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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
This report explores how international students at Copenhagen Business School (CBS) experience well-being while navigating 
the uncertainties of studying in a new country, and what role social connections play in that process. The report is based on 16 
semi-structured qualitative interviews with international students at both bachelor’s and master’s level, including EU and non-
EU students. The report draws on two complementary theoretical perspectives: a relational capabilities framework and the 
concept of psychological safety. Across the interviews, students consistently described relationships within study groups, 
friendships, and opportunities for meaningful interaction as central to their experiences of well-being. At the same time, building 
social connections proved far from straightforward. Danish social closedness, language-based segmentation on campus, and 
group work practices shape students’ opportunities to establish the kinds of relationships that support participation, belonging 
and well-being. For non-EU students in particular, financial pressures and visa-related uncertainties added an additional layer of 
complexity to an already demanding transition. The findings suggest that social connection functions as the primary mechanism 
through which international students navigate difficulty, seek orientation, and develop the capacity to engage with uncertainty 
together with others. In this sense, well-being appears closely connected to students’ opportunities to participate in communities, 
draw on relationships, and remain engaged with others while navigating unfamiliar environments. The report concludes with 
three recommendations: strengthening opportunities for connection during study start and beyond, strengthening study groups 
as communities of support and belonging, and supporting teachers in creating inclusive and psychologically safe learning 
environments.  
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2. INTRODUCTION 
Student well-being has become an increasingly important concern for universities across the world (Baik et al., 2015; Cooke et 
al., 2006). Rising levels of stress, loneliness, uncertainty, and psychological distress among students have prompted growing 
attention to how higher education institutions can support students not only academically, but also in navigating the broader 
challenges of student life. At CBS, these questions are central to the work of the CBS Well-being Lab, an academic initiative 
dedicated to understanding and strengthening student well-being through research, teaching, and community-building.1 The Lab 
is grounded in the conviction that well-being emerges through students’ opportunities and capabilities to participate in 
communities, build meaningful relationships, and navigate uncertainties together with others. 
 
International students constitute a particularly interesting group when studying student well-being because they navigate multiple 
transitions simultaneously (Dai, 2023; Maharaj et al., 2025; Mullen & Li, 2025; Soong & Maheepala, 2023). Moving to a new 
country involves, among other things, the navigation of an unfamiliar education system, a new cultural context, and numerous 
practical challenges ranging from housing and financial matters to visa-related concerns, alongside the task of building an entirely 
new social network. For many students, these transitions unfold all at once, often under conditions of considerable uncertainty. 
While previous research has documented a range of challenges associated with studying abroad (Banjong, 2015; Brown & 
Holloway, 2008), this report seeks to understand how international students themselves experience well-being in their everyday 
life at CBS. Our interest lies in the lived experiences and reflections of students, and in what these reveal about the opportunities 
and capabilities through which international students navigate uncertainty, build relationships, and develop a sense of belonging 
while studying in a new country. 
 
The empirical basis of the report is 16 semi-structured qualitative interviews with international students, both EU and non-EU, 
enrolled in bachelor’s and master’s programs at CBS. The report draws primarily on the students’ own accounts, interpreted 
through two complementary theoretical perspectives. The first is the relational capabilities framework developed in recent work on 
student well-being (Michaelsen et al., 2026), which identifies three relational capabilities - critical judgment, response-ability, and 
generosity - as important for how students engage with themselves and others under conditions of uncertainty, vulnerability, and 
interdependence. The second is psychological safety (Edmondson, 1999), which helps illuminate the relational conditions under 
which students feel able to ask questions, seek support, express uncertainty, and participate without fear of negative judgement. 
Based on these perspectives, the report asks:  
 
How do international students at Copenhagen Business School experience well-being while navigating the uncertainties of studying in a new country? 

 
By addressing this question, the report aims to contribute both to CBS’s ongoing work with student well-being and to broader 
discussions about how universities can create educational environments that support belonging, participation, and meaningful 
social connection among international students.  
 
The report is structured as follows. We begin with the theoretical framework that informs our analysis, followed by the 
methodological approach and an introduction to the interviewees and the context in which their experiences unfold. The findings 
are then presented in two parts: the first explores what shapes international student well-being more broadly, attending to both 
what enables and what challenges it; the second focuses on social connection as both a central need and a persistent source of 
difficulty in the international student experience. The report concludes with a discussion of the findings’ implications for CBS 
and a set of recommendations for how the university can further strengthen the conditions that support belonging, participation, 
and meaningful connection among international students.  

 
1 For more information about the CBS Well-being Lab, see: https://wellbeinglab.cbs.dk/  

https://wellbeinglab.cbs.dk/
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3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
The report draws on two complementary theoretical perspectives: the relational capabilities framework and psychological safety. 
Both perspectives direct attention towards the social and relational conditions through which people participate in communities, 
seek support, express uncertainty, and engage with others. Together, these perspectives inform both the interpretation of the 
empirical findings and the recommendations that follow. In this report, we therefore focus on the relational conditions through 
which international students participate in academic and social communities and find their footing within a new academic, social, 
and cultural environment.  
 

