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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

Background Problem – Current statistics show that 42% of international graduates from English-

taught master programmes in Denmark leave the country within two years of completing their studies. 

Amongst those who remain (58%), only about a third stay in the Danish labour market in the two 

consequent years after graduation. Consequently, this represents a huge expense to Danish society and 

economy. However, studies from the Danish Ministry of Higher Education and Science suggest that on 

average after nine years of full-time work in the country, international graduates would have earned 

back their educational costs to the Danish State. Copenhagen Business School (CBS), which is the first 

business school in Denmark with the second largest number of enrolled university students, boasts one 

of the highest intakes of international students in the country, but unfortunately also the highest 

international graduate unemployment rate amongst Danish universities. For these reasons, CBS’ 

current challenge is to find out how to encourage more graduates to stay and work in Denmark after 

graduation and how to increase their employment rate. (Ministry of Higher Education and Science, 

2018). 

 

Purpose – This study investigates the viability, according to international students’ point of view, of 

the CBS emerging strategy named “Career Destination: Denmark 2018-22” (CBS’ International 

Talent Retention Strategy) whose strategic goal is to impact the retention and employment rate of CBS’ 

international graduates in Denmark: Increase the number of international CBS graduates who gets a job 

in Denmark (from 23% to 33%). This study seeks to discover potential alignments or misalignments 

between CBS main strategic objectives and international students’ perceived needs of the employability 

challenge. In addition, this research will point out which CBS Career-Enhancing Initiatives, according 

to international students’, are most viable to implement. Understanding these connections should 

enable CBS to tailor their strategy and to communicative it effectively to all relevant stakeholders. 

Ultimately, the implications of our analysis will provide a set of recommendations to help CBS 

Management in tailoring their initiatives and efforts of their international retention strategy in order to 

help reach their strategic goals. 
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Method – Through the conduction of initial research in the form of exploratory interviews with two 

CBS employees, it allowed us to gain an insight into CBS’ International Talent Retention Strategy’s 

goals and main strategy objectives. Further, these insights combined with a qualitative content analysis 

of documents related to CBS’ strategy, allowed us to identify three main themes (Evaluation of CBS 

Career-Enhancing Initiatives, Motivation attitudes/statements and Experienced Struggles while living 

in Denmark). These were incorporated into an online survey and based on an examination of the survey 

findings, we identified the most interesting areas of student’s answers to further investigate. This was 

done through nine qualitative in-depth interviews where an analysis of their sensemaking processes 

related to the identified themes based on Weick and Salincik and Pfeffer’s Sensemaking theories 

allowed us to identify student’s perceived needs. Compared to CBS’ strategy’s main objectives, we 

identified the degree of alignment between the two. The alignment findings allowed us to identify 

which CBS Career Enhancing Initiatives that according to the students were most viable to implement. 

 

Findings – We identified three objectives of the CBS International Talent Retention Strategy, related 

to social integration, student jobs and language skills. Furthermore, we identified four perceived 

student needs related to student jobs, connection with companies, in-depth guidance and targeted 

communication. These needs were compared to CBS strategy’s main objectives and the degree of 

alignment in between them identified. Furthermore, we identified three current career initiatives 

(Career workshops, CBS CareerGate, Free career open counselling) and four future career initiatives 

(Mandatory internship, Collaboration with companies, CBS Mentor Programme, Getting information 

early in the master degree), which according to international students were the most viable to 

implement. 

 

Conclusion – This thesis has identified some CBS career initiatives that are relevant, viable and 

aligned with the students’ expectations and perceptions of the employability challenge. The analysis of 

students’ responses gathered has identified opportunity gaps to pursue. The findings should be taken 

into consideration by CBS so the right resources and efforts are allocated to the initiatives that have the 

greatest potential. The results may contribute, in the future, to encourage more international students to 

stay and work in Denmark after graduation. 
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LIST OF CONCEPTS 

Below follows a list of the definitions of important terms used in this paper. 

 

• Career Enhancing Initiative(s): Refer to both the current and future initiatives CBS Careers and CBS 

Business offer all its students in order to prepare them for the Danish job market. The current career 

initiatives refer to the initiatives already implemented by CBS at the time we collected our data. The future 

career initiatives refer to the initiatives not implemented by CBS at the time we collected our data. 

• CBS: Copenhagen Business School. 

• CBS’ International Talent Retention Strategy: The term we have given the efforts of Tom Dahl-

Østergaard (TD) and Lotte Fredslund Hansen (LF), concerning their work with meeting the overall objective 

of the Career Destination Denmark project: Increase the number of international CBS graduates who gets a 

job in Denmark (from 23% to 33%). 

• CBS Management: Refers to the two representatives of CBS Business, Tom Dahl-Østergaard (TD) and 

Lotte Fredslund Hansen (LF) whom we have interviewed for this study. 

• Graduate(s): A full-time international master student at Copenhagen Business School (CBS) who has 

finished his/her studies (submitted and defended their thesis) and thereby considered a graduate. 

• Graduate student(s): A full-time international master student at Copenhagen Business School (CBS), who 

has not yet graduated. 

• International(s): A person who has a different nationality than Danish. 

• International respondent(s) / Respondent: An international student or graduate who responded to our 

online survey. 

• Student(s): Where nothing else is mentioned, the term refers to full-time international CBS students or 

graduates. 

• Survey respondent(s): The respondents of our online survey that comprise international CBS students and 

graduates. 

• Talent(s): A combined term for both international CBS students and international graduates. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
According to 2016 figures from the latest OECD report1, Denmark represents one of the most attractive 

countries in the world in which to pursue full-time high-level education. It is estimated that 19% of 

full-time students at a master level in Denmark are internationals, almost twice the OECD average, and 

6 percentage points higher than the EU23 average (OECD, 2018). The current data is confirmed by the 

Danish Ministry of Higher Education and Science, and shows that in a bit over a decade, from 2004 to 

2016, the amount of international full-time students enrolled in English-taught master programmes in 

Danish universities has tripled, from approximately 7.500 to 22.100 students (Ministry of Higher 

Education and Science, 2018). 

 

Amongst these full-time international master students that choose Denmark as a study destination, a 

major part of them have an EU citizenship (Facts and Figures, 2018). As such, these EU students, 

under fulfilment of Danish rules and EU law, are entitled to receive equal status as any Danish native 

citizen when commencing education in Denmark (SU.DK, 2019). Hence, it translates into a very 

appealing opportunity for EU students to come to Denmark to pursue a university degree, and the 

reasons can be found in financial benefits provided by the Danish educational system that is not 

provided by almost any other EU country. 

 

The Danish system provides benefits for international EU students taking a degree in Denmark, such as 

i.e. no tuition fees on their full-time education and access to student grants such as SU (the Danish 

students' Grants and Loans Scheme) (ibid). 

1.1 Problem Identification 

1.1.1 The Employability Challenge 

Estimates from research conducted by the Danish Ministry of Higher Education and Science (2018) 

state that as much as 42% of international graduates who studied in Denmark at English-taught master 

programs leave the country within two years of completing their studies. Amongst the other half that 

                                                
1 Education at a Glance: OECD Indicators is the authoritative source for information on the state of education around the 
world. It provides data on the structure, finances and performance of education systems in OECD and partner countries. 
OECD is the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. 
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stays (58%), only about a third hold employment in the Danish labour market after two years of 

graduating. In addition, about half of all international students receive Danish educational grant (SU) 

during parts of or throughout all of their studies. Some studies suggest that only after nine years (from 

when they started their master programmes) internationals would have been a ROI i.e. given back their 

educational costs to the Danish educational system. (Ministry of Higher Education and Science, 2018) 

 

Altogether, this represents a huge expense to the Danish system and economy when the majority of 

international graduates leave Denmark to work and benefit other labour markets in other countries 

(Ibid). The international graduate employability challenge attracted headlines when the then (2018) 

Danish Minister for Higher Education and Science, Tommy Ahlers, promptly requested Danish higher-

level educational institutions to intervene on two different fronts to tackle the current issue. First, the 

Ministerial intervention asked for a cut of a total of approximately 1,000-1,200 current graduate study 

places reserved for international students in 2019. The burden of this intervention is shared amongst six 

out of the eight universities and business schools 2  in Denmark. Second, to further tackle the 

employability challenge, the Minister demanded in collaboration with the Deans of Education of 

Danish universities affected by the intervention to create and build up a talent retention strategy that 

will include stronger career-enhancing initiatives to ensure and encourage more international students 

to stay and work in Denmark following graduation (Ibid). This latter step is the one that this study 

seeks to investigate.  

 

There are positive implications in encouraging international graduates to stay and start their 

professional career in Denmark, which a report from Damvad Analytics concluded in 2017 (Damvad 

Analytics, 2017) & (Danske Universiteter, 2017). 

 

Overall, many businesses and organisations in Denmark demand a highly skilled workforce (Flink & 

Nielsen, 2018). The internationals can help in meeting this demand as many of them represent a 

category of highly qualified young professionals that, once graduated, can contribute to creating a 

                                                
2 The 6 out of the 8 universities in Denmark affected by the new study place “cutting” initiative: Universiy of Copenhagen, 
Aarhus University, Copenhagen Business School, Aalborg University, University of Southern Denmark, Roskilde 
University.  
Universities not affected: Technical University of Denmark, IT University of Copenhagen. 
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multicultural and multinational atmosphere inside Danish organisations. Furthermore, Danish 

companies can benefit from hiring different nationalities to build a stronger global perspective and to 

look at the challenges they face from different angles. In addition, there is an economic value at play; it 

is estimated that international students from all higher education programmes once graduated will 

contribute between DKK 100.000 and DKK 350.000 per student on average, per year, to the Danish 

public finances in their lifetime (Ministry of Higher Education and Science, 2018). However, as the 

data shows, only one out of three international students stay and contribute positively to the public 

finances. 

 

This study will focus on Copenhagen Business School as its empirical field study, which is one of the 

six universities affected by the ministerial intervention. We will analyse international master students’ 

and graduates’ evaluation of CBS’ emerging strategy, which focuses on tailoring current and future 

career initiatives to retain and increase the employment rate of international CBS graduates in 

Denmark. In addition, we will take the educational institution point of view over the formulation of the 

international talent retention strategy. This study will draw on theories from current literature on 

organisation studies, sensemaking in organisational life and social information processing. The main 

theoretical chapter will seek to understand two aspects. 

 

Firstly, how CBS Management perceives the employability challenge. This is the issue targeted by 

CBS’ organisational strategy where concepts from Staw (1980) and Weick (2001) will help us 

understand ambiguous and equivocal issues in an organisation. Secondly, students’ sensemaking 

processes are analysed in accordance with Weick’s (2001) research on Sensemaking as The Process of 

Committed Interpretation and Salincik and Pfeffer’s (1978) perspective on Social Information 

Processing in order to evaluate CBS career initiatives. The findings of alignment or misalignment 

between CBS’ strategy’s main objectives and international students’ perceived needs of the 

employability challenge represents the main focus. The derived implications should enable CBS 

Management to optimize its emerging international talent retention strategy.  
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1.2 Empirical Field Study 

1.2.1 The Organisation: Copenhagen Business School (CBS) 

Copenhagen Business School (CBS) was established in 1917. Today, it counts more than 20,000 

students, of which almost 4,000 are full-time international students. It is one of the largest and sought-

after business schools in Europe and represents one of the eight Danish universities. CBS offers a 

comprehensive range of university programmes in Economics and Business Administration. Other 

programmes combine business studies with social sciences and the humanities, offering education in 

the fields of IT, philosophy, politics, language, sociology, communication, and others. (CBS.DK, 2019) 

 

CBS identifies itself as an international business university. With the distinctiveness of its diversity, 

CBS combines elements from conventional business schools and the "full university" model – always 

maintaining a focus on the impact on society and a commitment to research and research-based 

education. CBS’ mission is to bring knowledge and new thinking to companies and organisations, to 

the next generation of business leaders, and to society as a whole. CBS’ vision is to become a world-

leading business university that recognises the vital role of business and the public sector in shaping 

society, and the equally important manner in which business practices and processes are shaped by 

society. (Ibid) 

1.3 Research Questions 
This study will aim at answering the general research question: 

 

RQ: 

“How does CBS’ emerging International Talent Retention Strategy align with CBS international 

graduate students’ perceived needs of the employability challenge in Denmark, and which CBS Career-

Enhancing Initiatives according to students are the most viable to impact retention and 

employability?” 

 

The general research question has been split up into four sub-questions, whose answers will help to 

address and answering the general research question. 
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SQ 1:  

What are the objectives of “CBS emerging International Talent Retention Strategy”? 

SQ 1 has been elaborated with the point of departure in investigating CBS’ emerging strategy. It takes 

into account CBS point of view in tackling the employability challenge, which is important in 

understanding what CBS objectives are, and focuses on understanding stakeholders’ perspectives with 

regards to how the strategy might apply to international students, which then lead us to SQ 2.  

 

SQ 2: 

How do students evaluate CBS’ Career-Enhancing Initiatives? 

SQ 2 aims at understanding international students’ perspective in relation to CBS’ strategic initiatives. 

The main goal is to discover how students elaborate their perceived needs in relation to employability. 

However, in order to complete this aspect, we need to understand their needs and attitudes with regards 

to their study life in Denmark, which lead to SQ 3. 

 

SQ 3:  

Which are the themes that may contribute to motivating students to stay in Denmark and which are the 

struggles that might interfere with their decision of staying? 

SQ 3 focuses on students’ main reasons to stay and work in Denmark. It provides us knowledge about 

their challenges and aims at understanding what do they value most in starting a professional career in 

Denmark. 

 

SQ 4:  

Are CBS’ strategy and evaluation of career initiatives aligned with students’ perceived needs? Which 

career initiatives would be the most viable to implement? 

 

SQ 4 takes into account the findings of the previous SQ’s and therefore focuses on measuring how the 

different stakeholders’ perspectives are aligned with each other, and following students’ point of view, 

which are the most valuable actions that CBS can take. 
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1.4 Delimitations 
This study investigates a specific target group, which comprises international (non-Danish) full-time 

master students and graduates who study or have studied an English-taught master programme at 

Copenhagen Business School (CBS). More specifically, we are interested in aspects concerning: 

 

• Which study programme they are/were enrolled in 

• Their motivations to start their career in Denmark 

• Which struggles they encountered during their study life in Denmark 

• Their past experiences with current CBS career initiatives 

• Their perceptions regarding future CBS career initiatives 

 

In this study, we only focus on CBS and we thereby don’t include students from other Danish 

universities. Thereby, we are able to generate more concrete findings, compared to a larger 

investigation that might generate more shallow findings. In addition to this, we are not including 

Scandinavian/Nordic nor Non-EU students in our study, since different characteristics and 

governmental regulations apply to these other two groups of international students. 

 

The data we have used in our study has been collected in different time frames. We conducted a 

quantitative survey collecting respondents between the middle of April 2019 to the end of April 2019. 

Then we conducted subsequent qualitative interviews in May 2019. Thus, the inputs from the 

international students that we include in this paper should be regarded as a “snapshot” of their current 

reality, opinions, and struggles, and therefore likely will change over time. 

 

Furthermore, regarding our reference to the CBS emerging strategy, we wish to point out a few 

significant points. Since the strategy that we are investigating is in an emerging state, it is subject to 

constant change. The documents regarding CBS emerging strategy included in this study have been 

made available to us from March 2019 by representatives from CBS Management. Therefore, since 

these documents represent a “work in progress”, our study does not include the updated versions or any 

added changes after the documents were made available to us. Likewise, the interviews conducted with 

CBS Management representatives have been conducted in March 2019 and April 2019. Subsequently, 
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this means that the CBS strategy used and referred to in this paper reflects the progress of the strategy 

up until these interviews. Lastly, since the strategy is emerging, this study is not investigating or 

measuring the successfulness of the strategy, instead it presents some conclusions on its viability and 

recommendations. 

 

Likewise, in our survey and student interviews, we have only included and investigated the CBS career 

initiatives that were already implemented or thought of being implemented at the time we received the 

documents and conducted the initial interviews with CBS Management. 

 

Since this study has been conducted, Denmark has a new government (2019), which have made a new 

political agreement where the dimensioning of design of the English language programs will be 

removed. This is expected to happen from year 2020. There is still a focus on foreign students being in 

employment in Denmark, so CBS’ efforts in this area will not be diminished. Therefore, we are not 

including the implications of this new political agreement in this study. (Ministry of Higher Education 

and Science, 2019) 

1.5 Thesis Structure 
The thesis consists of seven chapters, which follow the structure below: 

1. INTRODUCTION Introduction to problem identification, empirical field study, 
research questions, delimitations, and thesis structure. 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW A brief review of existing literature on concepts that helped to 
frame the theoretical framework. 

3. THEORETICAL 
FRAMEWORK  

The concepts and theoretical premises relevant for this research are 
critically adapted to the data set. 

4. METHODOLOGICAL 
CONSIDERATIONS 

The philosophical stances and the research approach on which the 
study is based. 

5. RESEARCH METHOD The research design and methods adopted to collect and analyse the 
data are presented in details and their choice is justified. 

6. ANALYSIS AND 
DISCUSSION 

The collected different types of data are examined and analysed and 
the findings are critically discussed. 

7. CONCLUSION A conclusion with a summary of the findings is provided. Some 
suggestions for prospective research are proposed. 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

In order to determine the nature of this thesis’ position in an academic context, and to reduce the 

complexity of the theoretical premises presented in the next chapter, this literature review focuses on 

defining and presenting key terms pertaining to our chosen theoretical field “Organisation Studies”. 

 

We will briefly review previous studies on decision making and organisational strategy as the type of 

literature that has been most helpful in framing our research topics and theoretical choices on 

Sensemaking and Social Information Processing outlined in the further Theoretical Framework 

chapter. Here, we also aim at outlining theoretical knowledge that could be relevant to expand for 

further research. As Snyder (2019) points out, these are the steps we should focus on when designing a 

literature review (Snyder, 2019). 

 

Purpose of the review 

This review aims to give short definitions to a large field of research that comprises the following 

topics: 

• Decision Making and Organisational Strategy 

• Cognitive Maps / Mapping 

• Heuristics and Biases 

 

We have processed different “search terms” such as words or phrases used to access appropriate online 

articles, books, and reports. The terms chosen are based on words and concepts that are directly related 

to our research paper, both broad and narrow. However, the common thread is to provide a first quick 

glance on the theoretical premises on Sensemaking expanded in the next chapter. An important note is 

that we aim to provide reasoning and transparency concerning all theoretical choices made, which will 

provide both logical and valid motives. During the process of including and excluding specific articles, 

we have documented carefully the ones that may potentially be relevant. Ultimately, a final sample has 

been identified. (Snyder, 2019) 
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2.1 An Overview of the Fundamental Concepts of Organisation Studies 

2.1.1 Decision Making and Organisational Strategy 

Schwenk, Charles R. (1988), in his paper on the Cognitive Perspective on Strategic Decision Making, 

highlights the importance of key decision makers’ perceptions. In our research, they come from 

representatives at CBS Business department. The authors highlight the importance of elaborating a 

strategic plan, which needs to be aligned with the organisation as a whole. There are fundamental links 

to “the environment, strategy, and organisational structure, as well as a greater awareness of the role 

of cognitions in strategic issue diagnosis and problem formulation”. (Schwenk, 1988:42). 

 

Equally crucial are “Individual subjective factors” which contribute to influencing environmental and 

organisational perceptions and, subsequently, strategy formulation. 

 

In A Primer on Decision Making: How Decisions Happen, James March describes how decision-

makers adopt rational decision making to make sense of organisational challenges. These choices might 

give cues for CBS Management to act on the employability challenge “‘bounded rationality’ which 

suggests that decision-makers must construct simplified mental models when dealing with complex 

problems” (March & Heath, 1994). The author also ponders if decision making is a consistent, clear 

process or one characterized by ambiguity and inconsistency. As we will dive deeper into topic, we will 

elaborate on the concepts of ambiguity and equivocality in Staw (1980), Rationality and Justification in 

Organisational Life. This last instance will help us analysing the organisational challenge further. 

 

The environment is another important element that is going to be addressed in our sensemaking 

theoretical choice. As most decisions are related to the social environment, we find that not to be too 

far from reality, as it is relevant as well to CBS and its stakeholders, international students. Schwenk 

(1988) mentions: “Strategic decisions are often influenced by judgements about the probability of 

certain types of changes in the environment.” (Schwenk, 1988:43). In addition, strategic choices are 

determined by the way strategists conceptualize their environment and industry. 
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Therefore, the problem of organisations is how to adapt to the environment such that successful 

strategies are the result. The author of Making Sense of Strategy A Social Systems Perspective affirms 

that “the environment exists despite and because of the organisations constituting it at the same time” 

(Vos, 2003:2). 

 

Indeed, the environment is the one theme that is important in decision making theories. When carefully 

planning how to formulate a strategy, management need not only to understand stakeholders but to 

focus on the surroundings. One of the main exponents of sensemaking, Karl E. Weick (1987) in 

Substitutes for Strategy mentions: “Environments are more malleable than planners realize.  

Environments often crystallize around prophecies, presumptions, and actions that unfold while  

planners deliberate. ”(Weick, 1987:228). 

 

Weick presents Chandler's (1962) classic definition of organisational strategy that helps in framing 

what organisations need to consider as the main focus: “the determination of the basic long-term goals 

and objectives of an enterprise, and the adoption of courses of action and the allocation of resources 

necessary for carrying out these goals." (Weick, 1987:222). Weick also argues that strategy is often a 

retrospective summary: “Strategic plans work because they galvanise people into action. It is the 

action that moves people on how to interpret reality. It is the action that is responsible for meaning, 

even though planning and symbols mistakenly get the credit” (Ibid). He also provides several examples 

of how strategies have been formulated in hindsight. 

 

Another instance important for both decision-makers and stakeholders alike is mapping. It helps 

managers in establishing a course of action: “Strategic plans are a lot like maps. They animate people 

and they orient people. Once people begin to act, they generate tangible outcomes in some context, and 

this helps them discover what is occurring, what needs to be explained, and what should be done next.” 

(Weick, 1987:223) 

 

This is the case of sensemaking coming into organisational life: “If you get people moving, thinking 

clearly, and watching closely, events often become more meaningful” (Ibid). In our research, it is 

important to understand how individuals define meaningful events, and what it encompasses for their 
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decisions. This is one of the main reasons for adopting sensemaking. When looking at managers in the 

process of formulating a strategy, Weick affirms that: “Most managerial situations contain gaps, 

discontinuities, loose ties among people and events, indeterminacies, and uncertainties. These are the 

gaps that managers have to bridge.” (Weick, 1987:225).  

 

We further emphasize the importance of Equivocality and Ambiguity when confronting challenges, 

such as the employability challenge at CBS: “Managers are said to avoid uncertainty, but one of the 

ironies implicit in the preceding analysis is that managers often create the very uncertainty they abhor. 

When they cannot presume order they hesitate, and this very hesitancy often creates events that are 

disordered and unfocused”.(Weick, 1987:230) 

 

As a matter of fact, in the sensemaking theories we expand Weick’s statements on how people interpret 

action: “When people act, they absorb uncertainty, they rearrange things, and they impose 

contingencies that might not have been there before.” (Ibid) 

 

From this short premise, Weick’s perspective is going to be elaborated further in the Making Sense of 

the Organisation (2001) and retrospective activity as the key point for sensemaking in the theoretical 

framework. 

2.1.2 Cognitive Maps/Mapping 

Schwenk (1988) shares a definition of cognitive maps, which are defined as managerial’ tools for 

decision making purposes: “Cognitive maps consist of concepts about aspects of the decision 

environment and beliefs about cause-and-effect relationships between them. Such maps serve as 

interpretive lenses which help decision-makers select certain aspects of an issue as important for 

diagnosis.” (Schwenk, 1988:45). Other authors, such as Axelrod (2015), mention that cognitive maps 

are as descriptive models, which can explain the ways people actually do derive explanations of the 

past, make predictions of the future, and choose policies in the present (Axelrod, 2015). These 

instances are important knowledge on how individuals construct reality, which accounts for past 

experiences. 
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2.1.3 Heuristics and Biases 

The availability heuristic describes the probability judgment of an individual. In this case, “decision-

makers judge a future event to be likely if it is easy to recall past occurrences of the event”. “Generally, 

frequently occurring events are easier to recall than infrequently occurring events.” (Schwenk, 

1988:43). Recent events may be easier to recall. For this reason, the availability heuristic may distort 

judgments of probabilities (ibid). 

