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This thesis aims to map out the challenges in exporting Finnish education from three dimensions: 1) challenges in 

maintaining Finnish education quality and reputation; 2) challenges in adapting the Finnish education to another culture 

context; and 3) challenges in managing the export as an international project business. Qualitative content analysis is 

used as the research method. The EPA project between Finland and UAE were chosen to be the empirical case. Data 

is collected from online database, academic journals and articles, official documents, reports, websites and press 

release.  Data is analyzed with theories and perspectives from both Education and Business discipline. 

 

The Resource Based View theory (RBV) is used to identify the key resources and capabilities Finland has in its 

education system. It is concluded that Finland has competitive resources such as unique educational knowhow, 

relatively sufficient financial and physical assets and highly competent teaching force; as well as the capabilities to 

manage, deploy and develop these assets. Nonetheless, there are a number of considerable challenges in sustaining 

and developing these resources and capabilities, particularly due to the economic pressure. In addition, evidence 

shows that many factors behind education success are beyond school control. 

 

The PEST (political, economic, socio-cultural and technological) analysis of the UAE macro environment draws a 

picture of the possible obstacles in the executing the EPA project and in adapting the Finnish education practice to the 

UAE schools. Among other things, the comparison of the governance indicators shows that there are compelling gaps 

in terms of rule of law and voice and accountability between the UAE and the Finnish governance. The economic 

analysis concludes that it is important to invest in education but even more important is how the invested resources 

are deployed. The socio-cultural analysis indicates that differences in power distance, gender issues, school structure 

and school culture can lead to challenges for fusing the Finnish education practice with the local one. The 

technological analysis stresses that even if technology resources are sufficient in schools, there might be a lack of 

competence in technology usage and development, in addition to the different attitudes and levels of comfort among 

teachers in technology integration.  

 

International Project Business theories suggest that project business often consist of complexity, uncertainty, 

discontinuity, and uniqueness. Possible challenges of the empirical case with regard to these characteristics are 

described; for example Finland has little experience in education export and weak skills in international business, 

especially due to the distinct culture in UAE, there are greater complexities and uncertainties expected.  

 

To conclude, there are enormous complexities and interrelations between and among resources and context. 

Incontrovertibly the success factors behind Finnish education are intertwined politically, culturally and economically 

with other sectors of society. It is discovered that despite all efforts in nurturing a student-centric education system in 

UAE, the outcome of this reform seems to be little satisfying. To cope with identified challenges and risks, it is 

suggested that government officers, managers and other stakeholders in decision-making position must develop their 

knowledge and skills to make informed and justifiable decisions during all processes involved in internationalizing the 

Finnish education. Education export shall be carried out with expertise from, both education and business 

management. Last but not least, education export must be studied through an ethical lens due to its complex and 

influential nature. Carried out well, education export, as a way of enabling us to learn from other education systems 

can equip us with tools and knowledge to better develop our education and societies. 

 

Keywords RBV, PEST, International project business, PISA analysis, education export, cultural comparison, education 

management 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Motivation for the research 

Ten years ago, I moved to Finland after acquiring two teacher’s qualifications and teaching 

for a year and a half in China. I taught in a middle-high school regardless that my 

qualifications qualify me only for pre-school and elementary education. Later on, I taught a 

few courses to Finnish high school students, as well as adults occasionally. All in all, I 

have experienced teaching students of almost all ages with various backgrounds. 

I continued my master degree study in Finland majored in the Intercultural Teacher 

Education program at the University of Oulu. During the study, I was constantly amazed 

how different Finnish education is from the one I have received in China. More 

importantly, the program guided me to start looking at education from a global perspective 

and deepen my understanding of education, in general. At times I wish I could introduce 

the good quality of the Finnish education to my home country; at times I doubt whether it 

could ever be possible, and how? 

Before finishing my education degree, I was enrolled in a second master degree program – 

International Business Management. My learning experiences in the business studies differ 

dramatically from the ones in education. The combination of studies sometimes confuse 

me with controversial arguments, but more often help me to understand that there are often 

two sides of the same coin. Education export, a subject that involves both education and 

business has captured my attention. 

Finland had been enjoying the championship of the PISA test for over a decade, until 2012 

when its national average in mathematics dropped to the twelfth place among the 65 

participating countries. This very same year when the Finnish mathematics literacy scored 

much lower than ever before, mathematics was designated as the focus in the PISA 

assessment (OKM & FIER, 2013). Despite the deterioration in performance, Finland’s 

ranking is still considerably high and its education has gained some outstanding reputation 

due to the earlier performances. The Finnish education thus became desirable and 

education export came on the scene. Particularly due to the downsizing of the major 
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national income generator and career provider–Nokia, many have been searching new 

opportunities to economic development. Education is considered as one very potential 

business area. 

“No new Nokia is emerging in Finland, so in this economic situation we need to search 

creatively for sectors which could bring employment and generate income. Export of 

education could easily develop into its own export business”, says Heljä Misukka, Political 

Secretary of State to Minister of Education (Helsingin Sanomat, 2010). 

Education business is, however, not a new concept to many other countries. It has indeed 

generated great economic value to the early birds. The UK Company Pearson has gained 7 

billion US dollars from education export in the year 2011. Other big players are mostly 

from the United States and one from Japan. It is widely agreed that the English-speaking 

countries have the advantage in the education business. Interestingly enough, Japan, a 

country making 3,7 billion US dollars from education export in year 2011, is the only 

education provider that is not a native English speaking country. It is also the only provider, 

which operates in no other continents than Asia. This indicates the superior advantage of 

the English-speaking countries in the global education market (HM Government, 2013).  

So, what kinds of opportunities there are for Finland? Can Finland learn from these first 

movers and take advantage of its worldwide-recognized education reputation? Some 

Finnish scholars have already conducted researches related to this topic in the past few 

years and indeed many of them have contributed to the topic of internationalizing 

education from different dimensions. Kerttu Kettunen studies the internationalization of 

business education in Finland (Kettunen, 2010). Katariina Juusola investigates how the 

higher education institutions have internationalized their education in the United Arab 

Emirates during 2011 (Juusola, 2011). Laura Vanhanen takes a slightly more critical 

approach to explore the various rationales for cross-border exchange in the higher 

education and successfully identifies the trade rationale as the dominating rationale to the 

current cross-border activities globally, even, at the expense of academic, socio-cultural 

and ethical incentives (Vanhanen, 2012). Notably most of the existing researches on 

education internationalization focus on the higher education context, which is very 

understandable, since MBA, eMBA and other higher education programs have been 
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developed to their mature stage of the product lifecycle. However, it seems no research 

has been conducted concerning the internationalization of basic education.  

Nevertheless, a number of projects in this area are being carried out. The first significant 

project is said to be the Education Partnership Programme (EPA) 2010-2015. It is a 

partnership programme between the Finnish EduCluster and the Abu Dhabi Education 

Council (ADEC), which aims at creating a pedagogical fusion combining both the Abu 

Dhabi and Finnish experience, leading to the creation of world-class flagship schools in 

Abu Dhabi and Al Ain from 2010 to 2015 (EduCluster, 2014). The school level in these 

two schools started with Grades 1-3. Grades 4-5 were added in 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 

respectively. The school principle, management staff and teachers of non-Arabic subjects 

are Finnish. There were 34 Finnish staffs employed in the first year. The Vice-principal 

and teachers of the Arabic language subjects were the nationals of the local (ADEC, 2014). 

This project is to be extended over 5 years with an aim of deploying the Finnish system in 

Abu Dhabi schools by the end. It is also a project for ADEC to support their national 

teachers to gain Masters Degree over a 5-year period. Up to today, there are over 800 

students in both schools and 20 national teachers had passed certification requirements in 

Finland and granted acceptance in their master program at Jyväskylä University, Finland 

(ADEC, 2014). 

In addition to this biggest education export project to date, several other potential projects 

are under negotiation. Commercializing and internationalizing education is not only 

mentioned in media, in business papers (e.g., Juusola, 2011), in university strategy papers 

(e.g., Strategy for the Internationalisation of Higher Education Institutions in Finland 2009-

2015, published by the Finnish Ministry of Education, 2009), but also in policy documents 

(e.g., Ministry of Education and Culture, 2010). Thus, it can be concluded that education 

export is indeed a contemporary research topic. 

Given my background and my enthusiastic interests toward the topic, I am particularly 

desired in knowing what kinds of challenges there are when one introduces another 

education system into a foreign land. Knowing this is a large topic; the focus is narrowed 

to the area of internationalizing and commercializing the Finnish basic education. 
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1.2 Introduction of the education system in United Arab Emirates (UAE)  

Ever since I heard about the collaboration project between Finland and Abu Dhabi, I have 

become increasingly interested in the topic. What kind of background and history there is 

behind the scene? It is obvious that Finland has a need for diversifying its national 

economies, especially because of the downfall of its ICT sector and the raise of its global 

education reputation. Yet why is it Finland with which the ADEC decided to partner up, 

prior to this, why is UAE even importing? I decided to take a closer look into the UAE’s 

education system.  

UAE’s education - History in brief 

The education in the UAE started with the first civilizations that cultivated the region. 

People learned by experimenting, imitating and interacting with their immediate 

environment. UAE has experienced four types of education throughout the country’s 

history (UaeEdu, 2014a).  

1. The informal education (Mutawwa), is a common type of education lasted for a long time, in 

which old male and female teachers relied on memorizing the Holly Quran and the profit’s 

Hadeeth, Islamic rituals and duties apart from writing and calligraphy. They handled 

teaching of all subjects for all the children in the neighborhoods. This type of education 

continued until the emergence of a better schooling system.  

2. Scientific circle education, practiced by some scientists, scholars, or intellectuals who are 

knowledgeable in religion education, history and grammar. There are circles and lessons 

held in corners or in a private place in the house owned by a scholar or a merchant or an 

important person in town. This form of education was the source of knowledge for the 

community. This circles and lessons type of education had lasted for a long period of time 

before it was replaced by the modern schooling system with the appearance of modern 

schools. Although the exact period of this type of education was unknown, the most 

famous circle had the presence of some Najdian scientists who lived in Ras Al Khaima 

during the last British Expedition of 1819. 

3. Developed education / semi systematic during the period of 1907 to 1953, pearl merchants 

opened enlightening schools in cities and brought scholars to run, manage and supervise 

education in these schools. Many schools were established and the first knowledge 

department in the UAE - Department of Knowledge was founded. However, these schools 

had to be closed down because of economic changes such as a recession. 
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4. Modern Systematic Education started during the mid-50s, making the first milestone in 

formal education. This education was organized in a number of schools and classes with a 

proper curriculum, testing standards and certification for the students. Local governments 

and knowledge departments managed this type of education at first, but the real launch of 

the schooling system took place in December 1971. Local ministries were established. The 

Federal Ministry of Education & Youth managed all education related issues. Many public 

schools were built and equipped. Teachers were brought in from different Arab countries. 

This is the significant era that increased literacy, in which the ambition to eradicate 

illiteracy arose (UaeEdu, 2014a). 

Although the education in the UAE started to develop effectively in 1962, there were only 

20 schools with less than 4000 students, of which most were male students. Because of the 

inadequate manpower, necessary infrastructure was often unavailable in social services 

such as in hospitals, households, and airports. When the Federation was established in 

1971, educational services were still underdeveloped and inaccessible to many. The 

enrolment rate was approximately 28 thousand students, making 24 thousand students 

more than in 1962. However, higher education was not available locally despite the 

development. The government had to cover the expense when students went abroad to 

pursue education, thus the state has been making an effort to build the missing education 

infrastructure.  

UAE’s education - Current situation  

Although education for Emiratis is free of charge in public schools, colleges and 

universities, there are private institutions that provide education mainly for expatriates and 

their upspring (Juusola, 2011). Public education in UAE has been free, but private 

education emerged and successfully attracted almost 40% of the UAE students with an 

advantage of providing foreign language education. As the following figure illustrates, 

there are 1190 schools in the UAE by 2009. 61% of the schools are public schools, which 

implement the curriculum set by the Ministry of Education. The rest of the 39% are private 

schools, most of which are in Dubai and Abu Dhabi. Private schools implement more than 

17 different curricula including the one set by the Ministry of Education. 
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Figure 1. The number of public schools in the UAE (Source: UaeEdu, 2014b) 

Within the public schools, the largest ethnic group is Nationals and the second is Arabs. In 

contrast, among the private schools, the largest ethnic group is the Subcontinent. The 

second is the Nationals and the third largest group is categorized as Others. Westerners as a 

group is the smallest group among all. While Abu Dhabi has the largest number of schools 

in both categories, schools in Dubai are mostly private (see Figure 2).  

  

Figure 2. Number of private schools in the UAE (Source: UaeEdu, 2014b) 
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There are 23,530 teachers in public school by 2008. 49% of the teachers are expatriates 

who come from countries such as Egypt, Jordan, Syria, Palestine and Tunisia. The rest of 

51% are nationals. Out of all the national teachers, only 11% are male. This means that the 

number of male teachers (especially the Emirati male teachers) in public schools is 

noticeably low. Teaching resource wise, one of the state’s main developmental aims has 

been to increase the number of national teachers. 

UAE’s education - Future development 

Quantity wise, the state aims to reach a 90% literacy coverage rate among its citizens by 

2020. Despite from year 1975 to year 1998, the literacy rate among men grew from 54.2% 

to 73.4%, and among women from 30.3% to 77.1% (UaeEdu, 2014c). Considering the fact 

that more than half of the population were still illiterate by the end of the 90s, the task is 

arduous. To cope with the situation and to match the Federal Government Strategy, the 

Ministry of Education and other institutions in UAE have carried out many projects and 

workshops. 

Quality wise, UAE pays great attention to raising its education toward a higher standard 

focusing on science and technology, integrating IT education, eradicating computer 

illiteracy, preserving social values and ethics, as well as promoting traditional values 

among the youth. However since the states in UAE have been relying greatly on foreign 

competencies, education providers around the world had discovered this market long ago. 

According to a survey conducted by Colleges of Excellence in 2014, there are 13 foreign 

education providers running 37 schools in Saudi-Arabia. These providers are from the 

Great Britain, Canada, Holland, Spain, New Zealand, Germany and the USA. The biggest 

player in the market is the Great Britain who runs 15 schools, of which 8 are girls’ school, 

and 7 are boys’ school (see table below).  
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Table 1. The Saudi-Arabian international college networks (Source: modified from Mikkonen 2014, 

referred to Colleges of Excellence) 

Country Number 

of 

Education 

Providers 

Female 

colleges 

Male 

colleges 

Sum of 

colleges 

Great Britain 6 8 7 15 

Canada 2 1 3 4 

Holland 1 2 1 3 

Spain  

New Zealand 

2 1 3 4 

Germany 1  1 1 

USA 1 6 4 10 

SUM 13 18 19 37 

Despite the amount of foreign schools available, the states see the needs to improve their 

own education system internally- not only on the literacy performance but also on 

promoting national identity and values. Therefore, a number of strategic actions have been 

carried out.  One strategy worth mentioning is the new 10 x 10 x 10 strategy, which is also 

referred by The Ministry of Education Strategy 2010 -2020. It is a strategy aiming to meet 

world-class education standards. It consists of 10 objectives with a 10-year plan and holds 

a goal of reading a score of 10 out of 10 on each initiative (UaeEdu, 2014b). The key 

objectives of this strategy focus on four areas - improving student outcome, school life, and 

equality to meet world-class standards as well as promoting national identity. The 10 Year 

Plan involves all stakeholders nationwide committing to a prioritized list of implementable 

initiatives to fulfill the strategic objectives. It delivers education through both the public 

schools, which target mostly Emirati students and the private schools, which target mostly 

expat students. The Ministry of Education Mandate acts as an agile and modern 

governmental institute in covering policy setting, execution and performance measurement. 

