ educational export. Its purpose is
to enable the sale of degree education on commercial terms to
meet the various needs of a client.

Commissioned education can be commissioned
and paid by a company, a state or a public
organisation, an international organisation, or
a foundation.

The organisation of commissioned education — including its
structure, content, schedule and location — is based on an
agreement between the educational institution and the client.
The institution can decide independently what kind of content
it sells and to whom. Normal admission regulations do not

65 The fees do not apply to students who attend apprenticeship training in
vocational education and training and have a residence permit based on work
(Ministry of Education and Culture 9 Oct 2025).

66 Yle 25 Apr 2025; 16 May 2025.

67 Yle 14 May 2025.

68 Ministry of Education and Culture OKM004:00/2025; Ministry of Education and
Culture 9 Oct 2025.

69 HE 143/2025 vp; Ministry of Finance 2025.
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apply to participants in commissioned education, instead, the
student group is primarily selected by the client.”®

Finnish higher education institutions have been able to
offer commissioned education since 2008, first to non-EU/
EEA students, and since 2019, to EU/EEA students as well.”
Vocational education institutions have been allowed to pro-
vide commissioned education to non-EU/EEA students since
2018, and, following legislation entering into force on 1 August
2026, they will also be able to offer it to students from EU/EEA
countries.” In commissioned education, the educational insti-
tution charges the full cost of the education from the client,
who, in the case of non-EU/EEA students, may then charge the
students. Educational institutions themselves do not charge
tuition fees from students participating in commissioned
education.”

In 2024, the law governing universities and universities
of applied sciences was amended (see HE 51/2024), and the
amendments came into effect on 1 August 2025. The aim was
to clarify that higher education institutions need to ensure that
commissioned education agreements define the rights and
responsibilities of participating students and that the students
are aware of them. It was also clarified that commissioned
education cannot be organised if the client’s purpose is to make
profit through the recruitment of students (658/2024: 9 §;
659/2024:13 §).™

It was also outlined that higher education institutes can-
not provide commissioned training, if the client does not have
“genuine interest in the education and ensuring the students’
legal protection and training”. Moreover, acceptable interest of
a client cannot be “general interest, such as obtaining workforce
for sectors with labour shortages or improving the position
of individuals from disadvantaged economic or social back-
grounds”. Intermediaries or agents can still be used to market
the education, but they cannot act as the clients.”

70 HE 51/2024, 14-15; HE 143/2025 vp, 6.

71 Act Amending the Universities Act (1504/2007); HE 143/2025 vp.

72 HE 143/2025 vp; Act on Vocational Education and Training (531/2017). Upper
secondary schools have also been able to organise commissioned education
leading to an International Baccalaureate (IB)-diploma since 2019, but this
seems to be quite rare (HE 143/2025 vp, 10) and will not be dealt with in this
review.

73 Ministry of Education and Culture 2022, 11-14.

74 HE 51/2024, 14-15; Act Amending the Universities Act (658/2024); Act Amending
the Universities of Applied Sciences Act (659/2024).

75 |bid.
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The government proposal (HE 51/2024) gives an example of
an acceptable scheme, where a consultancy or an agent could
be used to market the training program and find potential
students, after which an acceptable client, such as a Finnish
welfare county, would choose the students. The education pro-
vider would make the contract with the welfare county, and the
potential payments would be made from the students directly
to the welfare county, without any intermediaries in between.
The aim is to protect the students from unscrupulous for-profit
intermediaries acting as clients of commissioned education,
who have, in the past, recruited students to Finnish educational
institutions and (over)charged them for their studies — without
securing the students’ rights.”

Upcoming legislative changes outlined in the Government
Proposal 143/2025 include introducing tuition fees for non-EU/
EEA students in general upper secondary education and voca-
tional education and training, and the possibility to sell com-
missioned vocational education for EU/EEA students. The pro-
posal also stipulates that the rights and obligations of students
in commissioned education should be agreed upon more care-
fully through contracts between the clients and the educational
institutions, and that the educational institutions must inform
the students of their rights and obligations.”

