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This is Ferry. Read his and many more success stories 
not featured in this booklet on the FromSkills2Work.eu platform.



Details of Skills2Work project
The Skills2Work project contributes to early and 
successful labour market integration of refugees within 
the European Union by improving access to information 
and services relating to skills recognition, skills validation 
and skills-based job matching for refugees and employers.  
Project activities include a regional mapping exercise and 
the identification of good practices in nine European 
Union Member States. The collected information, insights 
and tools can be found on the project’s online platform 
www.fromskills2work.eu. Here, web users can also find a 
compilation of recommendations and guiding principles to 
allow for sustained and effective efforts toward migrant 
employment. 

The project is co-funded by the European Union and 
managed by the International Organization for Migration in 
the Netherlands. Activities are implemented during the 
years 2016 and 2017 in Belgium, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, the 
Netherlands, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain and the United 
Kingdom.  

Project partners include the Ministry of Employment and 
Social Security (ES), Menedék (HU), Leone Moressa 
Foundation (IT), Ministry for Employment and Social 
Policies, Directorate-General for Immigration and 
Integration Policies (IT), the African Young Professional 
Network (NL), the Central Agency for the Reception of 
Asylum Seekers (NL) the Foundation for Refugee Students 
UAF (NL), Radboud University Nijmegen (NL), the Ministry 
of Interior (SK), Pontis Foundation (SK), Društvo Odnos (SL). 
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However, capitalizing on these skills and talents is often 
challenged by a lack of adequate procedures to recognize and 
validate existing skills, possibly leading to long periods of 
economic inactivity or to job mismatches for migrants. 
Meanwhile employers continue to express concern toward the 
aging European population, and the challenges they face to 
diversify and grow their workforces. 

In recent years, fortunately, European Member States have 
taken important steps toward the development of 
comprehensive systems for the validation of formal, 
non-formal and informal prior learning. Start-ups, digital 
applications and mentoring programmes have also 
contributed through innovative solutions, as have initiatives 
designed and implemented by refugees and employers 
themselves.  

The Skills2Work project has identified many of these good 
practices within nine European Member States. Now we must 
take action to ensure their further promotion by disseminating 
the experiences of employers and migrants who have 
successfully navigated local labour markets.  

This booklet presents a sample of the success stories 
collected within the framework of the Skills2Work project 
to highlight the mutually beneficial relationship between 
refugees and employers in European Member States. 
Each person featured here has a story to tell about 
achievements, but also about personal challenges, about 
adjusting expectations and about compassion. Yet all stories 
have something in common: they promote the talents 
that refugees offer to our labour markets.   

Introduction
Refugees, as do other migrants, bring with them a wealth 
of experiences, skills and talents that make them very 
valuable to European labour markets.

FOR MIGRATION
ORGANIZATION
INTERNATIONAL

IOM The United Nations Migration Agency∙ Co-funded by 
the European Union
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Levente’s Story
Director of ProLicht Hungary Ltd., Hungary
 

Samatar’s Story
Welder at ProLicht Hungary Ltd., Hungary.
Originally from Somalia.

We are gradually facing a situation in 
Hungary where there are only two types 
of qualified professionals: those who we 
can’t afford to hire and those who have 
already left the country. We kept hearing 
that many migrants had arrived to 
Hungary and we were sure that they 
could be a valuable contribution to our 
company. We began by hiring a designer 
at our location in Hildesheim, Germany 
– a refugee from Afghanistan. 

We prefer applicants who have good 
Hungarian language skills. Still, if there 
are no candidates with these language 
skills – we consider other options. This 

“We are gradually facing a situation 
in Hungary where there are only two 
types of qualified professionals: 
those who we can’t afford to hire 
and those who have already left the 
country.”

is how Samatar (Sami) from Somalia 
joined our team. Everything with Sami’s 
recruitment has turned out better than 
expected. Sami earned a lot of respect 
and trust from the staff here due to his 
level of motivation and professionalism. 
Our local workforce is made up of 
employees from a rather closed 
community, but if the staff can see that 
the new colleague is willing to work hard 
and wants to contribute to the team 
effort, they will accept them regardless 
of their nationality or colour. 

The reason why we employ refugees is 
not because there can be cheaper staff 

costs, but because they are really 
motivated to work. They don’t shy away 
from hard work; we can weld much 
more aluminum this way, as they 
contribute to a higher productivity rate. 
If we hire more refugees in the future, 
we would like to organize social events 
and get-togethers with all staff, to 
encourage a mutual sharing of cultural 
and traditional aspects.  