 

It is our intention to present below (see Table 1) the most frequent and pressing biases worth 

mentioning when decision making occurs. However, this thesis will not go further than simply 

acknowledging them here. It is our decision to focus solely on the sensemaking perspective of Weick 

(2001) when analysing stakeholders’ past perceptions. This is due to the reason of simply looking at 

how students, as CBS’s main subjects of the international retention strategy, construct meaning and 

interpret reality. Indeed, we are focusing on the stakeholders’ perspective of a strategy, rather than on 

its managerial decision processes. For further research, it might be relevant to focus on those biases 

when analysing CBS Management’s strategic decisions in the formulation of the strategy. As Schwenk 

(1988) pointed out “the effects of cognitive heuristics and biases may be seen in decision-makers’ 

assumptions about strategic problems with a new strategy.” (Schwenk, 1988:45). 

 

To conclude, further research on our topic might include the effects of cognitive heuristics and biases 

on strategic assumptions and cognitive maps as stated by Schwenk’s (1988) research. In addition, it 

will be interesting to dig deeper into cognitive structures, processes, and biases in order to provide 

insights into the ways decision makers, such as CBS Management, comprehend and solve very 

complex strategic problems. 
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Table 1: Bias and Effects (Schwenk, 1988) 

3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Our theoretical chapter will draw on theories from “Organisation Studies” defined according to Making 

Sense of the Organisation (2001) by Karl E. Weick. Additionally, A social information processing 

approach to job attitudes and task design (1978) by Salancik & Pfeffer will guide our understanding of 

the findings on sensemaking practices in and around organisations.  

 

In this chapter, it will be presented why the scope of our paper has pulled us towards researching 

theoretical applications on how individuals make sense of their actions, and “how people appropriate 

and enact their realities” (Brown, Colville, & Pye, 2015). This chapter is meant to deepen the 

connection between theories and applied concepts to our data collection.  

 

First of all, this theoretical framework seeks to draw on concepts from social research on how 

individuals (international students) make sense of their needs in connection with the actions taken by 

an organisation (CBS). In the analysis, we apply the theoretical perspectives to our data set, which will 

give us an understanding of the viability of CBS’ career initiatives and the impact of the issue of the 
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employability challenge. Ultimately, the presence of a possible alignment with students’ needs and 

CBS actions will be taken forward in our analysis. 

 

Elements of the general research question reviewed in this section: 

• Students’ Perceived Needs: This concept will be briefly defined based on research conducted by 

Salancik & Pfeffer (1978) in the section below labelled Conceptual Status of Needs, Attitudes and 

Perceptions. 

• The Employability Challenge: This is the issue targeted by CBS’ organisational strategy. Concepts 

from Staw (1980) and Weick (2001) will help us to understand ambiguous and equivocal issues in 

an organisation. 

• Career Enhancing Initiatives: Or simply Career Initiatives are the action(s) that CBS 

Management, with CBS’ international talent retention strategy, seeks to implement to confront the 

organisational issue (the employability challenge). The sensemaking process that students use to 

evaluate CBS career initiatives will be highlighted in accordance with Weick’s (2001) research on 

the section below labelled Sensemaking as The Process of Committed Interpretation and Salancik 

and Pfeffer’s (1978) perspective on Social Information Processing. 

 

The chapter will have the following structure: 

• First of all, an introduction to the concept of “Sensemaking” as our primary theoretical approach 

in our research will be presented. 

• Secondly, the definitions and characteristics of Sensemaking, the elements of it and the different 

concepts of Retrospectivity, Equivocality, and Ambiguity, Justification will be presented. 

• Thirdly, the Interpretation and Commitment Perspectives along with the construction of the 

sensemaking process and how it occurs will be presented. 

• Lastly, it will be argued how Social Information Processing forms the Process of Committed 

Interpretation, which is crucial to the sensemaking process as justification for actions, 

interpretation and meaning construction. 
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3.1 Sensemaking 

3.1.1 Introduction to Sensemaking 

One of the leading scholars on sensemaking, Karl E. Weick, gives a short definition: “Sensemaking 

refers to processes by which ‘people generate what they interpret’” (Weick, 1995:  13). Furthermore, 

he states that sensemaking “is a retrospective activity that is sensitive to conditions of choice, 

irrevocability, and visibility that change the intensity of behavioural commitments” (Weick, 2001: 4). 

 

We follow and break down the definition into its main concepts: 

• Retrospective Activity: refers to how the individuals accomplish interpretations of reality in their 

everyday life. It accounts for retrospective sensemaking, which involves individuals’ biased 

reconstruction of antecedents such as past experiences. It is influenced by what people 

remember, how far back they remember, and how well they remember different situations in which 

they participated. However, Weick says that there is bias in this retrospect method since outcomes 

are known at the time when reconstruction occurs. In order to counteract this bias, ethnography and 

use of personal experience are crucial sources of data about interpretation (Weick, 2001: 12). 

Weick defines this process as one of the key sources of meaning construction, in which the 

individual becomes dependent on this activity to create understanding. We will elaborate on this 

concept further in the sections below. 

• Choice: is the decision made by the individual to commit to a certain task. 

• Irrevocability: concerns that the individual can’t go back halfway through from the decision. 

• Visibility: or public awareness to other individuals on the decision taken. (Weick, 2001) 

 

Amongst other academics, there is no single agreed definition of “sensemaking” but more of a general 

consensus that the concept refers to “those processes by which people seek plausibly to understand 

ambiguous, equivocal or confusing issues or events” (Colville, Brown, & Pye, 2012; Maitlis, 2005; 

Weick, 1995). 
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Our study aims at analysing a problem or issue within an organisation. Therefore, in this first 

theoretical part, we will address CBS’ strategy aiming at tackling the employability challenge, here 

observed as the “ambiguous” and “equivocal” issue within the organisation. 

 

In addition, we will acknowledge the importance of the relation between the two main actors, CBS 

(represented by CBS Management in the organisation) and members of the organisation (full-time CBS 

international master students and graduates). This is due to the fact that the goal of the organisational 

strategy is to target the issue as well as the main stakeholders.  

 

Therefore, further in our paper, and particularly in our analysis part, we will take the standpoint of CBS 

and focus on “those processes” - referred to in the previous sensemaking definition - in which CBS 

Management elaborating the strategy, seeks plausibly to understand the employability challenge as the 

ambiguous, equivocal or confusing issue within the organisation. 

 

In the next theoretical part, we will focus on the importance of why CBS’ strategy tackling the 

employability challenge enters the equivocality domain. 

3.2 Equivocality and Ambiguity 

3.2.1 Equivocality In Organisation Studies 

Staw (1980) argues, in Rationality and Justification in Organisational Life, that organisations are often 

not clear about their goals and “under high levels of ambiguity, justification is necessary to both 

provide purpose for an organisation’s membership and rationale for parties external to the 

organisation” (Staw, 1980: 71).  

 

As Staw (1980) affirmed, an organisation needs to provide justification for organisational strategy and 

consequent actions to members of the organisation. Indeed, students, as the organisational members 

are the stakeholders that CBS needs to provide with a clear course of actions. Those actions will need 

to bare a clear goal that resonates with members so that the organisational strategy will prove not 

equivocal nor ambiguous to those members.  

 



© Davide Aterini and Zita Guldhammer Wolff 

  23 

Therefore, CBS’ strategy and consequent actions must bare justification in content so that they 

provide both rationale and purpose to international students. As such, CBS career initiatives, being 

CBS’ actions, need to be “tailored” to students’ perceived needs. Students’ needs and perception of 

them will be elaborated further in the next sections. 

  

In addition, Weick (2001) mentioned that one way to reduce equivocality is to provide individuals with 

richer quality information, also referred to as “Information Richness”. Indeed, communication 

transactions that have the ability to clarify ambiguous issues or challenges to change understanding in 

a time interval are considered rich. This is one way to bring justification to CBS’ actions and 

rationale to international students. Also, Weick points out that information richness tends to vary 

with the range of face to face personal interactions, which is why it is important to use a qualitative 

approach that provides in-depth rich quality information that clarifies ambiguous issues amongst 

organisational members. (Weick, 2001) 

 

Staw further affirms that normally organisations face ambiguity to a great extent and are often 

considered more effective when there is “an elaborate or persuasive set of justifications for their 

particular goal(…)” (Staw, 1980: 71). With this regard, according to Staw (1980), CBS’ strategy needs 

not only to adopt rich quality information and use of personal interactions when communicating its 

goal, but as well, implement a new elaborate and persuasive set of justifications to organisational 

members, the students, so that organisational actions can be perceived less ambiguous and more 

relevant to stakeholders. 

 

Weick (2001) mentioned justification in content to lessen the perception of ambiguity amongst 

organisational parties that can result in or be replaced by shared meaning. In the analysis, this aspect 

of our research will be addressed by providing justification in content through in-depth interviews with 

CBS Management in relation to CBS career initiatives, and the strategy, in order to bring shared 

meaning to students. 

 

In our analysis, the findings connected to CBS strategy and the employability challenge have been 

extrapolated using a qualitative approach which is justified by the need of bringing clarification to 
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students. Thus, in order to bring a richer quality of information, the documents collected from CBS 

Management on the strategy have been substantiated by interviews with CBS Management. This has 

created an understanding of the employability challenge. 

 

In further research, Brown et al. (2015), mentioned that in order to lessen ambiguity, a proper set of 

“action(s)” is needed. The authors mentioned that this is accomplished by asking questions to 

individuals such as what is going on? and what is the story? (Brown et al., 2015). An example of a 

question asked to CBS Management might be: What is the goal of CBS’ strategy? or What is your 

future implementation plan? 

 

While to reduce equivocality, it is suggested that “action” needs to clarify the shape of the event and 

provide knowledge to it (Brown et al., 2015). For example, CBS Management needs to clarify why 

they have chosen a particular event as an action to tackle the challenge, what they are trying to achieve. 

The equivocality reduction acknowledges both “discovery” and “invention” as aspects of the action in 

the sensemaking process. Such actions are needed to both lessen ambiguity and reduce equivocality 

amongst individuals (ibid).  

 

Based on Brown et al. (2015), CBS will need to bring more clarity to their actions and what they try to 

accomplish, as well as provide shared meaning to students and other involved stakeholders. 

3.3 Retrospective Activity 

3.3.1 Definition of Sensemaking 

In Making Sense of the Organisation (2001), Weick presents a synthesis elaborated from a perspective 

on sensemaking by Morgan, Frost, and Pondy (1983), which in their paper Organisational Symbolism 

it is stated that: 

 

“Sensemaking is a metaphor that focuses attention upon the idea that the reality of everyday life 

must be seen as an ongoing “accomplishment” which takes a particular shape. Individuals are 

seen as engaged in ongoing processes through which they attempt to make their situations 

rationally accountable to themselves and others. There is an analytical focus upon the processes 
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through which individuals create and use symbols through which reality is created and 

sustained.” (Morgan, Frost, and Pondy, 1983: 24). 

 

From this definition and through Weick’s research (2001), we acknowledge the importance of 

sensemaking in defining meaning and interpretation. Sensemaking is about flow and that the reality 

of everyday life is an ongoing accomplishment that encompasses complexity, instability and individual 

interpretation (Weick, 2001). Moreover, individuals try to construct meaning by use of social 

comparisons, expectations, and actions. Indeed, the primary source of constructing meaning is 

remembering and looking back to past situations, which account for the retrospective activity of 

sensemaking that we presented earlier in this section (Weick, 2001). As such, meaning construction is 

influenced by what people remember, how far back they remember, and how well they remember the 

different situations in which they participated. Thus, individuals are dependent on this retrospective 

activity to create understanding (Weick, 2001). That is why we deemed this activity to be very 

important in our research because it allows us to understand the sensemaking processes of students 

related to motivations, struggles, and evaluation of career initiatives. 

 

Weick (2001) further mentions that if people fail to acknowledge the past, they will find a hard time in 

understanding what is going on in the organisation. On the contrary, if individuals are in contact with 

the past (actions, events, situations) there will be learning opportunities, and directions for future 

chances will rise. (ibid). This perspective is important in order to understand international students’ 

meaning construction and how they relate to past events in their student life; especially when 

determining their reality of everyday life at CBS, as well as what their most relevant needs are. 

 

Based on this aspect, organisational members look back to the organisation’s past actions and remind 

themselves of what worked well and what were crucial elements. We can see this, in our data set, when 

international students evaluate CBS past career initiatives, or when they refer to their current 

employability struggles. 

 

Blossing, Roland, & Sølvik (2018) in their paper Capturing Sense-Made School Practice. The 

Activities of the Interviewer, affirms Weick’s perspective by saying that the process of remembering 
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goes through reducing complexity to a few symbols that can encapsulate the meaning, such as 

specific statements, through language. Those symbols become “cues” by which members of the 

organisation can take action to handle the issue. Indeed, those sensemaking processes become 

particularly relevant when there is a challenge going on in the organisation. Based on Blossing et al. 

(2018), this perspective is relevant for our research since CBS is handling their employability 

challenge. 

  

Weick (2001) further highlights the acceptable justification component as a compelling source of 

producing meaning, that consist of socially acceptable justifications. Hence, a decision is reached 

when there is a social construct of information that is considered worthy by the majority of peers. 

 

To give “justification” means “any description of an action which is consistent with the action and 

provides a reason for performing it”. “Acceptable”, means that “the justification makes sense and is 

perceived as being reasonable and legitimate by the person and by others”. Moreover, acceptable 

justifications, when developed prior to an action, can increase the probability of its occurrence 

(Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978: 231). Thus, justifications are necessary for making sense of prior actions. 

 

In relation to this theoretical concept, one part of our analysis will focus on data that refers to students’ 

shared struggles and their motivational aspects for staying in Denmark. This will also be reflected by 

what their peers have experienced in order to create socially acceptable reasons that justified their 

decision and rationalized their actions. 

3.3.2 The Interpretation Perspective 

In this part, we present how the approach serves to interpret “Retrospective Sensemaking” and 

determine meaning. 

 

There are four key assumptions that Weick illustrated from a paraphrased approach on collective 

condition of human existence as the source of meaning by Baden-Fuller, Thomas, & Porac (1989: 398).  
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“1. Activities and structures are determined partly by micro momentary actions of members.” The 

justification of committed actions is emphasized by the individual as its key micro momentary action. 

2. “Action is based on interpretations of cues; these interpretations are externalized by concrete 

activities”. 

3. “Meaning is constructed when people link received cues with existing cognitive structures”. There is 

an emphasis on retrospect and the documentary method. 

4. “People are reflective and can verbalize the content, and sometimes the process, of their 

interpretations.” 

 

Daft and Weick (1984) affirm that “to interpret” means “to encode external events into internal 

categories that are part of the group’s culture and language system”. Following this perspective, for 

international students, the act of interpretation involves creating maps or representations in their 

mind that simplify some situations in which they participated so the action, as source of meaning, can 

be facilitated (ibid). Indeed, as Weick (2001: 11) states, “people create and sustain images of a wider 

reality” such as mapping, to provide pragmatic images that offer temporary guide for actions. Those 

images help when rationalizing what individuals are doing. 

 

As we highlighted previously, to construct the reality of everyday life and achieve meaning it is 

important to listen to people’s account of how they interpret reality. We need to be mindful that it is 

accomplished through individuals’ biased reconstruction of antecedent (past) experiences (Weick, 

2001). However, these antecedent experiences can only be reproduced once the outcome has already 

occurred, and therefore, once it is known. As Weick (2001: 11) stated, “this very bias is the strength of 

retrospect as a method of sensemaking” because it leaves out every other false trail. 

 

In any case, when the investigators are observing sensemaking, an important source of data about 

interpretation is the use of personal experiences gathered from individuals (Weick, 2001). Therefore, 

asking international students to share their personal experiences is a way of interpreting reality by 

using biased reconstruction of previously occurred events that help us, as the investigators, to 

understand their everyday reality. 
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On another perspective, authors such as Keesing et al. (1987) in their work, Anthropology As 

Interpretative Quest, argues that this “interpretive” or “symbolic” perspective contains some 

challenges. The perspective relates strongly to culture when creating and defining cultural meanings, 

and these meanings are just as valuable as they are hard to interpret; “Cultures as texts, the rites and 

myths, and concepts of a people, conventional tropes and images are deeply ambiguous” (Keesing, 

Crick, Frankel, Friedman, & Hatch, 1987:161). 

 

As they state, the constraints that derive from context, distributed information, and vested interests 

can be potential blindspots on content justification, as well as mistakenly assuming factors such as 

subjectivism and other hindsight biases as efficient information processing. (ibid). However, these 

potential blindspots don’t represent a threat to the fact that behaviour is the object of interpretation, 

and that when behaviour is fixed, the process of sensemaking should become clear. (ibid). 

 

Moreover, Weick (2001) mentions that context is what affects the content of justification and the 

choice of features of the environment in the rationalization support process. It also affects which 

behaviours are chosen by the individual with regards to an explanation of the reality (Weick, 2001). 

 

In the analysis, we will refer to context, in order to determine the behaviours of students when 

rationalizing the processes of interpretation of reality, and as well in relation to content justification. 

3.3.3 The Commitment Perspective 

We will briefly introduce the commitment perspective which is used in the next section where we 

illustrate the process of committed interpretation. 

 

Weick (2001) affirms that “commitment” is the reference point for sensemaking and defines its 

sections; Commitment entails the sensemaking process in three parts: “(1) an elapsed action, (2) 

socially acceptable justification for that action and (3) the potential for subsequent activities to 

validate or threaten the justification” (Weick, 2001:14). Therefore, commitment is the attribute that 

compels interaction amongst behaviours, explanations, social supports, and expectations in a causal 
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sequence. The object of commitment is always a double interaction. When action by an individual 

evokes a specific action by another, an interact exists. (Weick, 2001) 

 

Salancik & Pfeffer (1978: 230) state that “commitment affects the creation of attitudes from behaviour 

by constraining how individuals make sense of their reactions to their environment. Commitment 

occurs when behaviour is made under conditions of choice, when it is irrevocable, when it is public, 

and when it is explicit or can be shown undeniably to have occurred. (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978) 

 

In our data, we will look for socially acceptable justifications and personal justifications given by 

the students to understand their sensemaking process. We will then look at peers’ statements that 

either validate or threaten the same justification with reference to their behaviours, explanations, 

social supports, and expectations. 

3.4 The Social Information Processing Perspective 

3.4.1 Conceptual Status of Needs, Attitudes, and Perceptions 

Our research encompasses an understanding and evaluation of students’ perceptions of different 

themes, such as their attitudes and needs, motivations and struggles. Therefore in this section, we will 

briefly describe the concepts that will pave the way to the “Social Information Processing” perspective. 

 

Salancik & Pfeffer (1978: 225) present the concept of a “need” as “an outcome produced by a person 

rather than a property inherent in him or her.” Moreover, they mention that need and attitude concepts 

are adopted by people “to describe and make sense of their own and others' behaviour” and they have 

the potential to drive motivation and direct behaviour (ibid). In this way, we can see how students 

produce personal needs through expressing wants and desires.  

 

Needs and attitudes are described by means of language, which captures “the texture of human action 

with the idea that a person wants to, should, could, would, ought to, needs to, must, and can do 

something” (ibid). As the authors affirm, it is an information processing activity which mostly happens 

through verbal interactions for the purpose of finding meaning in behaviour and in an environment 

(ibid). 
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Calder, Ross & Insko (1973) in Attitude change and attitude attribution: Effects of incentive, choice, 

and consequences, further state that other than being expressions, attitude and need statements, are also 

identified as behaviours. They are a personal construct to external or self-generated requests for 

evaluating and explaining behaviours. Calder et al. refer to context as it influences the relationship 

between the environment and the individual, which also is highly social. That is the reason why 

sensemaking activities happen under the processing of social information. (ibid) 

 

Fundamental to understand individual behaviour and needs, how they occur and adapt is seen in the 

definition given by Salancik & Pfeffer (1978: 226) of the social information processing perspective: 

“individuals, as adaptive organisms, adapt attitudes, behaviour, and beliefs to their social context and 

to the reality of their own past and present behaviour and situation”. The authors elaborate that 

studying the informational and social environment in which the behaviour occurs and adapt is 

fundamental since people have the potential to adapt to the circumstances they find themselves in. 

This is also labelled as a psychological defence mechanism. (ibid) 

 

Subsequently, the authors stress the importance of two concepts that help to identify the form and 

content of the individual’s own expressions, which are relevant to the person deriving the attitude or 

need. First, the “Salience” of information “refers to information the individual is immediately aware 

of”. Second, “Relevance” of information “refers to the possibility that individuals can evaluate 

information as being more or less related to a specific attitude”. (ibid) 

 

According to Salancik & Pfeffer (1978), the social environment is a crucial source of information for 

the individual, because it gives cues to the person to construct and interpret events, and furthermore 

provides knowledge about what the individual’s attitudes and opinions should be. The person also 

develops its own attitude and need statements according to the information available to him/her at the 

time they are expressed. This social context also highlights information about the person’s own past 

experiences, statements, and thoughts, but also provides norms and expectations that constrain the 

rationalizing process of those past experiences. (ibid) 
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There are two important effects that social context entails, affecting both attitude and need statements: 

First, it directly constructs meaning through guidance towards socially acceptable beliefs, attitudes 

and needs and acceptable reasons for actions. Second, it tells the individual to focus his/her attention 

on certain information, making the information more salient and provides expectations concerning 

individual behaviour and on consequences of that behaviour. These two effects, both the informational 

social influence and social context on processes, show how actions are used to construct attitude and 

need statements. (ibid) 

 

Salancik & Pfeffer (1978) provide us with the theoretical knowledge regarding social and personal 

construction of reality, which will be elaborated and presented in the last part of this chapter in the 

section A Framework For Guiding The Analysis. 

 

Through this social information processing approach, the authors researched “how individuals come to 

perceive their work environment” (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978: 228). This perspective is what we can use 

in our research approach. Our focus is on how students’ perceive their needs in their environment, 

related to a perceived evaluation of CBS career initiatives, which aim at advance students’ professional 

careers. 

 

In an early study made by Festinger (1954) in A theory of social comparison processes, he argues that 

motivation to communicate with others establishes interpretation and meaning. “People are 

motivated to communicate with others, and through this communication, develop stable, socially 

derived interpretations of events and their meanings”. He further suggests that individuals evaluate 

information sources with reference to personal relevance, using similar others for comparisons; 

“the more similar someone is, the more relevant his or her views for understanding one's own world 

is”. (Festinger, 1954: 130). 

 

In their work, Salancik & Pfeffer (1978) illustrate the process of perception and “how individuals 

perceive anything”. As it is important to our research, we will briefly highlight the concept. 

“Perception is a retrospective process” - even though it relates to past experience, it is immediate, and 

“it derives from recall and reconstruction”.  The information at the individual’s disposal about events 
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is composed by recollections. When something is not or cannot be recalled, as also mentioned by 

Weick (2001), individuals fill in the missing pieces by literally reconstructing or creating the 

environment. (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978: 228) 

 

Based on this approach, students’ actions and evaluations are constructed from perceptions of their 

past experiences. Students’ behaviour affects the process of constructing interpretations of events and 

environment by changing or creating them. This information will be applied to our data set in the 

analysis. This part of a social information processing perspective will be further elaborated in the next 

paragraphs as it represents one of the key processes of our research. 

3.4.2 Sensemaking As The Process Of Committed Interpretation 

This section shows how the previous described interpretation and commitment perspectives combine 

to produce sensemaking. How students’ perceived motivations, struggles, and evaluation of career 

initiatives are built on behavioural commitment is important to understand in relation to our data set.  

 

Weick (2001) stresses the importance of the concept to highlight the social and symbolic nature of 

sensemaking and to designate binding action as the object of sensemaking. 

 

In the Social Information Processing perspective, as described by Salancik and Pfeffer (1978: 224), the 

concept is explained thus: “commitment binds an individual to his or her behaviour”. In our study, this 

commitment refers to students’ commitment to the interpretation of career initiatives and their 

motivations and struggles in relation to the employability challenge. 

 

In their work on behavioural commitment, A Social Information Processing Approach to Job Attitudes 

and Task Design, Salancik and Pfeffer (1978: 224) highlight that:  

 

“Behaviour becomes an undeniable and unchangeable aspect of the person’s world, and when he 

makes sense of the environment, the behaviour is the point on which constructions or 

interpretations are based. This process can be described as a rationalizing process, in which 

behaviour is rationalized by referring to features of the environment which support it.”(ibid) 
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Weick (2001) also acknowledges it as a process of individuals’ legitimating behaviour. Therefore, what 

follows are acceptable justifications that are developed by individuals, primarily to give meaning, 

trying to rationalize, and explain their behaviour. The definition is identifiable with the purpose of 

need-satisfaction, expectancy, and motivation. (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978) 

 

The social information processing perspective of Salancik & Pfeffer (1978) further emphasizes the 

effects on context and the implication of past choices, rather than individual predispositions and 

rational decision making processes. 