3.1. RELATIONAL CAPABILITIES FRAMEWORK 
 
Research on student well-being has often focused on individual characteristics such as resilience, coping strategies, self-
management, or psychological resources. While these perspectives provide important insights, they tend to locate well-being 
primarily within the individual student (Baik et al., 2016; Tan et al., 2024). Recent work within the CBS Well-being Lab has 
argued for a more relational understanding of well-being (Michaelsen et al., 2026; Pedersen & Fischer, 2024). From this 
perspective, well-being is not simply something individuals possess or achieve on their own. Rather, the relational capabilities 
framework understands well-being as connected to students’ opportunities and capacities to engage with uncertainty together 
with others.   
 
This perspective is particularly relevant when considering the experiences of international students. Moving to a new country 
involves more than an academic transition. Students find themselves simultaneously navigating a new educational system, a new 
social environment, unfamiliar cultural norms, practical challenges, and often significant distance from family and existing 
support networks. Such experiences inevitably involve uncertainty, vulnerability, and periods of disorientation. Importantly, a 
relational perspective does not suggest that well-being depends on eliminating uncertainty. Instead, it proposes that well-being 
is tied to the capacity to engage with uncertainty by sharing it with others, leaning on relationships, and daring to show 
vulnerability. Rooted in the relational philosophies of Søren Kierkegaard, Jean-Luc Nancy, and Rosalyn Diprose, recent work 
on relational well-being has therefore introduced the relational capabilities framework: a set of capacities that enable individuals 
to remain engaged with themselves and others under conditions of uncertainty and vulnerability (Michaelsen et al., 2026). These 
include critical judgment, response-ability, and generosity.  
 
Critical judgment concerns the capacity to remain reflective without becoming trapped in comparison or self-surveillance. 
Response-ability concerns the capacity to remain present and responsive to others under conditions of uncertainty and 
vulnerability. Generosity concerns the willingness to make oneself available to others by sharing uncertainty, inviting dialogue, 
and remaining open to being affected by and affecting others. Together, these capabilities provide opportunities to share 
uncertainty, seek orientation, and remain connected to others while navigating unfamiliar situations. The framework thus helps 
illuminate the relational conditions through which students become part of communities and develop relationships that support 
participation, belonging, and well-being. 
 

3.2. PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY AS RELATIONAL CONDITION 
 
Psychological safety has been defined as a shared belief that interpersonal risk-taking is safe (Edmondson, 1999). It refers to 
social environments in which individuals feel able to ask questions, seek help, admit uncertainty, express concerns, and contribute 
ideas without fear of embarrassment, rejection, or negative judgment. Previous research within the CBS Well-being Lab has 
shown that students often refrain from asking questions, sharing uncertainties, or seeking help when they fear negative judgment 
from others. Such dynamics influence learning, collaboration, and experiences of well-being (Pedersen & Fischer, 2024), and can 
lead to silence, isolation, and reduced participation, even when support is available. For international students, psychological 
safety may be particularly important. Entering a new educational and cultural environment inevitably involves not knowing all 
the rules, expectations, and norms that structure everyday university life. Students frequently find themselves needing to ask 
questions, seek clarification, and acknowledge gaps in their knowledge or understanding, all of which involve interpersonal risk-
taking. Psychological safety therefore concerns whether students feel able to participate and engage despite the challenges and 
uncertainties they face, making it a particularly relevant lens for understanding the international student experience at CBS.  
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4. METHODOLOGY 
This study adopts a qualitative research design, grounded in an interpretivist approach that prioritizes the perspectives and lived 
experiences of interviewees. Rather than seeking generalizable findings, the aim is to develop a rich and contextually grounded 
understanding of how international students at CBS experience well-being and what role social connections play in that process. 
The following sections describe the data collection process, the analytical approach, and the study context in which the interviews 
were conducted.  
 

4.1. DATA COLLECTION 
 
One of the authors of this report collected the data through 16 semi-structured interviews with international students at CBS, 
all of which were conducted online. Semi-structured interviews were chosen as the primary data collection method as they 
allowed for open-ended exploration of students’ experiences while maintaining a consistent focus across the dataset (Cassel, 
2015). The authors developed the interview guide together prior to data collection, covering key areas including students’ 
motivation for coming to CBS, their understanding of student well-being, their experiences of academic and social life, and their 
reflections on what CBS could do differently to support international students. 
 
The same author recruited interviewees through a combination of purposive and snowball sampling (Parker et al., 2019). 
Announcements about the study were shared across various CBS platforms, and several faculty members circulated the call for 
participants within their classes or referred individual international students directly to the researcher who conducted the 
interviews. At the close of each interview, the researcher invited all the interviewees to share information about the study within 
their own networks, which led to the recruitment of additional interviewees through peer referral. As participation was entirely 
voluntary, the sample may lean towards those who had particularly salient experiences or stronger opinions about international 
student well-being. While the sample is varied in terms of nationality, program level, and EU status, it does not claim to represent 
the full diversity of international students across all programs at CBS, and some programs are more heavily represented than 
others, reflecting the practical constraints of the recruitment process rather than a deliberate sampling decision. The 16 
interviewees were studying at both bachelor’s and master’s level and included both EU and non-EU students. All interviews 
were conducted in English and lasted approximately 30 minutes.  
 