It is clearly stated in the strategy that a new student-centric model is desired. The objective 

of this model is to train the students for future workplace, to embrace diversity and to 

prepare students for a knowledge-based economy (UaeEdu, 2014b).  

Aligned with the 10- Year Strategic Plan (2009-2018), a new school model is developed 

and aims high. The Comprehensive New School Model (NSM) targets on level up the 

students’ performance in Abu Dhabi above the international average, regardless of the 

school types; provides access to quality schools for all students at school age regardless of 
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their nationalities; cultivates students to be proud of own history and culture; as well as 

ensures that 100% of parents have access to their children’s performance data (UaeEdu, 

2014b). The key elements of the NSM include involving English and Arabic teachers to 

jointly plan and teach classes; constantly resourcing schools with instructional material in 

the areas of Arabic and English literacy, math, science, consumables, active learning and 

ICT; supporting teachers through curriculum guides, teacher resources, together with 

upfront and ongoing professional development. The New School Model is a concrete 

example aiming at fostering a child-centered learning environment supported by families, 

teachers, and community; developing Arabic and English language abilities, critical 

thinking skills, and cultural and national identity through the consistent use of rigorous 

learning outcomes and pedagogy; as well as standardizing the curriculum, pedagogy, 

resources, and support across all Abu Dhabi Education Council (ADEC) schools regardless 

of school type. Policy makers are very confident and ambitious about the influence of the 

NSM, it was estimated that within a year (2010-2011), the NSM would impact 177 schools, 

38,000 students, and 4000 teachers.  

To sum up, given the context, UAE is indeed a very interesting market to bring about 

education. It has distinct demands and incentives for partnering up with other countries to 

develop its education. With reference to the other leading educational systems around the 

world, which have adopted student-centric models focusing on the same areas, Finland 

ranks the first place overtaking France, UK, Japan, Korea, Singapore and New Zealand 

(UaeEdu, 2014b). Much of the Finnish education achievements coincide with the main 

objectives of the UAE education reform. In other words, Finland stands out as a great 

model for UAE in terms of education accomplishment. However, as ambitious as the UAE 

education goals seem to be, I am eager to know how the collaboration between Finland and 

UAE would work out, especially toward the kind of challenges there can be in managing 

the Finnish schools locating in Abu Dhabi. Thus, the research question is formed: what are 

the potential challenges in exporting Finnish basic education aboard in the case of the 

Finnish schools in Abu Dhabi? 
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2. SCOPE OF THE STUDY AND METHODOLOGICAL 

CONSIDERATION 

2.1 Aims of the study 

As mentioned in the introduction, this study is toward Education Export - a relatively new 

business concept in Finland. An important clarification here is that the focus of this paper 

is not to criticize or to praise the event from any value system; instead, it strives to 

describe the phenomenon as objective as possible and identify some potential challenges 

that (might) occur in such business through theoretical discussion and observations of the 

empirical case.  

To find out the potential challenges in exporting Finnish education abroad, I will focus on 

three areas, namely the product, place and process. I will first investigate the competitive 

advantage of the Finnish education as a product and challenges in keeping it competitive. 

Secondly the macro environment of the place, to which education is exported, will be 

scanned in order to find out hidden obstacles. Lastly, the EPA case will be studied as an 

international business project to discuss difficulties at the process level. Thus, this thesis 

will 

  Identify the key resources and capabilities in the Finnish basic education 

  Analyze the buyer country’s macro environment 

  Discuss the challenges in relation to international project business 

Throughout the thesis, the hidden agenda is to discuss, not only how the Finnish basic 

education can be exported as a commercialized product, but also how it adapts to a 

dissimilar cultural context. This thesis will contribute to the discussion of the Finnish 

education success by examining a selected set of reports and analyses with a theoretical 

framework. Then it draws a preliminary picture of the macro environment with different 

factors that need to be taken into consideration in exporting education abroad. The project 

between ADEC and EduCluster will be studied with the international project business 

theory, which has its own challenges as a mode of operation. It attempts to shed light on 
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business operations for educators and yet educational considerations for business 

professionals, both of which are actors in this research topic.  

2.2 Research Methodology 

Given the condition that education export has not been researched much in Finland, 

quantitative data on this topic is limited. Instead of attempting to quantify limited data 

through a quantitative analysis approach, qualitative research method appears to be more 

suitable. Especially since education export is a complex social and human phenomenon to 

be understood, a qualitative research can provide insights and understanding of the 

problem setting in the research (Malhotra, 2010). Qualitative research method is therefore 

selected as the research methodology for this thesis.  

Creswell defines qualitative research as it begins with assumptions, a worldview, the 

possible use of a theoretical lens, and the study of research problems inquiring into the 

meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem (Creswell, 2007). True, 

education trading is not only about schooling; it is also a business. Businesses of every 

kind face challenges of their own, yet how do individuals or groups involved in education 

export perceive challenges – those in teaching and those in carrying it out as a business? 

In their work Call for mixed analysis: A philosophical framework for combining 

qualitative and quantitative approaches, Onwuegbuzie et al (2009) deconstruct the strong 

claim that analysis must be either qualitative or quantitative and illustrate that both 

qualitative and quantitative data can be jointly analyzed. According to them, the 

ontological, epistemological, and methodological assumptions and stances representing 

constructivist and other qualitative-based paradigms (e.g., participatory paradigm) do not 

prevent descriptive statistics from being combined with qualitative data (Onwuegbuzie et 

al, 2009). Therefore, a considerate amount of quantitative data and information will be 

collected to contemplate and support results found from qualitative data analysis. 

Quantitative data is used for instance in identifying the key resources and capabilities; in 

discussing the PISA results; and in analyzing the buyer country’s macro environment 

which include economic factor analysis.  
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In order to answer the research question covering these issues, data such as documents, 

reports, articles, journals, websites, as well as statistics and other quantitative information, 

will be explored. A systematical way of analyzing data is thus utterly crucial. Qualitative 

content analysis is a systemic way of analyzing collected data using different sources of 

data with a purpose of categorizing data with coding rules that describe the research aims 

(Jokikokko, 2012). To best analyze data and reach the research aims in this study, 

qualitative content analysis is considered the most suitable method. 

There are different starting points for content analyses including Text - Driven Analyses; 

Problem - Driven Analyses and Method - Driven Analyses (Krippendorff, 2004, p.339). 

Each of them suggests procedural steps, raises issues that might come up during the 

research, notes the junctures at which content analysts need to make decisions and suggests 

what they need to take into consideration in making those decisions. It gives an overview 

of the entire content analysis process, from reconceptualizing the problem that content 

analysts are called on to solve to reporting their results. 

Text-Driven Analyses start with a body of text such as a set of letters, a collection of 

taped interviews, a diary of a famous person, a serious of comic books and so forth. 

Researchers typically start by familiarizing themselves with the chosen body of texts 

without a clear research question in mind (Krippendorff, 2004, p.341). As this thesis does 

have a clear research question to be answered and does not start with a body of text as 

described, this approach does not seem to fit.  

Method-Driven Analyses are often applied when researchers are keen on using a specific 

analytical technique (e.g., a software package called CatPac) and will apply that technique 

to almost everything in sight when they become experts in its use (Krippendorff, 2004, 

p.355). This approach does not start with a real-life problem; rather, the analysts can be 

tempted by this technological expertise to look for areas of research to fit their preferred 

methods. Since this thesis does start with a real-life problem and I, as the thesis researcher, 

do not have any specific method in mind when defining the research question, this 

approach is also neglected for this study.  
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Problem-Driven Analyses derives from epistemic questions, from a desire to know 

something currently inaccessible and the belief that a systematic reading of potentially 

available texts could provide answers (Krippendorff, 2004, p.343). Content analysts 

favoring such an approach typically tend to be involved in real-world problems, like 

historians hoping to clarify how a historical event unfolded or educators attempting to 

predict the readability to textbooks. Problem – Driven Analyses fit well into this research 

because first of all, this study starts with a clear question that is to find out potential 

challenges in education export from Finland to UAE; secondly, this question has not been 

answered but the researcher has the desire to know and believes that by a purposive and 

systematical examination of texts, the question can be answered. 

It is important to examine whether the research question of this study has the 

characteristics that fit into the content analysis research design since not all questions 

qualify for it (Krippendorff, 2004, p.343). What are the potential challenges in exporting 

Finnish basic education abroad is a question that has all the criteria Krippendorff 

described to fit the research approach (Krippendorff, 2004, p.343). These criteria are: 1) it 

concerns currently unobserved phenomena in the problematized context of available texts; 

2) it entails several possible answers; and 3) it provides for at least two ways of selecting 

answers from the possible answers found. This is to say that first of all, the research 

question indicates the use of making abductive inferences from texts (relating to the case) 

to phenomena outside those texts (the case itself); secondly the research question does not 

refer to an open field in which anything can happen; yet it is not looking for a single 

answer either; lastly it allows the researcher to think of at least one other way to answer 

that question.  

Unlike induction or deduction, abduction is a form of reasoning that moves from particular 

texts, through context-sensitive explanations of these texts, to particular answers to 

research questions. Such answers need to solve a problem in the widest possible sense, 

from solving an important mystery to informing a decision to act (Krippendorff, 2004, 

p.344).  I plan to look through a wide range of possible material with the research question 

in mind and construct a logical interpretation to answer what and how challenges are 

identified.  
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2.3 Research Material 

Content analysis answers research questions by analyzing texts, which generally include 

images, sound, Web sites, symbolic events, even numerical data, provided they mean 

something in the chosen context (Krippendorff, 2004, p.345). It seems, at a glance, that 

data to be analyzed in content analyses can be in all forms. Krippendorff also states in his 

work Content Analysis – an introduction to its methodology that it is not easy to be very 

specific about how content analysts go about deciding on the informativeness of the texts 

they propose to analyze but he suggests that titles or abstracts can be a starting point 

(Krippendorff, 2004, p.348). However, there must be consistent correlations between the 

choosing, interpreting the data and answering the research question. 

The quality of a content analysis is heavily dependent on the researcher’s competencies in 

recording, describing observations and coding texts, which Krippendorff refers to as 

human intelligence (Krippendorff, 2004, p.125). According to him, not only are the 

cognitive abilities necessary but also appropriate backgrounds are more important. In other 

words, a researcher who conducts content analysis method must be either very 

knowledgeable in the area of research or have similar backgrounds – similar histories of 

involvement with texts, similar education and similar social sensitivities – is what adds 

reliability.  

To best reach the three aims of this study, each area is considered separately with regard to 

data collection. When looking at the Finnish success, I will explore documents published 

by the OECD, the Finnish Ministry of Education and Culture and other institutions as well 

as publications from some significant scholars in this the area such as Pasi Sahlberg, Erkki 

Aho, and Jouni Välijärvi. In scanning the macro factors of UAE, I will search data from 

the World Bank, International Monetary Fund, UNESCO institute for statistics, 

information from official government websites of UAE, and other publications that discuss 

related matters.  
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2.3 Structure of the Study 

As listed on the previous page, there are three main aims to be reached in this thesis. These 

aims also form the structure of this study.  

1) Identify the key resources and capabilities in the Finnish basic education 

To identify the key resources and capabilities in Finnish basic education, I will use the 

Resource Based View theory (RBV) to evaluate the data selected. The Resource Based 

View theory is a business management tool used to determine the strategic resources 

available to a company. The fundamental principle of the RBV views a firm as a bundle of 

resources and capabilities (Amit & Schoemaker, 1993). RBV is selected as a theoretical 

tool to reveal what contributes to the sustainable competitive advantage in the Finnish 

education system by analyzing what resources, capabilities and competencies there are in 

the Finnish education system. The VRIN model (derived from the RBV theory) can further 

evaluate whether a certain resource is a sustainable competitive advantage by the criteria of 

how valuable, rare, non-imitable and non-substitutable it is. The RBV theory is selected 

because it has been successfully used in both the business and education context. After 

finding out what is good in the product, I will move on to see what the place is like where 

the product is sold. 

2) Analyze the buyer country’s macro environment  

Macro environment of a nation covers many areas: political, economic, social-cultural, 

technological, legal, environmental and so on. The PEST is an abbreviation for Political, 

Economic, Socio-Cultural, and Technological factors. Is widely used in business practice, 

especially when a firm enters a foreign market for the first time. To put it simple, it usually 

works as a preliminary background research to find out different conditions that will help 

or hinder the market entry. 

The PEST framework will be used as a structure to present some comparison studies of the 

exporter country (Finland) and the importer country (the UAE) from the political, 

economic, socio-cultural, and technological factors. The framework will be embedded with 
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theories and various data. The study will finally present some challenges and problems 

that need to be taken into account when exporting Finnish education abroad, especially in 

adapting the education practices locally. 

3) Discuss the challenges in relation to international project business 

International Project Business has become more and more popular over the past decades as 

an international business operational mode. Survey has shown that about half of the value 

of international trade of many developed countries is in the form of project business 

(Owusu et al, 2007). Compare with other business operations, projects are discrete, unique, 

complex and usually involve bigger financial commitment by the purchaser. Projects 

consist of a combination of goods, services, know-how, technology and work. International 

project business, in particular, are more challenging because the gaps between the marketer 

and purchaser in terms of the knowledge, cultural, technical and other aspects are typically 

wider (Owusu et al, 2007 quoted Cova et al, 2002). It often requires a longer period of 

interactions between the marketer and purchaser before signing the contract and intense 

interactions afterwards. Despite all shortcomings, project businesses generally have more 

flexibility and less risk. A more detailed comparison of project business and other 

internationalization modes will be presented later in this thesis. 

The EPA project chosen for empirical analysis is an international project business, which 

has its own characteristics and challenges in comparison with other internationalization 

modes. It is logical to look into the international project business theory in order to analyze 

the challenges accordingly. EPA is chosen based on a number of reasons. First, it is the 

very first and ongoing project through which Finnish education is exported; second, the 

case country’s country profile (i.e. political situations, economy and cultural characteristics) 

is greatly dissimilar to Finland, which is assumed a meaningful asset considering the 

conceivable challenges. 
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3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND ANALYSIS 

3.1 Resource Based View (RBV)  

Richard Lynch and Paul Baines give an example of applying RBV theory to explore 

whether or not universities in Britain possess sustainable competitive advantages and draw 

a positive conclusion in their paper. Knowledge-based, reputational, innovative and 

architectural related advantages in particular were the advantages that they proved to be 

sustainable and competitive in the British university context (Lynch & Baines, 2004). 