I speak four languages and completed 
my high school education in Somalia. 
I found this job at ProLicht Hungary Ltd. 
with the help of the Hungarian NGO 
Menedék. Previously in Budapest,  
I worked in a drugstore (pharmacy) and 
also in an internet café run by a 
Somalian friend of mine. I know many 
people who arrived to Europe with me 
and now they have already started their 
own businesses. I’d love to open a 
shisha bar in the future. 

I work with Hungarians well. If you reach 
a level of understanding, you can get 
along with anyone. But if someone 
doesn’t speak the language or doesn’t 
understand the cultural differences, 
then they will certainly fail to work 
together. 

“I was the new guy, 
so all eyes were on me.”

At the beginning of my employment at 
ProLicht Hungary Ltd., I noticed that 
when a local employee made a mistake 
during his work, people just did not 
really bother. But when I made a 
mistake, everyone knew about it. I was 
the new guy, so all eyes were on me. 

When you are the only foreigner in a 
Hungarian company where more than a 
hundred local staff are employed, then 
it’s not easy to break through the social 
barriers. I felt that I needed to work 
harder, to earn my position in the 
company. And my colleagues also 
needed time to get to know me as a 
person too.  

The New Guy Looking for Qualified 
and Motivated StaffI fled from the capital of Somalia to 

Budapest several years ago. Earlier  
I was absolutely certain that I would 
travel further to England or return to 

Somalia, but now I think I’ll rather 
stay here and set up a business.

ProLicht Hungary creates visual brand designs, develops and supplies signware. 
The turnover of the company last year was 7 million euro.  

Photo credit: Anna Györffy Photo credit: Anna Györffy
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Hussam’s story
Caseworker at Displaced People in Action, the United Kingdom.
Originally from Syrian Arab Republic.

Inge’s Story
Managing Director of HR Solutions at Randstad, the Netherlands.

Giving Refugees a 
Warm Welcome

Positive about  
Investing in Refugees
We should not look at refugee employment by focusing on the gap between  
the needs of employers and the needs of refugees. We should be focusing on 
possibilities and opportunities instead. 

“Although I am still working 
towards my career goals, it takes 
patience and finding the right 
balance to focus on between the 
past, present and future.”

“It proved to be  
easier for those with  
a low level of education 
to secure a work 
placement.”

When I got a bit more settled in Wales,  
I registered with the Wales Asylum 
Seekers and Refugee Doctors (WARD) 
project which is run by Displaced People 
in Action (DPIA) to help refugee doctors 
with the process of recertification. 

The recertification process proved 
lengthier and more challenging than 
expected, so while I was waiting, I 
decided to immerse myself in the 
community and to do some 
volunteering as an Assistant English 
Language Teacher. My language skills 
proved to be very useful; I was able to 
assist others in similar situations as 
mine. A few months after I started 
volunteering, I was offered a paid 
position by the Oasis Cardiff Community 
Centre as a part-time Support Worker. 
This gave me more financial stability 

Randstad is a Dutch employment 
agency. In 2015, we launched a pilot 
project which provided tailored support 
to 95 refugees. We learned about 
refugees as job seekers, and the 
struggles that they face to enter the 
labour market. The project also helped 
us to focus more on employers in the 
Netherlands, and to adequately prepare 
them so that they could recruit staff 
with refugee backgrounds. Many 
employers were initially hesitant to 
engage with refugees. Through coaching 
and by information exchange, we now 
see that employers are familiar with 
refugees, and want to give them a 
chance.

We discovered that securing 
employment was a different experience 
for refugees with a high level of 
education than those with a low level of 
education. It proved to be easier for 
those with a low level of education to 
secure a work placement because the 
recruitment procedures have fewer 
requirements in terms of education or 
language skills. Employers were satisfied 
with employing refugees based on 
motivation and whether they were able 
to speak conversational English or 
Dutch. For those with a high level of 
education, it took more time to find 
employment as the criteria and 
procedures – such as diploma

Back in Syrian Arab Republic I was 
training to be a doctor. I had four 

years of work experience and I was 
almost ready to take my final exam to 
become a surgeon when I had to leave 
the country. Upon arrival in the United 

Kingdom, I thought I could 
immediately resume my medical 

career because of my advanced level 
of English and my medical experience. 