4.2. DATA ANALYSIS 
 
The data were analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis framework, which provides a systematic yet flexible 
approach to identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns within qualitative data. The analysis followed the six phases outlined 
by Braun and Clarke: familiarization with the data, generating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and 
naming themes, and producing the report.  
 
Familiarization with the data began during the data collection process. The researcher who conducted all 16 interviews took 
notes under each interview question during the interviews, maintaining close and active engagement with the data as it was being 
produced. Following the completion of all interviews, she compiled the responses to each interview question across all 
participants, creating question-based clusters. For each cluster, the researcher wrote summative analytical notes identifying 
recurring patterns, notable observations, and what stood out analytically. These notes and related quotes constituted the initial 
codes, grounded directly in the language and content of interviewees’ responses.  
 
The resulting analytical notes were shared with the second author, who reviewed them and contributed to the development of 
the thematic structure of the report. Through discussion, the authors moved away from a question-by-question presentation of 
findings towards a cross-question thematic organization, grouping the data around themes that emerged most consistently across 
the dataset. As themes were developed and refined in the later phases of the analysis, the theoretical perspectives of psychological 
safety and the relational capabilities framework informed the interpretive process, helping to illuminate the relational conditions 
shaping international students’ experiences of well-being. The final phase involved translating the developed themes into a 
coherent written account, integrating interviewees’ own words with these theoretical perspectives to produce the findings and 
discussion presented in this report.    
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4.3. STUDY CONTEXT: WHO ARE THE INTERVIEWEES AND WHY 
ARE THEY HERE?  
 
The 16 interviewees in this study are all international students at CBS, coming from a range of countries across Europe and 
beyond, studying at both bachelor’s and master’s level. Their decision to come to CBS was neither accidental nor spontaneous. 
Nearly all interviewees mentioned a specific study program as their primary reason for choosing CBS, with the city of 
Copenhagen functioning as a meaningful but secondary incentive. Free education, available to EU citizens, also played an 
enabling role for most interviewees, though rarely as a standalone motivation. For a smaller number of interviewees, having a 
friend or family member already in Denmark provided a social anchor that made the decision to come feel less intimidating. The 
most important observation, however, is not the specific categories of motivation but the broader pattern they reveal: most 
interviewees came to CBS through a deliberate and highly motivated choice. These are not students who happened to end up at 
CBS. They actively sought out this educational experience and arrived with positive expectations. This provides important 
context for understanding their later experiences at CBS.  
 
When asked whether international student well-being deserved specific attention, interviewees mostly agreed that it does, though 
some reflected on whether support should be specifically targeted at internationals or extended to all students equally. Their 
reasoning pointed consistently to the same observation: international students face an additional layer of challenges on top of 
those experienced by local students. Building new social networks from scratch, integrating into a new culture, navigating 
unfamiliar systems, and being far from existing support structures all compound the ordinary demands of student life. Their 
accounts pointed to a shared experience of what might be described as multiple simultaneous transitions: arriving in a new 
country means navigating a new academic system, a new culture, a new language, new practical demands such as housing and 
bureaucratic paperwork, and the labor of building an entirely new social circle, all at once. As one interviewee put it, “you are 
juggling a lot of things at the same time” (Interview 10). For non-EU students especially, this is further compounded by financial 
pressures such as tuition fees and the uncertainty of visa arrangements, and the weight of family sacrifice, adding yet another 
layer to an already demanding transition. In that way, the distinct EU and non-EU student experiences also create a qualitatively 
different relationship to the question of international student well-being.  
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5. FINDINGS 
The findings are presented in two parts drawing on the thematic patterns that emerged across 16 interviews with international 
students at CBS. The aim here is to move beneath the surface of individual accounts and identify what they collectively reveal 
about the experience of well-being in this organizational and cultural context.  

 
5.1. PART 1 – WHAT SHAPES INTERNATIONAL STUDENT WELL-
BEING: ENABLING AND CHALLENGING EXPERIENCES AT CBS  
 
Arriving at CBS as an international student is, by any measure, a demanding experience. A new country, a new academic system, 
a new language of daily life, and the task of building a social world from scratch, all at once. The interviewees in this study 
described this experience in rich and varied accounts, pointing to a wide range of conditions that shaped how they experienced 
well-being at CBS. This part explores what helped and what challenged them, before turning in Part 2 to the dimension of their 
experience that emerged most consistently across the interviews: social connection.  
 