However, their research results are not used in this paper in examining the Finnish 

education advantages. Rather, their work represents a fundamental shift in the strategic 

thinking applied to a specific area of a public sector, which justified the applicability of 

RBV in the education context. To explore the sustainable competitive advantage in the 

Finnish basic education with the RBV theory, it is beneficial to define as precisely as 

possible the context and the content. Finland as a country will be studied as a firm since its 

population is relatively small and the country profile is comparably manageable. The 

resources and capabilities related to the Finnish education will be analyzed accordingly 

using the criteria in the BRV framework as the content. The criteria are illustrated in the 

VRIN model shown below. It is suggested that the traditional RBV of resource attributes 

contributing to competitive advantage for internationalization must be valuable, rare, non-

imitable and non-substitutable (Ahokangas et al, 2010; see Figure 3 below).  

  

Figure 3. The traditional Resource-Based View of resource attributes contributing to competitive 

advantage for internationalization (Source: Ahokangas et al, 2010) 
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However, the use of the dynamism view to challenge the traditional RBV of competitive 

advantage by Eisenhardt and Martin (2000) informs us that competitive advantage can 

emerge from valuable, somewhat rare, equifinal, substitutable, and fungible capabilities in 

dynamic markets. The new model (Ahokangas et al, 2010) The Dynamic Resource-Based 

View of Resource Attributes Contributing to Competitive Advantage for 

Internationalization (see Figure 4 below) thus shows significant differences in the attribute 

criteria in comparison with the traditional model. 

 

Figure 4. The dynamic Resource-Based View of resource attributes contributing to competitive advantage 

for internationalization (Source: Ahokangas et al, 2010) 

With respect to these two models, it could be concluded that resource attributes 

contributing to competitive advantage for internationalization could emerge when the 

VRIN criteria are met; however if the attributes do not fulfill the criteria, especially in high 

market dynamism such as the high-tech industry, it is still possible to generate competitive 

advantage by developing and deploying the attributes when they are valuable, somewhat 

rare, equifinal, substitutable and fungible. 

RBV: Key resources and key capabilities 

Amit and Schoemaker’s work strategic assets and organizational rent (1993) is the most 

significant contribution to the RBV theory. It is important to understand the differences 
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between resource and capability before identifying any assets. Amit and Schoemaker 

(1993) define that resources are things that could be converted into final products or 

services by using a wide range of other firm assets and bonding mechanisms (i.e., 

technology, management information systems, incentive systems, trust between 

management and labor). These resources consist, especially, of knowhow that can be 

traded (e.g., patents and licenses), financial or physical assets (e.g., property, plant and 

equipment), human capital, etc. Capability refers to (a firm’s) capacity to deploy resources, 

using organizational processes to affect a desired end. They are information-based, 

tangible or intangible processes that are firm specific and are developed over time through 

complex interactions among the firm’s resources (Amit & Schoemaker, 1993). In other 

words, resources are tradable and non-specific to the firm. In relation to the educational 

context, monetary resources can be an example of a tradable and non-specific resource. 

Capabilities are firm specific and are used to deploy the resources (e.g., processes of 

transferring knowledge within a firm); for instance, the way Finland funds its education, 

prepares its teachers, design its education curriculum and such are suitable specifically to 

its own country context. 

Many publications have attempted to explain the success factors contributing to the Finnish 

education, which is by no means easy, as Pasi Sahlberg explains. Highly qualified and 

well-prepared teachers, small schools, good principals, a relatively homogeneous society, 

and inclusive and compelling national educational vision and early intervention strategies 

for special education needs-each separately and collectively certainly help the Finnish 

education system to perform well (Sahlberg, 2008 quoted Hargreaves et al, 2008; 

Laukkanen, 2008; Sahlberg, 2007; Scheleicher, 2006; Simola, 2005). Indeed, there are 

many analyses, assumptions, hypothesis, myths, and even random guesses about the 

success of Finnish education. Some of them are commonly agreed upon while some are not 

acknowledged or even mentioned by others. It is thus very challenging to identify the key 

resources and/or capabilities in Finnish education.  
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Key Resources 

It is relatively easy to identify the resources, especially the tangible assets since they are 

more measurable. As mentioned earlier, resources typically include knowhow that can be 

traded (e.g. patents and licenses), financial or physical assets, and human capital.  

Knowhow: Needless to say, there is knowhow in the Finnish education system although 

patents or licenses are less involved in basic education compared with other business 

industries. The most significant indicator of Finnish educational knowhow is the PISA 

result which is also what brought Finnish education up to the international education table. 

PISA is a survey conducted first in 2000 and is repeated every three years. To date, 

students representing more than 70 economies have participated in the assessment. The 

latest results published are from the assessment in 2012, in which around 510,000 students 

from 65 economies took part (OECD, 2015). The PISA result is one of the key factors for 

the excellent reputation the Finnish education system enjoys. The following table is a 

summary of the Finnish ranking of the PISA results in comparison with all participant 

economies along the years.  

Table 2. Finland’s ranking among all participant economies in PISA (Source: OKM, 2015) 

Year Reading 

literacy  

Mathematical 

literacy 

Scientific 

literacy 

Problem 

solving 

2000 1st 4th 3rd N/A 

2003 1st 2nd 1st 2nd 

2006 2nd 1st 1st N/A 

2009 3rd  6th 2nd N/A 

2012 6th 12th 5th N/A 

As the table shows, there are three areas assessed in each PISA year, namely the reading 

literacy, the mathematical literacy and the scientific literacy, with an exception of 

including problem solving as the fourth area in 2003. Apart from year 2012, Finland has 

been ranked in top three in almost all of the categories. Before 2012, the Finnish Ministry 

of Education and Culture had claimed that, “the Finnish education system is 

internationally competitive. It is also known and has an excellent reputation in the world. 

The results obtained by Finnish students in the OECD PISA review have created a large 
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demand for Finnish education in the world.” (Ministry of Education and Culture, 2010). 

Clearly the PISA results had built up an excellent reputation, which is in turn a unique 

resource for Finland to commercialize and to internationalize its education.  

The Finnish education knowhow is not limited to the basic education level. The Academic 

Ranking of World Universities placed the University of Helsinki 72th among the world’s 

top 500 universities in 2011; The University of Oulu was placed among positions 301-400 

on the same list. Together with the University of Jyväskylä and Eastern Finland, it makes 

one-third of the Finnish universities the world’s best universities (University of Oulu, 

2012a). As an example of a higher education institution (HEI), University of Oulu (UO) 

had produced 2451 scientific publications, 59 invention disclosures and 23 patent families 

in patent portfolio. 40 Research based start-up companies had been established during 

2001-2010 (Räsänen, 2012). The success in the Finnish basic education and the excellence 

in its HEIs all indicate the uniqueness and competitiveness of the Finnish educational 

knowhow in the international market. 

Financial Assets: As one of the northern European countries, Finland’s GDP per capita 

(PPP) ranked 32nd in the world (Central Intelligence Agency, 2012). It is highly 

industrialized and has been one of the best performing economies in the EU regions even 

during the worst of the global financial crisis. One of the reasons behind the Finnish 

education success widely discussed has been the national financing of its education 

(Välijärvi et al, 2003; Aho et al, 2006; Sahlberg, 2009). According to OECD 2008, 

investment in Finnish education including both from public and private sources had 

increased 34% from 1995 to 2004 but most funding comes from the public since less than 

2% of total Finnish education expenditure comes from private sources (Sahlberg, 2009). 

Although Finland is facing huge challenges such as the current high unemployment rate 

and the growing size of the aging population, its expenditure on regular education system 

is still sizable. According to Statistics Finland (2014), the current expenditure on the 

regular education system increased by 1.8 percent in 2012 compared with the previous year. 

The total expenditure on the regular education system is 12.1 billion Euros in 2012, of 

which, 4.4 billion was spent on comprehensive school education – making it the biggest 

proportion of the current expenditure on the regular education system (Statistics Finland, 

2014).  
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Funding in Finnish HEIs also shows the supportive and close cooperation between 

education and external communities such as different organizations and enterprises. For 

example, The University of Oulu’s funding consists of the basic funding from the Finnish 

government, other grants from the Ministry of Culture and Education, business profits, 

competitive domestic supplementary research funding (Academy of Finland, TEKES and 

corporate funding in particular) and international research funding (incl. EU framework 

programme funding), funding by structural funds and the profit from the University’s own 

funds (incl. fundraising and donations) (University of Oulu, 2012b). The following table 

(Table 3) as an example shows that although university budget funding is the main funding 

source, external funding is, however, significant since it is about half of the budget funding. 

Table 3. The balance sheet of University of Oulu in 2010 (Source: University of Oulu, 2012c) 

 

TEKES as an example had granted funding for 122 projects carried out by the Finnish HEI 

with a total amount of 386M€ in year 2010 and 250M€ for HEIs and R&D centers 

nationwide in 2011 (Tuomela, 2012). These quantitative statistics of how much the nation 

is investing in its education reflects its supportive political characteristics. 

Physical Assets: financial or physical assets also include property, plant and equipment. 

Finland has relatively sufficient real estate and facilities for its education infrastructure. To 
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data, for slightly over 5 million nationals, there are 3838 educational institutions, of 

which 2644 are comprehensive schools for 520,000 students. Special education schools at 

the comprehensive school level numbered 110 with 5,600 pupils. In all, 24 percent of 

comprehensive schools have fewer than 50 pupils and six percent have over 500 pupils 

(Statistics Finland, 2013a). According to Statistics Finland (2013a), in 2012, there are 381 

upper secondary general schools for 118,000 students; 41 comprehensive and upper 

secondary general level schools for 26,600 students; over 200 vocational institutes, 27 

polytechnics and 16 universities. The best evidence to prove the good Finnish physical 

assets for its education is that out of 5,4 million inhabitants, 1,9 million have a study place 

in 2012 (see Appendix 1). 

Human Capital: could refer to the Finnish teacher resource, educational expertise and 

administrative personnel, etc. The most significant human capital in the Finnish education 

is the teachers. It is acknowledged that the central idea of teacher education developments 

in Finland since the mid-1970s has been preparing teachers for a research-based profession 

(Westbury et al, 2005). All basic education teachers must gain a master’s degree in order to 

be employed permanently; this does not apply to all other countries. In the late 1970s 

Primary school teacher education was converted from a three-year program at teachers’ 

colleges to four- or five- year university programs, which is why the majority of primary 

school teachers today hold higher university degrees (Sahlberg, 2009). Moreover, the 

teaching profession is highly respected and attracts some of the best secondary school 

graduates (Sahlberg, 2009 quoted Välijärvi et al, 2002, Simola, 2005; Westbury et al, 

2005), only around one tenth of some 6000 applicants are accepted annually to the 

faculties of education in the Finnish universities (Sahlberg, 2009). In 2007, only 259 out of 

2266 applicants who applied to study in the Faculty of Education in UO were accepted, 

making the pass rate 11.4% which is the lowest among all faculties. In 2009, the rate 

increased to 14.4% but it was still the lowest of all faculties (Kuortti, 2012). This is to 

conclude that the not only has the teaching profession been the most desirable one, but it 

had also been the most challenging major to get enrolled in Oulu. 
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Key Capabilities 

Capability means the capacity to deploy resources, using organizational processes to affect 

a desired end. They are information-based, tangible or intangible processes that are firm 

specific and are developed over time through complex interactions among the firm’s 

resources (Amit & Schoemaker, 1993). The key capabilities in correspondence to this 

definition and the Finnish education context can refer to (but is not limited to), deploying 

and developing knowhow resources, financial assets, physical assets, and human capital 

resources.  

In Finland, the Ministry of Education and Culture (OKM) is responsible for the education 

administration, research, culture, youth issues and sports; its remit covers all universities. It 

is assisted by an expert agency (the National Board of Education) in matters related to 

comprehensive and upper secondary schools, vocational institutions and adult education 

(Välijärvi et al, 2003). It is important to study not only the basis of the education 

infrastructure but also the governances and administrations here, especially in respect to 

different educational capabilities, because all these are the organizational processes that 

have an influence. Notably, capability is much harder to define and evaluate since it is less 

tangible than the key resources discussed above. However in the following chapter, a few 

documents will be used as references to outline some key capabilities in the Finnish 

education system. 

Finnish education export strategy: summary of the strategic lines and measures (Ministry 

of Education and Culture, 2010) as an example is published by the Finnish Ministry of 

Education; it outlined some strengths of the Finnish education system in the strategy of 

exporting Finnish Education. As OKM is a significant actor in the Finnish education and 

education export strategy by its term is clearly and directly linked to commercializing and 

internationalizing education, the strengths claimed are therefore considered relevant here. 

Other documents will be introduced later throughout the text.  

Capacity in Deploying and Developing Knowhow: With regard to its educational 

knowhow, Finland has been able to develop in such a way as to make its education system 
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internationally competitive and has gained an excellent reputation around the world. 

This could also be represented by the results obtained by Finnish students in the OECD 

PISA review (Ministry of Education and Culture, 2010). In terms of internationalizing its 

education, Finland has capabilities in establishing a good reputation as a cooperation 

partner in international projects; Its administration is flexible which helps to set up joint 

action with other partners; its educational administration, educational institutions and 

personnel in the field are used to and largely prepared for international operation; its 

foremost operators have the desire to develop this know-how into an export article; and it 

has the capabilities of ensuring the high quality of educational research and evaluation; 

(Ministry of Education and Culture, 2010). 

The first characteristic considered relevant and contributing to the Finnish education, 

according to Policy Development and Reform Principles of Basic and Secondary 

Education in Finland since 1968 is the same nine-year basic school for all (Aho et al, 

2006). Sahlberg also lists the same comprehensive basic school for all as the first key 

feature of the Finnish education system (Sahlberg, 2009). 

Capacity in Deploying Financial Assets: Deploying financial assets into different 

educational facilities, equipment and supporting functions (i.e. school health care, special 

education, school meals and school books). The Ministry of Education steers and 

supervises almost all the publicly funded education from basic to higher level. The private 

institutions, with no exception, also depend heavily on public funding and their education 

is subject to public supervision. Universities are funded directly by the state with the state 

budget. Other educational institutions get funding from the central and local authorities 

(Välijärvi et al, 2003). Finland has capacities in deploying its financial assets through 

different institutes/organizations and processes with regards to its public education, private 

education, as well as higher education and other education institutions. Its capacity in 

deploying teacher salaries, school transportation, pupil accommodation and other operating 

expenses has been strengthened, during the major educational reforms and stimulated 

along with its own experiences (Aho et al, 2006). 

Capacity in Deploying Physical Assets: In their work on the Finnish success in PISA, 

Välijärvi and his colleagues emphasized that the success of the Finnish comprehensive 
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school is not only a system but first of all a pedagogical philosophy and practice. This 

requires “extensive network of educational institutions” (here means that the sufficient 

educational institutions for relatively small population make education practices easier to 

manage and implement) and “flexible, school based and teacher planned curriculum along 

with student-centered instruction, counseling, and remedial teaching” to fit heterogeneous 

student groups and support each and every child individually. They furthermore state that 

the services such as providing students’ school meals, health services, social, psychological 

and pedagogical support for students with special needs are also important factors 

(Välijärvi et al, 2003). This is to say that, the ability in deploying physical assets such as 

property, land and equipment has been an important basis for enabling its education 

practices and has positively contributed to the success of the Finnish education system. 