 

When analysing students’ behavioural commitment with regards to valuable motivations and 

evaluation of CBS actions in our data set, it will be investigated which justifications are developed to 

explain students’ behaviours with the implication of past choices and context. 

 

Therefore, from what is illustrated by Salancik & Pfeffer (1978) we acknowledge that international 

students, as the individuals in the sensemaking process, when developing statements about their 

attitudes and needs, they use “informational social influence” that they acquired from past 

behaviours. Those behaviours are influenced by other people’s perspectives, such as previously heard 

facts or opinions, which are thought as socially acceptable, as well as, the contextual relevance of 

information, and the ultimate need to create legitimate rationalizations for actions. (Salancik & 

Pfeffer, 1978) 

 

As Weick (2001) states it, sensemaking has a highly social symbolic nature that constructs actions. 

Actions and attitudes are affected by the social context. 

 

In addition, the past binding choice is justified by potential explanations, such as it will be more 

helpful to get information about the Danish job market, earlier in my study, because I have no 

background knowledge of it. 
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Weick (2001) affirms that actions are greatly affected by people, that bring problems and 

solutions, as potential explanations. He also explores the model of committed interpretation and 

illustrates its components. First of all, Weick (2001) points out that action is mostly social, and that is 

why there is always an interaction between different parties, such as an organisation and its members 

(people). When this interaction occurs in a commitment context, the action becomes bound to both 

parties and there is a search for justification that tends to invoke larger social entities. Social 

justification is an important part of the model. Behavioural commitment is often justified by constraint 

and opportunities. (Weick, 2001:15) 

 

Weick (2001) refers to macro entities as one of the most convenient and socially acceptable ways for 

individuals to use as their justification component. In other words, to justify a commitment, 

individuals use macro entities, such as organisations or large groups of people as explanations to 

justify their actions or decisions. In this way, some students refer to peers to justify their commitment 

and urge others to use the same explanations and to support these explanations that these individuals 

“deploy as a self fulfilling prophecies” (Weick, 2001:15).  

 

This model forms socially acceptable reasons. 

 

Weick concludes that “committed interpretation, therefore, is a sensemaking process that introduces 

stability into an equivocal flow of events by means of justifications that increase social order” (Weick, 

2001:15). When individuals act on these committed interpretations, Weick says that their actions are 

more in order, predictable, organized, and ultimately have more impact on other people and are easily 

imitated (ibid). 

 

In summary, the theoretical perspectives highlighted in this theoretical chapter will be used as 

guidelines to analyse our data. The sensemaking theories presented by Weick help us in our research to 

determine the sensemaking processes that students adopt when answering our questions in interviews. 

By applying the theoretical concepts described here to our data set in the analysis, we identify patterns 

to explain how students make sense of their motivations, struggles and how they evaluate CBS’ career 

initiatives. The outcome of the analysis will form the basis for answering our research question. 
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3.5 A Framework For Guiding The Analysis 
On the basis of the theoretical premises described above, especially The Social Basis of Attitudes 

chapter in Salancik & Pfeffer (1978), we outline a framework below that will guide our analysis. 

 

First of all, we briefly introduce the three causes that form attitude and need statements according to 

Salancik & Pfeffer’s (1978: 229) view: 

 

The Three Causes Application in our research 

1 “The individual's perception and 
judgment of the affective components of 
the job or task environment.” 

In our research, we identify this as students’ 
feelings or emotions perceived when faced 
with an attitude object. 

2 “The information which the social context 
provides about what attitudes are 
appropriate.” 

Identified as “students’ peer experiences” as 
“socially acceptable reasons” affecting the 
individual’s (student’s) own judgments. 

3 “The individual's self-perception, 
mediated by processes of causal 
attribution, of the reasons for his past 
behaviour.” 

Identified as students’ own self-perception 
towards past experiences in relation to his/her 
own behaviour. 

3.5.1 Informational Social Influence 

Based on the three causes above, Salancik & Pfeffer (1978) posit four ways to process the need and 

attitude statements of individuals. Here, we will focus on the “Informational Social Influence” 

described in the theoretical framework above as the primary cause that directly and indirectly affects 

need and attitude statements. 

 

1. The first direct effect is on students’ peer statements regarding struggles, motivations and career 

initiatives affecting the student’s own motivation and attitude towards them. If peers continuously share 

that a career initiative is for instance: not useful, boring, undesirable, or that it poses a struggle that 

gives many challenges to the majority of peers, the student will either reject these judgments or 

assimilate them into his/her own judgment. This is because the student is susceptible to the 

evaluations communicated to him/her by the social context. Salancik & Pfeffer (1978) give two reasons 

for this: 
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• First, there are complex stimuli in the students’ environment. Students might be uncertain on 

how to react to a certain career initiative that contains multidimensional components/several 

characteristics. Therefore, knowing others’ evaluations gives the student some ideas as to 

how to react to complex cues. 

• Second, the student might want to agree with his/her peers, if only verbally, to fit in. These 

repeated verbal agreements may eventually convince the student him/her self to assimilate the 

judgment. 

 

2. The second effect regards the influence of social information on “structuring a person’s attentional 

processes”. “Thus, making aspects of the environment more or less salient.” (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978: 

229). In this way, by referring to and communicating frequently with each other about certain 

dimensions such as certain aspects, struggles, motivations, or expectations in their everyday life, 

students influence and give cues to an individual as to what to consider valuable or not. The 

saliency of the information can affect the attitude established. For example, calling attention to the fact 

that students find it challenging in finding an internship or a relevant student job may make the struggle 

relevant and real for the student. On the other hand, giving attention to the social importance of 

professional networking during networking events at CBS might make the individual motivated to do 

it. 

 

3. The third effect is “through the interpretation of environmental cues”. “…Social influence affects 

attitudes through the interpretation of environmental cues. More than just focusing attention, others 

provide their constructed meanings of events. Peers provide not only focus and attention to something, 

but they also give their constructed meanings of events. “The more equivocal events are, the more 

social definitions will prevail.” (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978: 229). A student who doesn’t know much 

about a certain career initiative will interpret it from social definitions already established and known 

from other peers. (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978: 229). 

 

4. The fourth effect in which peers affect an individual’s attitudes “is by influencing how the person 

interprets his or her needs”. “People learn what their needs, values, and requirements should be in 
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part from their interactions with others”. Hence, peers discussing with each other that more individual 

mentoring is needed for students to successfully pave their way into the Danish job market imply that 

not only mentoring is relevant for the students’ early professional career, but also that the presence or 

absence of that is important to the students. “Mentioning personal deprivation or constraint would 

motivate the individual to attempt to overcome it.” (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978: 230). 

 

Apart from the four effects described above, there are two other effects which are not related to the 

informational social influence’s effects. Instead, they come from cognitively evaluating the 

dimensions of self and environment (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978). This will be elaborated below. 

3.5.2 Cognitive Evaluation of The Self and Environment 

In this case, information can be adopted and come from individuals constructing attitudes or statements 

about needs not only as a result of the informational social influences but also by cognitively evaluating 

the dimensions of self and environment (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978:230). 

 

In this case, the information used can be any information, including: 

 

Attitudes From Environmental Perceptions 

5. “One's own past expressions of attitudes, the behavioural responses of others, and information about 

features of the environmental context.” (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978: 230). For example, a student’s own 

past expression about working abroad (environmental context): “it is important to know the language 

spoken in the country, as well as other relevant languages because they give a competitive advantage 

for a specific job position”. In this statement student’s “own past expressions of attitudes” and 

“information about features of the environmental context” in which the student gives a “personal 

justification” to the past expression help the individual in the processing of information that a person 

has about the object of judgment. 

 

Past Behaviour as an Attitude Determinant 

6. Another relevant effect proposed by Salancik & Pfeffer (1978) to add “to the social and cognitive 

processing of job dimensions” (…) is the individual's past behaviours and how these behaviours 
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come to be attributed to the environment or the person”. The behaviour can be useful in order to 

construct attitude and need statements when information about past behaviour is salient at the time 

when the attitude is created, which is affected by the individual’s commitment to the behaviour. 

(Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978: 230). An example of this could be when a student is reluctant to participate 

in a networking event because he/she experiences a pressure generated by the professional 

environment. This is because the social act of networking with future employers requires a personal 

commitment to adopt a behaviour that is out of his/her comfort zone. 

 

The sample of the framework adopted for the qualitative analysis can be found in Appendix C. 

4. METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS 
This chapter seeks to clarify the methodological considerations behind our research. These 

considerations then provide useful information for understanding the chosen analytical design, which 

is described and explained in the next chapter. 

4.1 Philosophy of Science 

4.1.1 Ontology: Constructivism 

This paper is based on the ontological position of constructivism, which states, “social phenomena 

and their meanings are continually being accomplished by social actors”(Bryman, 2016:29). This 

means that since social phenomena are produced through social interaction, it is in a constant state of 

revision. Furthermore, in recent years, constructivism has also come to include the view that 

researchers’ own accounts of the social world are constructions (Bryman, 2016: 29). This implies that 

the researcher always presents a specific version of social reality, rather than one that can be regarded 

as definitive. Consequently, knowledge is regarded as indeterminate. Opposite, objectivism asserts that 

social phenomena and their meanings exist independently or separately from social actors. In other 

words, social phenomena are beyond the individuals’ and the researchers’ reach or influence. (Ibid) 

 

The constructivist stance is rooted in the nature of our research question, which seeks to understand the 

reality based on how individuals and/or the researcher “construct” or influence the reality. By 

examining the sensemaking processes of international students and thereby attempting to understand 
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their perceived needs in relation to the employability challenge (based on their perceptions related to 

motivation for staying in Denmark, evaluation of CBS’ career initiatives and experienced struggles in 

Denmark), our findings are rooted in how our respondents construct or influence their social world 

based on their past experiences and behaviour. 

 

In order for this approach to be justified from a social science point of view, our epistemological 

approach founded in Hermeneutics and Interpretivism highlights the important role of language and 

interpretation. These aspects will be explained in detail below and provide justification to how this 

study’s researchers can seek to comprehend the meaning or sensemaking conveyed by the international 

students. 

4.1.2 Epistemology: Interpretivism & Hermeneutics 

Following the ontological stance of constructivism and as further explained above, this study is 

grounded in Hermeneutics, an epistemological approach rooted in Interpretivism. 

 

Interpretivism is founded upon the view that “the nature of reality is socially constructed through 

culture and language” (Saunders et al, 2009: 140) and that multiple meanings, interpretations and 

realities exist. Interpretivism emphasises that humans are different from physical phenomena because 

they create meanings and it is these meanings that interpretivists study. (Saunders et al, 2009) 

Interpretivism is the opposite of positivism, a natural science epistemology, which projects that “the 

role of research is to test theories through careful observations and to provide material for the 

development of laws” (Bryman, 2016: 25). This perspective is not shared by interpretivists who say 

that the purpose of research is to create new, richer understandings and interpretations of social 

worlds and contexts (Saunders et al, 2009: 140). 

 

In general, interpretivists emphasize the importance of language, culture and history in the shaping of 

our interpretations and experiences of social worlds. With its focus on complexity, richness, multiple 

interpretations and meaning-making, Interpretivism is explicitly subjectivist. An implication of this is 

that interpretivists recognise that their interpretation of research materials and data, and thus their own 

values and beliefs, play an important role in the research process. Crucial to the interpretivist 
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philosophy is that the researcher has to adopt an empathetic stance. The challenge for the interpretivist 

is to enter the social world of the research participants and understand that world from their point of 

view. (Saunders et al, 2009) 

 

Having established that Hermeneutics is closely linked to Interpretivism, the deeper characteristics of 

Hermeneutics will be explained in more detail. According to the Oxford Handbook of Continental 

Philosophy, Hermeneutics refers to a theory of interpretation, i.e. the theory of achieving an 

understanding of texts, utterances and so on (Rosen & Leiter, 2009:30). Put in relation to the social 

science, Hermeneutics is concerned with the theory and method of the interpretation of human action 

(Bryman, 2016: 26). Even with the extensive history of philosophers contributing to the development 

of Hermeneutics, an important point shared by many of them is that all meaning and thought are 

essentially dependent on language (Rosen & Leiter, 2009). Johan Gottfried Herder (1744–1803), an 

important contributor to Hermeneutics, elaborates on this. 

 

According to Herder, Hermeneutics is grounded in three principles related to the philosophy of 

language. (Only two of the principles shall be mentioned here since the third is met with some 

scepticism amongst contemporary philosophers of language). The two main principles highlight that 

(1) meanings are word usages, which means that (2) all thought (as essentially articulated in terms of 

concepts or meanings) is essentially dependent on and bounded by the thinker’s capacity for linguistic 

expression - i.e. a person can only think if he has a language and can only think what he can express 

linguistically. (Rosen & Leiter, 2009: 34-35). 

 

Consequently, these principles all carry very important consequences for interpretation. Principle (1) 

implies that an essential task of interpretation is to determine linguistic usage and hence meaning. 

Further, principle (2) implies that not only in order to access an author's thoughts, an interpreter must 

explore the author's language, but also that there is no danger that an author's thoughts will transcend 

his capacity for linguistic expression.(Rosen & Leiter, 2009: 34-35). 

 

To make it clear, the link between Interpretivism and Hermeneutics and their relevance for our research 

lies in the fact that we seek to generate insights and understandings of the international graduate 
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students through investigating their sensemaking processes and thus discover how they create meaning 

conveyed through language. Likewise, we believe that in order to generate these insights, we regard it 

as a complex entity where people of different cultural backgrounds, under different circumstances and 

at different times make different meanings, and so create and experience different social realities. This 

is also reflected in the different answers we have obtained from the international students representing 

around 35 different nationalities and 22 master programmes (in the quantitative data research). 

However, in the end we are looking for common patterns so we are able to present a common 

recommendation. We have chosen to focus our investigation on the international students, due to the 

fact that at the beginning of our data collection, their point of view had not been investigated by CBS. 

4.1.3 The Role of the Researcher  

Based on the notion stated in the beginning of this chapter, concerning researchers influencing their 

own accounts of the social world, we wish to mention a possible co-construction of reality between one 

of this paper’s researchers and the students he interviewed. The researcher is an international student 

himself and therefore has a vested interest in the topic. Overall, we regard this as an advantage to our 

paper, especially in relation to the data collection, which we will argue for below. 

 

According to Tajfel & Turner (1979) and their Social Identity Theory, members belonging to the same 

group (the ingroup) tend to favour each other, while discriminate against members belonging to other 

groups (the outgroups). Members of the ingroup do this to enhance their self-image by pinpointing 

negative aspects of the outgroups. In extreme cases, this can lead to prejudiced views of the outgroup, 

where differences between the ingroup and outgroup and similarities in between members of the 

ingroup both are perceived as high. In light of this, our international researcher might show this bias by 

subconsciously asking follow-up questions in the in-depth interviews related to ingroup similarities and 

outgroup differences by i.e. focussing on issues he experienced himself as an international student at 

CBS and putting less significance to other issues. (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) 

 

However, we consider this notion of ingroup and outgroup behaviour an advantage rather than a source 

for concern. If we regard all international students as members of the same group (the ingroup), it can 

be argued that in the interviews conducted by our international researcher, he is able to connect to the 
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participants on a deeper level, making them more comfortable opening up about their experiences and 

perceived challenges since they speak to a “member” of the same group. In this way, the ontology of 

the paper is grounded in constructivism where the researcher takes an active part in constructing the 

reality of the participants, giving an arguably deeper level of insight of the data than if both researchers 

belonged to the outgroup (i.e. if both were Danes). However, as a way of limiting a potential bias, the 

work of conducting the in-depth interviews was divided between both researchers. 

4.2 Research Approach 

In order for social research data to be considered significant, it must be related to theory (Bryman, 

2016). Theory is important because it justifies the research that is being conducted as well as providing 

a framework within which social phenomena can be understood and the research findings can be 

interpreted (Ibid). Overall, there are two distinguishable ways in which theory relates to research: 

inductive and deductive approaches. This study utilises both approaches in a combination called the 

abductive approach, which will be explained below. 

 

The inductive approach involves drawing generalizable conclusions from specific empirical findings 

(Bryman & Bell, 2007). In other words, theory is the outcome of or entirely based on research data. 

The strength of the inductive approach is that it seeks to develop an understanding of the way humans 

interpret their social world, which is why it favours qualitative data collection methods (Saunders et al., 

2009). Opposite, in the deductive approach, the researcher draws upon what is already theoretically 

known about a particular area in order to deduce a hypothesis (or hypotheses) that must then be tested 

in an empirical study (Ibid). In other words, theory guides how research should be conducted in order 

to reach a specific logical conclusion (Saunders et al., 2009).  

 

Instead of moving from theory to data (as in deduction) or data to theory (as in induction), an 

abductive approach moves back and forth, combining deduction and induction. Below follows a 

general explanation of an abductive approach. 

 

With abductive reasoning, the research process starts with the observation of “surprising facts” or 

“puzzles” and the research process is devoted to their explanation. These surprising facts may emerge 
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when researchers encounter empirical phenomena that cannot be explained by the existing range of 

theories. In principle, these surprises can occur at any stage in the research process. It then works out a 

plausible theory of how this could have occurred. When following an abductive approach, the 

researcher seeks to choose the “best” explanation amongst many alternatives in order to explain the 

surprising facts identified at the start of the research process. Some plausible theories can account for 

what is observed better than others, and it is these theories that will help uncover more surprising facts. 

After having worked out a plausible theory, premises or prepositions about the surprising facts are 

developed and thereafter tested through empirical data gathering. The obtained data must be 

sufficiently detailed to allow for exploring the phenomenon and identifying and explaining patterns 

about the surprising facts. These explanations will then be held against the identified plausible theory 

and integrated into an overall conceptual framework. This would then be tested using evidence 

provided by existing and new data and revised as necessary. (Bryman & Bell, 2015) & (Saunders et al, 

2009) 

 

Below follows an explanation of how we have used the abductive approach in our research. The 

numbers roughly represent stages in the research process. 

 

Stage 1: While doing exploratory interviews with CBS representatives directly involved in the CBS 

talent retention strategy, we encountered the ”surprising fact” of CBS being the university in DK with 

the highest intake of international students but with the lowest employment rate. Based on this, we 

converted this observation into our research focus and our overall research question. We were 

interested in investigating the international students’ point of view, since this had not been done by 

CBS at the time, as previously mentioned.  

 

Stage 2: Findings from the explorative interviews were then compared to the theories of sensemaking 

and based on that we developed premises concerning the international students’ perception of the 

employability challenge related to evaluation of career initiatives, experienced struggles and 

motivational attitudes/statements. 

 



© Davide Aterini and Zita Guldhammer Wolff 

  44 

Stage 3: Our developed premises about students’ perceptions were then tested by collecting new 

empirical data through an online survey/questionnaire, where 104 international students responded. 

 

Stage 4: Based on the findings from the aggregation of the survey data held against the theory, we 

revised the premises. 

 

Stage 5: The revised premises were then tested by conducting new data in the form of semi-structured 

formal in-depth interviews with nine international students from the survey, where the purpose was to 

gain a deeper understanding of their survey answers relating to the themes mentioned in stage 2.  

 

Stage 6: Ultimately, based on the latest test findings of the in-depth interviews and the revised 

premises, the best possible explanation of the “surprising fact” are presented in a conclusion that 

provides the best possible answer to our research question. Table 2 illustrates our abductive research 

approach in our research process, where we oscillate between inductive and deductive approaches. 

 
Table 2: The Abductive Research Approach: The relation between theory and research during the research 

process. 
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5. ANALYTICAL DESIGN 
This chapter elucidates how the adopted theoretical perspectives have been applied in practice. By 

drawing on the ontological and epistemological positions explained above as well as the chosen 

research approach, this study’s research design and the relevant research methods are chosen. In total, 

this explains how we have analysed our data. 

The analysis sections below are divided according to the different research methods we have used to 

collect our data. In order to structure it, we have tied the different research methods to our four research 

sub-questions to show how we have applied the methods in combination with the theoretical concepts 

to our data to answer the sub-questions, which ultimately serve as input to answering the overall 

research question. 

5.1 Research Design 

Since our study does not fit neatly into any of the traditional research designs, we have chosen the best 

possible fit that best describes how we have conducted our study. In overall terms, our research design 

can best be described as a form of field study, but without the element of going into the field and 

observing people in their natural habitat. 

A field study or field research is primarily a qualitative research design where researchers go into the 

field, or a natural setting, to observe people, collecting very detailed information about individuals, 

groups, or interactions. Overall, field studies belong to the category of non-experimental designs where 

the researcher uses what already exists in the environment. The two specific aims of field studies are 

exploratory research and hypothesis testing. Exploratory research seeks to examine what exists in order 

to have a better idea about the dynamics that operate within the natural setting. Here, the acquisition of 

knowledge is the main objective. With hypothesis testing, the field study seeks to determine whether 

the null hypothesis or the alternative hypothesis best predicts the relationship of variables in the 

specific context; assumptions can then be used to inform future research. (Salkind, 2012) 

In our study, we utilise both as explained above in our abductive research approach, with the only 

difference that we don’t test actual hypotheses, rather we develop and adjust premises based on 

findings from collected data and our theories. 
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5.2 Research Methods 

Overall, this study adopts three different types of research methods in order to generate data with which 

to answer the research question. The different methods, combining both qualitative and quantitative 

methods, will be described in overall terms in this section, and the following sections offer elaborated 

descriptions of how we used them specifically in our study. The three overall methods that we used are 

Interview Analyses, Document Analysis, and Quantitative Data Research. 

5.3 Interviews 

There are many different types of qualitative interviews, but in overall terms, this study adopts two 

different types, exploratory unstructured interviews (for our initial research) and in-depth semi-

structured interviews (for the follow-up in-depth interviews on survey responses with the 

international students and graduates).  

 

In the unstructured interview, the researcher uses a brief set of prompts to deal with a certain range of 

topics (Bryman, 2016). There may be just a single question that the interviewer asks, and the 

interviewee is then allowed to respond freely, with the interviewer responding to points that seem 

worthy of being followed up (Ibid). The interviews we did with TD and LF resembled unstructured 

exploratory interviews, since we aimed to explore and gain information on a topic we knew very little 

of. We prepared ourselves for the interview by noting down a few relevant questions relating to the 

topic of the international employability and retention issue at CBS, but we didn't have an interview 

guide. We mostly let TD and LF speak in the interview and occasionally we would ask follow-up 

questions whenever relevant. In this way, we avoided steering and influencing the conversation, 

thereby ensuring we obtained as much relevant information as possible about their work and CBS’ 

strategy. 

 

In the semi-structured interview, the researcher has a list of fairly specific topics to be covered, often 

referred to as an interview guide, but the interviewee has a great deal of freedom in how to reply. 

Questions may not be asked exactly in the way they are outlined in the schedule and questions that are 

not included in the guide may be asked as the interviewer picks up on interviewees’ replies. But, more 

or less, all the questions will be asked and a similar wording will be used from interviewee to 
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interviewee. (Bryman, 2016). In our interviews with the international students, we conducted semi-

structured interviews since we asked all interviewees the same questions based on an interview guide 

(i.e. based on selected survey questions). (This interview is explained at the end of this chapter in order 

to follow the order in which the data was collected). 

 

In both types of interviews, the interview process is flexible. Additionally, the emphasis must be on 

how the interviewee frames and understands issues and events (what the interviewee views as 

important in explaining and understanding events, patterns and forms of behaviour). (Bryman, 2016) 

5.3.1 Sampling 

As with interview types, there are many different ways of sampling in qualitative research. On an 

overall level, we have used a form of purposive sampling for our two types of interviews, which is one 

of the most common methods of sampling in qualitative research. Purposive sampling concerns the 

selection of units (people, organisations, documents etc.) with direct reference to the research questions 

being asked. It is a non-probability form of sampling, which means that the sampled participants are 

not selected randomly but in a strategic way so that those sampled are relevant to the posed research 

question. (Bryman, 2016). This way of sampling was relevant to adopt for us because we wanted to 

investigate specific individuals relevant to our research question (CBS representatives involved in the 

strategy development and international CBS master students). Having said this, the international 

students that we interviewed, we chose randomly, but still within the relevant group that we wanted to 

investigate. 