I was not aware of the necessary 
steps in the recertification process,  

so began studying again and attended 
a number of English classes in order 

to pass the International Language 
Testing System (IELTS). 

while gaining relevant administrative 
skills and further improving my English.  
In 2015, DPIA – the organization that 
assisted with my medical recertification, 
offered me a full-time position, initially 
working as an interpreter and then as a 
caseworker. This meant I was able to 
give the same warm welcome to 
refugees as I had been given when I first 
arrived to Wales. It also provided me 
with the opportunity to regularly interact 
with doctors and the UK system of 
recertification, which were all necessary 
steps to successfully reach my goal of 
being a doctor. 

Although I am still working towards my 
career goals, it takes patience, continued 
learning of the language and finding the 
right balance to focus on between the 
past, present and future. 

validation – are generally much more 
demanding. Finding the right job 
requires coaching – for the refugee as 
well as the employer. The main reasons 
are language and culture. It is much 
more difficult to find work if you cannot 
speak Dutch and cannot overcome the 
cultural barriers. 

It is our job to make the matching and 
recruitment process easier. Ultimately,  
it comes down to convincing employers 
to take a chance, to invest in an 
individual, and to make an assessment 
based on the individual’s performance. 
The most important thing for employers 
is to take a first step.
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Ramin’s Story
Engineer at Kolektor ETRA and official translator for the Ministry of Interior, Slovenia. 
Originally from Islamic Republic of Iran.

Huda’s Story
Catering staff member, Ireland.
Originally from Iraq.

Get Noticed  
by Employers

Safety and comfort in a 
Small Irish Village

I studied mechanical engineering in the 
Islamic Republic of Iran. After coming 
to Slovenia in 2010, I did not work 
during my two-year asylum procedure 
due to the significant language barrier. 
Also, employment opportunities at 
the time were very limited due to the 
unfavourable economic situation. 
After being granted refugee status, 
I worked as an interpreter and translator 
of Farsi for a couple of humanitarian 
organizations. 

Since I learned to speak the Slovene 
language, I secured a contract as a 
translator for the Ministry of the Interior. 
Additionally, I am in my final year of the 
master’s programme at the Faculty of 
Mechanical Engineering in Ljubljana, for 
which I needed to pass a few entry 
exams. After successfully completing a 
series of job interviews with Kolektor 

Huda recounts the fear and uncertainty of living in Iraq, and how she moved her 
family to the Syrian Arab Republic on two occasions in an attempt to flee the 
insecurity of her homeland. She recalls how her children had to be kept home 
from school in Iraq due to security threats and the fear they felt when 
helicopters flew over their home, and never knowing what was going to happen. 
She even joked about their first few months in Ireland, how her son used to 
hide when he heard a plane or helicopter flying overhead, but they soon 
learned that Ireland was very different to Iraq. 

“I believe it is very 
important for an 
individual to invest in 
learning the 
language.”“We are here, we will 

do our best.”

ETRA (a manufacturer of power 
transformers), I have now been with 
the company for six months. I am 
very happy to be working in so many 
stimulating and professional 
environments alongside very dedicated 
colleagues and students. 
 that focuses on integrating asylum 

seekers and refugees into the local 
community. From this point, Huda 
remembers feeling relief, thinking  
“we are safe, we are in the right place”. 

Seeing an opportunity to provide work 
experience opportunities for newcomers 
to the community; KASI developed a 
project within the canteen of the local 

primary school. Every day, Huda, along 
with some volunteers from the asylum 
seeker accommodation centre, prepares 
lunches for up to 200 students in the 
school. For Huda, besides being a 
source of income, she is back in a busy 
school setting and each day brings a 
new experience for her. She enjoys 
creating and preparing interesting 
menus and creating learning 
opportunities for the children to be 
exposed to new foods and cultures. 

The children are encouraged to ask 
questions, to learn how the food is 
prepared, its origins and to explore their 
palettes and the world around them. 
Huda is happy to be back working, to be 
bringing cultural awareness to young 
children and their families, and to be a 
part of such an experience in her small 
community. 