Capacity in Deploying and Developing Human Capital Resource: This includes, for 

instance, the deployment of teaching resources into schools (i.e. deciding the amount of 

teachers needed; assigning teachers for special needs); developing and improving teaching 

quality; and capabilities in international operations. Välijärvi and his colleagues have 

pointed out the second reason for the Finnish education success as Finland’s ability in 

supporting individual students by 1) requiring teachers to take care of every single student 

and allowing, in everyday school work, for a diverse student body. 2) Providing special 

education. 3) Providing student counseling; the third reason is teachers are highly qualified 

who must complete a master’s degree either in education or in one or two teaching subjects, 

and the fourth, Finnish education enjoys curricular flexibility and pedagogical freedom 

(Välijärvi et al, 2003).  

Aho and his colleagues list “Good teachers” and “Flexible accountability (i.e. focus on 

deep learning, not testing)” as characteristics relevant and contributing to the Finnish 

education (Aho et al, 2006). These aspects are the same as mentioned in the PISA review 

analysis but have just been written in different words. Good teachers in Aho’s paper could 

be interpreted, as teachers are highly qualified in Välijärvi’s; this is the same case with 

Flexible accountability (in Aho et al.) and curricular flexibility and pedagogical freedom 

(in Välijärvi et al. above). However, they all indicate that Finland has its own unique and 

effective way of managing its educational human resources. 
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Summary of findings: in this chapter, I have studied some of the most recognized 

papers on explaining the success of the Finnish education and tried to find out the similar 

factors and compare the different ones; I further attempted to identify the key resources 

that contribute to the competitiveness of the Finnish education using a business 

management tool called the Resource Based View. My findings show that Finland has 

some good resources in terms of educational knowhow, financial and physical assets, 

human capital assets, and the capabilities to manage, deploy and develop these assets.  

The RBV theory further explains that a firm’s sustainable competitive advantage can only 

be determined when its resources fulfill five criteria, which are rare, valuable, inimitable, 

non-tradable, and non-substitutable (Makadok, 2001). These criteria are referred to the 

VRIN model. In other words, if Finland has assets that fulfill these criteria in its education 

system, it is more likely to have sustainable competitive advantages that outperform its 

competitors. It is true with the strategy, if the competitors cannot duplicate the benefits of a 

certain strategy that Finland is using, the advantage is said to be sustainable. However, 

being sustainable does not mean that it will last forever (Barney, 1991), and this is 

something important for everyone to understand. Fail to develop and deploy these critical 

assets can indeed damage the Finnish education quality. What kind of challenges there 

might be in developing these resources and assets? More to be discussed in Chapter 4.1 

Challenges in maintaining the education reputation and quality. 
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3.2 PEST analysis of UAE 

 Analysis of the buyer country’s macro environment  

Macro environment of a nation covers many areas: political, economic, social-cultural, 

technological, legal, environmental and so forth. The PEST framework is applied to 

identify and assess political, economic, social, technological and scientific factors, which 

influence the explored object (Vanags & Jirgena, 2008, quoted Dagmar, 2006). It is widely 

utilized in evaluating a business environment (e.g. Carruthers, 2009), especially when a 

firm enters a foreign market for the first time. To put it simple, it usually works as a 

preliminary background research to find out different conditions that will help or hinder 

the market entry. It is also referred to STEP or PESTEL, which Peng and Nunes propose as 

a tool to identify narrower contexts and focus research questions around feasible and 

meaningful regional contexts (Peng & Nunes, 2007). The factors included in this 

framework are relevant to this paper’s research since a macro environment including the 

physical and social aspects outside an organization affects any organization’s operation to 

different degrees. It is either meant to analyze the position of a particular organization or 

industry sector, or to analyze the viability of general management solutions in a business 

environment (Peng & Nunes, 2007).  

PEST framework has been successfully applied to different fields of study in analyzing a 

country’s macro environment. As examples, when applying PEST to analyze enablers and 

barriers in new build construction (focusing on the transition to secure, sustainable, and 

low-energy systems when designing and constructing new buildings), Glass et al. (2008) 

list variables that are context specific to the PEST factors. For instance, they include 

building regulations, energy policy, sustainable construction strategy, planning policy, and 

waste reduction agenda to the political enablers. Qasemi (2009) uses PEST to analyze 

factors that affect human resources planning and suggest variables distinct to its context as 

well. Factors related to social security situation, healthy service, and immigration 

workforce were included in the social factor analysis. He further proposes that one factor 

can affect the other. Vanags and Jirgena (2008) show another example using PEST in the 

context of an agriculture industry in their work application of PEST-SWOT method in 

strategic planning of agriculture. They mention factors highly specific to the agriculture 
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context such as food safety and regulation of utilization of hazardous substances in 

agricultural production. They further conclude that the PEST method makes the 

identification of the external factors influencing functioning and development of the 

explored object easier.  

Due to the unlimited amount of variables can emerge from each factor, however, 

sometimes it is considered as lacking preciseness and being not clearly circumscribed. 

Thus, it is necessary to prioritize variables of highest impact on the industry, sector, or 

country being studied (Peng & Nunes, 2007). Notwithstanding the critics and limitations of 

using the PEST framework, the abovementioned works (Peng & Nunes, 2007; Vanags & 

Jirgena, 2008; Glass et al, 2008; Qasemi, 2009) illustrate that the PEST framework can be 

applied with flexibility specific to its context. Taking their work as references, some 

general elements that typically comprise the PEST factors will be summarized in the 

following.  

Political analysis consist of issues such as legislation, forthcoming global changes, laws 

relating to the industry, environmental policy, taxes and regulation (Qasemi, 2009); change 

of government, parliament elections, national regulatory, environmental policy, efficiency 

of the governmental institutions, as well as regional/global policy (Vanags & Jirgena, 

2008). 

In the economical factor analysis, Qasemi includes GDP, economic growth rate, exchange 

rates, inflation level, income growth, debts and savings level, employment rate, business 

cycles, availability of relevant resources, industry structures, status of industrial, 

agricultural, and service sectors in the economy (Qasemi, 2009). Vanags and Jirgena 

discuss fiscal and monetary policy, state support policy, as well as trade policy (Vanags & 

Jirgena, 2008). Other issues such as taxation, taxation specific to product or service, 

interests, and exchange rate are often included.  

Social-cultural environment consists of elements such as population and demographics - 

distribution of income, mobility, level of education, growth rates, and age distribution, 

lifestyle changes, living conditions, work/career and leisure attitude, entrepreneurial spirit, 

customer behavior, fashion, and the role of women in society (Qasemi, 2009, quoted 
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Recklies, 2006). Vanags and Jirgena discuss development trends, living quality, health 

care, as well as trends of changes of these variables in their socio-cultural analysis (Vanags 

& Jirgena, 2008). Other issues relate to socio-cultural issues that can be considered are 

buying access and trends, ethnic and religious factors, advertising and publicity as well 

ethical issues. 

Technological analysis regards internet and computer usage, mobile phone usage, 

inventions and innovations rate, legislation on technology (Qasemi, 2009), modern 

technologies, innovative products and the state policy towards the industry (Vanags & 

Jirgena, 2008). Other issues such as technology access, licensing and patents, as well as 

intellectual property right, are often contained in technological analysis. 

Due to the wide range of variations available in each factor, some issues are more relevant 

to a certain industry than others. This is to say that, not all the PEST analyses of the same 

country produce the same results when the research focuses are different. In this thesis, I 

will try to focus on the UAE’s macro environment factors that are most relevant to 

education export. Speaking of which, among the four respective factors, the social-cultural 

factor will be of focus because it is the most influential factor in adapting the Finnish 

education as the product. 

In her work Internationalization of executive education business: the case of United Arab 

Emirates, Juusola studied the culture context of UAE, in comparison with several other 

countries using Hofstede’s 5D model and found out some cultural elements to be taken into 

consideration in doing business in UAE (Juusola, 2011). Taking the example of her work, I 

will conduct Hofstede’s 5D culture comparison model and develop this analysis further, 

under the socio-cultural analysis of the PEST framework. 

3.2.1 Political Analysis  

Political environments are often very crucial for business success. Political changes can 

affect a business to various degrees, sometimes vitally. Political risks usually involve 

events that occur because of the environment or such extreme conditions in the country as 

threats of war or terrorism (Artto et al, 2011). Generally many political conditions have an 



 

31 
 

impact on business practices – how accountable and effective the government is, how 

stable the society is and, how corrupted the culture is.  

The United Arab Emirates (UAE) is a federal state that was established on the 2nd 

December 1971, consisting seven emirates namely, Abu Dhabi, Dubai, Sharjah, Ajman, 

Um Al Quwain, Ras Al Khaimah and Fujairah.  The UAE has its own constitution that 

demonstrates the main rules of the political and constitutional organization of the state, and 

components of the Union along with its objectives (government.ae, 2014).  

The Worldwide Governance Indicators (WGI) covers 213 countries’ economy over the 

period 1996-2009 for six dimensions. These dimensions are Voice and Accountability; 

Political Stability and Absence of Violence/Terrorism; Government Effectiveness; 

Regulatory Quality; Rule of Law; Control of Corruption (see description from Appendix 2). 

Each dimension is described with four units namely, Estimate, Number of Sources, 

Percentile Rank, and Standard Error (WB, 2014). Among these indicators, Percentile 

Rank is chosen here to best compare these dimensions between Finland and UAE. 

Percentile rank indicates the country's rank among all countries covered by the aggregate 

indicator, with 0 corresponding to the lowest rank and 100 to the highest rank. Percentile 

ranks have been adjusted to correct for changes over time in the composition of the 

countries covered by the WGI (WB, 2014).  

Accordingly, as the tables below indicate, the corruption in UAE is under 83,3% of control 

while as Finland is under 98,1%; the UAE government is ranked 83,3% effective while 

Finland is 100%.  The political stability and absence of violence/terrorism indicator shows 

that the Finnish political situation is more stable and there is less violence/terrorism. The 

percentile rank of the rule of law shows that Finnish agents and citizens are generally more 

law obedient than the ones in UAE. One worth noticing indicator among these all is the 

voice and accountability since Finland ranks 96,7%, and UAE ranks tremendously lower - 

19%. 



 

32 
 

Table 4. Worldwide Governance Indicators - Percentile Rank of UAE (Source: WB, 2014) 

 

 

Table 5. Worldwide Governance Indicators - Percentile Rank of Finland (Source: WB, 2014) 

 

Business wise, Finnish exporters shall have knowledge of the political issues in UAE, but 

more importantly is to know what kind of implications there are to be taken into account in 

business practices. 

Education wise, politics plays a weighty role. Many have acknowledged the significance of 

the political and cultural aspects in the Finnish education success (Välijärvi et al, 2003; 

Aho et al, 2006; Sahlberg, 2009). Reflecting on organization theory, an organization has its 

own organizational politics and organizational cultures, which could be critical assets for 

its success. Aho et al. also includes Sustainable leadership; Recognition and appreciation 

of existing innovations; and the culture of trust as relevant attributes to Finnish education 

success (Aho et al, 2006). In Finland, already in the early 1990s, school and textbook 

inspections were abolished. Today there are no inspections in schools, but quality 

assurance is still one of the main policy priorities. The ideology is to steer through 

information, support and funding. Education providers are encouraged to develop quality 

on a voluntary basis. National authorities support this by providing tools and support, such 
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as quality awards in VET and quality recommendations (NBE, 2015). These all reflect 

the effective Finnish political and education leadership. 

 3.2.2 Economic Analysis 

According to the World Bank, United Arab Emirates is a high-income, non-OECD country. 

Its GDP estimated in 2012 is $383,8 billion (current US$), which is bigger than the 

previous years with a four percent growth both in 2011 and 2012 (see Appendix 3). Its 

population has been increasing steadily during the past five years.  

It is more relevant to look at the expenditure on education of a nation than to look at how 

wealthy the country is; as neither all wealthy countries spend on education, nor do all poor 

countries cut its cost. According to UIS’s data release, developing countries have relatively 

good coverage of their education expenditure. Many of them make basic education a 

priority.  For example, sub-Saharan Africa allocated nearly one-half of their education 

spending to primary and lower secondary education. Meanwhile, only 19 out of 34 

countries in East Asia and the Pacific have information on funding of their education 

systems (UIS, 2014a). This is to say that not all countries report such data. Currently, there 

are over 140 countries monitoring public spending on education as a share of GDP. 

According to UNESCO Institute for Statistics’ data on public spending on education as a 

share of GDP, most recent year (2008-2011), since the economic crisis in 2008, half of 

countries spend between 3,4% and 5,7% of GDP on education. Astonishingly, while as 

Finland spends more than the average of all countries (6,1%); UAE lies at the button of the 

list – spending only 0,99% on its education (UIS, 2014b). 

UAE’s structural changes in economics have a great impact on its national and political 

developments, which also reflect on its strategic educational decisions. The oil resource 

has enabled the adoption of Western architecture, artifacts and general aspects of the 

infrastructure such as airports, docks and roads – making the cities modern. Nevertheless, 

since there is a vast shortage of skilled local labor, implanting the social services becomes 

a challenge, which is also true in education development. States have no choice but relying 

on Arabic speaking expatriates (Hokal & Shaw, 1999). Moreover, as the natural resources 
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of oil and gas are limited, governments of those oil-rich states are reforming education 

in order to diversify their economy structure and foster knowledge societies (Juusola, 

2011).  

One aspect worth noticing in the UAE’s policies with regard to education, as there are few 

or no direct taxes, state schooling is not a given and recipients are not in a position to 

complain about standards (Hokal & Shaw, 1999). Dubai’s ruler Sheikh Mohammed bin 

Rashid AI Maktoum donating 10 billion USD that aims at developing education of all 

levels (Juusola, 2011) reflects the significance of individual influence in the UAE region 

and how educational funding system completely differs from the Finnish one. 

School physical resource wise, although it is relatively easier for the country to build 

Finnish schools and provide school meals and health care as Finland does, just if the nation 

has enough money. It is evident that not all countries have such economic foundations, and 

not all the wealthy nations do it even if they have money. A stable and supportive political 

environment is thus crucial. It is claimed that Finland is competitive because of its 

sustainable leadership that enables schools and teachers to concentrate on developing 

teaching and learning (Aho et al, 2006). Today this statement might be arguable. 

According to Trade Union of Education in Finland, unemployment and part-time 

employment of teachers has become more common and is likely to grow in numbers 

(Vattulainen, 2014). Some teachers have lost their jobs because of the schools being closed 

down or merged. Teachers with temporal contracts are concerned with their future 

employment since there are more teachers available than teaching vacancies. Some neo-

liberal discussions concerning the education sector have been initiated in Finland primarily 

due to these situations. For instance, funding structures of universities and universities of 

applied sciences have been modified in recent years – instead of base on the intake of new 

university students, university funding are now granted base on the amount of graduates.  