 

The participants chosen for the initial interviews were selected due to their direct involvement with 

CBS’ international talent retention strategy. TD and LF are the main characters driving the efforts 

behind the strategy and therefore they could provide us with information about the strategy. More 

information about their academic and professional backgrounds is described in the first analysis 

chapter. 

 

The participants for the in-depth interviews were chosen based on those who answered our survey and 

who were interested in doing follow-up in-depth interviews elaborating their survey answers (which 
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they indicated at the end of the survey). Amongst those, we chose our respondents randomly but with 

an aim at representing different master programmes. In total we conducted nine interviews. An overall 

description of the interviewees can be seen in Appendix B. 

5.3.2 Data Quality 

When conducting in-depth or semi-structured interviews, the researcher always needs to take data 

quality issues, such as reliability or dependability into consideration. A way to respond to the issue of 

reliability in relation to findings derived from using in-depth or semi-structured interviews is that these 

are not necessarily intended to be repeatable since they reflect reality at the time they were collected, in 

a situation, which may be subject to change (Saunders et al., 2016). The assumption behind this type of 

research is that the circumstances that are explored are considered dynamic and complex (Ibid). The 

value of using in depth or semi-structured interviews is derived from the flexibility that you may use to 

explore the complexity of the topic (Ibid). 

 

In our study where we conducted both exploratory and in-depth interviews, the findings from these 

interviews are dependent on the situation in which the interviews were conducted. This is mainly due to 

the fact that the CBS strategy is emerging and therefore continuously developed and changed, which 

automatically would mean that the conduction of similar exploratory interviews would generate 

different findings. Likewise with the in-depth interviews conducted with international students, their 

answers are dependent on the situation in which the interviews were conducted. This is due to the fact 

that student’s perceptions change based on new experiences and behaviour acquired since the 

interviews. Similarly, students’ evaluations of CBS career initiatives are likely to change since the 

initiatives constantly change too. 

5.4 Exploratory Interviews 

In the beginning of our research, we observed the “surprising fact” that CBS was the university in 

Denmark with the highest intake of international students but with the lowest employment rate. From 

there, we became interested in how CBS could solve this challenge. We further proceeded with 

conducting two exploratory interviews with two CBS representatives involved in the CBS international 

talent retention strategy to discover more about this, and they confirmed our initial observation.  
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Based on these exploratory interviews, we were able to determine this study’s research focus. Our aim 

was to identify a potential knowledge “gap” that we would attempt to cover through the creation of 

new insights and knowledge. These new insights would then allow us to contribute with a new 

perspective to CBS’ strategy work (meaning the international students’ perspective). 

The CBS representatives of the international talent retention strategy we interviewed were: 

Interviewees Role/Title 

Tom Dahl-Østergaard (TD) Dean’s Representative, International Talent Retention (former Head 
of International Office) 

Lotte Fredslund-Hansen (LF) International Student Retention Manager & Career Counsellor, and 
project manager at CBS Business 

Table 3: The CBS employees we interviewed for our initial research, including their role at CBS. 

The two interviews have been conducted and recorded by both researchers, thereafter transcribed and 

analysed (see Appendix G and Appendix H): First, in order to discover aspects of international talent 

employability that had not yet been investigated by CBS (in order to determine our research focus), and 

second, in order to provide information about the CBS’ international talent retention strategy, which we 

use to answer the first research sub-question. The identified relevant information in the two interviews 

have been marked, coded and used in the first chapter of the analysis. 

The quotes that we use in the analysis from the interviews are coded like this: for example (TD1,Q1) 

refers to a quote taken from the interview we conducted with Tom Dahl-Østergaard (TD1) and the 

number of the quote in the interview (Q1). 

5.5 Documents 

The documents used in this study are confidential documents derived from private sources, or more 

specifically, organisational documents provided by CBS employees. Documents deriving from private 

sources such as organisations are likely to be authentic and meaningful (in the sense of being clear and 

comprehensible to the researcher), although the researcher always has to analyse and evaluate them 

critically in terms of credibility and representativeness. This is because the writer of the documents is 

likely to have a particular point of view that they want to get across. That is why organisational 

documents normally have to be interrogated in the context of other sources of data. (Bryman, 2016) 
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In our research, the used documents are compared to our findings from our initial interviews. The types 

of documents used are project documents and they are all co-developed by many different people who 

are part of developing the CBS strategy and therefore working towards the same goal, which makes it 

less likely that these documents are the product of one biased employee. 

 

Additionally, since these documents are either entirely or partly written in Danish and this study is 

conducted in English, it has been necessary for us to translate some terms when referring to the 

documents in this study. We are aware that the process of translation always poses a risk of lost 

meaning. However, we have added the terms in the original language in brackets after our translations, 

to clearly mark when a translated term has been used. 

 

The organisational documents were provided to us by TD and LF. The documents represent material 

related to CBS’ organisational strategy, more specifically to the current progress of the Career 

Destination Denmark Project 2018-2022 i.e. the development of CBS international talent retention 

strategy. Based on a qualitative content analysis of these documents, the findings provided us with 

information about the CBS international retention strategy as well as input to the question formulation 

of our online survey. 

 

As stated in the delimitation, the documents represent a “work-in-progress” due to the emerging nature 

of the strategy, which means that we only had access to the versions, which were the most updated at 

the time we received the documents. This means that these documents represent a snapshot of the 

progress of the strategy at the time, and our findings from these and subsequent data findings in our 

analysis should be seen in this light. The documents were analysed based on a qualitative content 

analysis, which comprises searching-out underlying themes in the materials being analysed (Bryman, 

2016). The extracted themes were related to the development of the CBS strategy. 

 

The first document was an excel sheet labelled “CDD Projektbeskrivelse” (Appendix F). This 

document contains a detailed overview and description of the concrete activities, implementation status 

and processes carried out in order to meet the overall Career Destination Denmark (CDD) project i.e. 
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the development of CBS international talent retention strategy. The document version we had access to 

and which is used in our paper was lastly updated 25. March 2019. Relevant themes from this 

document were identified in the form of concrete career initiatives that CBS were planning to 

implement as part of the development of the strategy and these initiatives were used as input to our 

survey because we wish to investigate the perception of the international students regarding these 

initiatives in order to determine if there was an alignment between student’s perceptions and CBS’ 

international talent strategy. 

 

The second document is a power point slide labelled “Målhierarkiet” (red. The Goal Hierarchy) 

(Appendix D) and contains a list of the overall objective (formål), goals (delformål) and concrete steps 

(leverancer) on how to deliver and execute on the set strategy goals. The version of this document, 

which we used in this study, was lastly updated 8. January 2019. We used this document as input on 

CBS’ main strategy objectives regarding the emerging international talent retention strategy as 

identified in the first analysis chapter. 

 

Based on the content analysis of the organisational documents, we identified three main themes that we 

wanted to investigate further in relation to the international students and our research question. A theme 

is defined as a category identified by the researcher through the data (Bryman, 2016). These themes 

comprise international students’: Evaluation of CBS Career-Enhancing Initiatives, Motivation 

attitudes/statements and Experienced Struggles while living in Denmark. These identified themes were 

used to formulate the categories and questions for the online survey. Based on these themes in the 

survey, each theme is coded and marked in a separate colour in the follow-up in-depth interview 

transcripts with international students. 

5.6 Quantitative Data Research (Survey) 

The purpose of the quantitative data research that we conducted in the form of an online survey was to 

identify overall patterns of sensemaking that would allow us to adopt a qualitative research method, in 

the form of follow-up in-depth interviews, to investigate these further. In that way, we would be 

consistent with an interpretive approach since our aim was to construct the survey questions in relation 
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to survey respondents’ perceptions. As such, the quantitative data can’t stand alone but is to be backed 

up by interviews. The aggregated survey data can be found in Appendix A. 

 

Based on the input from the exploratory interviews and the organisational documents, we conducted an 

online survey in Google Forms, comprising 21 questions divided into eight categories. In total it 

received 104 respondents in the period from the end of April 2019 until the end of May 2019. Those 

respondents, who were interested in elaborating their answers in a follow-up in-depth interview with 

us, added their names in the further interview possibility section at the end of the survey. The eight 

categories comprise: Education, Nationality, Demography, Occupation and Career, CBS Career 

Initiatives [in general], Current CBS Career Initiatives, Future CBS Career Initiatives, Living in 

Denmark [struggles]. These categories were created based on three main themes identified from the 

exploratory interviews and the organisational documents that we wanted to investigate in relation to the 

international students and our research question. These themes are international students’ Evaluation of 

CBS Career-Enhancing Initiatives, Motivation attitudes/statements and Experienced Struggles while 

living in Denmark. Our 

 

We adopted this two-fold methodological setup, combining the questionnaire and in-depth interviews, 

for two reasons. First, because we were able to ask the more generic questions in the survey, and 

thereby shortening the length of the interviews considerably, we made it more likely that the busy 

students would have time to elaborate their answers to us. Second, because their survey answers gave 

us a pre-knowledge of the student’s attitudes, it allowed us to only ask them to elaborate on relevant 

answers in the interviews with the purpose of generating a deeper understanding of the students’ initial 

perceptions and patterns of sensemaking. 

5.6.1 Sampling 

Sampling in quantitative research is directly linked with the purpose of the investigation. This is also 

the case for surveys as a quantitative research method. The overall purpose of conducting social 

research is often grounded in the wish to understand a group of people’s attitudes, behaviours or 

backgrounds etc. In order to do so, you need to take the size of the group of people you wish to 

investigate into consideration. If the group of people, or population, consists of a vast amount of 
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individuals, the researcher often needs to sample people from the total population. Thus, sampling is 

necessary if you want to investigate a large group of people because it is often time-consuming and 

expensive to ask every individual, and you might have restricted access to the whole population as 

well. (Bryman, 2016) 

 

The strategy you choose with which to do the sampling is also important and it is again linked to the 

overall purpose of your investigation. In this study, we aim at generalizing to the entire population 

based on our selected sample, which means that the selected sample must be representative of the entire 

population. With generalization, it is always important to remember that you can only say something 

about the population from which the sample was taken, and not further than that. A representative 

sample refers to a sample that reflects the population accurately so that it is a microcosm of the total 

population (Bryman, 2016: 174). If the sample is not representative, it said to be biased, which is a 

sample that does not represent the population from which the sample was selected (Bryman, 2016: 

173). However, it is very difficult to remove the sample bias and to derive a truly representative 

sample. (Bryman, 2016) 

 

We constructed the survey with selected layered or stratified questions, which means that depending 

on respondents’ answers, the software would automatically ensure that respondents jump some 

questions that are not relevant for them to answer. However, the main purpose of this were to exclude 

individuals who were outside the population we wished to investigate (i.e. those who were not full-time 

international CBS master students or graduates). This is done in survey question 1 and 3: If respondents 

tick the answer option “I am neither” in question 1, they will be taken to section 14 and thus are not be 

able to fill out the rest of the survey. The same would happen, if they pick answer option “Danish” in 

question 3. Furthermore, question 2 ensures that we would be able to select respondents from different 

master programmes for the follow-up in-depth interviews. 

5.7 In-depth Interviews 

In addition to the exploratory interviews, we conducted nine qualitative research interviews with nine 

international full-time CBS master students. The interview format used is a semi-structured in-depth 

interview which attempts to understand themes of the lived daily world from the subjects’ own 
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perspectives (Kvale, 2011). Thus, this interview seeks to obtain descriptions of the interviewees’ lived 

world with respect to interpretation of the meaning of the described phenomena (Ibid). This interview 

format is relevant to use because we are interested in gaining a deeper understanding of the 

international students’ perceptions regarding the employability challenge, which we used to answer 

research sub-questions 2 and 3. 

 

The conducted interviews are based on the international students’ answers to the online survey. We 

chose our interviewees randomly (but with an eye on that they represented different CBS master 

programmes) based on those who indicated at the end of the survey that they would be interested in 

doing a follow-up in-depth interview. The purpose of these interviews is to gain a deeper understanding 

of the respondents’ answers and sensemaking processes related to our research focus. The survey 

answers which we asked the respondents to elaborate on, related to those survey answers that indicated 

more than a mere “yes/no” response and therefore could be followed up by and elaborated through 

“how/why” questions in in-depth interviews. The interview guide used for these interviews can be 

seen in Appendix B. 

6. ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 
This chapter analyses the data collected and critically discusses the findings and their implications. As 

follows, we have divided this Analysis and Discussion chapter into four main sections. Each section 

focuses on answering different sub-questions that will make it possible to answer our general research 

question. 

The four sections presented in this chapter: 

1. Qualitative analysis of interviews conducted with CBS Management. 

In the first section, we analysed data collected in the form of interviews with CBS Management 

involved in the strategy formulation and on the organisational issue. This first section aims at 

answering and discussing findings related to sub-question 1:  

 

SQ 1: What are the objectives of “CBS emerging International Talent Retention Strategy”? 
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2. Examination of international students’ responses in the survey. 

In the second section, we included an examination of the survey responses of international students. 

Our focus is on students’ motivations, struggles, and evaluation of CBS Career Enhancing Initiatives.  

 

3. Qualitative analysis of international students’ responses in interviews. 

In the third section, we included a qualitative analysis of in-depth interviews of international students 

in relation to their motivations, struggles, and evaluation of CBS Career Enhancing Initiatives. Section 

2 and 3 aim at answering and discussing findings related to sub-questions 2 and 3: 

 

SQ 2: How do students evaluate CBS’ Career-Enhancing Initiatives? 

SQ 3: Which are the themes that may contribute to motivating students to stay in Denmark and which 

are the struggles that might interfere with their decision of staying? 

 

4. Evaluation of the previous analyses and comparison of the findings. 

In the fourth section, we made a comparative analysis of the findings in section 1-2-3. In this section, 

our aim is to discover students’ perceived needs based on an analysis of their main motivations, 

struggles, and evaluation of CBS career initiatives, and comparing those findings with CBS 

Management objectives. The purpose is to find out if students’ perceived needs align with CBS 

emerging strategy. Furthermore, we will discuss if CBS career initiatives are perceived valuable by the 

students and therefore which are the most viable to implement. This fourth section aims at answering 

and discussing findings related to sub-question 4: 

 

SQ 4: Are CBS’ strategy and evaluation of career initiatives aligned with students’ perceived 

needs? Which career initiatives would be the most viable to implement? 

6.1 ANALYSIS - SECTION 1  
In this first section we focus on answering the research sub-question: 

SQ 1: What are the objectives of “CBS emerging International Talent Retention Strategy”? 
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In order to do that we will take the standpoint of CBS as the organisation and focus on how CBS’ 

management elaborates and understands: 

• The emerging strategy (investigation): Defined as CBS’ actions translated as career initiatives, 

formulation, and implementation. 

• The employability challenge: Defined as struggles in acknowledging the issue, course of action 

taken and investigation of the issue. 

• The communication to international students and other CBS internal and external 

stakeholders (Program Directors, Study Board Members, and the Danish business community) 

The data set used in this part is in the form of statements extrapolated from qualitative interviews 

conducted with Tom Dahl-Østergaard, (TD) and Lotte Fredslund Hansen (LF) on the subject of their 

investigations conducted on international students, career initiatives and employability. 

6.1.1 Brief Background Information of The Stakeholders Involved 
CBS Business is one of the main drivers behind the International Talent Retention Strategy formulation 

and execution. Overall, the department’s main goal is to help “building bridges between CBS and the 

business community” (CBS.dk, 2019). 

 

LF works with a range of services that CBS Business provides to all students, also in connection with 

business partners, while TD, the Dean’s representative works with CBS Dean of Education, Gregor 

Halff, and directly with study program directors and study board members. All these stakeholders are 

highly concerned about the numbers of CBS international graduates leaving the country. Their goal is 

to communicate effectively to internationals and understand what are students’ challenges, what are 

their needs, what they would like to, and how they can be helped in the Danish job market. (TD1). 

 

Tom Dahl-Østergaard (TD) is the representative manager that we interviewed the last 1st of March 

2019. He has been appointed directly by CBS Dean of Education, to tackle the issue. As he told us, he 

possesses extensive knowledge relating to international talent retention subject. He has a Ph.D., 

travelled and lived internationally, and worked in the international management consulting field. He 

also possesses experience working in international trade (The East Asiatic Company), being an 
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International Director at CBS for 7 years, directing the international office and some international 

programs, he also lived in Zimbabwe for a year and in Bolivia for the Danish Foreign Service for 3 

years. After having stated his background TD affirmed that “thanks to my experience in the 

international field, I feel that I have an opportunity to, sort of, pull all this together and work on this 

issue” (TD1, Q8). 

6.1.2 CBS International Talent Retention Strategy 

6.1.2.1 The Main Objective of The Emerging Strategy  

“CBS Career Destination: Denmark 2018-22 (CD:D)” is the name of the emerging “International 

Talent Retention Strategy” pursued by CBS Business department in collaboration with CBS Careers at 

Copenhagen Business School (Appendix F and Appendix D). 

 

It is important to emphasise that the abovementioned strategy, at the time that this paper is written is 

currently in the “emerging” state. As mentioned by TD, CBS is currently at a research stage or on a so-

called “investigation” of the employability challenge. TD and LF are collecting data and talking with a 

number of stakeholders to find out key issues that need to be addressed. CBS’ subsequent analysis and 

findings will draw conclusions that will formulate an international talent retention strategy focusing on 

implementing initiatives to retain and employ CBS international graduates in Denmark. 

 

According to TD’s definition, CBS’ strategy main objective will be focusing on “how CBS can make 

international students interested in choosing to start their career in Denmark after graduation, and 

(…) help them to succeed in getting jobs in Denmark” (TD1, Q1). Ultimately, CBS strategy will seek 

to “improve the rate of retention and employability of international students” (TD1, Q9). In details, the 

strategy aims at increasing the employment rate of CBS non-Danish (internationals) graduates by 10 

percentage points, from 23% to 33% by 2023. (TD1, Q17). 

 

The action plan entails updating and prioritizing career services directed at international students with 

the final goal of helping CBS building a bridge between international graduates and the Danish 

business community. This concrete phase will put the first new career initiatives in motion starting 
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from 2019 and will focus on allocating resources to enhance students’ professional career before 

graduation. (LF1) (see Appendix H) 

 

The strategy will focus on analysing different aspects in order to understand the struggles and job 

situation of students during their stay in Denmark. First of all, it aims at analysing the full journey of 

internationals, which refers to the point when international students receive their acceptance letter from 

CBS to the point when they hand in their master thesis; in other words, their whole study life at CBS. 

Second of all, it aims at reflecting upon the reasoning behind the decision of the students to move to 

Denmark and study a fulltime degree at CBS (Appendix D). These aspects further aim at understanding 

the motives of some internationals for leaving Denmark after graduation. CBS Business further aims at 

exploring and finding out which are the most relevant career initiatives to implement in order to tackle 

the retention and increased employability of international students. (LF1) 

 

Ultimately, CBS Business aims at incentivizing and helping skilled international graduates in finding 

their way into the Danish labour market. According to what LF says in her interview, the assumption of 

CBS is that the earlier the internationals are exposed to Danish businesses during their study life, the 

more likely it is that they will continue to work in Denmark once they graduate. (LF1) 

 

CBS career initiatives targeted specifically to internationals are the solutions, wanted by CBS’ Dean of 

Education following the ministerial intervention, that will allow CBS to build up “contact points” 

amongst the international students and the Danish business community. They will involve different 

aspects of the master students’ study program; for example, from an internship at a Danish company, 

case analysis or business project with a Danish organisation or a mentorship career development 

programme with business professionals. The full outline of the emerging strategy with the new CBS 

career initiatives can be seen in Appendix F and Appendix D. 

6.1.2.2 Realization of The Employability Challenge  

It all started last summer in 2018 when the Minister for Higher Education affirmed that 6 out of 8 

Danish universities would need to cut down study places and implement new career initiatives to 

increase the retention of international students in Denmark. Furthermore, the Minister approached 
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Dansk Industri (Confederation of Danish Industry), and stated the current employability challenge, in 

which “Danish companies cannot get enough people with a relevant education”. While, on the other 

hand, CBS and other higher educational institutions are producing a lot of skilled international 

graduates who leave the country. He then requested that a partnership be formed between the Danish 

business community and the universities to come up with some proposals to make more international 

graduates stay in Denmark. (TD1, Q16). TD is now representing CBS in a new business partnership 

that is aiming at strengthening the ties amongst businesses and graduates. 

 

TD mentioned that one document came out from a report conducted amongst Danish universities which 

stated that “on average, about half of international graduates from Danish universities stay and work 

in Denmark after graduation”. Now, as he explained to us, the problem is that the employment rate of 

CBS international graduates is currently at a rate of only 23%, and as such, is way lower than the 

average 50% of other Danish universities. Thus, TD mentioned that these figures make CBS’ 

employability challenge even more critical. (TD1, Q18). 

 

TD affirmed that, overall, CBS already offers a range of career initiatives focusing on “employability, 

skills, and workshops that were offered to all students at CBS” held both in Danish and English to 

accommodate most of the students’ needs. As TD affirmed the overall assumption from CBS Business 

was that those activities “would also take care of the needs of the international students if the career 

initiatives were offered in English”. However, recent data collected from CBS showed that it has not 

been the case. Indeed, what CBS Management was struck by was the low participation rate of 

internationals in the career workshops, “international students didn't attend the offered courses to any 

great extent” (TD1, Q2). TD mentioned that CBS Business realized the presence of a misalignment in 

what probably is the content of those activities and on what internationals’ needs are regardless of the 

language employed.  

 

As Staw (1980) argued, often organisations are not clear with their initiatives and “under a high level of 

ambiguity, justification is necessary to provide a purpose for organisation’s membership” (Staw, 1980: 

71). There is a probability that CBS Business, didn’t provide the right justification in content in order 

to appeal to the international students’ needs. Indeed, the assumption of CBS Business that career 
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initiatives held in English would have served the needs of Danish and non-Danish students didn’t prove 

the right solution as confirmed by TD. Staw (1980) also affirmed that the way that organisational 

actions can prove effective is thru “an elaborate or persuasive set of justifications for their particular 

goal” (Staw, 1980: 71). Therefore, for CBS to achieve a higher international student participation rate 

in career initiatives, a proper set of justifications should be specifically tailored with prioritization of 

international students’ needs.  

6.1.2.3 First Trial 

As mentioned by TD, in order to “reach the international students” the first step is “to make them 

aware that we have these offers”. As Weick (2001) suggested, adopting communication transactions 

that can clarify ambiguous issues are considered rich in content (Weick, 2001). TD mentioned that 

“Targeted communication” is the mean that CBS Management needs to adopt since “a lot of 

international students sign up for these workshops, but very few actually attended them”. (TD1, Q3).  

TD stated that career initiatives need to be tailored to the internationals in a different way than to 

Danish students. As he pointed out “there is no one size that fits all here”. 

6.1.2.4 Recognition 

TD mentioned that the challenge is “a point of departure” for CBS, after acknowledging both the low 

participation in CBS career initiatives (actions) and the fact that “one size does not fit all”. To address 

these challenges, TD, and LF did a tour of meetings with the program directors and study line 

managers from all the English language taught programs at CBS; the point was that these stakeholders 

work as a sort of reference point with students. The main objective was to ask clarifying questions 

relating to their issues and efforts, with the purpose of ultimately improve the tailoring of CBS’ 

communication of activities towards internationals. Through these personal interactions and face-to-

face interviews with program directors, TD and LF asked questions such as: “What are your 

challenges? What is your composition of students? What are their needs? What have you tried to do? 

What would you like to do? How can we help you?” etc. These questions were meant to deepen CBS’ 

management’s knowledge on the specific challenges and to understand how to target international 

students more effectively, as well as,  which future questions to ask them so that the future content of 

CBS career initiatives can be better tailored. Indeed, Weick affirmed that rich quality information is 

provided with the range of personal interactions and face-to-face interviews to reduce equivocality and 
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to provide clear messages for actions (Weick, 2001). As TD also affirmed, this data collection is meant 

to understand “common traits” between the students’ needs and CBS’ actions. This might help in 

discovering issues that might have been overlooked previously. Amongst the initial findings, TD 

mentioned the importance of communicating topics such as “social integration, student jobs or about 

language skills”. (TD1, Q4-5). 

• Social integration refers to the importance of establishing a network, personally (such as 

forming bonds, relationships, and friends with Danes and international peers) and professionally 

(such as with employers and business professionals), which is closely linked to how welcome 

internationals feel in a foreign country. 

• Student jobs refer to the importance of looking for a student position while studying to acquire 

new experience and competences and get familiar with the Danish business community as early 

as possible in order to prepare for a career in Denmark after graduation. 