In Iraq, Huda was an educated and 
independent woman having worked as a 
Physics teacher; and her husband also 
worked as a professional. But in Ireland, 
she knew she needed help to integrate 
and to find employment. Simple things 
that she took for granted in Iraq were 
now foreign to her– such as navigating 
the Irish administration system, the 
language and even small things like the 
legality of wearing a seatbelt while 
driving or making a doctor’s 
appointment. So she visited the 
Killarney Asylum Seekers Initiative (KASI), 
which is an immigrant support service 

I believe it is important for an 
individual to invest in learning the 

language and to develop a good CV 
which enables you to apply for quality 
jobs. Taking the initiative is crucial to 

finding employment and using all 
avenues to get a foot in the door.  
I recommend using platforms like 

LinkedIn, which can certainly help if 
you want to be noticed by potential 

employers. 

The story was originally featured in the “Employer’s 

Handbook” produced with the financial assistance 

of the Migrant and Refugee Fund received through 

Council of Europe Development Bank. 
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Fausta’s story
Educational Scientist and University Professor at the University of Bari, Italy.

Sophia’s Story
Cultural Mediator, Italy. 
Originally from Yemen.

“When refugees see their skills 
formally valued, they become very 
determined and eager to take the 
next step.” 

With our work, we want to promote the 
human and cultural capital of the city of 
Bari. Valuing gender is a key part of our 
work at the C.A.P too, as we do not aim 
to add value only the single individual, 
rather, to the collective outcome, by 
creating social links between Italian and 
foreign women and encouraging 
intercultural-social cohesion.

My personal advice to migrants is to 
tune into the ‘social capital’ of their host 
country by getting in touch with local 
network organizations that connect 
them with their roots. 

They should avoid feeling isolated by 
actively getting involved with local 
cultural and diaspora associations.
I think Italy has a long way to go in 
terms of understanding and embracing 
the talent and skills of refugees and 
migrants. We meet brilliant people; we 
actually find it easy to validate their 
competencies since they have so many. 
In Sophia’s case, a key factor that 
determined her success in obtaining her 
scholarship was the renewed energy 
and dedication that she felt once her 
degree was validated. When refugees 
see their skills formally valued, they 
become very determined and eager to 
take the next step. This is why Italy has 
to make an extra effort to value 
refugees’ skills: it benefits us all.

“Language is 
empowering because, 
just like a bridge, it 
connects you with the 
‘other’.”

You can actually understand your own 
rights, and also duties, in your host 
country. 

Even if I may eventually go back to 
Yemen, I think that, as refugees, we 
should leave a positive mark on our host 
country. Women especially should not 
be intimidated or afraid to make choices 
and pursue their goals in life, although 
they may feel that the whole world is 
against them. This is why I encourage 
female refugees to be supportive of 
other girls and women, regardless of 
their backgrounds.

I arrived in Italy in 2013, and as soon as I 
was granted with an international 
protection status, I started to look into 
validating my degree. An officer working 
at the Center for Lifelong Learning 
(C.A.P) at the University of Bari, 
supported me throughout this process. 
Once my degree was validated, I could 
also apply for a scholarship financed by 
the Italian Ministry of Interior to 
continue my studies in intercultural 
communication.  

I am so happy here in Italy, this is a 
beautiful part of my life and this is now 
my home. Learning the language 
allowed me to feel part of Italian society, 
and it surely is the first step that all 
migrants should undertake in their new 
country. Language is empowering 
because, just like a bridge, it connects 
you with other people. Language makes 
you more independent, and it allows 
you to access the culture. 

Leaving a Positive Mark 
Skills Validation Gives Energy  
and Dedication

I am a free woman. I want to be 
Sophia; this is how I was born and 
who I want to be when I die. Sadly, 
this is also the reason why I had to 

leave my city in Yemen, where I was 
employed, drove my own car and was 

a divorcee. Life in Yemen is not easy 
for an independent woman, and it 

became unbearable when I started to 
receive death threats.  

The Center for Lifelong Learning 
(C.A.P) at the the University of Bari  

focuses on the validation of 
competences of migrants from 

countries outside the European Union. 
Our team also comprises of foreign 

tutors, who recruit potential 
beneficiaries through their 

diaspora networks. 
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Farid and  
Chloé’s Story
Director of the Red Cross 
reception centres of Jette 
and Uccle, Belgium and 
Deputy Director at the Red 
Cross reception centre in 
Uccle, Belgium.

Ajmal’s Story
General Assistant of the Red Cross 
reception centres of Jette, Belgium.
Originally from Afghanistan. 