Whether or not to invest in education, how much to invest, how to invest and many more 

questions alike are not only economic concerns but also political and cultural. Not all 

wealthy countries value education as much as Finland. Even if some do, its performance is 

not ensured. National wealth is important but only up to a point. Figure 5 shows that 

among moderately wealthy economies whose per capita GDP is up to around USD 20,000  
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(such as Estonia, Hungary, the Slovak Republic and the partner country Croatia), the 

greater the country’s wealth, the higher its mean score on the PISA reading test. However, 

the national wealth is not a predictor of a country’s mean performance in PISA when the 

threshold is above USD 20,000.  

 

Figure 5. Average reading performance in PISA and national wealth (per capita GDP) (Source: OECD, 

2012) 

OECD concludes that greater national wealth or higher expenditure on education does not 

guarantee better student performance. PISA results indicate that in the high-income 

countries and economies, what matters more is how resources are deployed (OECD, 2012). 

This is to say that the amount spent on education is less important than how it is spent, 

among high-income economies. Hence, it could be argued that the financial assets are 

valuable and rare but not non-substitutable nor imitable. However, the capabilities of 

developing and deploying these assets, as discussed earlier, is neither substitutable nor 

imitable since they are country specific and are stimulated and strengthened through 

experiences. 
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3.2.3 Socio-cultural Analysis 

Demographics wise, as mentioned earlier in the factors behind the Finnish education 

success, many scholars conclude that, in addition to the well-prepared teachers, small sized 

schools, good principals, the relatively homogeneous society is an important attribute of the 

Finnish education system, too. The UAE society is more heterogeneous than the Finnish 

one. As a state of seven emirates, it has a much larger proportion of immigrants and 

foreign employees than Finland. While equal education has long been available for every 

child in Finland, the UAE schools were under pressure of the growing amount of births 

because of the large family structure dominance. During that time, maintaining stability in 

schools became the managerial priority and eventually, quality is overtaken by quantity 

(Hokal & Shaw, 1999).  

If we see the public as consumers of education, the attitudes and views on education of 

those in UAE are tremendously different than those in Finland. Clearly, modern education 

is not as appreciated as it should be in UAE. While most Finnish women are highly 

educated, illiteracy is common among women in UAE, particularly the ones in the poorer 

areas. Even in more wealthy families, education is hindered in its own way. Among those 

families which can afford having foreign maids, children are disadvantaged in learning the 

instruction language which is critical to future learning, since children spend a 

considerable amount of time with their maids who are not proficient in Arabic (Hokal & 

Shaw, 1999). 

In order to have a more systematic analysis of UAE’s social cultural aspects and provide 

readers a clear picture of the two cultures, Hofstede’s 5 Dimension Model will be applied 

next.  

Hofstede’s 5 Dimension Model 

Hofstede and Hofstede (2005) state that culture differences derive from different layers – 

at a national level, a regional and/or ethnic and/or religious and/or linguistic affiliation 

level, a gender level, a generation level, a social class level, and organizational, 

departmental, and/or corporate levels. Thus they have developed cultural comparison from 
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the dimensions of the Power Distance Index (PDI); Individualism and Collectivism 

(IDV); Masculinity and Femininity (MAS); Uncertainty Avoidance Index (UAI); and 

Long- and Short-Term Orientation (LTO).  

These indexes were constructed from a research that comprises 116,000 questionnaires, 

from which 60,000 people responded from more than 50 countries. It was a study 

conducted in close collaboration with IBM staff over the years 1967 to 1978. Data from 40 

different countries were combined. An analysis with 32 questions was conducted to 

construct factors. From the basis of factor analysis, Hofstede formulated the first four 

dimensions (PDI, IDV, UAI, and MAS), which became the foundation of his 

characterizations of culture for each country later on (Jones, 2007). 

It is said that there are a number of problems associated with cross-cultural research. For 

starters, as terms used in research instruments, especially the word culture itself are open to 

interpretation, thus the first problem is definition problems. When one considers other 

terminology used in the questionnaire, these became also subject to interpretation. The 

second problem is methodological simplicity. It refers to the error that most researchers 

have in common – researchers are based on an ethnocentric pattern and they represent a 

single timeframe only. These errors can lead to bias, misinterpretation, and inaccuracies. It 

also points out that while a multi-disciplinary approach is needed in cross-cultural research, 

yet research tends to be from only one discipline. The third problem, equivalency is 

divided into four dimensions: functional, conceptual, instrument or measurement 

equivalence. Functional equivalence assumes that a functional role in one country is the 

same in another. Conceptual equivalence accounts for the cultural utility of behavioral or 

attitudinal constructs. Lastly instrument equivalence and measurement equivalence regards 

the cross-cultural consistency of the research instrument, whether it is equally represented 

across the entire sample (Jones, 2007). These methodological constraints demand adequate 

attention to ensure the viability of cross-cultural research. Thus, a researcher must adopt as 

unbiased and unambiguous a research instrument as is practical. 

Despite the fact, that Hofstede’s work has been most widely cited in existence, it does not 

escape criticism (Jones, 2007). First of all, it is criticized that using a survey is not an 

appropriate instrument for accurately determining and measuring cultural disparity. 
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Secondly, Hofstede’s study assumes the domestic population as a homogeneous whole, 

ignoring the importance of community and variations of community influences. Thirdly, it 

is problematic to use countries as the unit of analysis since borders do not bound cultures. 

Fourthly, political instabilities of the survey timing are argued to result in a lack of data 

from socialist countries, as well as from the less affluent Third World Countries. 

Furthermore, the study was conducted in cooperation with only one company, which 

cannot provide information on the entire cultural system of a country. Some claim that the 

study is too old to be of any modern value; others argue that four or five dimensions do not 

give sufficient information about cultural differences. Some criticize the statistical integrity 

– the same questionnaire item was used on more than one scale in the survey and several 

have significant cross-loadings (Jones, 2007). 

Notwithstanding, there are arguments in support of Hofstede and his research has had a 

remarkable effect on academics and practitioners alike. Firstly, his work is considered of 

high relevance during the time when many businesses were just entering the international 

market and difficulties were experienced. There was little research on culture. Secondly, 

the framework that Hofstede used was based on rigorous design with systematic data 

collection and coherent theory. Lastly, Hofstede’s research findings were confirmed by 

another study and therefore regarded as of relative accuracy. In short, it has many 

appealing attributes (Jones, 2007, quoted Furrer, 2000, p.358; Ross, 1999, p.14; 

Søndergaard, 1994). Furthermore, his model is considered instrumental in the 

implementation of many business systems (Jones, 2007). Thus, putting aside the criticisms, 

the model is applied in this thesis. 

Hofstede and Hofstede (2005) produce a summary of description for each one of the 

dimension from a few perspectives - how these cultural differences can be seen from two 

extreme ends in terms of general norm, family and school, workplace, state and so forth. 

The descriptions are very practical in describing some of the socio-cultural differences 

between UAE and Finland in the following chapter. However, as Hofstede and Hofstede 

(2005) have also stressed, I would like to remind the readers that, among other things, the 

descriptions are referred to extremes and most countries lie somewhere in between, with 

considerable variation within each country. 
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In the following, the result of comparing the Finnish culture and the UAE culture with 

Hofstede Centre’s country comparison tool (The Hofstede Centre, 2013) will be presented. 

Some of the key differences most relevant to the analysis will also be discussed. 

 

Figure 6. Cultural distances according to Hofstede’s 5D Model (Source: The Hofstede Centre, 2013) 

The Power Distance Index in UAE is tremendously greater than in Finland. PDI 

means the extent to which the less powerful members of institutions and organizations 

within a country expect and accept that power is distributed unequally (Hofstede & 

Hofstede, 2005). The lower the score is, the less the power distance is. UAE score almost 

two times more than Finland in this dimension, this means the power distance in UAE is 

much larger than in Finland. Hofstede and Hofstede outline some differences between 

small- and large-power-distance societies in terms of the general norm, family, and school 

and in terms of the workplace, and the state. To narrow down the focus, some of the 

culture differences that have implication on education exports will be selected here for 

discussion: 
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In higher PDI culture, inequalities among people are expected and desired. Parents teach 

children obedience and children are expected to respect for parents and older relatives. 

Students respect teachers, even outside class, but teachers should take all initiative in class 

(Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005, p.57). Hierarchy in organizations reflects existential 

inequality between higher and lower levels. Centralization is popular and there are more 

supervisory personnel. Managers reply on superiors and on formal rules while subordinates 

expect to be told what to do (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005, p.59). Power is based on 

tradition or family, charisma, and the ability to use force and whoever holds the power is 

right and good. Skills, wealth, power, and status should go together. The way to change a 

political system is by changing the people at the top (revolution). There are large income 

differentials in society and more perceived corruption. Scandals are usually covered up 

(Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005, p.67). 

In reality, while Finnish teachers, parents and students all seem to prefer flexible forms of 

accountability that allow schools to focus on learning and permit more freedom in 

curriculum planning (Sahlberg, 2009); most power in the UAE is in the control of the 

ministry, much less for the headteachers. The head teachers are constrained in their roles as 

they see themselves as followers of instructions, given by the ministry. The managers and 

leaders roles are very weak and superficial. There is a culture of mistrust and difficulty in 

cooperation (Hokal & Shaw, 1999). Schools are suggested to pay attention not only to 

teachers´ skills and competencies but also their attitudes, morale, and beliefs. In other 

words, schools shall appraise and supervise teachers in addition to providing support 

(Hokal & Shaw, 1999). By the late 90s, teachers in the UAE were still constrained towards 

a distinctly restricted view on the curriculum and their teaching approach; many studies 

had shown that it is directly transmissive and authoritarian (Hokal & Shaw, 1999). 

UAE is remarkably more collectivist (20 vs. 53) than Finland. Individualism pertains to 

societies in which the ties between individuals are loose: everyone is expected to look after 

himself or herself and his or her immediate family. Collectivism as its opposite pertains to 

societies in which people from birth onward are integrated into strong, cohesive in-groups, 

which throughout people’s lifetimes continue to protect them in exchange for 

unquestioning loyalty. (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005, p.76) UAE score more than half less 

than Finland in this dimension, it is thus a more collectivist society.  
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In a more collectivist culture, people are born into extended families or other in-groups 

that continue protecting them in exchange for loyalty. Children learn to think in terms of 

“we” instead of “I”. Communication prevails to be high-context (Hofstede & Hofstede, 

2005, p.92). Social network is the primary source of information (Hofstede & Hofstede, 

2005, p.97). In class, it is said that students only speak up in class when sanctioned by the 

group and the purpose of education is learning what to do. In management, management is 

about managing groups; direct appraisal of subordinates might spoil harmony (Hofstede & 

Hofstede, 2005, p.104). In contrast with individual society where people prefer to keep 

their personal life private, private life is more often invaded in collectivist cultures. 

Harmony and consensus in a collectivist society are ultimate goals (Hofstede & Hofstede, 

2005, p.109). 

In Finland, learners are encouraged to think independently and critically. Communication 

is low context and more straightforward. Social network is definitely not the primary 

source of information as most people learn to look for information by themselves since 

young. Generally speaking, the availability and accessibility of information is better. 

Students are also encouraged and used to express themselves freely in class. The purpose 

of education is not only learning how to do but also what to do and, in particular, why. The 

autonomy given to Finnish schools, principles and teachers can also implicate 

individualism. 

UAE is more masculine than Finland. In 2005, Hofstede and Hofstede suggested that a 

society is called masculine when emotional gender roles are clearly distinct: men are 

supposed to be assertive, tough, and focused on material success, whereas women are 

supposed to be more modest, tender, and concerned with the quality of life. A society is 

called feminine when emotional gender roles overlap: both men and women are supposed 

to be modest, tender and concerned with the quality of life. (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005, 

p.120). Here, the masculinity and femininity axes clearly oversimplify this issue despite 

the fact that it touches some gender differences between cultures. While as this is arguably 

true with all of other Hofstede’s dimensions, this dimension seems even more problematic 

– calling certain sex-related traits masculine or feminine is already highly disputable. 

Masculinity and femininity are often seen as defined by gender, yet these two concepts are 

socially and culturally produced, not biologically. Nevertheless, it should be noted that 
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Hofstede’s framework provides simplification of very complex issues. More importantly, 

these concepts were redefined later on. Masculinity is correlated to what degree a society is 

driven by competitions, achievement and success, with success being defined by the best in 

the field. Feminine means the dominant values in society are caring for others and quality 

of life. This quality of life is the sign of success, rather than standing out from the crowd 

(Hofstede Centre, 2014). Given these ambiguities and arguments, the associated key 

differences in the following paragraph shall be considered critically and applied carefully 

taken into account its specific context. 

The masculine dimension indicates that men are more assertive, responsible, decisive, and 

ambitious and tough, while as women need to be tender, caring and gentle. Girls cry and 

boys don’t. Boys should fight back and girls shouldn’t fight at all. Boys play to compete, 

girls to be together (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005, p.132). In workplace, performance for a 

man can be exploitation for a woman (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005, p.136). Management 

style is more decisive and aggressive. There is a lower share of career women in 

professional jobs (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005, p.147). Few women are in elected political 

positions. Religion is tough. Dominant religions stress the male prerogative (Hofstede & 

Hofstede, 2005, p.157). 

UAE is stronger in uncertainty avoidance than Finland. Uncertainty avoidance is 

associated with the extent to which the members of a culture deal with ambiguous or 

unknown situations; whether society members try to clear out the ambiguity and take 

control of the future or just let them be. Uncertainty avoidance can therefore be defined as 

the extent to which the members of a culture, feel threatened by ambiguous or unknown 

situations (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005, p.167) Countries with high UAI have more strong 

codes of belief and behavior. They are more intolerant of unorthodox behavior and ideas. 

In this dimension, Finland scores 59 and UAE 80, making UAE a culture with stronger 

uncertainty avoidance. Correspondingly, there can be some of the following implications 

in UAE. 

Aggression and emotions may be ventilated at times and places. Familiar risks are more 

acceptable but ambiguous situations and unfamiliar risks are feared. What is different is 

considered dangerous. Certain rules for children (e.g. taboo) are firm (Hofstede & 
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Hofstede, 2005, p.176). In class, students are comfortable in structured learning 

situations and concerned with the right answers. Teachers are supposed to have all the 

answers. Teachers inform parents more than involving parents. Circumstances or luck are 

believed to attribute results. New products and technologies are not in favor (Hofstede & 

Hofstede, 2005, p.181). There is an emotional need for rules, even if these will not work. 

Top managers are concerned with daily operations (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005, p.189). 

Laws are necessary even if they cannot be respected; however there are also unwritten 

rules (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005, p.194). In terms of religion, there is only one Truth and 

people believe they have it (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005, p.203). 

In Finland, aggression and emotions are rarely at display. People tend to have a higher 

tolerance for ambiguous situations and for differences. Students in Finland are more 

comfortable with open-ended learning situations and concerned with good discussions. 

Teachers often say “I don’t know” – not only for being honest, but also for they want to 

give learners opportunities to find out answers by themselves. Teachers cooperate with 

parents often and are accustomed to involve parents. Good performances are considered as 

a result of hard work. Laws are respected and followed as also mentioned in the political 

analysis. 