5.1.1. What CBS offers: enabling experiences 
 
CBS offered several features that interviewees described as genuinely enabling. The English-first environment was consistently 
described as meaningful. As one interviewee said, “Everything is in English, and that was something that I was very positively surprised by 
because of course, like the language of our lectures is English, but most of the programs at CBS are in Danish but still even the posters, information, 
emails are in English, even signs, maps at campus” (Interview 13). For international students who do not speak Danish, this created a 
campus where full participation felt more accessible, functioning as a meaningful enabler of participation in campus life. Career 
counselling services were similarly appreciated. One interviewee described how the CBS career services helped them transform 
their CV in ways that made the Danish job market feel navigable: “it made me feel like I had a foot in the industry already, even just having 
the baseline understanding.” (Interview 5). Another interviewee valued the physical campus itself as a space of quality and stability: 
“I really like it at CBS, and it improves my well-being that it is a modern building. It is a nice campus to just step into. I like being on campus. I live 
very close to it, and I often spend time there when it would not be a must to do” (Interview 8). For students adapting to life in a new country, 
the campus was often described as more than a place for attending classes. It provided a familiar setting in which daily routines 
could develop, and social interactions could take place. 
 
Not all interviewees experienced CBS in the same way, and this variation was often less about the university as a whole than 
about the specific program a student was enrolled in. Some programs had a strong social culture, with discussion-based classes, 
regular gatherings, and a mix of academic and social activities that created natural opportunities for connection. “There is a lot of 
social gatherings within my study program. There is a lot of like a good mix of social, just hanging out activities, like board game activities. But also, 
academic activity... I think that really improved my well-being, especially in the beginning” (Interview 6). Another interviewee similarly 
described that “most of the classes we have in our program are very much discussion-based and very much group-work-based, so that makes it a very 
social program which I really enjoy” (Interview 9). Yet this was not a shared experience among interviewees. Students in programs 
where classes, group work, and program activities offered fewer opportunities for social connection described a lonelier 
environment, pointing to an uneven landscape of well-being within the same university. What these accounts suggest is that the 
social fabric of a program, the degree to which connection is woven into classes, group work, and shared program activities 
rather than left to students’ individual initiative, can meaningfully shape the well-being of the students within it.  
 

5.1.2. Navigating the unfamiliar: challenging experiences upon arrival 
 
The challenges interviewees described were varied, and many pointed to experiences of navigating what was simply new and 
unfamiliar. Several international students highlighted a period of disorientation upon arrival, not because CBS was unwelcoming, 
but because the academic system operates on a set of implicit rules that are not always made explicit to incoming international 
students. “You will come into it very fresh and new, so it is a lot of new things, both the system, the first exams... it is not because it is more difficult, 
but it is because it is just new” (Interview 4). Another student described the shock of encountering a feedback culture very different 
from what they had known: “the Danish grading system is quite different, especially because there is not a lot of feedback. It is more like ‘yeah you 
got this grade’ and that is it. It is not, in my opinion, very objective sometimes. So, it can be quite shocking, especially for me coming from a culture and 
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a place where we are very number-oriented” (Interview 10). Others described a more practical form of disorientation, simply not 
knowing where to go or who to ask. “In the beginning I felt a bit lost... being a full-time student, there is no person that helps you and sometimes 
you can feel kind of lost” (Interview 15). One student put the emotional weight of this experience this way: “adapting and just being 
confused is probably the biggest two challenges I have had to face, and I felt like I went through it alone” (Interview 7). 
 
The summer period surfaced as a particularly underserved moment in the international student experience. “I felt like I was going 
through a very hard period during the summer. And I felt like there was just not a lot of support around that in CBS in general... especially over the 
summer because the expectation is ‘oh yeah people are not here in summer.’ But for people who are here, it is then difficult” (Interview 3). For 
international students who remain in Copenhagen over the summer, this period can feel isolating, and the support structures 
that exist during the academic year do not extend to cover it.  
 

5.1.3. Social connections as the foundation of well-being 
 
Although interviewees described a range of organizational resources as valuable, the experiences they highlighted most often 
involved relationships with other people. One interviewee described this clearly: “It is very nice sometimes when you are facing all these 
transitions ... it is nice to connect with other internationals that are going through the same because you do not feel like you are facing this alone. You 
see other people have done it, and other people have managed to succeed at it. So, it kind of motivates you, too” (Interview 10). Whether that was 
a friend, a group work partner, or a program with enough social life woven into it, that connection emerged almost naturally, 
the pattern was consistent. “I have kept sort of the same friends that I met in the introduction week throughout my entire bachelor’s degree. So, I 
thought that was very helpful” (Interview 11). Another interviewee described how individual friendships, slowly built over more than 
a year, were what ultimately transformed their experience: “having these individual connections and having more of an understanding [with] 
one another, even if it is just three or four friends, they have made all the difference” (Interview 5). What made difficulty feel most acute, on 
the other hand, was not the absence of support services but the absence of people, the experience of facing something hard 
without anyone beside you who understood what you were going through. As one interviewee reflected, “if you don’t have a network, 
you can get isolated” (Interview 16).  
 