Residence permits of students and their
family members in Finland

INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS WHO COME to Finland to pursue a
higher education degree will be granted an A permit, that is,
a continuous residence permit, which is valid for four years.
Other students, such as students in vocational education, will
get a B permit, which is valid for one year and can be extend-
ed thereafter. The student’s family members will get the same
type (A/B) of permit as the student. With both permits, the ap-
plicants can be assigned a municipality of residence, but with
permit type B there are more conditions that need to be met.”
Not having a municipality of residence affects, e.g., access to so-
cial and health care services.

76 HE 51/2024, 14-15.
77 HE143/2025 vp.
78  Finnish Immigration Service n.d. (b).
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The Finnish Immigration Service stipulates that
students coming to Finland must have sufficient
funds at their disposal to cover their living
expenses.

Currently, the required sum is €800 per month. The student
must attach a bank statement to their residence permit appli-
cation showing that there is enough money in their account
to cover the first year of studies. They also either have to
attach documentation of a paid tuition fee, or if the fee is yet
to be paid, have enough money for the fee in their account.
Sponsorship agreements provided by family, friends or employ-
ers are not accepted. If the educational institution offers, e.g.,
free accommodation, the required monthly sum is lower.”

Those who hold a students’ residence permit are allowed to
work in any field for an average of 30 hours per week. During
holidays, for instance, it is possible to work full-time, as long
as the average working hours do not exceed 30 hours per week
at the end of the year. However, the work may not slow down
studies, that is, the student’s studies must still progress at a
normal pace. The 30-hour limit is not applied to internships
that are a part of the student’s degree.®°

Students’ family members can apply for a
residence permit in Finland. Family members
can currently apply for a residence permit with
the student, however, the Finnish Government
outlined in late 2025 that the law shall be
amended so that a student’s family can only
move to Finland one year after the student.®

The spouses have an unrestricted right to work, pursue a trade,
and study in Finland. The requirement of having sufficient
funds applies to the whole family, e.g. in the Helsinki metro-
politan area, the monthly required sum would be €2,500 for a
family consisting of two parents and two underaged children.
The processing of students’ residence permits is prioritized, so

79 Finnish Immigration Service nd. (a).

80 |bid., Finnish Immigration Service n.d. (b); Act on the Conditions of Entry and
Residence of Third-Country Nationals on the Basis of Research, Studies, Training
and Voluntary Service (719/2018); Section 14 (277/2022).

81  Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment 18 Dec 2025.
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it is possible that family members receive their residence per-
mit decisions later than the student.®?

The so-called post-monitoring of permits is imple-
mented through technical changes introduced by the Finnish
Immigration Service’s AURA project (Enabling automated deci-
sion-making and subsequent permit control) which took place
2022-2025. The changes will make it possible to run automatic
checks across various official registers to monitor whether the
student’s livelihood has been secured during their stay in the
country. If necessary, the existence of funds will be verified by
requesting information directly from the student.®

Applying for social assistance is very rare among inter-
national students. The Finnish Immigration Service receives
information from the Social Insurance Institution (Kela) on the
use of basic social assistance. Previously, a one-off use of social
assistance has not led to the cancellation of residence permits.
Currently, a draft law is under public consultation that would
allow a studybased residence permit to be cancelled even after
a single use of social assistance.?

82  Finnish Immigration Service n.d. (c); see also Act on the Conditions of Entry and
Residence of Third-Country Nationals on the Basis of Research, Studies, Training
and Voluntary Service 719/2018; Section 16 (277/2022).

83 HE 51/2024, 10; Finnish Immigration Service n.d. (d).

84 Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment 16 Jan 2026; 2024
(TEMO013:00/2024); Helsingin Sanomat 23 Feb 2026.
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