Long-term orientation (LTO) stands for the fostering of virtues oriented toward future 

rewards – in particular, perseverance and thrift. Its opposite pole, short-term orientation, 

stands for the fostering of virtues related to the past and present – in particular, respect for 

tradition, preservation of “face”, and fulfilling social obligations (Hofstede & Hofstede, 

2005, p.210). In other words, societies with a short-term orientation show respect for 

traditions, a relatively small propensity to save, strong social pressure to keep up with the 

others, urge to achieve quick results, and so on. 

Although the Arab Emirates’ LTO dimension is not available in the comparison, it is said 

that the countries of the Middle East are typically found at the short-term end of this 

dimension, same as the western societies. In other words, UAE and Finland belong to the 

same category and they differ the least in this dimension, at least, in theory. The LTO 

comparison is thus considered less significant and is omitted. 



 

44 
 

To sum up, certainly the 5D model cannot compare all of the culture aspects and 

differences between and among countries. But no theory can. Yet again, one shall be 

careful and critical when applying the key differences of each index, keeping in mind that 

those key differences often refer to the extremes. In addition to that, I have noticed that 

some of the differences are not necessarily true in the case of UAE (examples given in 

Chapter 5. Reliability and Limitation of the Research). Furthermore, the theory itself has 

been developed along the time. Earlier there were only four dimensions to compare the 

national culture before the 5th dimension Long-Term Orientation (LTO) was included. 

Since it is a new dimension, it has not been applied to all the countries compared with the 

other 4D, which is also why the index data of the Arab World from this dimension is 

missing.  

3.2.4 Technological Analysis 

Vincenzo Spiezia, the OECD Directorate for Science, Technology and Industry, and the 

author of the paper Does Computer Use Increase Education Achievements? Student-level 

Evidence from PISA finds out that there is a positive and significant effect of the frequency 

of computer use on science scores (Spiezia, 2010). Many studies have reported positive 

impact on teaching and learning for teachers using technology. It is discovered that there 

are significant differences and positive correlations between teachers’ present computer 

training, level of comfort, and computer usage in the classroom as compared to their 

previous training, comfort level and computer usage (Almekhlafi & Almeqdadi, 2010). 

Finland is a relatively advanced country in terms of technology, which can be proved by, 

for instance, its ICT sector. Its educational reforms have transformed the country from a 

northern agricultural to an industrialized society. It becomes a Nordic welfare society with 

growing service sector and higher technological level and is also considered as a high-tech 

internationalized country (Aho et al, 2006). Finland had focused on technological 

development in its education as early as in the 70s. In the early 80s, the government 

approved a policy that demands the basics of IT to be taught starting in comprehensive 

school. Not only the teacher training was revised accordingly; a network to help schools 

and teachers in adopting new technology in education and integrate technology into 

classrooms were established. Most schools are well equipped with technology equipment.  
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In the OECD countries, the average numbers of computer per student in school doubled 

in only three years - the ratio was 1 to 10 in 2000, and in 2003 it was 1 to 5 (Spiezia, 

2010). According to European Schoolnet and University of Liège (2012), there are 

computers available for students at or above the EU average at, all grades in Finland. 

During year 2011-2012, the ratio of students per computer was 5 to 1 in Grade 8. This 

made Finland one of the countries in the leading group. At all the other grades, Finland 

ranked high, too. However, Spiezia’s research discovers that despite the positive impact of 

frequent computer usage on science scores, the effect seems larger when computer is used 

at home rather than at school (Spiezia, 2010). Thus the impact of technology on education 

is not only determined by the number of computers there are in school, nor how often they 

are used in schools.  

After investigating all the indicators available in the education dataset in the World Bank 

(WB), International Monetary Fund (IMF) and UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS), I 

discovered that technology related information concerning education in UAE is very 

limited. Although it is found as an indicator in the WB, there is no data available for the 

indicator. Data of school infrastructure in terms of electricity, toilets, and potable water is 

only available from Africa. 

Earlier in the UAE, there was a lack of computers in schools because the educational 

expenditure was spent mostly on staffing costs; resources and equipment had been 

underprovided for a long time (Hokal & Shaw, 1999). In 2006, Muysken and Nour pointed 

out some deficiencies in the UAE’s education, which included the poor technological 

capabilities in the region and dependence on foreign technologies. They also elaborated 

that these deficiencies are attributes to the poor qualifications of most of the foreign 

workers and hinder knowledge transfer at both macro-micro levels and in public-private 

sectors, in addition to the poor education system (Muysken & Nour, 2006).  They argue 

that particularly in tertiary and technical education, first of all, teachers and mentors are of 

low quality; second, there is a lack of infrastructure, in addition to low enrolment and 

access to schooling. They imply that the interaction between the deficient educational 

system and the high supply of unskilled foreign workers can result in a low skill level, a 

low provision, serious skills mismatch, low transfer of knowledge, weak efforts for local 

technological development and dependence on foreign technologies. Nevertheless, Hokal 
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and Shaw (1999) make a significant remark that it should be noted, that western 

approaches are overtly or tacitly in play. While countries borrow, adopt and domesticate 

procedures overseas, technology transfer should not be introduced piecemeal because it 

causes changes in those involved but also in organization and management, which affects 

commitment, perceptions, motivations, incentives and so forth.  

With regard to technology integration at UAE K-12 schools, Almekhlafi and Almeqdadi 

(2010) found no studies were conducted on the subject using a mixed-method for data 

collection. They conducted a research using both questionnaire and focus group interviews, 

involving 100 teachers from two model schools in Al-Ain educational zone, Abu Dhabi 

(the same region where the case school of this thesis is located). They found out that 

teachers perceive time and curriculum as two major obstacles that hinder their technology 

integration in their classrooms. Other barriers are technical problems, large number of 

students, lack of professional development training, lack of motivation and financial 

support, as well as negative teacher- and parent attitudes toward the impact of technology 

on teaching and learning. Nevertheless, both male and female teachers have high self-

perception of their ability and competencies to integrate technology successfully into their 

teaching. Teachers integrate technology in their classes more or less, with different levels 

of effectiveness in spite of the barriers mentioned.  Interestingly, from the focus interviews, 

they have found that female teachers have more experience, familiarity, and knowledge of 

technology resources and applications than male teachers; male teachers consider 

technology should be a part of the curriculum plan, but they should receive rewards for 

their technology integration performance (Almekhlafi & Almeqdadi, 2010).  

To conclude, whether or not the school is equipped with technology equipment (e.g. 

computers), technology transfer and technology integration to education is not simply 

staffing computers into the classroom. It shall be taken into account that much as the 

diverse levels of skills, teachers and students can have unalike attitudes and a variety of 

comfort levels in handling technology. 
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3.3 International project business as a distinct mode of internationalization 

Artto et al.’s work Project business (2011) presents a comprehensive overview of what 

project business is about. Artto et al. define project as a unique entity formed of complex 

and interrelated activities, having a predefined goal that must be completed by a specific 

time, within budget, and according to specification (Artto et al, 2011). A project can 

involve hundreds or thousands of tasks depending on the size of the project. A task can be 

very complex once it involves different people and organizations. There are variations of 

customers, financing (small to massive money involved) and stakeholders in different 

projects. It is evident that every project is unique because they differ from others in one-

way or another. Yet all projects typically have a well-defined beginning and ending time. 

Therefore, it is widely agreed that the similarities among most project business can be 

defined as the complexity, uncertainty, discontinuity and uniqueness (Owusu et al, 2007).  

Owusu et al (2007) describe project business as a distinct mode of internationalization. 

There are various types of projects such as the turnkey project, turnkey plus projects, 

partial projects, and package projects. However, project business as a distinct mode of 

business operation, has its own characteristics compare to other types of business. Owusu 

et al. conduct a comparison study measuring the differences between project business and 

the other modes of business operation (Export, Management contract, Licensing, 

Franchising, Sub-contracting and contract manufacturing; Joint Venture and Wholly-

owned subsidiary). The comparison study compares six factors at three scales (see 

Appendix 4). As a result, Owusu et al. conclude that compared with the other modes of 

operation, project business is 

1) Medium level of financial involvement in the foreign market, while all the other 

modes are either at the scale of lower or higher 

2) High level of flexibility 

3) High level of protection from economic and political instability in the destination 

country 

4) High level of knowledge required of, and learning gained from the foreign market; 

5) High level of intensity of interactions with foreign actors;  



 

48 
 

6) High level of residual relationships after completion of a specific period or 

transaction (Owusu et al, 2007) 

To Amit and Schoemaker, complexity concerns the interrelated causes that shape the firm’s 

environments and the competitive interactions ensuing from differing perceptions about 

these environments (Amit & Schoemaker, 1993). Complexity is described in diverse fields 

spanning natural and manmade systems in manufacturing, computer systems, and 

organizational structures. Indeed, project business is very complex because it involves 

usually multi organizations and it is a combination of many industries. Variations in the 

offers, number of participants, and influence of political actors are example factors that can 

result in project complexity. There are two major sources of complexity, namely the task 

complexity and relational complexity (Sanhu & Gunasekaran, 2004). There are various 

interacting components or tasks in a process, which generate complexities. Fortunately, 

there are a number of network activity techniques to handle tasks complexity. Relational 

complexity, on the other hand, is caused by a variety of multiple stakeholders with 

conflicting interests. These conflicting interests can lead to disagreements about project 

goals and about priorities among tasks and features of the project outcome. In addition, 

Amit and Schoemaker introduce the concept of intraorganizational conflicts, which 

involve those who make managerial decisions and those affected by them (Amit & 

Schoemaker, 1993). 

It is easy to understand that uncertainty would inevitably occur due to complexity. 

According to Amit and Schoemaker, uncertainty covers the economic, industry, regulatory, 

social and technological environments, as well as the competitors’ behavior and customers’ 

preferences (Amit & Schoemaker, 1993). Project managers have to anticipate what might 

happen ahead of the project process. Yet it is impossible to foresee everything because of 

the uncertainties affiliated to project business. Since uncertainties are closely related to the 

concept of risk, in some cases, uncertainties can lead to criticality. There are different types 

of risk, namely pure risks, business risks, financial risks, and area-specific risks (Artto et al, 

2011). Fire at a construction site is a type of pure risk, and it can indeed be vital for the 

project. As Artto et al. put it; projects are seldom realized fully according to plan. Even 

well planned projects may fail to reach their objectives because of the uniqueness of 
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projects and the often-incomplete information on future events related to them (Artto et 

al, 2011).  

Numerous theories derived from the topic of international project business, which could be 

further studied. Sauser et al (2009) discover that most projects fail because of managerial 

reasons rather than technical. It is crucial for the managers to select a suitable approach for 

a specific project. Sauser et al. discuss how contingency theory can provide new insights to 

project failure; it is helpful to better analyze a project’s unique characteristics of 

uncertainty and risk, and project managers should apply project management design, 

instead of relying on heuristics (Sauser et al, 2009). This theory can work as a reference 

demonstrating how important it is to apply business knowledge in the education export 

project. 

Pinto and his co-writers investigated the impact of trust between project owners and 

contractors with an empirical study on some large construction projects and found out that, 

although both integrity and competence trust are significant to the project owners, only 

integrity trust is significant for the contractors. This is to say that trust has different 

meaning to contractors and owners. However trust is a significant contributor to positive 

relationships at various levels including intra-organizational relationships such as project 

team dynamics, top management support and coordination across functional departments; 

and inter-organizational relationships such as contractors, owners and suppliers (Pinto et al, 

2008). If a firm’s resources and capabilities are difficult to buy, sell, imitate or substitute, 

the value of these resources is enhanced. Amit and Schoemaker consider invisible assets 

such as tacit organizational knowledge of trust between management and labor good 

example of such assets because these assets cannot be traded or easily replicated by 

competitors, since they are deeply rooted in the organization’s history (Amit & 

Schoemaker, 1993). Firm-specific and often tacit assets accumulated slowly over a period 

of time or assets such as history-dependent state variables are impossible to be traded or 

replicated (Amit & Schoemaker, 1993). The culture of trust is a very significant attribute to 

the Finnish education success, yet is it very questionable whether it works in the context of 

UAE.  
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4. DISCUSSION 

Following the structure of investigating challenges from the product, place and process 

perspectives, this session will discuss challenges in keeping the product (Finnish education) 

attractive; in adapting the product to the other cultural context; and in managing the 

education export business respectively. 

4.1 Challenges in maintaining the education reputation and quality 

Reputation: PISA result ranking, as the main contributor to the reputation of the Finnish 

education and one of the most competitive advantage attributes, is the first challenge to be 

considered. Finland had outperformed all its counterparts in the PISA test for a decade, but 

the performance in the latter year was, however, less stunning. When Finland participated 

in the PISA survey in 2009, the average mathematical literacy among Finnish school 

students ranked in twelfth place in the PISA 2012 assessment. Reading and science literacy 

has also deteriorated remarkably. Finland came in 12th place in mathematics, 6th in 

literacy and 5th in science (Ministry of Education and Culture, 2014). Overall, it was the 

second best among the OECD countries and the third best among all, but it still means that 

the students’ score points were decreased compared with the previous PISA survey. This 

indicates a need to keep up with good education outcomes. 

These outcomes are reflections of the unique Finnish education knowhow; it is not hard to 

imagine that the other countries would like to learn from it. However, Finland shall first 

and foremost understand how to develop such knowhow. If we look at Välijärvi and his 

colleagues’ research on the factors related to the Finnish education success, it is not 

difficult to notice that the Finnish educational knowhow is dependent on other external 

variances. They explored the factors from three dimensions respectively and found out that 

among all variance proportions (see Appendix 5), most of these factors are characteristics 

related to attitudes, values, parents and family background, as well as outside school 

activities. As examples, attributes that contribute to the success of mathematical literacy 

were found to be: self-concept in mathematics, parents’ occupational status, gender 

differences, memorization strategies, and textbooks used. Attributes to the success of 

reading literacy were identified as students’ own interests, along with attitudes and 
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activities outside school. Attributes of the high equality of education outcomes in 

Finland were equal opportunities to learn and equality related to family background 

(Välijärvi et al, 2003) Notably, these attributes are non-resource based and not tradable 

and/or transferable. In other words, there is very little a school can do to control or affect 

such variables. It can be therefore expected that maintaining education outcomes, under 

these circumstances, is challenging. 

Difficulty in maintaining critical assets to education quality: as concluded, Finland has 

relatively good financial and physical assets, which has been acknowledged as an 

important factor in the Finnish education success. Yet there are problems related to these 

school facilities. Not long time ago, thousands of school buildings have been reported to 

have a mold problem. To repair half of these buildings, 100 million euro from the state 

budget and 500 million from the municipalities is required (YLE, 2012). In addition, two-

thirds of the school facilities have indoor air conditioning problems. 40% have not been 

repaired and 4% of the teachers have health problems due to the indoor air conditions 

during the last two years (Korkeakivi, 2012). Many of the small schools have been forced 

to close down or merged with other schools. According to Statistics Finland, the number of 

all educational institutions in Finland had fallen by 16 percent from 2008 to the end of 

2013. The number of comprehensive schools alone decreased from nearly 3,200 in 2007 to 

less than 2,600 by the end of 2013. (Statistics Finland, 2013b). This means that about 600 

primary schools were being closed down in 5 years.  