These accounts point towards a central concern that runs through the entirety of this study: the role of social connection in 
shaping international student well-being. It is this concern that the second part of the findings takes up directly. 
 

5.2. PART 2 – SOCIAL CONNECTION AS BOTH A NEED AND A 
CHALLENGE  
 
The first part of the findings showed that social connection emerged as the most important dimension of international student 
well-being at CBS. However, the interviews also reveal that building social connections is not straightforward. This part explores 
what stood in the way of social connection, and the conditions through which it became possible.   
 

5.2.1. Belonging and social integration 
 
Danish social life is organized around long-established networks, and entry into those networks from the outside is genuinely 
hard. “Most of them actually know each other from school, even from kindergarten, so they keep being in the same group” (Interview 2). The 
interviewees did not experience this as hostility. They were largely careful to distinguish between Danish social closedness as a 
cultural pattern and any intentional exclusion.  
 

“If I am putting myself in their shoes, I think I would behave the same given that I know my friends, I am in my own country and I speak 
my language” (Interview 2).  
 
“Culturally it is sometimes very tough to get connected with Danes” (Interview 3). 
 
“Denmark is rather a closed society ... it can be a hard process for integration” (Interview 8). 
 
“I encountered it as a bit difficult to get into the social circle of Danes, especially since most of them already know each other since high school 
or Bachelor’s” (Interview 9).  
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“There are a lot of cultural norms that are not explained to you ... in Scandinavia it is harder to make friends” (Interview 16). 

 
In practice, interviewees found themselves mostly on the outside of social circles that had already been formed, often long before 
they arrived, and that were not necessarily open to including newcomers.  
 
This social closedness was further reflected in language. Danish, despite CBS being an English-medium university, naturally 
continued to function as the language of informal social life on campus. In hallways, cafeterias, and in moments between classes, 
Danish speakers gravitated towards each other and their native language, which is understandable in a country where Danish is 
the mother tongue. However, for international students, the consequence was a campus that felt quietly divided: a social 
landscape in which they could participate academically and in organized settings, in English, but remained, in many informal 
moments, on the outside. As one interviewee described, “the line I drew between the two groups is language. People who understand each 
other in Danish, and people who do not” (Interview 8). The result was a campus experience in which international students often 
found themselves on one side, and Danes and Nordics on the other, with few opportunities for genuine encounters between 
them. 

“My best friends from my time in Copenhagen are the people that are not Danish and that are all fellow internationals” (Interview 3). 
 
“I would be able to speak with them [locals], but ... it is very strongly segmented in my class as well. So, I actively need to seek the company 
of other internationals because that is what is available ... so, it is a little hard to navigate the social landscape” (Interview 8).  
 
“All my friends currently in Denmark are all internationals. I did not really get to interact with Danish culture... looking back on it now, 
being that it is my last year, I thought that I really missed out on this overall” (Interview 11). 
 
“People around me are all already in groups. They know their people and I was standing still, and I did not know who to go and who to 
talk to” (Interview 12). 
 
“There is a sort of block when it comes to social interaction and that affects a lot your mental well-being because if you do not have a network, 
you can get isolated” (Interview 16). 
 

Notably, the desire to connect across this divide was widespread. Interviewees were not content with international-only social 
circles. They wanted to know Danes, to understand Danish culture from the inside, to feel genuinely integrated rather than 
merely accommodated. The gap between this desire and what was possible in practice constitutes one of the central tensions of 
the international students’ well-being experiences at CBS.  
 
Yet interviewees also described meaningful connections, and these tended to emerge most consistently where the conditions for 
them were built into the structure of daily life. The classroom was one such space. For many interviewees, especially those in the 
early stages of their studies, it was the primary setting where regular contact with peers was possible and where the first, tentative 
steps towards connection could be taken. “Every time you go into class, there will be someone who you sit next to, who asks how your day was 
and that helps a lot to bring you closer” (Interview 12). The classroom also worked as a source of routine and structure in an otherwise 
unfamiliar environment, creating repeated opportunities for the kind of low-risk, casual interactions from which friendships may 
grow. “It gives you a routine to wake up in the morning and go to university. It shapes your day” (Interview 12). For international students 
especially, the classroom often carries extra weight: “It starts in the classroom, that acceptance, the basic level, the first step” (Interview 5). 
In this sense, the classroom functions as the first shared ground on which international students begin to find their footing as 
students at CBS. But proximity alone does not produce connection, and daily contact does not automatically translate into the 
kind of relationship that makes difficulty feel shared. What determines whether it does is, in large part, how students are brought 
together within that space.  
 