Good profiling for the General Purpose 
position at our centre consists of 
conducting a personal interview to 
identify which qualities the candidate 
has that are necessary to perform the 
job, we measure their level of 
motivation, and we conducti a scenario 
test to examine how the candidate 
would react in different situations. It is 
important to explain what is expected 
from the employee, what the rules are 
and to identify possible issues. We 
cannot emphasize enough the 
importance of going through all these 

“The most 
compelling 
reason we chose 
to hire Ajmal was 
his level of 
compassion and 
motivation.”

aspects with employee candidate during 
the job interview, as communication is 
key to a well-functioning workplace. 
With Ajmal, we liked his résumé, his 
knowledge of languages, and his 
responses to the scenario tests. He had 
previous experience as a volunteer in 
humanitarian work which prepared him 
well for this position. Ajmal was also a 
resident of the centre and his volunteer 
experience with the Citizen Service 
network and prior work experience was 
seen as great assets. But the most 
compelling reason we chose to hire 

Ajmal was his level of compassion and 
motivation. He was really inspired to 
work here. Migrants bring new ideas and 
expertise. They expand the network of 
organizations and companies and 
provide employers with a new 
recruitment pool. We have come across 
magnificent résumés of engineers, 
doctors, PhD holders with impressive 
academic and professional careers who 
have difficulties finding a job in other 
sectors.

Our advice to other employers would be 
to rise above names and nationalities. 
We should be able to introduce 
anonymous job applications and focus 
on the candidate’s intelligence and 
capacities. I really hope that employers 
in Belgium can unlock the potential in 
newcomers with foreign backgrounds.

Upon arrival in Belgium, over a period of 
seven months I stayed in four different 
reception centres. This is how I became 
familiar with the asylum system and the 

various organizations involved in the 
reception process. I set out to make  
the most out of my time and started 
following French language classes.  
I also completed the compulsory 
integration courses offered by the 
Brussels’ Integration Agency BON. 

“My advice for refugees who come to Belgium 
would be to prepare yourself for your future.”

another Red Cross reception centre.  
The job interview was done entirely in 
French and I was asked about how  
I would react in hypothetical situations.  
I was really happy when I got the job –  
I enjoy working and having contact with 
other refugees. I feel I can really help 
them through my own experiences. 

My advice for refugees who come to 
Belgium would be to prepare yourself 
well for what you want to do in the 
future. When I was a resident at the Red 
Cross centre, I dreamt of working there 
one day. So I prepared myself to realize 
this goal by learning the language, 
building my network, treating everyone 
with respect, getting a valid driver’s 
licence and making sure I would make a 
good impression. In my view, one should 
never stop pursuing one’s dreams and 
aspirations as there is always hope to 
move ahead in life. Belgium provided 
me with living, study, and work 
opportunities. Afghanistan is my one eye 
and Belgium is the other. As long as I 
live, I would like to serve both countries.

Through the platform for the Citizen 
Service network I was introduced to the 
Deputy Director of a local Red Cross 
centre. He offered me a traineeship to 

gain work experience, and later I was 
employed for three months as an 
Interim General Purpose Employee. 
I kept searching for a permanent 
contract. On the internal Red Cross 
intranet I saw a vacancy for a General 
Purpose Employee for the night shift at 

Never Stop  
Pursuing Your Dreams Impressed by Ajmal’s  

Compassion and MotivationWhen I was 18 years old, I moved to India on a university scholarship from the 
Indian Council for Cultural Relations to follow a Bachelor in Economics, Political 
Science and Sociology. My aim was to have a positive political influence in 
Afghanistan; I wanted to be a catalyst for change. However, upon my return to 
Afghanistan due to the ongoing insecurity that my country was facing, I decided 
to leave. It took me about two months to get to Belgium where I finally arrived 
in the summer of 2012. 

In my opinion, migrants are an asset to any organization or company. We never 
look at the name on a job application – nor at religious beliefs, race, sex, social 
status or political affiliation. We only focus on competences. At our Red Cross 
centre, we have a long history of hiring staff with migrant backgrounds. They 
come from various countries and cultures and have experienced different 
journeys. Having an employee who has knowledge of the residents’ languages, 
of their culture and experiences, is a big asset for us. 
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Maryam’s Story
Catering Assistant at BaxterStorey Kitchen, the Netherlands.

Alisat’s Story
Catering staff member at BaxterStorey Kitchen, 
the Netherlands. 
Originally from Uganda.