• Language skills refer to the importance and advantage of prioritizing to invest (a reasonable 

amount of) time in learning a language that is relevant for a job position (i.e. knowing German 

to fulfil a work position focusing on the German market, or having Danish comprehension skills 

to bond with co-workers and ensure smooth business processes). 

TD referred to this way of discovering and sharing knowledge amongst study programmes as a way to 

“inspire others”. Hence, sharing one big idea might “highlight innovative initiatives” that can bring 

shared meaning to all stakeholders involved in the strategy of better communicating. As he stated, 

“CBS is big and in some ways it’s kind of like a little world in itself”. Therefore, it is sometimes hard 

and challenging to know which initiatives might work and which won’t. (TD1, Q6). 

Adopting clear communication transactions, as well as face-to-face personal interactions with 

programme directors and line managers to pitch ideas are ways to bring richer quality information to 

students. In this way, TD mentioned that he hopes that “through initiatives with a more study based 

focus, it can help international students to fit in and feel welcome, wanting to stay, and start their 

career in Denmark” (TD1, Q7). 

6.1.2.5 Course of Action  

TD stated that around “three times a month, I have met with an international CBS graduate in a 

company where she or he currently works, to meet with them face-to-face, not through any second-
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hand reporting or any statistics. Just sit in their office and meet with them.” This is seen as a way to 

bring information richness, shared meaning, personal interaction while communicating. The query that 

TD asks is “What is your story? Tell me your story. (…) My structure is a student journey perspective 

that Lotte and I developed together”. (TD1, Q10). Indeed, Brown et al. (2015) affirmed that through 

“action” such as asking questions like “What is going on?” and “What is the story?” equivocality can 

be reduced and the shape of the event can be clarified. The student journey perspective that TD 

mentioned focuses on understanding students’ own point of view from the time they apply to CBS until 

they graduate. 

 

TD said that they are doing this to understand “what is the sort of impact points between CBS and 

international students”, where to direct the attention and what messages to seek, push and convey in 

order to build more tailored initiatives. Some messages to implement might portray for example “the 

great perspectives and possibilities of starting your career in Denmark”. (TD1, Q11). Justification is 

crucial, as Staw (1980) stated in order to provide rationale and purpose to the individual, and as Weick 

(2001) affirmed, to bring shared meaning to the parties. 

 

TD highlighted another course of action that CBS will adopt. As such, CBS will take inspiration from 

MBA programs and how they use their PR and collateral materials. Overall, MBAs are mainly focusing 

their communication on jobs and career enhancement programs and “every message has to do with 

what you can do once you have the MBA”, such as how “you can move from one sector to another, how 

you can elevate yourself on the career ladder, or jump your income”. TD concluded that those are not 

the type of messages that an international receives when he applies for a master degree at CBS. 

Normally, CBS focuses on “the education you can get, how are credit rankings, the different programs, 

perhaps the content of the study programs and so on, student life and economic conditions”. This type 

of information is useful on a study perspective but doesn’t necessarily help international students on 

focusing later on professional challenges, nor does it direct their attention towards the job market in 

Denmark. (TD1, Q12). 
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6.1.2.6 Semi-Structured Investigation and Initial Findings 

TD proposed some key messages that he would like to investigate further: In order “to succeed with the 

objective of having a much higher percentage of international students staying and working in 

Denmark after graduation, we need to shift their mindset”. Indeed he called it “moving their 

perspective a little bit, from that of seeing Denmark as being a place where you can come and have a 

great education, to a place of your career destination, or at least a destination where you start your 

career”. (TD1, Q13). Further, in the third analysis section, we will conduct a qualitative analysis of the 

sensemaking processes of students in order to uncover students’ mindset and perspective that will allow 

us to understand students’ point of view. 

 

As TD repeatedly stated, first of all, companies need graduates, but “they're principally hiring Danish 

[people] and a very limited number of internationals. Why is that?”. That is why TD and LF have 

regular meetings with business leaders to systematically have personal interactions and discuss issues 

such as, the hiring of internationals, and to sharing information on what are employers’ perspectives 

towards internationals. What they found out is that certain issues are central. The first crucial one 

mentioned by TD is “social integration with Danish people” that refers to how welcome some 

internationals might feel in the country. How well connected internationals are both with Danes 

personally and professionally and what is the likelihood for them to expand their personal and 

professional network in Denmark. TD mentioned that there is a tendency “sometimes when I speak with 

students who have graduated from CBS that, some even think there's a hierarchy where the Danes are 

the most important and get the best jobs”. But interestingly, he mentioned that some Danish employers 

who hire young internationals are very happy with them: “Graduates from Eastern Europe, for 

example, are really hard workers and disciplined and they have the same education as everyone else 

here from CBS”. TD stated that spreading these messages about “Danish employers looking for 

internationals” help increase internationals’ propensity to stay here. (TD1, Q14). 

 

During the last CBS Career Fair, TD and LF together with Gregor Halff had a face-to-face meeting 

with eight Danish company representatives. The main goal was to understand if they had employed 

international graduates from CBS, or if they were interested in doing so, as well as, to discuss the 

added value that Danish employers can get from hiring an international student opposed to a Danish 
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student. This way of collecting data and share knowledge is very important. As Weick (2001) 

suggested, organisations need to provide individuals with rich quality information if they want to 

reduce equivocality and clarify ambiguous topics. Adopting in-depth qualitative interviews and face-to-

face personal interactions can help to clarify organisational messages for actions (Weick, 2001). 

 

TD stated that two aspects transpired from their meeting: 

 

The first aspect is that “Companies are hesitant to hire any student, in a student job, if that student is 

not going to work with them for at least two years”. Thus, internationals starting a master program and 

figuring out this aspect only, later on, have more troubles in finding employment also after graduation. 

The reason for that, as TD found out, is a “simple return on investment in relation to the training of the 

young employee”. For companies the hiring and training process can be very costly and international 

master students have only two years of study where they can also work as a student worker, thus 

organisations are more reluctant to hire individuals who might work in a position for less than two 

years. (TD1, Q19). 

 

Therefore, it is highly important to communicate this aspect to internationals as early as possible, and 

perhaps even before they start their master, and as TD pointed out, “ to look for a student job now” 

because many internationals wait too long. TD mentioned that knowing this aspect could provide 

international students with a much better chance of working while studying, and then landing a 

permanent job here in Denmark. (TD1, Q20). 

 

The second aspect is the language. TD said that overall, 40% of companies mentioned that Danish 

language is required to work for them. Therefore, he asked the business professionals if it really is a 

requirement for doing the job, or if it is merely convenient to know the language. There are few job 

positions where a student must know the Danish language because of counseling on legal issues in 

Denmark or tax issues, for example. However, most business professionals interviewed said that the 

language requirement is mainly a convenient aspect. Amongst the responses that came out is that 

knowledge of the Danish language “helps to build up quality social time at lunch, at the coffee 
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machine, and it is more ‘hyggeligt’”. In many job positions, having some comprehension skills of the 

Danish language will suffice. (TD1, Q21). 

 

In conclusion, TD affirmed that “there is a lack of sight in the Danish business community. And the 

message here is, the Danish companies need international students, but they fail to see them”. “There is 

a sort of blinder between the two parties”. He said that “it is a shame because international students 

from CBS bring an international perspective that can add diversity to the Danish workforce, and that 

also generate innovation. And that's what it takes today to be resilient and to be able to withstand 

disruption and so on. (…) That is why I want to create a continuous dialogue on these issues. I will 

continue to seek information about this”. (TD1, Q21). 

6.1.3 Discussion – Section 1 
After having analysed CBS strategy data, in this part, we will discuss the findings resulted from the 

qualitative interviews had with TD and LF representing CBS Management’s statements. In order to do 

that, we will answer two questions: “What are the key points found?” and “What is CBS trying to 

accomplish?” 

6.1.3.1 Key Findings 

Based on our analysis in the first section, we have aimed at answering the first sub-question “What are 

the objectives of CBS international talent retention strategy?” and we have found that CBS has 

focused its efforts on three crucial aspects that could help them succeed in their strategy formulation. 

Below we present how CBS might implement those aspects. 

6.1.3.1.1 Tailor Communication to Internationals 

CBS Management found that very few international students attended CBS current career initiatives i.e. 

workshops and courses on employability and skills. CBS initially thought that workshops facilitated in 

English rather than in Danish would automatically appeal equally to the needs of both international and 

Danish students and possibly bring value to everybody. As TD pointed out “there is no one size that fits 

all here”. As TD affirmed, the content of career initiatives needs to be tailored differently to 

internationals than to Danish students because the needs of international students involve other 

priorities. Furthermore, TD mentioned that currently CBS’ communication is more study-oriented and 
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doesn’t prioritize to any great extent the focus of its content on employability as much as MBA 

programmes do. Shifting CBS’ mindset towards an employability focus could help the organisation 

create more meaningful career initiatives for internationals. The focus should address both 

internationals’ needs and be central on employability issues that students find the most relevant (e.g. 

the importance of looking as early as possible for a student job). 

6.1.3.1.2 Personal Interactions and a Face-to-Face Conversation with Stakeholders 

TD and LF started their semi-structured investigation with a focus on meetings with internal and 

external stakeholders involved in the challenge (international students, programme directors, business 

professionals). 

 

As mentioned by Weick (2001), this type of investigation that focuses on in-depth qualitative 

interviews and face-to-face personal interactions provide rich quality information to individuals and 

help reduce equivocality and clarify messages for actions. CBS Management included as their priority 

to gather data from in-depth interviews on different stakeholder’ needs and perspectives which is 

necessary for expanding their knowledge on the employability subject. Through open-ended questions 

such as “What is your story? What are your needs?” CBS Management can deepen the knowledge of 

the actual challenge and understand how to best target stakeholders, both international students, and 

business professionals, as well as how best to produce tailored content that can increase the 

participation rate for CBS career initiatives. 

6.1.3.2 What is CBS Trying to Accomplish? 

6.1.3.2.1 Understand International Students’ Needs 

TD mentioned that the data collection process and discussing central issues with programme directors 

helped CBS Management to understand “common traits” between internal stakeholders and what 

internationals are looking for. Asking questions to CBS programme directors helped unravelling what 

might be important to ask internationals during interviews with them as TD mentioned i.e. “What are 

your challenges? What would you like to do? How can we help you?”. TD further affirmed how crucial 

information it gives that he meets three times per month with international graduates from CBS and ask 

them to tell him about their stories, and how did they get there. We can see the importance of this 
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practice of interviewing and asking students about their past experience. These activities could help 

increase CBS’ management awareness on what could have worked well for internationals. For instance, 

internationals could be asked how CBS has impacted their professional career in the workplace. Using 

those findings can ultimately help CBS Management direct the attention on what messages to seek, 

push and convey in order to build more tailored initiatives. 

6.1.3.2.2 Understand Business Professionals’ Perspectives  

TD mentioned the importance of three findings from the investigation and conversation had with 

business professionals (social integration with Danes, the 2 years minimum-stay hiring process and the 

Danish language skills). These findings show what some Danish businesses value and they are valuable 

insights that CBS Management might adopt to tailor their career initiatives and messages to better 

target international. First of all, knowing that business professionals value internationals that have 

Danish comprehensions skills in the workplace could deliver a message that internationals should, as a 

starting point, invest in learning the language, not specifically to be able to talk in Danish but at least 

being able to understand a conversation in the workplace. This knowledge could give internationals a 

practical advantage over other candidates that don’t prioritize learning Danish. Moreover, international 

students that look for a job as soon as they start their master degree or even earlier could gain a higher 

chance of getting hired by Danish companies and develop experience before graduating. It would 

provide a more solid ground on which to start their professional career in Denmark. Ultimately, TD 

mentioned that there is a misconception that Danish graduates are the ones getting the best jobs. As TD 

affirmed, social integration with Danes both personally and professionally could have a great impact on 

connecting internationals to the job market. Therefore, leveraging social relationship building and 

networking as much as possible during the study may likewise have a great impact on international 

students’ likelihood to stay in Denmark. 

 

6.2 ANALYSIS – SECTION 2 
The purpose of this second section of the analysis is to identify the interesting findings expressed in the 

students’ survey answers (within the three identified main themes: Career Initiatives, Motivation 

statements and Struggles). These identified findings or areas will then be analysed further in the third 

section of the analysis, the analysis of the qualitative in-depth follow-up in-depth interviews. In order 
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to determine what the most interesting findings are, we use TD’s initial observations about 

international students as examined in our initial research. These observations will work as a guideline 

and argumentation in order to pinpoint the most interesting survey findings that will be investigated 

further in the qualitative analysis. The particular observations will be mentioned during this analysis 

section. For full details about the survey findings, see Appendix A. 

 

When examining the survey data, it should be kept in mind that 1) when ranking categories are used, 

the scores of each category are compared to the scores of the other categories to form a finding, and 2) 

the overall findings can’t stand alone; they form the basis for the qualitative analysis, where survey 

respondents through qualitative interviews elaborate on their survey answers, including why they 

answered as they did. 

 

This section consists of two parts: Evaluation of Motivation and Struggles and Evaluation of CBS 

Career Initiatives. Within each part, the different survey questions that are examined are indicated. 

6.2.1 Evaluation of Motivation and Struggles 
This section examines international student’s survey answers to survey questions 9, 10, 11 and 19, 20 

and 21 (see below). These are related to two main aspects: 1) students’ plans and motivation for staying 

and working full-time in Denmark, and 2) how students perceive the struggles that they have 

experienced while living in Denmark:  

 

Elements of analysis – section 2 Survey questions examined 
Motivation to Stay in Denmark: 
Career Plans 

10. Did/do you have plans to stay and work full-time in Denmark 
after graduation? 
7. What is your civil status? 

Experienced Struggles: 
Occupation and Career 

9. What is your main current occupation? 
11. Did/do you have problems in finding (any kind of) job in 
Denmark? 

Experienced Struggles: Living in 
Denmark 

19. Have you experienced any kinds of struggles or challenges while 
living in Denmark? 
21. To what extent do you agree with the statement: "My struggles in 
Denmark concerned..." (Rank them from 1 to 5). 
20. Please state the 1-3 main struggles you've experienced. 
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This is done in order to answer the third research sub-question: 

SQ 3: Which are the themes that may contribute to motivating students to stay in Denmark and which 

are the struggles that might interfere with their decision of staying? 

6.2.1.1 Motivation to Stay in Denmark: Career Plans 

• 10. Did/do you have plans to stay and work full-time in Denmark after graduation? 

• 7. What is your civil status? 

This part examines the survey respondents’ (international students’) level of motivation for staying in 

Denmark. This is relevant to establish as it can be used as an indication of whether or not it is relevant 

for CBS to offer career initiatives etc. to help students prepare for their professional career. 

 

We discovered that when we asked our respondents to elaborate their answer in survey question 10 in 

the follow-up in-depth interviews, their answers shed light upon their thoughts of staying or leaving 

Denmark, which we interpret and use as part of an explanation of their motivation to either leave or 

stay and work full-time in Denmark. We acknowledge that their thoughts and explanations are a 

snapshot of their reality of the moment of the interview and that it might change in the future. 

However, we consider and use it as their current motivation to stay or leave Denmark. Similarly, some 

of our respondents mention their relationship status in connection with their motivation and decisions 

about whether to stay or leave Denmark. For this reason, we will briefly describe the survey findings 

related to these two questions (question 7 and 10), to bring the analysis of the respondents’ elaborated 

answers to these questions in the follow-up in-depth interviews into perspective. 

 

Perhaps the most interesting finding is 48% (the largest amount of respondents) who answered: Yes, 

during my studies I found out that I wanted to stay and work in Denmark. This indicates that the 

majority of our respondents actually made up their mind about staying and working full-time in 

Denmark during their studies. This means that CBS potentially has a great opportunity to influence 

international students to stay and find a full-time job in Denmark after graduation. Adding to this, 12% 

of the respondents answered that I haven’t decided yet about whether to stay or not, which makes the 

total pool of students that CBS has the potential to influence positively to choose to work in Denmark 

60%. 
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Additionally, only 7% answered No, I wanted to previously but not any longer. This group of 

international students might be less likely for CBS to influence to stay in Denmark, but since the 

majority of students as seen above can potentially be influenced, this indicates that it might be worth 

the resources for CBS to invest in influencing their international full-time students to stay and work 

full-time in Denmark. 

 

Also related to motivational statements among the students are their answers to question 7. When asked 

in question 7 “What is your civil status?”, 46% answered: In a relationship. As the qualitative analysis 

will reveal, some students include their relationship status in their decisions on whether or not to stay in 

Denmark, which is why it is included here. 

6.2.1.2 Experienced Struggles: Occupation and Career  

• 9. What is your main current occupation? 

• 11. Did/do you have problems in finding (any kind of) job in Denmark? 

In order to put the respondents’ struggles related to job searching (examined below) into context, we 

briefly highlight the most interesting finding of their main current occupation from question 9. Most 

interestingly, at least 43% of our respondents answered that they either have no student/part-time job, 

or a student/part-time job that they don’t consider relevant3 for their studies. 

With this in mind, 65% answered Yes to survey question 11 “Did/do you have problems in finding (any 

kind of) job in Denmark?” This clearly indicates that the majority of our respondents' experience(d) 

struggles when it comes to finding a job in Denmark. 

 

These figures indicate that there might be room for improvement when it comes to helping the students 

at CBS land a student-relevant job while they study. This is also seen in LF’s assumption in sub-

question one (LF1): “Being exposed as early as possible to the Danish business community during their 

studies increases the likelihood of the international students wanting to work in Denmark after 

graduation”. This exposure could, for instance, be facilitated through helping them land a student-

                                                
3 Relevant is here defined as relevant to the respondents’ study programme. 
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relevant job, through which they could build a professional network that would increase their chances 

of landing a full-time position afterwards and thereby staying in Denmark. 

This does not mean that we claim that CBS carries the sole responsibility to solve this problem. We 

recognise that it should be seen as a joint effort where the Danish university institutions, the Danish 

business community, and other relevant stakeholders all have an interest in helping international master 

students land a job in Denmark after graduation. However, for the purpose of our paper, CBS is our 

main focus. 

6.2.1.3 Experienced Struggles: Living in Denmark  

• 19. Have you experienced any kinds of struggles or challenges while living in Denmark? 

The most important finding of survey question 19 will be highlighted in order to put the answers to 

survey questions 20 and 21 into perspective and demonstrate why they are relevant to examine. 

Question 19 concerns if respondents have experienced any kinds of struggles or challenges while living 

in Denmark, on an overall level. To this, 70% of respondents answered Yes. This clearly indicates that 

the majority of our respondents have experienced some sort of struggle while living in Denmark. With 

this in mind, survey questions 20 and 21 below elaborate on what kinds of struggles our respondents 

have experienced while living in Denmark. 

• 21. To what extent do you agree with the statement: "My struggles in Denmark concerned..." 

(Rank them from 1 to 5) 

In question 21, we asked our respondents to rank a number of struggles we picked out based on our 

initial research. However, as we didn’t want to bias our respondents or “put words in their mouths”, we 

asked our respondents in question 20, in their own words, to mention the 1-3 main struggles that they 

have experienced while living in Denmark. Apart from avoiding biases and getting as clear answers as 

possible, this setup was made as we intended to compare our respondents’ rankings of our selected 

struggles to what they, in their own words, describe as their top three main struggles. The answers to 

question 20 are examined below, where we will compare the findings of question 21 to findings of 

question 20. 
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The 11 different struggles we picked out for our respondents to rank in question 21 are: 

 Question 21  
Code Struggles (incl. ranking) Amount 

of votes 
1  Accommodation  56 
2  Rules and regulations from The Danish government (i.e. regarding SU, work permit, 

working hours, CPR, Danish bank account, visa, other documents, etc.)  
46 

3  The academic culture at CBS (i.e. how to write a research paper CBS-style, group work, 
oral exams, and presentations, etc.)  

22 

4  The Danish culture 27 
5  Creating a personal network (with the Danes, classmates, other students, etc.)  46 
6  Creating a professional network (with Danish or non-Danish companies, company 

representatives, guest lecturers, etc.)  
52 

7  The Danish language  50 
8  Finding a job (student, part-time, full-time etc.)  52 
9  Financial struggles (i.e. high living expenses)  36 
10  Maintaining family relations (i.e. long-distance relationship, visiting family that lives far 

away, etc.)  
21 

11  Feeling lonely and excluded  20 
Table 4: Student rankings of 11 different struggles in survey question 21 (73 answers). 

Based on the survey answers and rankings in survey question 21, our findings show that struggles no. 

1, 6, 7 and 8 are the ones that are ranked highest (with at least 69% of the votes) in the categories Agree 

and Strongly agree combined, indicating that those are the struggles that the majority of our 

respondents experienced while living in Denmark. The other struggles that ranked high as well in the 

same categories, are struggles no. 2 and 5 (both with 63% of the votes). In conclusion, when we asked 

our respondents to rank these 11 struggles according to which struggles they experienced, the 

mentioned struggles represent their main struggles. To put this ranking into perspective, below is a 

brief summary of the struggles that in the respondents own words are their top three struggles.  

• 20. Please state the 1-3 main struggles you've experienced. 

In order to be able to compare the findings between question 20 and 21, we have categorised the 

answers given in question 20 in accordance with the same categories used in question 21 (see below). 
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 Question 20  
Code Struggles (incl. ranking) Amount 

of votes 
1  Accommodation  21 
2  Rules and regulations from The Danish government (i.e. regarding SU, work permit, 

working hours, CPR, Danish bank account, visa, other documents, etc.)  
17 

3  The academic culture at CBS (i.e. how to write a research paper CBS-style, group work, 
oral exams, and presentations, etc.)  

0 

4  The Danish culture 15 
5  Creating a personal network (with the Danes, classmates, other students, etc.)  13 
6  Creating a professional network (with Danish or non-Danish companies, company 

representatives, guest lecturers, etc.)  
7 

7  The Danish language  28 
8  Finding a job (student, part-time, full-time etc.)  35 
9  Financial struggles (i.e. high living expenses)  4 
10  Maintaining family relations (i.e. long-distance relationship, visiting family that lives far 

away, etc.)  
0 

11  Feeling lonely and excluded  4 
Table 5: Student rankings of 11 different struggles in survey question 20 (73 answers). 

Based on the findings from question 20, our respondents’ top three struggles that they experienced in 

their own words are struggles no. 1, 7 and 8. The other struggles, with similar but not as high amount of 

votes, are struggles no. 2, 4 and 5.  

In conclusion, since our main focus is CBS, we are mainly focusing on those struggles, which CBS has 

the potential to influence or help their students with. That is why we are going to disregard struggles 

no. 1 and 2, even if students ranked them high. For the same reason, we are going to include struggle 

no. 3 even if it was ranked low here, since the subsequent qualitative analysis reveals that it is a 

struggle that is frequently mentioned in the interviews. In addition to this, when comparing the survey 

findings from question 21 and 20 the main struggles that our respondents experienced and which we 

deem that CBS potentially can help solve, and which we will look deeper into in the qualitative 

analysis are: 

• 3. The academic culture at CBS 

• 4. The Danish culture 
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• 5. Creating a personal network 

• 6. Creating a professional network 

• 7. The Danish language 

• 8. Finding a job 

Apart from the reasons just given, we are focusing on these struggles in accordance with TD’s 

observations as previously mentioned. The high scores of struggle no. 7 (The Danish language) and 8 

(Finding a job) together with TD’s initial findings about the importance of knowing a language that is 

relevant for a job position (40% of companies mention that Danish is required to work for them if only 

for convenience purposes), indicate that since it is something the majority of our respondents have 

struggled with, it should therefore be looked into how to diminish the language barrier as a struggle. 

Similarly, the high scores of struggles no. 5 and 6 together with TD’s initial findings of social 

integration, which refers to the importance of establishing a personal and professional network, 

indicates that since it is something the majority of our respondents have struggled with it should be 

looked into how to diminish the social integration barrier. 

6.2.2 Evaluation of CBS Career Initiatives 

This section examines the international students’ survey answers to survey questions 12 to 17 (see 

below), which are related to students’ perceptions and evaluations of CBS’ current and future career 

initiatives. This is done in order to answer the second sub-question: 

 

SQ 2: How do students evaluate CBS’ Career-Enhancing Initiatives? 