Several students described situations in which small acts of inclusion, such as being invited into a conversation, included in a 
social activity, or approached by fellow students, made a significant difference to their experience of belonging. The challenge 
of social connection therefore appears closely linked to the conditions under which students gain access to communities and 
relationships in the first place. This becomes particularly visible in the role that study groups play in international students’ 
experiences at CBS. 
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5.2.2. Study groups as spaces of support and orientation 
 
Of all the mechanisms through which social connection was formed at CBS, group work emerged as one of the most 
consequential, precisely because it does not merely create proximity among students but demands collaboration. It is worth 
noting that group formation practices were not uniform across CBS. The distinction between pre-assigned and self-formed 
groups matters. It means that the students who may need more structured opportunities for connection, those arriving without 
established networks, are often those with the least organizational support in forming them. When teachers assigned groups, the 
burden of finding people for the group work, which interviewees described as one of the most stressful moments of their CBS 
experience, was lifted. Importantly, students were placed alongside people they would not have chosen themselves, which created 
the conditions for the kind of cross-cultural encounter that rarely happened through self-selection. “When the groups are pre-assigned, 
it is great. I had Danes in the group, and I learned a lot from them” (Interview 2). Another interviewee described the relief of being placed 
in a group without having to seek one out: “It was finally a relief that you do not have to stress about finding and collaborating. Now we are 
just put together ... it really positively impacted my well-being. I finally felt that yes, I am contributing to something. I am surrounded by people, and we 
are doing something together” (Interview 4).  
 
When students selected their own groups, the outcome was almost invariably the reproduction of existing social clusters between 
Danish and international students. Internationals grouped with internationals, Danes with Danes, and the integrative potential 
of group work was lost before it had begun. “If we are picking the groups on our own, there is a clear divide: internationals versus Danes. It 
does not help merging them to socialize” (Interview 13). For international students without pre-existing networks, self-selection could 
be distressing. “Finding a group was one of the most stressful moments at CBS” (Interview 9). The CBS approach of leaving group 
formation largely to students, which might be understood as an expression of student autonomy, thus had unintended 
consequences for international students who felt insufficiently equipped to navigate it. What these accounts collectively suggest 
is that group work, when structured well, supports the kind of togetherness that international student well-being depends on. 
And when it is not structured well, it may become one of the most acute sites of exclusion and reduced well-being in the CBS 
experience. 
 
Language also continued to complicate the group work experience even when groups were assigned. Danish speakers sometimes 
defaulted to their native language within mixed groups, leaving non-Danish speakers unable to follow discussions or contribute 
to the work. “We were going in English, English, English and suddenly they were just switching to Danish, and I was not understanding anything” 
(Interview 14). “I felt useless in the setting. Although they are not excluding anyone on purpose, it still makes people feel excluded” (Interview 13). 
Multiple interviewees across different programs and year groups described similar experiences, pointing to a pattern that shaped 
their sense of belonging and participation. Taken together, these accounts suggest that the importance of study groups extends 
beyond academic collaboration. Across the interviews, study groups emerge as spaces where students gain access to information, 
support, and relationships that help them navigate university life. They provide opportunities to ask questions, share uncertainty, 
and learn from others who are facing similar challenges. 
 

5.2.3. Teachers and the educational environment 
 
Teachers emerged as important figures in the social experience of international students. How they managed language in the 
classroom, and how they acknowledged the international composition of their classes shaped how students experienced their 
time at CBS. Interviewees had a shared understanding of what they valued: teachers who assigned groups deliberately, who 
maintained English as the language of instruction and interaction, who did not assume prior knowledge of Danish norms and 
ways of working, and who were approachable enough to be turned to when things were unclear. “Their responsibility is to not assume 
that we know everything and how everything here works” (Interview 7). “When Danish people had a question, they asked in Danish and received 
an answer in Danish. It would have been really nice if the teacher had taken a stance and responded in English” (Interview 14). The diversity of 
the faculty also mattered to interviewees. Those in programs with internationally diverse teaching staff described a different kind 
of classroom experience, one in which international backgrounds were not marked as exceptional but taken for granted as the 
norm. “If all my professors and teachers would just be Danish, I would feel a little bit lost. But it sends a good signal that there is a lot of international 
faculty” (Interview 6). Several interviewees noted that having teachers with diverse nationality and background made them feel 
more included and welcome in CBS’s learning environment, pointing to the role that the composition of the teaching staff plays 
in shaping how international students experience their place within the university. These accounts point to the broader role that 
learning environments play in shaping social connections. Group formation practices, language use, classroom interactions, and 
opportunities for participation all influence students’ ability to establish meaningful relationships with others. 
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6. DISCUSSION AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
This final chapter brings together the key findings, situates them within a broader theoretical and empirical context, and draws 
out the implications for CBS through a set of concrete recommendations. 

 

6.1. DISCUSSION 
 
6.1.1. Social connections as a foundation for international students’ well-being 
 
A recurring pattern across the interviews was the importance that students attributed to social connections in their experiences 
of well-being at CBS. Social connections were associated with a range of experiences that extended beyond friendship and 
companionship. Students described relationships and opportunities for meaningful interaction as important sources of support 
and belonging, through which they gained access to practical knowledge about university life, opportunities to ask questions, 
and support in situations they found challenging or uncertain. Several students also described how relationships with peers 
helped them feel less alone. Sharing challenges with others in similar situations appeared to create a sense of recognition and 
reassurance, particularly during periods marked by uncertainty or transition. These observations resonate with the relational 
capabilities framework, which emphasizes how participation, belonging, and support emerge through relationships. 
 