“I really think it is a 
good investment for a 
business to hire a 
migrant.”

Before meeting refugees through The 
Next Step project with Municipality 
Amsterdam, (a project in which 
municipalities and employers work 
together to help refugees integrate 
faster into the labour market), I was 
aware of the unfortunate situations that 
they face in their home countries. But I 
could not really see the world through 
their eyes – the language challenges, 
looking for a job, surviving without family 
members close-by. But really, they are 
just like us, people who need to work 
hard for a living and who are looking for 
opportunities. 

I really think it is a good investment  
for a business to hire a migrant. In my 
opinion, when you give a refugee a 
chance, they work even harder than 

local candidates. Because they have to 
prove themselves ten times more than 
someone who already has a diploma or 
training. Customers who visit our 
kitchen see a new face, and are curious 
about Alisat. When they learn that she 
was a refugee, they have a lot of respect 
for her. It changes mind-sets that she is 
not ‘just a refugee’ – she is a colleague 
and a professional caterer with 
ambitions. 

“I am proud that I am 
working; I see myself 
progressing every day.”

exercise, and made an effort to share 
my interest to work in a professional 
kitchen as a cook. My coach at 
Manpower, a Dutch employment agency, 
said “So you think you can be a cook?” 
and I replied: “Of course! Why not, I can 
do it!” 

My advice is to speak out, to tell people 
what you want and what you need, 
otherwise people cannot support you. 
This approach helped me. I shared my 
information and career plans with 
others. That is why I am working in a 
professional kitchen today. Although we 
have some challenges, as migrants –  
I had some fear of being different, and 

When I came to the Netherlands, I didn’t 
know where I would end up. I had no 
hope, I was traumatized, I kept to myself 
and I felt like I was worth nothing. Today 
I have been living for one year and a half 
in this country; I am proud that I am 
working and I am happy. 

I feel like I can be somebody because  
I am doing what I love and I can see my 
future unfolding. At first, I was working 
as a housekeeping supervisor at a hotel, 
but I felt that the role was not right for 
me. So I sat down at home, and thought 
about what I would like to do and about 
my hobbies. One of them is cooking!  
I gained some determination from this 

Speak Out, So People 
Can Support You It is about Self-Respect 

and Empowerment 
Nothing is for free, and to make your own life easier, you should work.  
Not everyone is born to be a famous football player, you have to find what  
you love and identify your opportunities. Some people think that work is a 
punishment- but it’s not! 

Even though they are refugees and 
have been through traumatic events, 

they came here and saw an 
opportunity to work with us. They 

work very hard, and after a while they 
become one of the staff – just like my 

other colleagues. Alisat is learning a 
trade from us, but we learn as much 

from her: about self-respect, 
empowerment, and confidence.

looking different with my dark skin.  
The language is a challenge. But I am 
learning Dutch, so in a few years I will  
be speaking perfect Dutch like a local.  
There are many opportunities for 
migrants, and everyone can and should 
work.

Photo credit: Amanda Nero / 
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Ahmed’s Story*

Customer Relations Officer at a bank, the United Kingdom.
Originally from Iraq.Hamzah’s Story

School teacher in Slovakia. 
Originally from Uganda. Knowing the Job Market
Give Us a Chance to Prove Ourselves

I started working in a restaurant making 
minimum wage to support myself, but 
was constantly looking for better 
employment opportunities. Although  
I sent my curriculum vitae to a number 
of companies, I never secured any 
interviews. 

When I came across a job opening for 
an English teacher at a school in 
Slovakia, I was very eager to apply. It 
was not only that I was a teacher in 
Uganda, but I have a passion: I simply 
love to teach.

The job interview for the position was 
not difficult as I could verbally explain 
my expertise and enthusiasm. The 
absence of diplomas from Uganda was 
substituted with a letter of 
recommendation from the organization 
Caritas – my greatest source of support 
in Slovakia. In 2015, I began my job as an 
English language teacher at a school for 
students aged 12 to 19. Such a new 
environment brought some cultural 
shocks and challenges. At first, the 
students were like ‘What is he going to 
teach?!’ But now they know me well and 
I have a good relationship with them.

I learned how to connect with a new set 
of people, within a new culture and a 

“The confidence and presentation 
skills I had gained from the 
employment programme at the 
Refugee Council continued to help 
me, especially during interviews.”