 

In terms of structure, this part is divided into three parts, each part dedicated to examine different 

aspects of the students’ perceptions of the CBS career initiatives, thus examining answers to different 

survey questions as indicated below: 

Elements of the analysis Survey questions examined 
Overall Evaluation of The Current CBS Career 
Initiatives 

12. To what extent do you agree with the statement: “CBS 
helps/helped me to land a job in Denmark”?  
13. How many CBS career initiatives have you tried on 
average, if any? 
14. If you have tried any CBS career initiatives, how 
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useful did you find them in general?  
Detailed Evaluation of Current CBS Career 
Initiatives 

15. How useful do you find the following CBS career 
initiatives? (Rank them from 0 to 5).  

Detailed Evaluation of Future CBS Career 
Initiatives 

16. How useful would you find the following initiatives in 
helping enhance your professional career? (Rank them 
from 1 to 5). 
17. If you were to choose the 3 best "Future CBS Career 
Initiatives" to be implemented tomorrow, which ones 
would you choose? (pick them from question 16.)  

 

6.2.2.1 Overall Evaluation of The Current CBS Career Initiatives 

The purpose of this sub-section is to highlight the respondents’ overall evaluation of the current CBS 

career initiatives. This is done in order to provide a context for the next two subsections since they 

examine the respondents’ individual ranking of each current and future career initiatives respectively. 

Similarly with the struggles above, we are only including the most relevant findings that will be 

examined further in the qualitative analysis. The survey question examined here is: 

• 12. To what extent do you agree with the statement: “CBS helps/helped me to land a job in 

Denmark”  

To get an initial overview of our respondents’ attitude towards CBS’s role in helping them land a job in 

Denmark, we ask them in question 12: “To what extent do you agree with the statement: “CBS 

helps/helped me to land a job in Denmark”?”. (Keep in mind that this should be seen in a broad 

perspective since we don’t specify “help” in this question). To this, we found that our respondents 

answered very differently, which is reflected in the survey findings where 44% answered either 

Strongly disagree or disagree, 27% Neither agree nor disagree and 29% either Agree or Strongly 

agree. This indicates that our respondents have very different opinions about whether or not they feel 

that CBS helps or helped them to land a job in Denmark. However, for the purpose of our qualitative 

analysis and taking into account what our respondents answer in their follow-up in-depth interviews, 

we are going to focus on the 44% who don’t feel that CBS helps them land a job in Denmark. 

• 13. How many CBS career initiatives have you tried on average, if any? 

From a general question about how the students see CBS’s role in the job-hunting processes, we were 

also interested in their opinion about the career initiatives that CBS offers to students outside their 

master programme. Firstly, we wanted to know how many initiatives our respondents had tried on 
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average (question 13), since TD’s initial observation about internationals’ overall participation rate in 

the CBS career initiatives were low. With this question, we referred to: every time an initiative, 

workshop, event, guest lecture, etc. were facilitated, that counts for one career initiative, which means 

that students can participate in the same initiative more than once during their time at CBS. To this 

question, 68% answered that they on average had tried between 1 and 5 career initiatives and 15% had 

tried 0. With this in mind, this echoes TD’s initial observation about the low participation rate, since 

the vast majority of respondents only tried between 0 and 5 initiatives on average. To put it into 

perspective, CBS Careers hosts more than 20 different workshops and events, etc. per semester (CBS 

CAREER, 2019). 

• 14. If you have tried any CBS career initiatives, how useful did you find them in general? 

With these numbers in mind, we secondly asked them how useful on an overall level they found those 

CBS career initiatives that they have tried (question 14). Again, the findings are mixed. To this, 23% 

answered that they found them either Not useful at all or Less useful. Together with the answers in the 

neutral category (13%), this means that 36% of the respondents either don’t find the initiatives useful 

or that the initiatives presumably didn’t make a positive nor negative impression on them. This is not to 

mention the 15% who didn’t try any initiatives and therefore can’t indicate a degree of usefulness. To 

put this into perspective, 50% actually indicated that they found the initiatives either Very useful or 

Somewhat useful.  

 

To conclude, if disregarding the 15% who didn’t try any initiatives, and since the responses on an 

overall level were mixed towards both positive and negative opinions about the initiatives in general, 

we are going to dive into the respondents’ experience with each of the current CBS career initiatives, in 

order to find out which career initiatives, according to our respondents, that can be improved (i.e. those 

rated as not useful at all, less useful and neutral), and which ones they are overall satisfied with (i.e. 

those rated as very useful and somewhat useful).  

 

To go into detail with each initiative, we thirdly asked our respondents to rank each current career 

initiative that CBS offers (at the time of the survey) according to how useful they found them based on 

their experience when trying the initiatives. These findings will be examined in the sub-section below. 
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6.2.2.2 Detailed Evaluation of The Current CBS Career Initiatives 

• 15. How useful do you find the following CBS career initiatives? (Rank them from 0 to 5) 

As mentioned above, this part focuses on how the students ranked each of the seven different current 

CBS initiatives, (see the list below): 

Code The Current CBS Career Initiatives 

1 CBS Career workshops within relevant topics (i.e. CV, cover letter, Job Interview etc.) 

2 Guest lecturers from companies (ie. Marketing Manager from Unilever) 

3 CBS CareerGate (job search platform) 

4 CBS Consulting Night 

5 CBS Career Fair 

6 Free career open counselling (at Solbjerg Plads) 

7 Collaboration with Danish unemployment insurance funds (A-kasser) (ie. career workshops, free 
benefits from student members) 

Table 6: The Current CBS Career Initiatives that respondents ranked in survey question 15. 

 

Overall, when looking at the survey data for the current CBS career initiatives, we wish to highlight 

three important findings. They involve the categories Somewhat useful and Very useful, plus an 

initiative that stands out when looking at its overall rankings. 

 

First, we wish to highlight the categories Somewhat useful and Very useful, since they indicate those 

initiatives that our respondents are most satisfied with. The data shows here that the top two initiatives 

with the combined highest scores (at least 40%) in these two categories are 1 (Career workshops) and 3 

(CBS CareerGate). 

 

Second, we wish to point out one initiative that stands out compared to the other initiatives when 

looking at its overall rankings. The initiative in question is no. 5 (CBS Career Fair). Firstly, this 

initiative is one of the initiatives that most of our respondents have tried (lowest ranking in category 

Haven’t tried). secondly, when looking at its overall rankings in the other categories, they show that 

this initiative is the one with the most equal variation in responses in both the positive and negative 

categories, indicating that our respondents have very mixed opinions and experiences regarding this 
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initiative’s usefulness. As will later be shown in the qualitative analysis, this variation in responses 

makes this initiative interesting to investigate further. 

 

In conclusion, based on the above findings in this sub-section, we wish to investigate the following 

CBS career initiatives in the qualitative analysis (see below). 

• 1. Career workshops 

• 3. CBS CareerGate 

• 5. CBS Career Fair 

• 6. Free career open counselling 

6.2.2.3 Detailed Evaluation of The Future CBS Career Initiatives 

• 16. How useful would you find the following initiatives in helping enhance your professional 
career? (Rank them from 1 to 5). 

• 17. If you were to choose the 3 best "Future CBS Career Initiatives" to be implemented 
tomorrow, which ones would you choose? (pick them from question 16.) 

As mentioned above, this part focuses on how the students ranked each of the seventeen different 

future CBS initiatives (in question 16). The students ranked the initiatives according to how useful they 

would find them in helping enhance their professional career. Subsequently, they were asked to pick 

the three best future initiatives, which they would implement tomorrow (question 17). The list of 

initiatives can be seen below. 

 

Before we examine the future initiatives, we want to point out that since these career initiatives have 

not been implemented yet, there is a chance that the respondents have not fully comprehended exactly 

what the proposed future career initiatives entail based on our brief descriptions. However, we will 

evaluate the initiatives based on their answers and select the most interesting initiatives to further 

investigate in the qualitative analysis. 

Code The Future CBS Initiatives 

1 CBS Match Night (Matching companies with students and graduates) 

2 CBS Alumni guest lecturers 

3 Mandatory internships (within study programmes) 
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4 Danish language class (on-line and on-campus) 

5 At CBS Career Fair: A "Denmark" booth providing Danish job market info, career counselling, 
international CBS Alumni representatives 

6 Collaboration with companies (casework, projects, and thesis work) 

7 Company visits (specific for study programs) 

8 CBS Mentor Programme (4-6 months career development program with a personal mentor from the 
Danish corporate community) 

9 Knowledge of the Danish culture and work environment (through i.e. online videos) 

10 On CBS CareerGate: online access to webinars about relevant topics (i.e. CV, cover letter, LinkedIn) 

11 Match-up event (Internships and student jobs for Internationals (Start-ups, SME, etc.)) 

12 CBS partner-event: Internationals meeting with CBS partner companies and other important 
stakeholders 

13 Job challenge videos: students and employers discussing challenges in finding a job in Denmark 

14 Up-to-date information about job-related government regulations (for internationals) 

15 Up-to-date info on CBS’ website about working in Denmark 

16 Newsletter to all internationals (regarding events/activities/culture/the Danish labour market etc.) 

17 Getting information early in the master degree (i.e. during intro programme), about the importance of 
student jobs and internships in Denmark 

Table 7: The Future CBS Career Initiatives that respondents ranked in survey question 16 + 17. 

Due to the high number of initiatives, and in order to select which future CBS career initiatives that we 

are going to investigate further in the qualitative analysis, we will compare the rankings of each 

initiative in question 16 and 17. 

 

In question 16, our respondents are asked to rank each initiative according to a scale of usefulness with 

five categories (Not useful at all, Less useful, Neutral, Somewhat useful and Very useful). In order to 

determine which initiatives our respondents prefer, we will mainly focus on the rankings in categories 

Very useful and Somewhat useful. On average, these are the two categories that our respondents have 

chosen the most, which indicates that the majority of the respondents find the majority of initiatives 

useful to some extent. Based on this, our respondents ranked initiatives 4, 6 and 17 the highest in these 

two categories. 
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In question 17, respondents were asked to pick the three best future initiatives out of the seventeen 

listed above, which they would implement tomorrow. Based on their rankings or votes, we have 

divided the initiatives into three groups, represented by three different colours (can be seen in 

Appendix A). The green colour represents those initiatives with the highest amount of votes, the yellow 

colour the initiatives with medium amount of votes, and the grey colour the initiatives with the least 

amount of votes. Thus, our respondents ranked or gave initiatives 3, 6 and 8 the highest amounts of 

votes, indicating that our respondents see these as the top three best initiatives that they would 

implement tomorrow. 

 

To briefly sum up, in question 17, the rankings of each initiative are based on how many votes each 

initiative received by our respondents. In question 16, the rankings of each initiative are based on the 

combined score of votes each initiative received by our respondents in the categories Very useful and 

Somewhat useful. In conclusion, based on the top rankings in question 16 and 17, we are going to 

investigate these future CBS career initiatives in our qualitative analysis: 

 

• 3. Mandatory internship 

• 6. Collaboration with companies  

• 8. CBS Mentor Programme 

• 17. Getting information early in the master degree 

 

Another reason why initiatives 3, 6, 8 and 17 are interesting to investigate further is linked to TD’s 

observations explained in section one of the analysis. TD is part of a national business partnership 

whose aim is to strengthen the ties between the Danish business community and CBS graduates, and 

initiative 6 (Collaboration with companies about the case, project and thesis work), is something that 

can help facilitate and create these strengthened bonds. Likewise can initiative 3 (Mandatory 

internships within study programmes) and initiative 8 (4-6 months mentor programme between a 

student and a personal mentor from the Danish business community). 

 

Additionally, the implementation of initiative 17 is interesting to investigate further if we see it in the 

light of TD’s observation that due to a simple return on investment calculation, it is very costly for 
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companies to hire an international student for a student job if the student is not staying in the job for at 

least two years, which means that companies are reluctant to hire internationals ((TD1, Q19) + (TD1, 

Q20)). Knowing about this issue as early as possible might therefore be a key ingredient for the 

international master students to start the job searching process as early as possible and ideally even 

before going to Denmark, in order to have better chances to find a student job and afterwards a 

permanent position in Denmark. 

6.3 ANALYSIS – SECTION 3 
This section focuses on analysing international students’ statements throughout in-depth interviews. 

The purpose of this section is to produce rich qualitative elements, selectively taking international 

students responses, and understanding their sensemaking processes while discovering as well, themes 

influencing their decisions. We will achieve these objectives, thanks to a theoretical framework and 

perspectives on sensemaking, from Salancik & Pfeffer (1978) and Weick (2001) that will guide our 

qualitative analysis. 

 

Sub-questions analysed in this section: 

• SQ 2: How do students evaluate CBS’ Career-Enhancing Initiatives? 
 

• SQ 3: Which are the themes that may contribute to motivating students to stay in Denmark and 

which are the struggles that might interfere with their decision of staying? 

This section will answer SQ 2 and SQ 3 through a qualitative analysis. All in all, we looked at 

international students’ survey responses, interviewed nine students and asked them to go into depth 

with answers expressed in the survey. Our questions concern a few topics. Firstly, we asked about their 

plans and motivation for remaining and working full-time in Denmark. Secondly, how they perceive 

the struggles that they have experienced while living in in the country. Thirdly, we will go into detail 

on how CBS career initiatives are perceived by international students. 

This analysis will focus only on the most important key points found in the previous sections, which 

will serve as guidelines: 

• Section 1 - TD and LF’s (CBS Management) initial observations;  

• Section 2 - Findings from the international students’ survey; 
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6.3.1 The Sensemaking Processes of International Students 

The theoretical premises highlighted in the theoretical chapter will guide our analysis of the data. The 

sensemaking theories presented by Weick (2001) and Salancik & Pfeffer (1978), and other authors, 

help us in our research to determine the sensemaking processes of students during interviews. By 

applying the theoretical concepts to our data set in the analysis, we identify patterns that tell how 

students make sense of their motivations, struggles and how they evaluate CBS’ career initiatives.  

The outcome of the analysis will form the basis for answering our main research question (RQ). 

6.3.2 Analytical Framework Adopted with The Sensemaking Theoretical Implications 
We adopted a framework to analyse students’ statements based on Salancik & Pfeffer (1978) The 

Social Basis of Attitudes in Salancik & Pfeffer (1978) as presented in the theoretical chapter. The 

authors posit two main ways to process need and attitude statements of individuals and determine their 

sensemaking processes. Thus, in the analysis, we have separated international students’ statements in 

two main categories/effects: 

1. Informational Social Influence (socially acceptable justifications)  

2. Cognitive Evaluation of Self and Environment (personal justifications). 

The framework is structured as follows:  

• It contains quotes/statements given by students: 1. motivation statements, 2. struggles 

statements and 3. evaluation of career initiatives. 

• It contains six rows, four representing Informational Social Influence effects (socially 

acceptable justifications), and two representing Cognitive Evaluation of Self and 

Environment effects (personal justifications). 

6.3.3 Social and Personal Construct of Reality 

In the further sub-sections, we elaborate and present the abovementioned framework to guide our 

qualitative analysis. Below, the theoretical knowledge regarding social and personal construction of 

reality, by Salancik & Pfeffer (1978) is briefly illustrated: 

6.3.3.1 1. Informational Social Influence (Socially Acceptable Justifications) 

The main cause that forms this type of social attitude and need statements highlighted by Salancik & 

Pfeffer (1978) is: 
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• “The information which the social context provides about what attitudes are appropriate.” 

Following Salancik & Pfeffer (1978) theoretical premises, we allocated students’ statements about 

motivations, struggles, and evaluation of career initiatives in the corresponding four effects pertaining 

to this category (indicated below): 

1. Individual rejects or assimilates peers’ judgment  

- 1a. Acknowledges, but rejects - 1b. Agrees to fit in (assimilates);  

EXAMPLE: “My classmate recommended me to go to this workshop which is good for improving your 

CV, and I found it useful too”- OR “but I don’t see it as something helpful.” 

2. Peers influence what is valuable or not (salient) (confirming – disconfirming); 

EXAMPLE: “I know that a lot of my friends have found that taking an internship while studying is a 

great way to gain more work experience” 

3. Peers influence interpretation of environmental cues – when events are equivocal, social definition 

prevails; 

EXAMPLE: “Everybody says that these events are helpful to build a solid network in DK” 

4. Peers influence the interpretation of what a need or value statement should be; 

EXAMPLE: “They told me that having a mentor can improve my chances to get a job” 

 

Thus, if students mentioned that peers, such for example, classmates, have influenced their judgments 

and perception regarding a particular decision, we interpret and allocate that statement in one of the 

most relevant of the four abovementioned effects included in the Informational Social Influence 

category. This is done in order to distinguish each sensemaking process, and ultimately understand how 

students construct reality, and come up with reasons, or justifications, for their interpretation.  

6.3.3.2 2. Cognitive Evaluation of Self and Environment (Personal justifications) 

The main causes that form personal attitude and need statements highlighted by Salancik & Pfeffer 

(1978) are: 

• “The individual's perception and judgment of the affective components of the job or task 

environment” 
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• “The individual's self-perception, mediated by processes of causal attribution, of the reasons 

for his past behaviour.” 

Following Salancik & Pfeffer (1978) theoretical premises, in the framework we propose the two effects 

deemed important in which we allocate students’ statements: 

5. Attitudes from Environmental Perceptions 

One's own past expressions of attitudes, the behavioural responses of others, and information 

about features of the environmental context; 

EXAMPLE: “I knew that having knowledge of multiple languages gives a great advantage in the job 

market.” 

6. Past Behaviour as an Attitude Determinant 

Individual’s interpretation of own past behaviours and how these behaviours come to be attributed 

to the environment or person (salient); 

EXAMPLE: “I have never been completely comfortable speaking up with strangers in social 

gatherings and networking events” 

 

Thus, if students mentioned that the statement comes from his/her own past experience concerning 

attitude or behaviour, as personally constructed without stating to have been influenced by others, we 

include that statements in one of the two abovementioned effects included in the Cognitive 

Evaluation of Self and Environment category. 

6.3.3.3 Researchers’ Interpretation 

During the analysis we allocated students’ statements in the framework, following our own 

interpretation of their statements. Therefore, we acknowledge that this interpretation is subjective to 

our own judgment, and might differ from somebody else’s interpretation. In addition, some of the 

statements made by students might contain references pertaining to one or more of the effects proposed 

by Salancik & Pfeffer (1978), or one effect described, might be similar to another, when compared with 

a particular statement. However, one decision to allocate a statement into the “socially acceptable 

justifications” category would not allow, the same statement, to be allocated in the “personal 

justification”, as the two are very different ways of constructing reality and making sense aspects. 
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Respectively, a social construct of reality, and a personal construct. In the findings we will 

acknowledge these limitations. 

 

Questions 

1. MOTIVATION STATEMENTS  

Elements of the analysis Interview questions examined 

Motivation to Stay in 
Denmark: Career Plans 

10. Did/do you have plans to stay and work full-time in Denmark after 
graduation? 
7. What is your civil status? 

 
2. STRUGGLE STATEMENTS 

Elements of the analysis Interview questions examined 

Experienced Struggles: 
Occupation and Career 

9. What is your main current occupation? 
11. Did/do you have problems in finding (any kind of) job in Denmark? 

Experienced Struggles: Living 
in Denmark 

19. Have you experienced any kinds of struggles or challenges while living in 
Denmark? 
21. To what extent do you agree with the statement: "My struggles in Denmark 
concerned..." (Rank them from 1 to 5). 
20. Please state the 1-3 main struggles you've experienced. 

 
3. EVALUATION OF CAREER INITIATIVES 

Elements of the analysis Interview questions examined 

Overall Evaluation of The 
Current CBS Career Initiatives 

12. To what extent do you agree with the statement: “CBS helps/helped me to 
land a job in Denmark”?  
13. How many CBS career initiatives have you tried on average, if any? 
14. If you have tried any CBS career initiatives, how useful did you find them 
in general?  

Detailed Evaluation of Current 
CBS Career Initiatives 

15. How useful do you find the following CBS career initiatives? (Rank them 
from 0 to 5).  

Detailed Evaluation of Future 
CBS Career Initiatives 

16. How useful would you find the following initiatives in helping enhance 
your professional career? (Rank them from 1 to 5). 
17. If you were to choose the 3 best "Future CBS Career Initiatives" to be 
implemented tomorrow, which ones would you choose? (pick them from 
question 16.) 
18. What other career initiatives, not mentioned in this survey, should CBS 
offer in the future in your opinion? (give 1-2 examples) 
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6.3.4 Theoretical Implications 

6.3.4.1 Analysis of the Sensemaking Processes of Respondents’ Statements  

In the qualitative analysis, we relate to our respondents’ evaluation of motivations, struggles and CBS’ 

current and future career initiatives, thus, we are going to focus on the following based on the survey 

findings indicating the most relevant to focus on and investigate further. 

 

1. Motivation Statements (green label) 

• Yes, during my studies I found out that I wanted to stay in Denmark 

• No, I wanted to previously but not any longer 

• I haven’t decided yet  

2. Struggle Statements (light blue label) 

• Academic culture at CBS 

• The Danish culture 

• Creating a personal network 

• Creating a professional network 

• The Danish language 

• Finding a job 

3. Evaluation of Career Initiatives (purple label) 

Current Career Initiatives Future Career Initiatives 

1. Career workshops 
3. CBS CareerGate 
5. CBS Career Fair 
6. Free career open counselling 

3. Mandatory internship 

6. Collaboration with companies 

8. CBS Mentor Programme 

17.Getting information early in the master degree 

6.3.5 Aggregating The Statements Into The Sensemaking Effects 
Below the two tables show respondents’ statements aggregated to the specific sensemaking effect. 

Further, we are going to explore some of the quotes gathered in the interview to find which are the 

most recurrent themes that students adopt to construct reality. Table 8 shows the effects that entail 
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social influence and socially acceptable justifications. Table 9 shows personal construct in relation to 

individual past attitudes and behaviours. 

6.3.6 Informational Social Influence (Socially Acceptable Justifications) 
As elucidated by Salancik & Pfeffer (1978), in the analysis, we acknowledge that, international 

students, as the individuals in the sensemaking process, when developing statements about their 

attitudes and needs (motivations, struggles, and career initiatives), they use “informational social 

influence” that they acquired from past behaviours and experiences. 

 

Those behaviours and experienced are influenced by other people’s perspectives, such as 

previously heard facts or opinions, about something or someone, which are thought as socially 

acceptable, as well as, the contextual relevance of information. The ultimate need is to create 

legitimate rationalizations for actions (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978). 

 

In this way, individuals try to construct reality by use of social comparisons and social context 

(Weick, 2001). According to Salancik & Pfeffer (1978), the social environment is a crucial source of 

information for the individual, because it gives cues to the person to construct and interpret events, 

and furthermore provides knowledge about what the individual’s attitudes and opinions should be. 

In this way of making sense, a personal decision is reached when there is a social construct of 

information that is considered relevant by other people. This is reflected, for example, by what peers 

have experienced. The outcomes are socially acceptable justifications that can justify the decision and 

rationalized actions. 

6.3.6.1 Social Construct 

Effects Student Quotes 

1. Individual rejects or assimilates peers’ judgement - 

1a. Acknowledges but rejects - 1b. Agrees to fit in 

(assimilates) 

(EG, Q1)1a; (FP, Q3)1a; (LH;Q7)1a;  (JK, Q8)1b; 

(CC, Q1)1a; 

2. Peers influence what is valuable or not (salient) 

(confirming – disconfirming); 

(LH, Q1); (JK, Q3); (EG, Q4); (EG, Q5); (CC; Q7); 

(CC; Q9); (JK, Q8); (CC, Q2); (DS, Q6); (DS, Q4); 

(LS, Q3); (MD, Q4); 
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3. Peers influence interpretation of environmental cues 

– when events are equivocal, social definition prevails. 

(EG, Q1); (JK, Q9); (EG, Q4); (LS; Q5) (LS; Q7); 

(CC, Q3); (CC, Q5),  (LH, Q5); 

4. Peers influence interpretation of what a need or 

value statement should be; 

(CC, Q8); (CC; Q10); (CC; Q11); (LS; Q6); (JK, Q4); 

(DS,Q7); (DS, Q2); 

Table 8: Effects and Student Quotes (Social Construct) 

 

1. Individual rejects or assimilates peers’ judgement - 1a. Acknowledges but rejects - 1b. Agrees to fit 

in (assimilates) 

In this category, Salancik & Pfeffer (1978) affirm that the individual is susceptible to the evaluations 

communicated to him/her by the social context. Moreover, knowing other people’s evaluations give the 

individual some ideas as to how to react to complex cues, such as a decision of staying or leaving 

Denmark (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978). For instance, the respondent EG who according to her survey 

motivation statement “no, I wanted to previously but not any longer[stay and work in Denmark]” 

mentioned that “people”, influenced her judgement “Since people told me that… it's so easy to find a 

job in Denmark”; “they said that everything works perfectly”; are all statements in which peers’ 

judgements have affected the individual’s own motivation and attitude. (EG, Q1) 

 

In this first effect, Salancik & Pfeffer (1978) describe two possible outcomes. Either the student will 

reject peers’ judgments or assimilate them into his/her own judgement. This is what gives rise to this 

first effect. The individual mentions in the statement that his/her judgment has been influenced by 

someone else and, then the same individual, has decided, based on his own interpretation, to reject or 

agree with that judgement. 