This is to say that, not only building schools and other educational facilities require 

financial resources, it might be also challenging to maintain and upkeep these facilities. 

Failure to do so might result in more severe problems such as harming teachers’ and 

students’ health condition. This becomes a challenge especially because Finland has been 

affected by the continued recession and experiencing one of the deepest contractions in the 

euro zone. During 2012-2013, the recession affected general government finances and the 

debt ratio, turning previously strong budget surpluses into deficits. Although Finland fixed 

the problem and met the EU deficit targets in 2013, Finland still needs to face the weak 

export demand in the EU and its own government austerity measures (Central Intelligence 

Agency, 2014). The Russian trade boycott also affects the Finnish economy, as Russia is 

the biggest international trade partner for Finland. Although Russia only covers four 
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percent of the Finnish export, it is the third most important export country to Finland. If 

the boycott continues or escalates worse, it can hamper the Finnish economic growth 

(Hurri, 2014).  

Another concern for the Finnish education quality was raised in October 2014, when Pasi 

Sahlberg expressed his anxiety about the nation failing the Finnish education in the same 

way as Nokia. He suggests, proactively, that Finnish schools need to diversify its education 

in a way that it recognizes, supports and develops each and every pupil’s strengths, given 

the situation that all have gone through the education without knowing what they are good 

at; even worse, it is claimed that many do not want to go to school anymore (Rajamäki, 

2014). 

Together with the PISA result, even if the advantage of holding these key recourses are 

considered temporary, it is possible to develop them into sustainable. Ahokangas and his 

colleagues declares that even all competitive advantages required in internationalization 

are temporary by nature in the high-tech industry; it is still possible to make them 

sustainable through managerial selection and competition (Ahokangas et al, 2010). It is not 

only important knowing what the advantages are, but also how to manage them, so to 

speak. 

4.2 Challenges in adapting an education system into another culture context 

As EPA is an unfinished project, reports or other forms of evaluation of the project are not 

available despite the effort of search. Due to which, a local teacher’s experience in this 

EPA project is used here for reflections. 

“My experience with Cycle 1 students in the past two years in Al Raqia School has taught 

me that the Finnish approach is completely different than our teaching approaches in the 

UAE. The Finnish approach focuses on preventing a problem before it occurs. Teachers 

observe their students carefully, and have an open dialogue with other teachers and parents 

on that particular students’ performance.”  - Kheloud Al Dhaheri (EduCluster, 2014)  

This local teacher describes the Finnish approach as completely different from their own 

approach. This feedback also mirrors some fundamental differences between the two 
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approaches. For instance, the “open dialogue with other teachers and parents” reveals 

that Finnish teachers speak openly and share more collaborative relationships with others. 

Although this is a one-person’s observation, it captures remarkably well some of the 

challenges that are identified in the social-cultural analysis of this thesis.  

After studying the macro environment of UAE, I find many of its cultural aspects similar 

to my hometown where I was teaching for one and a half years. Especially with the 

teaching experience I have had in Finland, I can say with confidence that teaching and 

learning can be so different in different cultural contexts, which is sometimes beyond 

imagination. These differences can be results deriving from divergent education ideologies, 

power structures, social values and norms, just to mention a few. 

In Finland, the Ministry of Education and Culture (OKM) is responsible for the education 

administration, research, culture, youth issues and sports; its remits cover all universities. It 

is assisted by an expert agency, the Finnish National Board of Education (NBE), in matters 

related to comprehensive and upper secondary schools, vocational institutions, and adult 

education. However, the power is more decentralized when it goes down to the school 

level. The school types (public or private) and management in UAE differ from Finland 

significantly. While almost all primary schools are public in Finland, Abu Dhabi has the 

largest number of schools both public and private compared with other areas of UAE. In 

Dubai, most schools are private.  

Structural difference can lead to great operational differences. Hokal and Shaw’s research 

on the progress monitoring in UAE, the problem in the progress monitoring in the UAE 

schools is that monitoring is seen as a routine activity that does little systematic use of data 

collected (Hokal & Shaw, 1999). It is to fill up columns on record sheets and simply select 

failing students for extra classes in school or privately at home. It is to provide ready-made 

sheets of results for visitors as proof that monitoring is done when the ministry wants 

collection and recording of data on pupil’s progress. It is one of the simplest forms of 

control and accountability that the administrative/bureaucratic and the institutional level 

systems intersect, thus the quality of the data collected is very questionable. Hokal and 

Shaw state that it is clearly in the interest of contract staff to put the best face on the 

evidence of students’ achievement, especially as this is so salient a concern of the ministry 
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(Hokal & Shaw, 1999). Teachers in the UAE are described to tend to be “privatised” in 

their mode of commitment. They look out for their own advantage and see little benefit in 

cooperation. Therefore, pupil’s progress data are not shared even with social workers 

(Hokal & Shaw, 1999). In contrast with the Finnish culture of trust, there is this American 

terminology called “teacher-assisted cheating” discovered in the research carried out in the 

Dubai education zone, in which one headteacher revealingly told that the inspectors had 

come to “negotiate” the students’ achievement scores in order to meet the ministry’s 

expectations (Hokal & Shaw, 1999).  

Certainly one may argue that the situation on this trust issue might have changed since 

Hokal and Shaw’s study; after all, it is conducted over a decade ago. Yet considering the 

recent voice and accountability indicator comparison in which Finland ranks 96,7%, and 

UAE ranks 19% (WB, 2014), how much could have changed remains an interesting 

question.  

The presence of trust does not guarantee improved educational performance, but its 

absence signals failure (Sahlberg, 2008). It is impossible to trade or replicate the culture of 

trust since trust is accumulated slowly over a long period of time and are deeply rooted in 

the Finnish history and culture. Again, curricular flexibility as one of the most significant 

success factors for the Finnish education success must be given on the basis of 

responsibility, accountability and trust (Sahlberg, 2008), but these foundations seems to be 

lacking in the UAE education context. It can be therefore predicted that adapting the 

Finnish education system into this specific culture context is challenging. At the very 

beginning of this thesis, it is mentioned that a student-centric model, which focus on 

improving student outcomes, school life, and equality to meet world-class standards, is 

wanted in UAE. A study conducted most recently confirms that despite all efforts, the 

education system has remained teacher-centered, hindering the development of skills 

needed in the knowledge economy (Farah, 2012). 

If we take a look at the Finnish teachers’ pedagogical competencies, it is doable if some 

countries want to learn about the Finnish pedagogies. There are concrete methods (see 

Appendix 6, Teaching and learning methods relating to creative skills for future 

competitiveness and sustainable development) available and learnable if one wants to gain 
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more pedagogical competencies/capabilities. But there are also many factors that affect 

the learning and implementation of these methods. Clarke and Otaky (2005) brought in 

Richardson’s argument in their work Reflection “on” and “in” teacher education in the 

United Arab Emirates. They argue that the cultural and contextual appropriateness of the 

notion of student teachers acting as “change agent” is questionable and it might contradict 

their own view of their “place” in the school hierarchy (Clarke & Otaky, 2005).   

Moreover, the reflective practice may be inappropriate for Emirati female teacher students 

because of the traditional role of women in a male dominated society (that) still resists the 

idea of women thinking for themselves (Clarke & Otaky, 2005). Put in another way, 

perhaps oversimplified, it is challenging for female teachers to teach reflective and critical 

thinking (which is part of essential knowledge and skills in Europe) to their students 

because it is not appreciated that they are reflective or critical as woman in their culture.  

Why is it so challenging? 

In their work the Finnish Success in PISA-and Some Reasons behind It, Välijärvi and his 

colleagues emphasized that the success of the Finnish comprehensive school is not only a 

system but first of all a pedagogical philosophy and practice. This requires “extensive 

network of educational institutions” (here means that the sufficient educational institutions 

for relatively small population make education practices easier to manage and implement) 

and “flexible, school based and teacher planned curriculum along with student-centered 

instruction, counseling, and remedial teaching” to fit heterogeneous student groups and 

support each and every child individually. Furthermore, the services such as providing 

students’ school meals, health services, social, psychological and pedagogical support for 

students with special needs are also important factors (Välijärvi et al, 2003). 

There are enormous complexities and interrelations between and among resources and 

context. Incontrovertibly the success factors behind Finnish education are intertwined 

politically, culturally and economically with other sectors of society (Aho et al, 2006). 

Sahlberg (2008) draws a tentative scheme illustrating the two contextual forces that affect 

student learning (see Figure 7). He claims that recourses for education and students’ 

family background (family human capital, family social capital and intrinsic expectations) 
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forms a socio-cultural context, which affect student learning; state policies and 

regulation, teacher policies, as well as external expectations for students learning are the 

other force that affects student learning. 

 

Figure 7. A tentative scheme for two contextual forces affecting student learning (Source: Sahlberg, 2008) 

Social capital is very much emphasized in the accountability in the knowledge society 

(Sahlberg, 2008). Family and community social capital contributes to the cohesiveness, 

trust, supportiveness and care for students in these networks. These are factors that help 

students’ learning but not resources, which could be traded or transferred. It is obvious that 

even if the same elements fulfilled the VRIN attribute criteria, they do not necessarily 

become attributes formatting the main sustainable competitive advantage (SCA) in its 

education in other cultural or social contexts. As Sahlberg puts it, education system is a 

social system; what pupils learn in schools is a result of a complex set of factors, of which 

most are beyond control of school or teachers (Sahlberg, 2009).  

Despite all, education reform is not impossible; it is just never an easy task. Not certainly 

over a short period of time. It is fashionable to call for fundamental rethinking of education 

and reforms in schools but it is much more difficult to get to the level that would help 

teachers to change the way they teach day by day (Sahlberg & Oldroyd, 2010). Classroom 

teaching and learning alone cannot assure student learning. Reaching the ambitious goals 

set for the EPA Finnish schools is thus predicted to be challenging. 
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4.3 Challenges in business management 

As described earlier, international project business typically have the characteristics of 

complexity, uncertainty, discontinuity and uniqueness (Owusu et al, 2007). Some of the 

possible implications of these characteristics in executing the EPA project are discussed 

here.  

Although the EPA partnership program is between the ADEC and EduCluster, it involves 

many more stakeholders such as the students, the parents, teachers, and governments. 

Managing all the relationships between and among is not a linear process, especially since 

the Finnish and the UAE’s governance culture and structure are distinctive from each other. 

The concept intraorganizational conflicts (Amit & Schoemaker, 1993) introduced earlier 

also imply that there are potential challenges to manage conflicts (i.e., of interests, of 

expectations) between decision makers and those affected by them. In addition to this 

relational complexity, the tasks complexity includes building and establishing the schools, 

deploying teacher resources, fusing curriculums and pedagogical practices, documenting 

and reporting, managing project budgets, just to name a few.  

 In terms of uncertainty, which covers the economic, industry, regulatory, social and 

technological environments as well as the competitors’ behavior and customers’ 

preferences (Amit & Schoemaker, 1993), the Finnish contractor needs to study the current 

situation of these issues and anticipate changes and risks. For instance, since Finland and 

UAE’s socio-cultural environment differ greatly, the level of uncertainty in this area can be 

expected to be high, yet it is very important to cope with it well since social environments 

directly affect student learning. Moreover, due to the great number of other education 

providers in UAE, there are more uncertainties of how local parents and students consider 

the EPA schools in comparison with other schools. 

Project businesses typically have a predefined time frame and many projects end without 

further continuation (referred to discontinuity), the Finnish contractor needs to take into 

consideration how to reach the set objectives and fulfill stakeholders’ expectations during 

these five years. Project managers need to apply management design and utilize suitable 
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approaches to avoid managerial errors in order to reduce the probability of project 

failure (Sauser et al, 2009) 

The uniqueness of the EPA project can be seen as it is an unprecedented educational 

partnership program between Finland and UAE and also one of the first cross-border 

Finnish education export project. Again, this implies greater uncertainty and complexity. 

Pinto et al find out that trust is a significant contributor to positive relationships at various 

levels including intra-organizational relationships. These relationships regard project team 

dynamics, top management support and coordination across functional departments, as 

well as inter-organizational relationships such as contractors, owners and suppliers (Pinto 

et al, 2008). Trust relationship is one issue to be concerned with exporting Finnish 

education abroad. As presented in the PEST analysis, the difference between the voice and 

accountability of the Finnish governance indicator and the UAE governance indicator is 

tremendous (96,7% vs. 19%). At a more micro level, ADEC (the project owner) and 

EduCluster (the project contractor) do not seem to have a long history of cooperation with 

each other, and trust is said to be accumulated over time. Over and above, there are 

different perceptions of trust - what is appropriate in one culture is not necessarily 

appropriate in another. The “teacher-assisted cheating” as an example, is neither socially 

nor legally acceptable in Finland. Again, these context-specific conditions add more 

uniqueness as well as challenges to the subject. 

Comparing international project business with other operational mode, high flexibility is 

one feature that project businesses possess of. However, there are potential challenges on 

what issues can be flexible and to what extent, especially in the Finnish context, as Finland 

is a well-structured and law-obedient country. Finland has great leadership in education 

development yet it needs to take flexibility into account in education exports. This might 

be a challenge if stakeholders (i.e. policy makers and educators) have different interests or 

fail to achieve a common consensus. The UK and Australia have been long in the 

education business and are able to consciously eliminate obstacles in law and focus on 

increasing the number of foreign students (translated from Siikanen, 2014). In Finland, 

schools have great autonomy that is not interfered. Likewise, it is questionable how much 

can the law be modified for business. 
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Finland has little experience in education export, unlike the other countries such as the 

UK, Canada and USA who have been in the industry for a long time. Naidoo’s framework 

for Development of economical possibilities of the education (see Figure 8 below) 

demonstrates a development trend in the education industry.  

 

Figure 8. Change in Industry Dynamics (Source: Siikanen 2014, referred to Naidoo, V. 2006) 

There is the status quo starting from year 2005, which lasts for around five years. Followed 

by the increased competition phase that lasts from five to ten years. According to the 

framework, the competition phase is during year 2010-2020. The last phase is the capacity 

development phase, which is to be starting no earlier than 2015 but latest by year 2020. 

According to Naidoo’s framework and Siikanen’s analysis, Finland enters the market in 

the second phase (Siikanen, 2014). This means that there is an increasing competition 

Finland has to deal, despite lacking international business experiences and missing the first 

phase. Indeed, having many other international education companies around results in 

greater competition. The positive thing is that there is substantial room for capacity 

development since the industry is young. 

Finland lacks strong skills and competence in international business. In the document 

Strategy for the Internationalization of Higher Education Institutions in Finland 2009-

2015, it is clearly pointed out that the inefficiency in the exporting of the Finnish 
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educational expertise is a result of “Lack of advertising! Finland has excellent education 

levels, world-class researchers, businesses, and products, yet who knows this outside of 

Finland?” Thus, it is suggested by some that, “Marketing has to be realistic and based on 

the genuine strengths of Finnish education”. University administration also claims that, 

“with regard to educational export, we need cross-administrative cooperation and 

activating of existing export promotion bodies” (Ministry of Education, 2009). Clearly 

strengthening business skills and collaborating with others are areas to be worked on. 