“School teaching 
methods in Slovakia are 
more interactive and 
tailored than in 
Uganda. Despite the 
differences, having 
Hamzah as a member of 
our team of teachers is 
definitely in favour of 
the cultural diversity of 
our school.” 
Mr Nemcek, Director of the school 

A friend informed me about an 
employment programme run by the 
British Refugee Council that focuses on 
helping refugees with their efforts to get 
a job. 

After the first session of the programme, 
I was very impressed by the information 
provided in the class and I gained a 
greater understanding of the differences 
regarding job hunting in my home 
country versus job hunting in the United 
Kingdom. Following the programme, I 
was offered ten interviews and secured 
a job working for a mobile phone 
provider in the sales department!

new education system. I am looking 
forward to teaching history subjects 
again, but I am happy to be employed 
as an English teacher. I would like to 
make a contribution to the education 
system here in Slovakia. My advice to 
other migrants in Slovakia is to believe 
in themselves and to be patient.

Greater support in terms of employer-
employee relations and training is 
needed to facilitate better labour 
integration of migrants in Slovakia. 
Employers must be informed and willing 
to give migrants a chance to prove 
themselves. Very little is known about 
migrants in the Slovak labour market – 
their legal rights, their potential to 
contribute and the required processes. 
While for migrants, an orientation course 
with information on the standards of 
particular profession would be of great 
value. I was a teacher and I am a 
teacher. But you cannot simply go to 
school and start teaching in Slovakia, 

because it has a different education 
system. It would be useful if there 
would be a programme to help me to 
address these differences in the 
classroom.

It took three long years before I received my refugee status. When I arrived in 
the United Kingdom in 2010, I spoke little to no English, but it was important 
for me to learn the language. Now I consider myself a fluent speaker.

*A pseudonym has been used to protect his privacy.

After a year, I was informed through my 
network that a number of banks were 
interested in hiring individuals with sales 
backgrounds. So I started sending 
applications to different banks, this time 
securing interviews for every application 
I sent! The confidence and presentation 
skills I had gained from the employment 
programme at the Refugee Council 
continued to help me, especially during 
the interviews. 

I now have a position as a Customer 
Relations Officer at a bank in London – a 
big step up from my previous position in 
sales. My journey has not been smooth. 
It was full of hard times and rejections. 
But if you work hard and believe in 
yourself, you can achieve your goals. You 
should never let anyone tell you what 
you can and cannot do.
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Oscar’s Story
Restaurant Manager, Spain.

Victor’s story
Waiter and bartender, Spain. 

Originally from Bolivarian Republic of 
Venezuela.

Victor’s story
Waiter and bartender, Spain. 
Originally from Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela.

I believe that skills can be developed, 
but a good attitude and an eagerness to 
work cannot. That is why I hired Victor, 
even though he did not have the most 
work experience of all the candidates 
who applied for the job.

Refugees know what hardship and 
stress means; something I would never 
wish on anyone, but the truth is that 
they are true survivors. They have 
developed resourcefulness and have 
strong characters. I believe people who 
have challenging backgrounds are 
people who are enthusiastic and are 
ready to work hard and commit 
themselves. I myself am originally from 
Peru. So I clearly have no objection to 
hiring a diverse workforce, refugees 
included. Working in a multicultural 

“I believe that skills can 
be developed, but a 
good attitude and an 
eagerness to work 
cannot.”

team encourages different points of 
view and enhances the atmosphere at 
work. 

The biggest obstacle through the 
recruitment phase was that Victor was 
not a yet a recognized beneficiary of 
international protection when I selected 
him. He had to wait many months 
before he managed to obtain a work 
permit and was able to commence 
working. This delay before securing a 
work permit is probably a challenge that 
I share with other employers who are 
considering to hire refugees. My advice 
to other employers is to value people 
who want to improve their lives, and 
persevere through the administration. 
Refugees will pleasantly surprise you! 

“According to Oscar, 
a huge asset is my 
ability to build and 
maintain good 
relationships with the 
customers.”

Besides my job I am attending a course 
on customer service to further develop 
my skills. Next, I would like to study to 
become a coffee barista. I encourage 
other refugees to keep striving in their 
new home country until they get where 
they want to be. 

Luckily I met Oscar, a restaurant 
manager, who recognized my motivation 
and gave me a two month training 
opportunity in his restaurant. He took a 
chance on me, despite my obvious lack 
of experience and my age. My only prior 
work experience was a three month 
position at Burger King!