This finding speaks to a broader tension in the student well-being literature, which has often focused on individual factors such 
as resilience, coping strategies, self-management, mindfulness, or psychological resources (Bakker & Mostert, 2024; Hamdani, 
2021; Kay & Young, 2022). Consistent with previous research on international student experiences (Arkoudis et al., 2019; Tran 
& Vu, 2018), the accounts gathered here make clear that studying in a new country inevitably involves periods of uncertainty, 
unfamiliarity, and vulnerability. The findings therefore suggest that social connection is a foundational condition through which 
international students navigate the challenges of studying in a new country.  
 

6.1.2. Development of relational capabilities 
 
The findings of this report can be situated within a broader line of research conducted by the CBS Well-being Lab, which 
approaches student well-being as a fundamentally relational phenomenon (Pedersen & Fischer, 2024). In earlier studies among 
CBS students, fear of other people’s opinions (FOPO), social masking, and existential loneliness emerged as important challenges 
to well-being. Students frequently described withholding questions, concealing insecurities, and managing concerns about how 
they were perceived by others. These dynamics pointed towards the importance of psychological safety and the need for 
relational capabilities that enable students to remain engaged with themselves and others despite experiences of uncertainty and 
vulnerability. 
 
The present study points towards a related but somewhat different relational challenge. While concerns about fitting in and being 
accepted also appear among international students, the interviews suggest that considerable attention is directed towards 
establishing social connections and becoming part of academic and social communities. Across the interviews, students described 
the importance of finding friendships, joining study groups, and gaining access to communities that could provide support, 
orientation, and a sense of belonging. This is perhaps not surprising given the circumstances under which international students 
begin their studies. They are simultaneously navigating a new country, a new educational system, unfamiliar social norms, 
practical challenges, and often significant distance from existing support networks. In such a situation, the challenge of well-
being becomes closely connected to the challenge of building relationships and establishing a place within a new social 
environment. 
 
These findings suggest that relational challenges remain central to student well-being, though the nature of these challenges may 
vary across different student groups. In previous work within the CBS Well-being Lab, students often described difficulties 
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related to exposure within existing social environments. For international students, the challenge appears more strongly 
connected to gaining access to social environments and becoming part of communities in the first place.  
 
In this context, psychological safety appears closely connected to the process of entering a community. The findings suggest that 
students’ willingness to participate, seek support, ask questions, and engage with others depends not only on individual 
confidence, but also on whether social environments are experienced as welcoming and accessible. Supporting international 
student well-being therefore involves two interconnected tasks for CBS: supporting students in navigating the practical, 
administrative, and academic challenges associated with studying in a new country, and creating conditions that enable students 
to participate in, contribute to, and gradually become part of academic and social communities. The recommendations presented 
below focus particularly on this second task. 
 

6.2. RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
The recommendations below emerge from the experiences described by the students and identify areas where CBS may 
strengthen the relational conditions that support international student well-being. 
 

6.2.1. Recommendation 1 – Strengthening opportunities for connection during study start and beyond  
 
The first months at university appear particularly important for the formation of social relationships. Many students described 
the challenge of arriving in a new country and having to establish new friendships, social networks, and communities while 
simultaneously navigating academic and practical demands. CBS should therefore consider investing further in opportunities for 
social connection during study start and throughout the student journey. Possible initiatives include: 
 

• Welcome videos developed by current international students, offering an accessible and authentic 
introduction to student life at CBS from a peer perspective. Several interviewees described uncertainty about 
academic expectations, everyday student life, and practical aspects of living in Denmark. Hearing from fellow 
international students may provide early orientation and reassurance during the transition.  

• Peer-to-peer guidance and introductions. Interviewees frequently highlighted other international students as 
important sources of information, support, and orientation, particularly during the first months of studying abroad.  

• Social activities extending beyond the introduction period. Many interviewees described relationship-building as 
an ongoing process rather than something established during the study start alone. Opportunities for connection 
throughout the academic year may therefore be particularly important.  

• Regular community-building events. Such initiatives may create opportunities for students to meet others facing 
similar challenges, exchange experiences, and strengthen their sense of belonging within the CBS community. 

6.2.2. Recommendation 2 – Strengthening study groups as communities of support and belonging  
 
Across the interviews, study groups emerged as one of the most important arenas for well-being among international students. 
Seen through a relational capabilities perspective, study groups appear to function as spaces in which students gradually learn 
how to engage with difference, ask for help, contribute to collective work, and support one another in navigating uncertainty. 
 

• Reconsidering the balance between self-selected and pre-assigned study groups. Several interviewees described 
pre-assigned groups as reducing stress, creating opportunities for cross-cultural interaction, and helping students 
establish connections beyond existing social circles. Learning to collaborate with people one has not chosen may also 
serve as preparation for future professional life. 