Keeping in mind the characteristics of international project business and reflecting on Amit 

and Schoemaker’s management theories, no matter what concrete actions are to be taken, 

Finland must make justifiable managerial decisions. Finland must take into consideration 

the uncertainty, complexity and intraorganizational conflicts (Amit & Schoemaker, 1993) 

in decision-making. This respectively means that  

1) The decision makers (in exporting Finnish education abroad) have to learn about 

various issues; to anticipate and cope with the challenges and changes occurring in 

the client country’s macro-environment and how factors such as economy, 

regulation, social-cultural factors would impact on education export; anticipate 

other countries’ actions and reactions to the Finnish education export; and take into 

account the preferences of different customer segments in the client country, 

including direct customers such as the governments, enterprises, schools, other 

public or private organizations and institutions, as well as the end users, namely the 

pupils. 

2) Finnish exporters would have to understand the interrelated causes that shape the 

country’s macro environments such as the economic, regulatory, social-cultural and 

technological development. 

3) Finnish decision makers must, therefore, understand the conflicts among 

themselves as decision makers and between themselves and others who are 

involved or would be affected. These conflicts could arise in different phases of the 

process – conflicts of interest, conflicts of incentives and conflicts of values. 

No matter how well this case project will be executed to the end, and regardless of the 

challenges that it has or will encounter, at least Finland is learning and building up its 
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network for future project business. Owusu et al. say, “A single project sale is 

considered a discrete form of direct involvement in a foreign market yet it provides 

opportunities for network interactions that can facilitate further project business 

openings” (Owusu et al, 2007). 
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5. RELIABILITY AND LIMITATION OF THE RESEARCH 

Knowing the difficulties in combining theories from both education and business on this 

relatively less researched topic, I have tried to construct the thesis firmly and embed 

multifaceted data into it. EPA as the empirical case in this thesis is yet a very first 

international education export project, its contemporary nature must be kept in mind, and it 

should not be seen as a footprint that all similar projects would follow. Even though this 

study is far from generalizable to every other context, it provides an index of matters that a 

researcher interested in some other context can start from. Further, if Finnish education 

would be exported to a country similar to UAE, some of the results can be generalizable to 

a certain extent. Readers shall be nevertheless cautious with generalizations. 

The strength of using the RBV in identifying key resources and capabilities of the Finnish 

education system is that it helps to analyze all the Finnish education success “factors” from 

the resource point of view – whether it is the tangible assets (physical-, financial-, and 

human resources), or the intangible assets (the capability to develop and deploy assets). 

The limitation of using RBV is that it pays less attention to other attributes such as 

networks. For further research, one can look more into internationalization theories, for 

instance, those, which also stress the role of resources, knowledge, international experience, 

and strategic relationships and alliances in the process, including the network view (NV), 

and the international entrepreneurship view (IE) (Ahokangas et al, 2010).  

In the PEST analysis of UAE, data selected to describe the national factors is mostly from 

well-known international organizations and institutions such as the World Bank, the 

UNESCO Institute of Statistics and the OECD. Certainly the accuracy of regional or 

national data is questionable, as is often the case. Yet it works well since it is more 

important to help readers understand the general context of UAE than providing precise 

information with the analysis in this thesis. The socio-cultural analysis remains challenging 

since it covers vast issues in the complex context. As Krippendorff puts it, there almost 

always remains a considerable gap between what the content analysts retrieve and what is 

relevant (Krippendorff, 2004, p.348).  
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Hofstede and Hofstede’s 5D model helps to systematically present some possible 

cultural differences between UAE and Finland, which are very useful in constructing a 

foundation to imagine difficulties in fusing the two education practices. However, the 

criticisms of the theory must be considered. The key differences for each dimension 

(presented in Chapter 3.2.3) are described to a very detailed extent in their book; it is 

crucial to reflect upon these key differences with a critical approach. For instance, “more 

money is preferred over more leisure time” is included in the description of masculine 

culture (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005, p.147) and “there is an emotional needs to be busy 

and an inner urge to work hard” is included in the description of culture with more 

uncertainty avoidance (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005, p.189). Although compared to Finland, 

UAE is a more masculine country with higher uncertainty avoidance, whether or not these 

characteristics can be applied in the case of UAE remains arguable. In other words, one 

can learn about an unfamiliar culture at a general level with Hofstede and Hofstede’s 5D 

model, but one shall also remember, “if you believe everything you read, better not read”. 

To identify challenges in exporting the Finnish education overseas, challenges are divided 

into three areas. These areas of challenges are studied with regard to: maintaining the 

Finnish education quality and reputation; adapting the Finnish education practice in UAE; 

as well as executing EPA as an international project business. This means that other areas 

of challenges are not included in the scope of study. With regard to the empirical case, it 

shall be noted that it is not suggested to generalize all the education export cases since the 

research results can be different in different contexts. However, this thesis draws a sketch 

for the readers to understand Finnish education as a product and how it is adapted in the 

case of EPA. 

Due to the limited information available from the empirical case, there is little room to 

strengthen the reliability of the research findings within the scope of a master thesis. 

Krippendorff also acknowledges that, after all, content analysts have to be satisfied with 

what is made available to them (Krippendorff, 2004, p.348). Nevertheless, a wide range of 

material was explored in attempts to improve validity of the study, including a large 

amount of reliable statistics and other quantitative information.  
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Be it better or worse, the consequences of exporting education must be reviewed from 

an ethical perspective. It is widely acknowledged that education is a site of conflict and 

struggle because of the relationship between culture and power, the interrelationships of 

economic, political, and cultural spheres, and the multiple and contradictory dynamics of 

power among and within social movements (Arnove & Torres, 2007). The consequences of 

introducing an education system to another culture context must be aforethought. The 

ethical consideration of education export can be further studied with a number of 

significant theoretical frameworks such as the comparative education, postcolonial studies, 

and development theory. 
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6. CONCLUSION 

This paper aims to map out the challenges in exporting Finnish education in the form of 

international project business to a designated context (in this thesis, it refers to UAE). The 

research question “what are the potential challenges of exporting Finnish education 

abroad in the case of the Finnish schools in UAE?” is discussed taking into account both 

education and business perspectives. 

Krippendorff points out that the challenge for content analysts is to find clear and 

communicable descriptions of coders’ backgrounds so that other analysts can select coders 

with backgrounds similar to those in the original research (Krippendorff, 2004, p.348). In 

order to avoid complication in communicating theories from two academic disciplinary 

and to produce a more clear and concise thesis, the research question is divided into three 

areas of studies. These three areas are, respectively, the challenge in maintaining Finnish 

education quality and reputation; the challenge in adapting the Finnish education in UAE; 

and the challenge of managing the business as a project.  

In identifying the key resources and capabilities Finland has in its education system, the 

Resource Based View theory (RBV) is applied. Although the resources and capabilities in 

the Finnish education system are studied as widely as possible, it is not manageable to list 

all aspects precisely and inclusively in one master’s thesis. The research results show that 

Finland has some good resources in terms of educational knowhow, financial and physical 

assets, human capital assets, and the capabilities to manage, deploy and develop these 

assets. Nonetheless, there are fierce difficulties in sustaining and developing these 

resources and capabilities, which become the first challenge – maintaining the good 

Finnish education reputation and quality. 

The PEST framework is utilized to analyze the UAE’s macro environment from the 

political, economic, socio-cultural and technological dimensions. The analysis indicates a 

number of possible obstacles in terms of executing the project and adapting the Finnish 

education system to UAE. Among other things, the comparison of the governance 

indicators in the political analysis shows that there are compelling gaps in terms of rule of 
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law and voice and accountability between the UAE and the Finnish governance. The 

economic analysis concludes that it is important to invest in education but more 

importantly is how the invested resources are deployed. The socio-cultural analysis 

indicates that differences in power distance, gender issues, school structure, and school 

culture can all lead to challenges for fusing the Finnish education practice with the local 

one. The technological analysis stresses that even if technology resources are sufficient in 

schools, there might be a lack of competence in technology usage and development, in 

addition to the different attitudes and levels of comfort among teachers in technology 

integration. 

One remarkable point to be made here is that, even if the key resources and capabilities in 

the Finnish education system could be successfully duplicated, its outcome cannot be 

ensured. The culture of trust, as a magnificent attribute in the Finnish education success, 

cannot be taken for granted. Neither can it be bought or sold, imitated or substituted. As 

how Arnove and Torres (2007) put it, “Although certain principles may be deduced from 

the study of school systems in other societies that may be applicable to another country; 

one cannot simply uproot elements of one society and expect them to flourish in the soil of 

another society.” 

There are enormous complexities and interrelations between and among resources and 

context. Incontrovertibly the success factors behind Finnish education are intertwined 

politically, culturally and economically with other sectors of society. Challenges in 

education export lie at various levels. To achieve true improvement in education taking 

Finland as a model, one must always remember, “there is no single key factor behind the 

Finnish successful performance in PISA. It is a whole network of interrelated factors which 

involve students’ own interest and leisure activities, the learning opportunities provided by 

schools, parental support and involvement as well as the social and cultural context of 

learning and the entire education system combined with each other.” (Välijärvi et al, 2003).   

With regard to international project business, the characteristics of complexity, uncertainty, 

discontinuity and uniqueness in international projects reflect various potential challenges in 

the case project. Due to its duration-limited nature, it is more difficult to achieve 

significant education outcomes. The unfamiliar business culture and practices in UAE can 
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result in greater complexities and uncertainties to the project. Especially since Finland 

has little experience in education export and relatively weak skills in international business, 

project management is predicted to be challenging. To cope with the identified challenges 

and risks, government officers, managers and other stakeholders in decision-making 

position must develop their knowledge and skills to make informed and justifiable 

decisions during all processes involved in internationalizing the Finnish education. 

To conclude, education export can be seen as a substantial business in Finland with its 

various competitive advantages, but its business operation must take into account the 

educational point of view. Disregarding educational consideration or lacking a coherent 

understanding of educational issues, true development cannot be achieved even it succeeds 

business wise. Much as it is important to understanding education export from the 

education perspective, it is also crucial to have business skills and competencies in running 

such an international collaboration project, for that managerial reasons affect project 

success to a great degree.  

Consequences of implanting an education system to another culture context can have a 

tremendous influence; therefore, education export must be studied with an ethical 

perspective with careful deliberation. Nevertheless, when education export is carried out 

well, not only does it benefit UAE, it also enables Finland to bring back valuable 

experiences which will enhance its international skills and competencies. Most importantly, 

Finland will be able to truly reflect on its education system - what really works, even in 

another context far away from its own? The trade relationship between education-importer 

and exporter thus can be reciprocal at another level. Indeed, put aside challenges, education 

export, as a way of enabling us to learn from other education systems can help equip us 

with tools and knowledge to better develop our education and our societies. 

"Properly done, comparative education can deepen understanding of our own 

education and society; it can be of assistance to policymakers and administrators; 

and it can form a most valuable part of the education of teachers. Expressed 

another way, comparative education can help us understand better our own past, 

locate ourselves more exactly in the present, and discern a little more clearly what 

our educational future may be." - Harold Noah, 1984      
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APPENDICES 

Appendix 1 

 
Educational institutions of the school system and numbers of students by type of 

educational institution in 2012 

Source: Statistics Finland (2013a) 

Type of educational institution Number Change from 
previous year 1) 

Students 2) 

11 Comprehensive schools 3) 2 644 -73 520 000 

12 Comprehensive school level special education schools 110 -8 5 600 

15 Upper secondary general schools 381 -7 118 000 

19 Comprehensive and upper secondary general level schools 3) 41 - 26 600 

21 Vocational institutes 124 -5 176 200 

22 Special needs vocational institutes 6 - 5 200 

23 Specialised vocational institutes 34 0 28 600 

24 Vocational adult education centres 26 - 36 700 

28 Fire, police and security service institutes 1 - 300 

29 Military vocational institutes 13 - .. 

41 Polytechnics 27 - 147 700 

42 Universities 16 - 168 200 

43 Military academies 1 - 800 

61 Music schools and colleges 88 - 66 700 

62 Sports institutes 14 - 4 600 

63 Folk high schools 80 -2 20 700 

64 Adult education centres 195 -1 526 700 

65 Study circle centres 10 - 33 700 

66 Summer universities 20 - 34 900 

99 Other educational institutions 7 - 600 

Total 3 838 -96 1 921 800 
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Appendix 2  

Description of the Worldwide Governance Indicators 

Source: The World Bank (2014) 

Control of Corruption captures perceptions of the extent to which public power is exercised for private gain, 

including both petty and grand forms of corruption, as well as "capture" of the state by elites and private 

interests. 

Government Effectiveness captures perceptions of the quality of public services, the quality of the civil 

service and the degree of its independence from political pressures, the quality of policy formulation and 

implementation, and the credibility of the government's commitment to such policies. Percentile rank 

indicates the country's rank among all countries covered by the aggregate indicator, with 0 corresponding to 

lowest rank, and 100 to highest rank. Percentile ranks have been adjusted to correct for changes over time in 

the composition of the countries covered by the WGI. 

Political Stability and Absence of Violence/Terrorism captures perceptions of the likelihood that the 

government will be destabilized or overthrown by unconstitutional or violent means, including politically-

motivated violence and terrorism. Percentile rank indicates the country's rank among all countries covered by 

the aggregate indicator, with 0 corresponding to lowest rank, and 100 to highest rank. Percentile ranks have 

been adjusted to correct for changes over time in the composition of the countries covered by the WGI. 

Regulatory Quality captures perceptions of the ability of the government to formulate and implement sound 

policies and regulations that permit and promote private sector development. Percentile rank indicates the 

country's rank among all countries covered by the aggregate indicator, with 0 corresponding to lowest rank, 

and 100 to highest rank. Percentile ranks have been adjusted to correct for changes over time in the 

composition of the countries covered by the WGI. 

Rule of Law captures perceptions of the extent to which agents have confidence in and abide by the rules of 

society, and in particular the quality of contract enforcement, property rights, the police, and the courts, as 

well as the likelihood of crime and violence. Percentile rank indicates the country's rank among all countries 

covered by the aggregate indicator, with 0 corresponding to lowest rank, and 100 to highest rank. Percentile 

ranks have been adjusted to correct for changes over time in the composition of the countries covered by the 

WGI. 

Voice and Accountability captures perceptions of the extent to which a country's citizens are able to 

participate in selecting their government, as well as freedom of expression, freedom of association, and a free 

media. Percentile rank indicates the country's rank among all countries covered by the aggregate indicator, 

with 0 corresponding to lowest rank, and 100 to highest rank. Percentile ranks have been adjusted to correct 

for changes over time in the composition of the countries covered by the WGI. 
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Appendix 3 

Data of UAE’s economy 

Source: World Bank (2014) 
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Appendix 4 

A comparison of project business with other internationalization modes 

Source: Owusu, Sanhu & Kock (2007) 

 



 

79 
 

Appendix 5 

The Result of the HLM model for Finland and for OECD countries on average in 

PISA 2003 mathematical literacy 

Source: Välijärvi et al (2003) 
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Appendix 6 

Teaching and learning methods relating to creative skills for future competitiveness 

and sustainable development 

Source: Sahlberg & Oldroyd (2010) 
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