I think I am quite good at building and 
maintaining good relationships with the 
customers. I would describe myself as a 
‘responsible, polite, decisive and humble 
person, who is full of energy and willing 
to learn.’ More than anything, I am 
thankful for the opportunity that Oscar 
gave me to prove myself, and to develop 
myself personally and professionally. 

Thankful for the Opportunity 
to Develop Myself

Refugees are  
True Survivors

I secured a job in Spain not long after 
my arrival, as an ‘on call’ dishwasher 

and waiter. But I longed to work 
full-time and enjoyed working in the 
hospitality sector, so I went to look 

for jobs in other restaurants. 

I realized that I could make  
a difference by hiring someone with a 
refugee background at my restaurant. 

Victor’s résumé showed great 
promise. During our job interview 

I saw a highly educated person with  
a strong will to work and a humble 

attitude. 
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Gurung’s Story
Restaurant Owner, Hungary. 
Originally from Nepal.

Victoria’s Story
Outreach Worker at Integration and Support Unit (ISU) of the Edmund Rice Centre, Ireland.
Originally from Uganda.

Work Hard and Maintain 
a Positive Attitude

Get Out There and Build Your CV

Because I already spoke English, it gave 
me an advantage while job hunting, as 
English speakers are in high demand in 
restaurants in Budapest’s tourist areas. 
But I always dreamt of owning my own 
restaurant. Working for different 
employers in Hungary, sometimes under 
poor working conditions, motivated me 
to work harder towards achieving this 
goal. I feel blessed to have good friends 
and colleagues, who urged me to reach 
for my career goals and who advised 
and supported me in hard times. 

My partner had the biggest impact on 
me. She pushed me to achieve what I 
really wanted. Together, we worked hard 
and saved money from multiple jobs, so 
that we could open our own restaurant 
in Budapest, where I work to this day. 

To this day I remember receiving the 
positive news about my refugee 

status; I felt an enormous sensation 
of exhilaration and relief! My first 

steps into Irish life however were a 
difficult struggle. I studied in Uganda, 

where I obtained a diploma in Hotel 
Management and Tourism. I wanted to 
continue my studies in Ireland, and to 

pursue a career in something quite 
different: social work.   

“I was always 
friendly, positive and 
hardworking – and 
Hungarians love those 
who work hard.”

“If there’s an opportunity, grab it. Get your face 
out there and meet people. Don’t stay in bed 
– build your CV”

I now know that the key to achieving 
your dream is to work hard and to 
maintain a positive attitude. If you work 
hard and you are sincere, people will 
respect you. If you are lazy, negative and 
you have bad habits, people won’t be 
nice to you. I was always friendly, 
positive and hardworking – and 
Hungarians love those who work hard.

After an interview with a career office,  
I was advised to first apply for a basic 
course in Humanities, Science and 
Technology to prepare for the 
mainstream course in social work. 
Although at first I dismissed the need 
for a preparatory course, I discovered it 
was very useful. The course helped me 

to prepare mentally, linguistically, and 
practically for my subsequent degree in 
social work. 
While studying, I gained valuable work 
experience in a hotel, a casino and also 
working as a receptionist. Later, with my 
newly acquired degree in social work, I 
volunteered with the Integration and 
Support Unit (ISU) of the Edmund Rice 
Centre. This organization provides 

services to asylum seekers, refugees 
and other migrants in need, so I drew on 
my own experiences in this role. After 
six months, a position arose within the 
organization and I decided to apply! 
I have been employed by the ISU ever 
since and I relish my job.
For people embarking on their 

integration journey in Ireland, I advise 
them to grab any opportunity. For me, 
this mentality is what took me to a paid 
position that I enjoy to this day. Take up 
volunteering work, get out of the house, 
take classes – get your face out there 
and meet people. Don’t stay in bed – 
build your CV!

I believe that personal connections 
and contact with Hungarian society 

had a crucial impact on my integration 
success. At first, I was not so 

interested in learning the Hungarian 
language, as my plan was to travel on 

from Hungary. I wanted to work for 
employers who spoke English, 

because I thought it would eliminate 
miscommunications. Ultimately 

I decided to stay and learn Hungarian, 
which I mostly learned ‘on the job’ 

through daily interactions with 
customers while I was working. 

Photo credit: Anna Györffy.
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