• Creating structured opportunities for groups to discuss expectations, collaboration, and mutual support. 
Early conversations about participation, communication, and working practices may help students navigate uncertainty 
and establish shared norms for collaboration. 
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• Providing dialogue-based tools that support psychological safety and mutual understanding within study 
groups. Structured dialogue formats, such as dialogue cards, may help students discuss expectations, uncertainty, 
participation, and collaboration in ways that strengthen trust and group cohesion.2 

• Supporting study start coordinators, mentors, and study guides in their role as facilitators of connection and 
orientation. Study start coordinators, mentors, and study guides are often among the first points of contact for new 
students and can play an important role in helping students establish relationships, gain orientation, and navigate the 
transition into university life. 
 

6.2.3. Recommendation 3 – Supporting teachers in creating inclusive and psychologically safe learning 
environments 
 
Teachers emerged as important actors in shaping the relational conditions through which international students participate in 
university life. Through facilitation of group discussions, classroom interaction, supervision, language practices, and expectations 
for participation, teachers influence students’ opportunities to engage with peers, seek support, and find their place within 
academic communities. Small actions and teaching practices can therefore have significant implications for students’ experiences 
of belonging and participation. The recommendations below focus on ways in which CBS can support teachers in creating 
inclusive and psychologically safe learning environments that strengthen participation, connection, and belonging among 
international students. Possible initiatives include: 
 

• Workshops targeting teachers on international student experiences and inclusion. Such workshops may help 
teachers better understand the challenges associated with navigating a new educational, social, and cultural 
environment. 

• Sharing examples of teaching practices that support participation and inclusion. Interviewees repeatedly 
highlighted the importance of practices related to group formation, language use, and opportunities for interaction 
both inside and outside the classroom. 

• Resources and dialogue-based tools that support psychologically safe learning environments. These may help 
teachers facilitate participation, collaboration, and constructive dialogue in diverse student groups. 

• Opportunities for teachers to exchange experiences and learn from one another. Sharing practical experiences 
may support the development of inclusive teaching practices across programs and departments. 

 

6.2.4. Next steps: co-creating future initiatives 
 
In line with the relational perspective that underpins this report, CBS Well-being Lab will invite international students, teachers, 
program representatives, and other relevant stakeholders to participate in workshops aimed at discussing the findings and co-
developing future initiatives. The purpose of these workshops will be to qualify, prioritize, and further develop the 
recommendations presented in this report and create a psychologically safe space where different experiences and perspectives 
can inform future efforts. Supporting international student well-being requires ongoing dialogue about what it means to navigate 
uncertainty, participation, and belonging in an international study environment. The workshops will therefore serve as an 
opportunity to explore how the relational conditions identified in this report can be strengthened in ways that are meaningful to 
those directly involved. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
2 For more information about dialogue cards developed by the CBS Well-being Lab, see: https://wellbeinglab.cbs.dk/dialogue-cards/  

https://wellbeinglab.cbs.dk/dialogue-cards/
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APPENDIX 
Data collection overview 

 Study level Date Duration Format Interview 
type Citizenship Gender Data status 

1 Master 20260108 42 mins Online Semi-
structured EU Man 

Recorded 
and 

transcribed 

2 Bachelor 20260108 23 mins Online Semi-
structured EU Woman 

Recorded 
and 

transcribed 

3 Master 20260108 30 mins Online Semi-
structured EU Man 

Recorded 
and 

transcribed 

4 Master 20260109 44 mins Online Semi-
structured EU Woman 

Recorded 
and 

transcribed 

5 Master 20260114 37 mins Online Semi-
structured Non-EU Woman 

Recorded 
and 

transcribed 

6 Bachelor 20260114 25 mins Online Semi-
structured EU Man 

Recorded 
and 

transcribed 

7 Master 20260120 21 mins Online Semi-
structured EEA Woman 

Recorded 
and 

transcribed 

8 Bachelor 20260123 32 mins Online Semi-
structured EU Man 

Recorded 
and 

transcribed 

9 Master 20260123 26 mins Online Semi-
structured EU Man 

Recorded 
and 

transcribed 

10 Master 20260123 20 mins Online Semi-
structured Non-EU Man 

Recorded 
and 

transcribed 

11 Bachelor 20260123 23 mins Online Semi-
structured EU Woman 

Recorded 
and 

transcribed 

12 Bachelor 20260123 23 mins Online Semi-
structured EU Woman 

Recorded 
and 

transcribed 

13 Bachelor 20260123 24 mins Online Semi-
structured EU Woman 

Recorded 
and 

transcribed 

14 Bachelor 20260128 22 mins Online Semi-
structured EU Woman 

Recorded 
and 

transcribed 

15 Master 20260202 23 mins Online Semi-
structured EU Woman 

Recorded 
and 

transcribed 

16 Master 20260227 28 mins Online Semi-
structured EU Woman 

Recorded 
and 

transcribed 
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