 

In the previous case, the respondent EG rejected peers’ judgement “…but now that I'm here I realize 

that this is not my place.”, and as such, she further realized that other people had influenced her at first 

“At the beginning, I was quite open to the possibility of staying, but after the first months that were 

really hard for me before, because I had really many struggles…”. (EG, Q1). We can assume that EG 

changed her previous interpretation, as she found out by herself that it’s not so easy to find a job after 

all, and consequently, rejecting what people told her in the past. 
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We can see the same thread happening to respondent FP, who according to the survey struggled with 

CBS academic culture “the main thing is that the [home country] academic culture is completely 

different from here” . As he explained his sensemaking process, he pointed out that “a lot of people 

told me that I don't have job experience now that it's true, but that's not because I'm lazy”… “but 

just because in [home country] is impossible to have relevant work and study at the same time” (FP, 

Q3). As well in this instance, the respondent acknowledges what other people told him but, during the 

interpretation, rejects the feedback. 

 

In the other instance “Agrees to fit in (assimilates)”, the respondent JK, who according to the survey 

mentioned “Very useful” to CBS mentor programme, when interviewed explained in details “It's one of 

the best opportunities to really get to know the Danish market… I know because one colleague of mine 

in my study programme, he was part of that and told me that it was good”. As it can be inferred she 

assimilated peers judgment with her own and agreed with the statement that has been given to her. 

Also, peers judgment gave her the chance to interpret the career initiative further “I think this would 

make sense” “I think it is very useful”. (JK, Q8). 

 

The respondent CC, who according to the survey mentioned “Not useful at all” to CBS Career Fair she 

recalls “I went there and I asked: what are the events that are specifically for international students? 

And they said: oh no, we have these events and they are for everyone”. As she continued “I really 

thought, they would have stuff specifically for international people. But they don't.”. “It’s a bit for 

everyone, which I also understand, you know, try to help everyone to be fair”. “But of course 

internationals have a harder time”. (CC, Q1). As previous occasions with respondents EG and FP, 

also CC acknowledges other people judgement but rejects the premise offered.  

 

2. Peers influence what is valuable or not (salient) (confirming – disconfirming) 

In the second effect, peers give valuable reasons to individuals. As Salancik & Pfeffer (1978) 

explain, this effect regards the influence of social information on “structuring a person’s attentional 

processes, thus, making aspects of the environment more or less salient.” (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978: 

229). In this way, peers influence individuals’ attention to something and thus information available 

about the environment should become clear to the person. As such, peers refer and communicate with 
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each other about certain aspects of, for instance, student life. When this happens, the individual 

mentions what peers consider as valuable information or not. The information immediately aware can 

affect individual attitude. (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978) 

 

For instance, respondent LH, who according to the survey statement says yes “Yes, during my studies I 

found out that I wanted to stay and work in Denmark”. In the interview, she mentioned that social 

influence and peers have given her a valuable reason to stay. I could go back to [home town in central 

Europe] but I don't really want to and now, you know I have my circle of friends and my network 

here, so I don't wanna leave that and a lot of people stay so that's mainly why I want to stay here. 

(LH, Q1). 

 

In another instance, respondent JK, who according to the survey statement says “neither agree nor 

disagree” to the struggle “creating a professional network”. In the interview, she mentioned that some 

of her peers find that language and network constitute valuable insights (competitive advantage) in 

finding student jobs opposed to other students that don’t have those opportunities. Peers give her a 

chance to interpret information about the environment (Denmark; networking; knowing people) by 

telling her what is valuable and thus influencing her own attitude. 

 

 “what I have experienced with colleagues from my study program is that many of them they find jobs 

either related to languages or related to having worked in this company already in [home country in 

central Europe]. And it just gives you a competitive advantage over others. Culture, people or your 

network can help you to find a job because I think that in Denmark networking is kind of like the 

Alpha and Omega or like the most crucial thing is that you know people.”. (JK, Q3). 

 

In another instance respondent EG who according to the survey statement says “strongly agree” to 

struggles in “finding a job”. In the interview mentioned “when I came here I thought it was so easy and 

like a perfect Island, you know, perfect place. Everyone was telling me, Yeah, it's so easy to find a job 

because there are many student positions, you earn so much…”.  (EG, Q4). As we can see, 

respondent EG’s attention on what is valuable towards peers’ valuable insights on the environment (job 
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opportunities in the country). Interesting, as the student continues with her struggles, she finds that the 

input given on what is valuable didn’t reflect her case. 

 

“…Since in [home country], they [recruiters] do not expect you to have work experience. My CV 

would be really great in [home country]. Why here [Denmark] my CV is shit because I don't have 

work experience. And so that's why they[recruiters/professionals] all told me no we don't want you to 

work and few companies told me that the reason was only always you don't have work experience”. 

(EG, Q5). 

 

Following another input, Respondent CC, who according to the survey statement says “less useful” to 

“free career open counselling”, she also mentioned what she has been drawn to consider valuable “I've 

been there to have my CV reviewed (…), but I think the opinions differ so much in the career office. For 

example, I remember that when I went there, they told me that I should change my picture because it 

was a bad picture. And when I was hired, they told me: oh, I really like your picture. That was so 

strange. Because I got hired exactly for the thing that they said was wrong”. (CC, Q2) 

 

In this example, peers have given controversial insights about aspects of the social environment and as 

a matter of fact, the individual came to accept what to consider valuable after listening to different 

peers’ opinions and, in the end, her attitude has been influenced by people perceptions. 

 

“I think, what I got more help from was actually My.cbs because they have there… you know, just 

describing how to, the structure of the cover letter and the structure of the CV. And I think that was the 

most helpful thing.” (CC, Q2). 

 

3. Peers influence interpretation of environmental cues – when events are equivocal, social definition 

prevails. 

In this third effect, the student is influenced in his/her judgement from peers giving cues to the 

environment. Salancik & Pfeffer (1978) affirm that “social influence affects attitudes through the 

interpretation of environmental cues”. “More than just focusing attention, others provide their 

constructed meanings of events”. (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978: 229). 
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The authors mentioned that social definition prevails when events are equivocal, hence when 

information about certain aspects is not clear to the individual. An example is taken from the previous 

quote in group/effect 1 where respondent EG based also environmental cues from peers influence about 

the environment (Denmark and the Danish job market), as such, she pronounced “it's so easy to find a 

job in Denmark, and as well, that people here are so happy, and they said that everything works 

perfectly” (EG, Q1).  The student own interpretation as been guided by peers interpretation of the 

Danish environment. This student statement pertains to both the first and third effect. 

 

In another instance, respondent CC, who according to the survey mentioned “Very useful” to “getting 

information early in the master degree” she said in the interview that peers have influenced her attitude 

on understanding features of the Danish environment on which she didn’t know anything about it. “I 

learned in my Danish classes… Information about how to look for a job, how is the workplace here in 

Denmark … the way people work here in Denmark”. “I only realized after I started taking the class, 

and starting my student job”. These cues on the environment were acquired through social influence. 

Salancik & Pfeffer (1978), reminds us that social influence helps individual construct meaning of 

equivocal events. As CC also concluded, “…so information like that would be nice to have from the 

beginning….but there was no information about that, so I didn't know before”. (CC, Q5) 

 

The respondent LH, who according to the survey mentioned “Somewhat useful” to “mandatory 

internship”. She also pointed out that the university gave her clear cues to interpret an event 

(internships) at CBS “what they told me is that CBS is trying to restrain students from doing 

internships”.  “They made it super complicated, you don’t even get credits, or are able to do summer 

school alongside, you won't be able to graduate with your friends.” “So since CBS made it so 

complicated… that is why I didn't choose an internship”. (LH, Q5). In the end, she concluded with her 

interpretation, since her attitude has been affected by social influence. 
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4. Peers influence the interpretation of what a need or value statement should be 

In the fourth effect, peers influence the needs and values of the individual. Thus, individuals learn what 

their needs, values, and requirements should be in part from their interactions with others. (Salancik & 

Pfeffer, 1978: 230). 

 

Respondent DS who according to the survey mentioned that “CBS is very good at projecting its 

education with high quality and actually listening to the business community to ensure (…) product-

market-fit. They make sure that their graduates actually have the skills that are required by 

businesses”. The respondent points out that CBS needs and values are strictly correlated with the 

context of an educational institution. Need and values are transmitted to the individual by social context 

and interactions with the university.  

 

“I think the branding they do is good because they interact and they listen to companies. They take it 

into the teaching. There was a lot of interaction with companies in the classroom. You know, making it 

rather tangible. Showing you how this is relevant to the industry and giving you the arguments that 

you need to carry into your job search and to see why you can add value and where you can add value 

and where you’re maybe not a good fit and you shouldn't go”. (DS, Q2). 

 

Also respondent DS when asked to state his opinion about CBS career initiatives “collaboration with 

companies” he mentioned “Very useful” and explain that “If you can show me what you value (…) as 

an organisation, you can kind of give me a sneak peek (…) and talk to me about it and teach me some 

of it, that makes me just much more emotionally attached” 

 

“So, I think that's why they [collaboration with companies] are valuable because they are concrete, 

they kind of go above and beyond what you can get (…). I think it gives you some context, and it is 

something to then use to engage” (DS, Q7). 

 

In another example, respondent CC who according to the survey mentioned “strongly agree” to 

struggles in “finding a job”, in the interview she mentioned “the first job I got here, it was so random. I 

started in a restaurant. It was on Facebook, Jobs in Copenhagen, something like that. And, as an expat, 
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I was just like seeing people asking for advice, and someone said: oh download this app for very easy 

jobs, and I downloaded that app. And then I saw someone looking for a waiter or waitress and then I 

just went there. Then I got the job. If I had known that there was that app from the beginning, you 

know…” (CC, Q8). Again here, we see that peers needs and values are transferred and come to the 

knowledge of the individual. Peers have a role in influencing student needs and values. In returns the 

individual focuses attention on certain information coming from the social context. (Salancik & Pfeffer, 

1978: 226). 

6.3.7 Cognitive Evaluation of Self and Environment  (Personal Justifications) 
Salancik & Pfeffer (1978) explain that personal justifications are developed by individuals, primarily to 

give meaning, trying to rationalize and explain their behaviour. The definition is identifiable with the 

purpose of need-satisfaction, expectancy, and motivation. In particular, those personal justifications are 

emphasized by the context and the implication of individual past choices. 

 

As Weick (2001) mentioned, the primary source of constructing meaning is remembering and looking 

back to past situations, which account for the retrospective activity of sensemaking (Weick, 2001). In 

other words, the information at the individual’s disposal about past events is composed by recollections 

in which the individual provide own personal justifications that are necessary form him/her to make 

sense of past actions. (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978). 

6.3.7.1 Personal Construct 

Effects Student Quotes 

5. Attitudes from Environmental Perceptions 

One's own past expressions of attitudes, the 

behavioural responses of others, and information about 

features of the environmental context 

(JK, Q1); (EG, Q3); (FP, Q1); (MD, Q1); (GT, Q1); 

(CC, Q6); (DS, Q8); (LS, Q1) 

 ; (JK, Q2); (JK, Q10); (FP, Q4); (FP, Q11); (MD, Q2); 

(MD, Q9); (MD, Q10); (GT, Q2); (GT, Q7); (DS; Q9); 

(LH, Q8); (LH, Q9); (LS; Q8); (LS; Q9); (FP, Q8); 

(JK, Q6); (JK, Q7); (GT, Q5); (FP, Q5); (FP, Q6); 

(EG, Q7); (GT, Q3); (DS, Q5); (LH, Q2); (LH, Q4); 

(MD, Q3); (MD, Q6); (MD, Q5); 

6. Past Behaviour as an Attitude Determinant (EG, Q2); (FP, Q2); (EG, Q9); GT, Q6); (DS;Q10); 
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Individual's past behaviours and how these behaviours 

come to be attributed to the environment or the person 

(DS; Q11); (LS; Q10); (MD, Q7); (MD, Q8); (FP, 

Q10); (EG, Q8); (FP, Q7); (EG, Q6); (JK, Q5); (CC, 

Q4); (LS, Q2); (LS, Q4); 
Table 9: Effects and Student Quotes (Personal Construct) 

 

5. Attitudes from Environmental Perceptions 

One's own past expressions of attitudes, the behavioural responses of others, and information about 

features of the environmental context 

 

This fifth effect entails that the sensemaking process of an individual is constructed using expressions 

of attitudes that come from personal construction of past experiences (as opposed to social construct) 

connected to environmental context and perceptions. Salancik & Pfeffer describe attitudes as concepts 

adopted by people “to describe and make sense of their own and others' behaviour” that also have the 

potential to drive personal motivation and direct behaviour (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978: 225). Examples 

are shown from motivation statements of some respondents, such as, respondent FP and GT which in 

the survey both mentioned “I haven’t decided yet [to stay and work in Denmark after graduation]” 

attitude driving their motivation statement “I don’t know if in the next years I will miss so much [home 

country] that I have to come back” , and GT personal justification,  “there's a language barrier that I'd 

need to overcome and that's one of the reason”. (FP, Q1); (GT, Q1). 

 

Attitudes statements are also described by Salancik & Pfeffer as means of language, which captures 

“the texture of human action with the idea that a person wants to, should, could, would, ought to, needs 

to, must, and can do something”, thus producing personal needs through expressing wants and desires. 

(Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978: 225). For example, respondents JK “Depends on professionals opportunities 

that I’ll have, how easy I will find a job that corresponds to what I want to do”. (JK, Q1).  

These statements also account for retrospective activity, with reference to Salancik & Pfeffer (1978) 

that affirm that “Perception is a retrospective process” - even though it relates to past experiences, it is 

immediate, and “it derives from recall and reconstruction”. (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978: 228). 
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Moreover, in Weick (2001) synthesis on Morgan, Frost, and Pondy (1983: 24) the sensemaking process 

mentioned that “Individuals are seen as engaged in ongoing processes through which they attempt to 

make their situations rationally accountable to themselves and others”. Individuals try to create 

understanding around them by remembering and looking back to past situations. For example,  EG 

motivation statement “I would prefer to probably live in a place where I can also earn less money, but 

feel the happiness” (EG, Q3);  she adopted and used “comparisons” and “expectations” which are 

recurrent themes for the retrospective activity of sensemaking (Weick, 2001). In this fifth effect, the 

individual tries to reduce complexity into few symbols or cues such as for instance (“happiness” 

“money”) to give a personal justification for her interpretation to construct reality. According to 

Salancik & Pfeffer (1978) to give “justification” means “any description of an action which is 

consistent with the action and provides a reason for performing it”. (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978: 231). 

For example, a personal justification is “So that's quite hard for me and then there's also the fact that I 

have a boyfriend who is in [home country]”. (EG, Q3). 

 

Other examples come from respondent JK, who according to the survey mentioned “very useful” to 

“collaboration with companies”. In the interview she shares her personal experience of a past 

collaboration where she expresses her attitude in relation to the environmental context at CBS, which 

gave her struggles over the process: “I feel the collaboration that I'm doing now for example with 

Novo Nordisk, it's very limited and not a lot helpful for both parties because of the theoretical 

concepts and the constraints that you get from University [CBS] here. They don't fit very well with the 

practical environment.” (JK, Q7). The individual, as suggested by Weick (2001), used “recall and 

reconstruction” in an attempt to create an understanding of the situation. As seen as an important 

source of data about interpretation is the use of personal experiences gathered from individuals (Weick, 

2001). Thus, asking international students to share their personal experiences is a way of interpreting 

reality. 

 

In another instance, the respondent GT, who according to the survey mentioned “very useful” to 

“Getting information early in the master degree”. In the interview, he refers to information about 

features of the environmental context (Danish job market) and behavioural responses of others (a lot of 

students that they look for a job). As in his past situation, he learned through his own personal 
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experience the real difficulties in finding a job: “I would like to have known it even before starting my 

master in Denmark”. “There are a lot of students that they look for a job and I wouldn't have 

expected it to be so difficult to get a student position in an office and a relevant job”. (GT, Q5) 

 

In addition, respondent MD, who according to the survey mentioned “somewhat useful” to “free career 

open counselling”. In the interview the individual attitude is expressed in the attempt of making sense 

of a CBS event experienced by the individual “I think that they are really really helpful, especially 

because I think CV and cover letter are different than in [home country], so you need to stop by to 

those events to understand how can you improve your chances to get accepted for a job”.(MD, Q5).  

 

6. Past Behaviour as an Attitude Determinant 

Individual's past behaviours and how these behaviours come to be attributed to the environment or the 

person 

 

This effect entails information about past behaviour and relates to the individual commitment to 

attitude and need statements. The individual’s own past behaviours influence attitudes and the same 

behaviours help construct reality. The sixth effect also entails that the individual constructs reality 

through a personal justification, which includes the person own past behavioural response. (Salancik & 

Pfeffer, 1978) 

 

For instance, respondent FP who according to the survey mentioned “I haven’t decided yet” gives his 

own behavioural response “Yeah, probably if it's a really well-paid job I could stay here like for 1, 2, 

or 3 years, but then I will not see myself here 10 years from now”. FP gives a consequent justification 

and attitude determinant for his decision in relation to own motivation of leaving “probably the social 

life, friends, the possibility to just go out on Fridays and get with someone”. “I think it's maybe more 

important than the working itself”. (FP, Q2). 

 

In another instance, respondent EG mentioned that the way people behave in [home country] is 

different from what she is used to. Moreover, the way of living of people here in Denmark has 

influenced her behaviour “the different way of living of Danes, they are colder than us, and that I think 
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it is completely different the way of living here from the way people behave in [home country]”. (EG, 

Q2). In relation to this point, Salancik & Pfeffer (1978) affirm that the behaviour can be useful for the 

individual in order to construct attitude and need statements, and “behaviour becomes an undeniable 

and unchangeable aspect of the person’s world, and when he makes sense of the environment, the 

behaviour is the point on which constructions or interpretations are based” (Salancik and Pfeffer, 

1978: 224). Indeed, EG mentioned that she felt that the Danish people are not culturally “warm” as 

people are and behave in her own country. “I needed to go to a place where people are warmer and in 

a place that I feel more comfortable. I already know how people live in [city in southern Europe] and it 

is more similar to [home country]” (EG, Q2). This is way of rationalizing one’s own behaviour by 

referring to feature of another environment.. (Salancik and Pfeffer, 1978: 224).  

Moreover, Weick (2001) mentions that, in a commitment context, there is a search for justification that 

individuals can attribute to macro entities, such as large groups of people, as explanations to justify 

their actions or decisions (Weick, 2001:15). In this sixth effect, EG refers to behaviour in her home 

country to justify her decision: “for that, I understood that this is not my place.” (EG, Q2). 

 

In another case, respondent JK who according to the survey mentioned “neutral” to CBS Career Fair 

“In my experience, I'm not so good with the Career Fair and networking events like that, I think it 

may be also due to that I hesitate to talk to strangers”. In this context, the past behaviour of 

respondent JK works as an attitude determinant in the interpretation of the above CBS event. The 

student proceeds and explained that her actions in social gatherings determine that likelihood to find 

this certain type of situation helpful, “…and the people there, are not so much helpful they tell you to 

look at the website where you can go and apply. You have to be lucky to really connect with the person 

though.” (JK, Q5).  

 

As Weick (2001) affirm individuals’ behaviour affects the process of constructing interpretations of 

events and environment by changing or creating them (Weick, 2001). 

 

In another example, respondent MD who according to the survey mentioned “Very useful” to 

“mandatory internship”. In the interview explained “I know that in other countries, like in [country in 

southern Europe]  for example, to complete your university degree you have to fulfil the requirement 
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with an internship, and for example, in my bachelor it was not a requirement. The respondent refers to 

how his past behaviour has come to be attributed to the environment of the country where he completed 

his bachelor degree. Thus, with the past information acquired from his behaviour, he consequently 

interprets this possibility, as a great opportunity, “it's a great way to get some work experience, if it’s 

required by the study program you will have to find an internship”. (MD, Q8). 

 

The same student when referring to “getting information early in the master degree” as “Very useful” 

in the survey, he points out another past behavioural attitude determined by own situation. 

 

I think that it is important, especially for [own nationality] because it's connected to my problem, we 

don't have job experience. In [home country], in my experience, we do have career days, but they're 

not so good and do not work well as at CBS. So when you come here you will feel a little bit 

overwhelmed by other students already with jobs and I am here looking for a job, while you think 

like, okay I'm here to study not to work. So it's really nice to know that beforehand. So they should tell 

you while you're doing your master application because there are really big chances for job 

opportunities. (…). If I knew that, probably I would have tried to look for internships in [home 

country] before leaving to go to Denmark in order to have more possibilities over here. (MD, Q7).  

 

Also, in this case, the attitude determinant acts as a personal justification for the individual that doesn’t 

feel like he possesses enough job experience compared to other students. As such he uses, as an 

explanation to justify his decisions, within the context related from his own past behaviour. 

6.3.8 Discussion – Section 3 

Overall, from an in-depth analysis of international students’ sensemaking processes, respondents used 

both social and personal construct of reality in order to construct meaning. They accomplish this 

through remembering, and looking back to past situations, in order for them to make sense of their 

present and future choices.  

 

These findings reflect the theoretical premises highlighted by Weick (2001), who affirm that “meaning 

construction is influenced by what people remember, how far back they remember, and how well they 
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remember the different situations in which they participated” and that “retrospective activity creates 

understanding”. (Weick, 2001). Also, Salincik and Pfeffer (1978) who mention that “the social 

environment is a crucial source of information for the individual, because it gives cues to the person to 

construct and interpret events, and furthermore provides knowledge about what the individual’s 

attitudes and opinions should be.” “(…) It directly constructs meaning through guidance towards 

socially acceptable beliefs, attitudes and needs and acceptable reasons for actions”. Salancik & 

Pfeffer (1978: 226). 

 

In addition, Weick (2001) further mentions that if people fail to acknowledge the past, they will have a 

hard time understanding what is going on. Moreover, Salancik & Pfeffer definition (1978: 226) of the 

social information processing perspective reflects our findings: “individuals, as adaptive organisms, 

adapt attitudes, behaviour, and beliefs to their social context and to the reality of their own past and 

present behaviour and situation”. The authors elaborate that studying the informational and social 

environment in which the behaviour occurs and adapt is fundamental since people have the potential to 

adapt to the circumstances they find themselves in. (Salancik & Pfeffer 1978: 226). 

 

In our findings, international students, during the act of interpretation, create maps and representations 

in their mind to simplify some situations in which they participated so that their actions are justified, as 

a source of meaning. 

 

However, students’ sensemaking is subject to many different interpretations, from both social and 

personal construct. Thus, based on our analysis, amongst the six effects reported, mainly, two of them 

are the most used, when explaining their decisions and actions. These are effects (5) and (6): 

• 5. Attitudes from Environmental Perceptions (36 quotes) 

• 6. Past Behaviour as an Attitude Determinant (17 quotes) 

Those effects correspond to “Cognitive Evaluation of Self and Environment”. Therefore we conclude 

that in the analysis of the sensemaking processes of interview respondents, most students have adopted 

personal justifications, as opposed to social influence, to interpret and construct reality and make sense 

of struggles, motivations, and CBS career initiatives.  
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Respondents have mostly referred to personal past experience and own past behaviour affecting their 

attitude.  

 

Even though we acknowledge that social influence, and social context, might have played an important 

part in students’ sensemaking processes, as affirmed by Weick (2001) and Salincik and Pfeffer (1978), 

those social constructs were not mentioned by our respondents as many times as own personal 

justification. 

Indeed, we identified many relevant variables mentioned in students’ sensemaking processes and they 

are especially connected to their own past studies and work experiences, interactions with others, 

country, culture, and language. Therefore, we have singled out four different categories and themes, 

in which respondents reflect these findings of their study life, grouped with relevant struggles and 

career initiatives. 

 

Categories: 

• JOB SEARCHING 

(3. CBS CareerGate, 3. Mandatory internship, 8. Finding a job) + themes (students’ 

sensemaking processes) 

• COMPANY NETWORKING 

5. CBS Career Fair, 6. Collaboration with companies, 4. The Danish culture, 6. Creating a 

professional network  + themes (students’ sensemaking processes)  

• PERSONAL MENTORING  

1. Career workshops, 6. Free career open counselling, 8. CBS Mentor Programme + themes 

(students’ sensemaking processes) 

• STUDENT PREPARATION 

17. Getting information early in the master degree, 7. The Danish language, 3. The academic 

culture at CBS, 5. Creating a personal network + themes (students’ sensemaking processes) 

 

This division will help us identify international students’ perceived needs in the further part of this 

analysis. 
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6.3.9 Analysis of Students’ Perceived Needs 

 CATEGORIES JOB 
SEARCHING 

COMPANY 
NETWORKING 

PERSONAL 
MENTORING 

STUDENT 
PREPARATION 

 Analysis: 
section 2 
Current init. 
(students’ 
valuable 
insights) 

3. CBS 
CareerGate 

5. CBS Career 
Fair 

1. Career 
workshops 
6. Free career 
open 
counselling 

 

 Analysis: 
section 2 
Future init. 
(students’ 
valuable 
insights) 

3. Mandatory 
internship 

6. Collaboration 
with companies 

8. CBS 
Mentor 
Programme 

17. Getting 
information 
early in the 
master degree 

 Analysis: 
section 2 
Struggles 
(students’ 
valuable 
insights) 

8. Finding a 
job 

4. The Danish 
culture 
6. Creating a 
professional 
network 
 

 7. The Danish 
language 
3. The academic 
culture at CBS 
5. Creating a 
personal 
network 

Analysis: 
section 3  
Theoretical 
implications 
(students’ 
sensemaking 
processes) 

     

Theme 1 
(Job 
searching) 

 Need 1    

Theme 2 
(Company 
networking) 

  Need 2   

Theme 3 
(Personal 
mentoring) 

   Need 3  
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Theme 4 
(Student 
preparation) 

    Need 4 

Table 10: Matrix indicating students’ perceived needs. 

 
Explanation of Table 10 

Based on the analysis of students’ sensemaking processes, we identified students’ perceived needs. In 

order to do this, we developed a matrix which is seen below. Essentially, it consists of two components 

and when put together, they identify the students’ perceived needs.  

 

The first component is seen in the top four rows, where we have grouped the current and future career 

initiatives and struggles (elements) (findings of analysis section 2) into four different categories (see 

top row), based on the common theme of each element which is based on the students’ sensemaking 

processes and quotes. The different themes identified for each element can be seen in Appendix E. 

Since each element contains different themes, a common theme for each element has been identified 

and the elements have thus been grouped into four different categories (as seen in the top row). Then, 

the common theme of each element in the same category have been evaluated and a common theme for 

the whole category has been identified (four themes in total), which is the second component of the 

matrix (seen in the leftmost column). Based on these two components, students’ perceived needs have 

been identified (in the middle of the matrix). In order words, the formula we used is: 

 

Formula: 

Students’ valuable insights (which: initiatives, struggles = findings analysis section 2) 

 +  

Common themes derived from Sensemaking (why: findings of analysis section 3 sensemaking) = 

perceived needs 

 

These needs then work as input to Table 11 in analysis section 4, where they are held up against and 

compared to the main objectives of CBS’ emerging strategy and discussed whether there is an 
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indication of alignment between students’ perceived needs and the three main objectives of CBS’ 

emerging strategy. 

 

Themes That Satisfy Those Insights 

Theme 1 (Job Searching) 

• CBS CareerGate: international students want to have a variety of more relevant job offers 

exclusively for CBS English language speaking students (internationals with no Danish 

language skills) 

• Mandatory internships: international students want that internships are possible to do and that 

the process is easy across all study programs and with academic recognition (ECTS) 

• Finding a job: international students want to start the job searching process early and possibly 

make sure to gain work experience prior to studying master degree (internship) 

Need 1: International students perceived need is to have an easier process of finding and applying for 

study relevant and language (English) relevant student jobs/internships within master programmes 

through earlier and specific targeted communication from CBS and recognized academic credits 

(ECTS points). 

 

Theme 2 (Company Networking) 

• CBS Career Fair: international students want to be certain that companies’ representatives are 

knowledgeable about their company-specific job application processes and that they bring open 

positions to the Fair that do not require Danish language skills. 

• Collaboration with companies: international students want a facilitated connection with 

companies to secure and ease the process of collaboration during their study programme and 

have an increased chance to extend their professional network before graduating. 

• The Danish Culture: international students want to have access to more targeted specific 

events that can help them, especially, to adapt to the Danish working culture, including 

socializing activities that can foster longer-term bonds and meaningful relationships with 

Danish colleagues and classmates. 
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• Creating a professional network: international students want to create and maintain 

connections with companies and prior established relationships with business professionals 

during their study programmes, which can help students find jobs after graduation (culture, 

people and network are competitive advantages). 

Need 2: International students perceived need is to create a facilitated connection with relevant, 

interested companies and business professionals in Denmark in order for students to get more 

acquainted with the Danish working culture so that more relevant and long term relationships with 

professionals and classmates easier can be established. 

 

Theme 3 (Personal Mentoring) 

• Career workshops: international students want more skill-focus teaching that is relevant to 

corporate life 

• Free career open counselling: international students want more personalized and in-depth 

guidance on applications (CV and cover letter) 

• CBS Mentor Programme: international students want to gain insight knowledge into the 

Danish job market through personal stories, clear answers on personal profile and gain selected 

relevant information. 

Need 3: International students perceived need is to have access to personalized, in-depth guidance and 

advice through i.e. workshops and mentors in order to improve their job applications and increase 

their chances to get a student job during studies, as well as developing company-relevant competencies 

and capabilities. 

 

Theme 4: (Student Preparation) 

• Getting information early in the master degree: international students want to have ensured 

better study planning (i.e. Not missing out on useful initiatives) and better preparation prior to 

arrival in Denmark (i.e. gain work experience, culture awareness) 

• Creating a personal network: international students want to establish and maintain 

relationships with different nationalities from own, many students are afraid to remain lonely 

since many international friends leave Denmark after studies. 
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• The Danish language: international students want that companies shift the focus from 

requiring the ability to speak Danish to do a job, that can be accomplished as well in English, 

opposed to the request of having some basic Danish comprehension skills to do the same job. 

• The academic culture at CBS: international students want better clarity and transparency of 

learning objectives during classes and be informed about the way of studying at CBS. 

Need 4: International students perceived need is to receive tailored communication targeted to them 

and information as early as possible about important topics in order to ease the transition process of 

entering a Danish study setting, the Danish business environment and the Danish culture (i.e. 

academic culture at CBS, start job searching process prior to arrival, useful career initiatives, gain 

Danish comprehension skills, creating long-lasting bonds are hard in an international environment). 

6.4 ANALYSIS – SECTION 4 
The purpose of this section is to answer sub-question four (as seen below) based on the findings of 

analysis sections 1, 2 and 3. Based on these, we aim at determining first, whether the main objectives of 

CBS’ emerging strategy are aligned with students’ perceived needs. This is done by the use of a matrix 

where the student’s perceived needs (analysis findings from sections 2 and 3) are compared to CBS 

main strategy objectives (analysis findings from section 1) in order to determine alignment or 

misalignment between them. Second, based on the analysis findings from 2 and 3 and as well from the 

alignment findings, we aim at determining which career initiatives according to students that would be 

the most viable to implement in order to tackle the employability challenge. 

Sub-question analysed in this section: 

• SQ 4: Are CBS’ strategy and evaluation of career initiatives aligned with students’ perceived 

needs? Which career initiatives would be the most viable to implement? 

6.4.1 Evaluation of Alignment 

Students’ perceived needs vs. CBS’ emerging strategy’s main objectives 

Based on the findings of the three different analysis sections outlined above, the level of alignment 

between CBS’ emerging international retention strategy and the perceived needs of the international 

CBS students is addressed, as described in the fourth sub-question. 
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In order to do this, we have developed a matrix where we have combined the main findings of the 

different analysis sections combined with the students’ perceived needs. The matrix is seen below: 

 Analysis: Section 1 
CBS emerging 
strategy 
(CBS Management 
objectives) 

1. Social 
integration 

2. Student jobs 3. Language 
skills 

 

Analysis: Section 2+3 
Students’ Perceived 
Needs 
(Students’ objectives) 

    

Need 1  No alignment Almost alignment No alignment 
Need 2  Almost alignment Almost alignment No alignment 
Need 3  No alignment No alignment No alignment 
Need 4  No alignment Almost alignment No alignment 
Table 11: Matrix indicating alignment between CBS strategy and students’ perceived needs. 

 

The matrix is essentially comprised of two components. In the leftmost column, the 4 students’ 

perceived needs can be seen, which have been identified based on the findings from analysis sections 2 

and 3. In the top row, the three main objectives of CBS’ emerging strategy can be seen, which have 

been identified based on the findings from analysis section 1. Based on these two inputs, we have 

compared each identified student need to each of CBS’ main objectives and based on this comparison 

we have indicated in the matrix the level of alignment between them with the words Almost alignment 

or No alignment. The indications of alignment for each student need will be explained in detail below. 

 

Input for matrix: Students’ perceived needs (findings of analysis sections 2 + 3) 

• Need 1: International students perceived need is to have an easier process of finding and 

applying for study relevant and language (English) relevant student jobs/internships within 

master programmes through earlier and specific targeted communication from CBS and 

recognized academic credits (ECTS points). 

• Need 2: International students perceived need is to create a facilitated connection with relevant, 

interested companies and business professionals in Denmark in order for students to get more 
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acquainted with the Danish working culture so that more relevant and long term relationships 

with professionals and classmates easier can be established. 

• Need 3: International students perceived need is to have access to personalized, in-depth 

guidance and advice through i.e. workshops and mentors in order to improve their job 

applications and increase their chances to get a student job during studies, as well as developing 

company-relevant competencies and capabilities. 

• Need 4: International students perceived need is to receive tailored communication targeted to 

them and information as early as possible about important topics in order to ease the transition 

process of entering a Danish study setting, the Danish business environment and the Danish 

culture (i.e. academic culture at CBS, start job searching process prior to arrival, useful career 

initiatives, gain Danish comprehension skills, creating long-lasting bonds are hard in an 

international environment). 

Input for matrix: CBS’ main objectives for emerging international talent retention strategy 

(findings of analysis section 1) 

• 1. Social integration refers to the importance of establishing a network, personally (such as 

forming bonds, relationships, and friends with Danes and international peers) and professionally 

(such as with employers and business professionals), which is closely linked to how welcome 

internationals feel in a foreign country. 

• 2. Student jobs refer to the importance of looking for a student position while studying to 

acquire new experience and competences and get familiar with the Danish business community 

as early as possible in order to prepare for a career in Denmark after graduation. 

• 3. Language skills refer to the importance and advantage of prioritizing to invest (a reasonable 

amount of) time in learning a language that is relevant for a job position (i.e. knowing German 

to fulfil a work position focusing on the German market, or having Danish comprehension skills 

to bond with co-workers and ensure smooth business processes). 

Explanation of alignment indications 

The criteria for assessing the level of alignment is, first of all, to look at if each need is aligned with 

each of the main objectives (indicated in Table 11). Second, in cases of no alignment, we will do an 
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overall assessment of the identified alignment, and highlight how CBS can meet the students’ needs, 

and thus, ensure full alignment. 

 

Alignment for Need 1 

For the first student perceived need, we have indicated in Table 11 that there is almost an alignment 

with the second main objective, but no alignment with CBS’ first and third main objective.  

 

The second objective (student jobs) is almost aligned with this student need since it emphasizes the 

importance of looking, as early as possible, for a student job, during the student’s study life. It also fits 

with students’ want that emphasises an earlier and specific targeted communication (for internationals) 

in relation to the importance of quickly finding a student position in a company. However, in order for 

full alignment to manifest, CBS main objective should incorporate the part in which students wish for 

an easier process when applying to and finding a study-relevant student job and/or internship. In 

addition, students need is to get ECTS points for doing an internship during the master degree. 

 

The first objective (social integration) is not aligned with this student need. This is due to the 

misalignment between CBS objectives and the need for students to get a student job or internship. 

However, we do recognise that social integration and forming personal and professional relationships 

might help students to get a job or internship. Therefore, together with the second main objective, this 

objective could work in helping to ensure full alignment between this student need and CBS’ main 

objectives. 

 

The third objective (language skills) is, likewise, not aligned with the need because it mainly 

emphasizes the importance for internationals to learn a new language, whereas the students wish for 

more job offers where English language skills are enough to get the position, as well as that you don't 

need to know/speak a Scandinavian language. Therefore, CBS should incorporate into this objective 

consideration for the need for more job offers where speaking English is enough to get the job to ensure 

full alignment between this student need and CBS’ main objectives. 
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Hence, we conclude that there is no full alignment between the first student need and the three CBS’ 

main objectives. However, based on our comments above, we deem that if CBS incorporates our 

suggestions into their main objectives, they might be able to ensure full alignment with the first student 

need. 

 

Alignment for Need 2 

For the second student perceived need, we have indicated in Table 11 that there is almost alignment 

with CBS’ first and second main objectives and no alignment with the third main objective. 

 

The first objective (social integration) is almost aligned with this student need since they both address 

the main point of the importance of establishing a professional network. However, this student need 

emphasises that the way of establishing a professional network should be through the facilitation of 

connections between relevant and interested companies and students, whereas CBS objective does not 

necessarily address how students should establish a professional network. If CBS is clearer on how it 

can help students establish a professional network, the first main objective would be aligned with this 

student need. Likewise, the second objective (student jobs) is almost aligned with this student need 

since student jobs potentially can help facilitate a connection with companies, and thus, create a 

professional network, even if the focus of this main objective is not necessarily on establishing a 

professional network, but rather to gain work experience and familiarity with the business environment. 

 

The third main objective is not aligned with this need. The reason is that a language requirement is 

irrelevant for this student need since networking with professionals does not necessarily require a 

Scandinavian language. Although we think that, knowing Danish, or having comprehension skills, 

might ease and play as a competitive advantage in the networking process with Danish companies. 

 

Overall, we conclude that if CBS implement the abovementioned suggestions, CBS’ main objectives 

might ensure alignment with this student need. 
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Alignment for Need 3 

For the third student perceived need, we have indicated in Table 11 that there is no alignment with any 

of CBS’ main objectives. The reason for that is that neither of the main objectives addresses this 

student need for access to personalized and in-depth guidance and advice through i.e. workshops or a 

mentorship. In conclusion, if CBS incorporates this need for guidance etc. under its main objectives, 

for instance as a natural extension of the social integration with professional and personal networking, 

the objectives will align with this student need. 

 

Alignment for Need 4 

For the fourth student perceived need, we have indicated in Table 11 that there is almost alignment 

with CBS second main objective, but no alignment with the first and the third. The reason for the 

indication of no alignment is because neither of these two objectives addresses the issue of 

communicating important information to students as early as possible and as well tailor the 

communication to the international students. The second objective does, however, touch upon making 

international students aware as early as possible about the importance of looking for a student job, 

hence the indication of almost alignment for this objective. However, in order for CBS’ main 

objectives to be aligned with this student need, CBS should incorporate the importance of 

communicating not just about the importance of student jobs, but also other relevant important topics, 

such as the CBS academic culture, career initiatives, language requirement, etc.) 

 

In conclusion, in order for CBS to ensure full alignment between its main objectives and all the 

identified student needs, they should consider incorporating the suggestions mentioned above under 

each alignment evaluation. 

6.4.2 Evaluation of Viability 

Based on the findings of analysis sections 2 and 3, (sensemaking and survey) and the findings of the 

alignment indications above, the international students’ indications of which career initiatives are the 

most viable to implement and where there is a high viability of success in order to solve the 

employability challenge, has been identified as: 
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Current Career Initiatives:  Future Career Initiatives: 
• 1. Career workshops 
• 3. CBS CareerGate 
• 6. Free career open counselling 

• 3. Mandatory internship 
• 6. Collaboration with companies 
• 8. CBS Mentor Programme 
• 17. Getting information early in the master 

degree 
 

The sensemaking processes of students making sense of career initiatives gave us input as to how to 

evaluate their responses. The reason why we have identified these initiatives, as the most viable to 

implement according to our international students survey responses and interview statements, is that, 

according to most student giving meaning to them, the initiatives abovementioned, have the highest 

potential among the all investigated ones to help students find a job after graduation.  

 

It should be noted that students gave, to the identified current career initiatives, more various feedback 

than the future initiatives, due to the fact that students could try and evaluate the current initiatives and 

therefore included their real experience and thus, personal and social construct, with them in their 

evaluation. In the future ones, students could only indicate the possible use of future career initiatives 

since they have not been implemented at the time of investigation. Therefore, for the future career 

initiatives, we present an assumption of high viability of success for solving the employability 

challenge as indicated by the students in this research. As we mentioned earlier, the viability of the 

implementation follows only the indication of an international students perspective, thus, we don’t 

consider any other variable coming from CBS affecting the outcome and relevance of the suggested 

implementation. 

7. CONCLUSION 
This chapter summarizes the research findings and thereby provides an answer to the research 

questions. Furthermore, the future research outlook highlights areas that can be further expanded 

through further research. 

 

The ministerial intervention from 2018, which says that CBS must increase the employment rate of 

international CBS graduates from 23% to 33% before 2023 (TD1, Q17), forms the reason for CBS’ 
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Career Destination Denmark emerging strategy. The content and goals were found through the initial 

research interviews conducted with representatives from CBS Management, TD and LF. In this paper, 

we labelled the development of CBS’ emerging international talent retention strategy. CBS’ goals for 

this strategy concern: “how CBS can make international students interested in choosing to start their 

career in Denmark after graduation, and (…) help them to succeed in getting jobs in Denmark” (TD1, 

Q1). Based on this, CBS wants to explore which are the most relevant actions, career initiatives, to 

implement in order to make students “succeed in getting jobs in Denmark”, tackle the retention 

problem, and increased employability of students (LF1) (the employability challenge). Based on these 

interviews, we found that the main objectives for this strategy concern three main aspects: 

• Social integration refers to the importance of establishing a network, personally (such as 

forming bonds, relationships, and friends with Danes and international peers) and professionally 

(such as with employers and business professionals), which is closely linked to how welcome 

internationals feel in a foreign country. 

• Student jobs refer to the importance of looking for a student position while studying to acquire 

new experience and competences and get familiar with the Danish business community as early 

as possible in order to prepare for a career in Denmark after graduation. 

• Language skills refer to the importance and advantage of prioritizing to invest (a reasonable 

amount of) time in learning a language that is relevant for a job position (i.e. knowing German 

to fulfil a work position focusing on the German market, or having Danish comprehension skills 

to bond with co-workers and ensure smooth business processes). 

These objectives help us shading more lights over CBS emerging strategy. 

Through our interest in investigating the international master students’ perspective of how to tackle the 

employability challenge (which at the time of our investigation was unknown to CBS), we created an 

online survey where we sought to investigate students’ opinion related to their motivations to start their 

career in Denmark, which struggles they encountered during their study life in Denmark, their past 

experiences with current CBS career initiatives and their perceptions regarding future CBS career 

initiatives. 
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Based on the quantitative data research of the survey in which the international students’ responses 

(including their evaluations of selected CBS Career-Enhancing Initiatives and struggles) were 

uncovered, we identified 4 (out of 7) current career initiatives, 4 (out of 17) future career initiatives, 6 

(out of 11) different struggles and three motivation statements: 

Identified Motivation 
Statements 

• Yes, during my studies I found out that I wanted to stay in Denmark 
• No, I wanted to previously but not any longer 
• I haven’t decided yet 

Identified Current Career 
Initiatives 

• 1. Career workshops 
• 3. CBS CareerGate 
• 5. CBS Career Fair 
• 6. Free career open counselling 

Identified Future Career 
Initiatives 

• 3. Mandatory internships 
• 6. Collaboration with companies 
• 8. CBS Mentor Programme 
• 17. Getting information early in the master degree 

Identified Struggles • 3. The academic culture at CBS 
• 4. The Danish culture 
• 5. Creating a personal network 
• 6. Creating a professional network 
• 7. The Danish language 
• 8. Finding a job 

 

The identified current and future career initiatives were chosen based on how valuable they were 

perceived by survey respondents (highest amount of votes); which career initiatives were indicated as 

most useful to implement. The identified struggles were chosen based on an overall high indication 

among survey respondents that they experienced these struggles the most during their study life in 

Denmark. The identified motivation statements were chosen in order to justify the relevance for 

looking further into the evaluation of career initiatives and struggles. Overall, these findings constitute 

students valuable insights from the survey. These findings partly answer the second and third research 

sub-questions (SQ 2 + SQ 3). 

 

The findings from the quantitative data research were meant as indicators for further investigation. 

With this regards, we have conducted nine follow-up in-depth interviews with nine international 

students in order to elaborate on their survey responses. Through a qualitative analysis, we applied 
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Weick (2001) Sensemaking and Salancik and Pfeffer’s (1978) Social Information Processing theories. 

We then developed a framework in which we placed students’ statements into two categories, to assess 

their Social and Personal construct of reality. We then placed into one of the six different sensemaking 

effects in order to identify how students created meaning (i.e. evaluated the identified career-enhancing 

initiatives, struggles, and motivation statements). Based on this qualitative analysis, and together with 

the findings from the quantitative data research, we identified four themes, related to the personal 

construct of reality of students, that we put into a matrix in order to determine students’ perceived 

needs. Each student need is identified based on the theme. 

 

The findings from the quantitative data research and qualitative analysis combined answer the second 

and third research sub-questions (SQ 2 + SQ 3). 

 

Based on the findings of the quantitative data research and qualitative analysis and the identified main 

objectives of CBS’ emerging strategy, we identified the level of alignment between each of the four 

students perceived needs and the three main objectives of CBS’ emerging strategy. 

 

Based on the indication alignment, we came up with suggestions as to how CBS could improve their 

main objectives in order to ensure full alignment with the identified four student perceived needs. 

Based on these alignment findings and the findings of the quantitative data research and qualitative 

analysis, we identified which career initiatives that according to the international students’ point of 

view are the most viable to implement in order to tackle the employability challenge. 

 

Current Career Initiatives:  Future Career Initiatives: 
• 1. Career workshops 
• 3. CBS CareerGate 
• 6. Free career open counselling 

• 3. Mandatory internship 
• 6. Collaboration with companies 
• 8. CBS Mentor Programme 
• 17. Getting information early in the master degree 

 

Interestingly, the findings resulted from an analysis of international students perspective might as well 

apply to Danish students, as the career initiatives selected could be relevant to them. Further research 

should be conducted in order to test if this claim hold true. 
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In conclusion, at the time when data has been collected, and that this paper is written, the overall aim 

for CBS is to meet their strategic goal created by the ministerial intervention, namely to increase the 

number of international CBS graduates who gets a job in Denmark (from 23% to 33%) before the year 

2023. In order to do this, we have identified which current and future career initiatives we would 

recommend CBS to focus on in order to improve and optimize their emerging international talent 

retention strategy. In addition to that, we have identified four student needs and compared them to the 

main objectives of CBS’ strategy in order to determine degree of alignment in between these and based 

on this we recommend how CBS should use this knowledge to likewise optimize its strategy. 

7.1 Future Research Outlook 

In our research we focused on the sensemaking processes of one group of international students; the 

ones representing EU countries. It could, therefore, be interesting to include the point of view of 

Scandinavian and Non-EU students to see if their evaluation based on their sensemaking processes 

would deliver the same or different findings compared to our study. 

 

Similarly, our research only focused on master students from CBS. It would, therefore, be interesting to 

do similar investigations on the other Danish universities that face the same employability challenge as 

CBS. 

 

In our research, we chose to focus on selected career initiatives, struggles and motivation statements 

from student’s perspectives as a basis for determining the viability of the selected career initiatives to 

tackle the employability challenge. In order to provide a better foundation for assessment of viability of 

the CBS international retention strategy, it could be included and investigated students’ perspectives on 

each career initiative, as well as, including other stakeholders’ perspectives on the challenge, 

information about allocated costs to develop the strategy, benchmarking with other similar universities 

facing the same challenges, CBS’ communication strategy, opportunities for deliverables, to name a 

few. 
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Since CBS’ initiatives constantly change and are updated, it should be noted that our research findings 

are only valid for the time this research has been conducted and career initiatives chosen. Thus when 

new initiatives are implemented a new investigation should be conducted. Similarly, because the needs 

of the business environment also change over time due to changes in technology, business practices, 

etc., so should the career initiatives to match these requirements. Therefore, it would make sense to 

conduct continuous evaluations of the CBS career initiatives to ensure that they are always up to date 

and meet the latest demands of the business community in order to ensure that CBS successfully help 

CBS international master students to establish connections with the Danish business community. 
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