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WELCOMING HIGHLY SKILLED
REFUGEES TO YOUR
WORKPLACE
– A HANDS-ON GUIDE
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This guide presents two successful Corporate
Social Responsibility (CRS) models focused on
integrating highly skilled refugees
to the labor market through internships
or part-time employment.
The guide also provides recommendations and
practical advice to companies and organizations
about how to successfully welcome a highly
skilled refugee to your workplace.

This publication is a sequel to the
guide “Mentoring Program for Highly Skilled Refugees”, focusing on
how companies can contribute to
the labor market integration of highly skilled refugees. The publication is
a result of a collaboration between
Foreningen Nydansker, the U.S. Embassy in Copenhagen, and American
Chamber of Commerce in Denmark
which was initiated in the fall of
2015 and financed by the U.S. State
Department.

Graphics by Mulle Gregorius, Gregorius DesignThinking, www.gregorius.dk
Photos by Ørsted and by Kim Vadskær, Leitorp + Vadskær, www.lplusv.dk
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INTRODUCTION
THIS GUIDE IS BASED ON …
experiences from Foreningen Nydansker’s internship and student job
programs for refugees at Novo Nordisk, Ørsted, Roche, and the Danish
Institute for Study Abroad (DIS). As a result of these programs highly
skilled refugees have found jobs or are significantly closer to the labor market and relevant employment in Denmark. The programs have
been facilitated by the companies in collaboration with Foreningen Nydansker, who has 20 years of experience in working with labor market
integration of highly skilled international talents.

THE AIM OF THE PUBLICATION IS …
to inspire companies to make a difference in the lives and future
careers of highly skilled refugees. By sharing examples from Novo
Nordisk, Ørsted, Roche, and DIS, the aim is to highlight central points of
consideration and provide recommendations in regard to welcoming
highly skilled refugees at your place of work.
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”At DIS, we believe that we can offer
refugees a good frame for their
introduction into the Danish labor market,
and they will definitely be met by culturally
inquisitive colleagues. We look forward to
sharing our knowledge with – and learning
from – our refugee interns.”
Malene Torp, Executive Director,
Danish Institute for Study Abroad
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DOING GOOD BUSINESS BY
DOING GOOD
CSR initiatives that welcome refugees to the labor market do not only
make a huge difference for the individual refugee, they also create significant value for the company and are a key factor in securing a future
workforce in Denmark.

BENEFITS FOR THE REFUGEE
• Increased knowledge of Danish working culture – e.g. implicit rules,
workplace communication, structures of hierarchy and relations to colleagues
• Improved language skills within the professional field
• Expansion of professional network
• Feeling welcome – to enter into a collegial unity and contribute both
professionally and personally is invaluable for a person’s motivation,
self-understanding, and development
• D
 evelop scope of possibilities - an opportunity to learn how one’s past
experiences apply in a Danish context
• Improved CV and LinkedIn profile
• Improved IT skills - many refugees need to re-familiarize themselves
with basic IT-skills
• Help identify a career plan for the future

“My internship at Novo Nordisk has been a fantastic journey and I feel very
privileged to work with such an amazing team. I have improved my language
skills and built up my professional network. But most importantly, I have
learned to effectively manage my time at work”
Intern, Novo Nordisk
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BENEFITS FOR THE COMPANY
• S kill development for participating employees – both personally and
professionally
• E mployee engagement – provides the employees with an opportunity to
make a difference which is something many employees value greatly, but find
hard to prioritize outside of work
• Employer branding – by actively promoting social responsibility, the company
creates a sense of pride among their employees
• Diversity focus – the participating employees are given the opportunity to
see the Danish labor market from a refugee’s perspective, which may inspire
them to broaden their horizon when hiring in the future
 iversity creates innovation – diversity encourages innovative problem
• D
solving
• A fresh set of eyes – seeing your department through someone else’s eyes
can inspire different courses of action going forward
• T eam spirit – it takes a collective effort to succeed in welcoming a refugee
which improves the social cohesiveness in the team

“We have gained an understanding of the challenges that some international
colleagues may deal with. Having someone come in from the outside and ask
questions that we usually don’t think about is also very useful and
makes us reflect on what we do.”
Manager, Novo Nordisk

BENEFITS FOR THE SOCIETY
• F inancial gains by utilizing the many resources that refugees bring to their
professional field
• S ecuring future workforce – avoiding a lack of manpower in the future by
exploring, developing and utilizing the skills that refugees bring with them
• Integration – introducing Danes and refugees to each other creates
understanding, integration and cohesion in society. Studies show that the
best path to successful integration goes through the labor market
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“As the leading energy company in Denmark, Ørsted
wants to deliver sustainable energy to our society, but
we also want to take a broader responsibility. This
includes taking responsibility for integrating highly
skilled refugees in business life. Our experience with
the internship programme has been positive and has
definitely extended our perspective - just as a diverse
workforce creates a dynamic working environment that
stimulates new ways of thinking.”
Anders Vikkelsø, Senior Vice President, Ørsted
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CSR MODELS
13 WEEKS UNPAID INTERNSHIP
PROGRAM FOR REFUGEES
WHAT IS THE PURPOSE?
• T o help highly skilled refugees integrate into the Danish labor market by
giving them work experience and insight into Danish workplace culture,
network, improve their language skills, and help them clarify next steps.

HOW DOES IT WORK?
YOUR COMPANY:
• Invite departments to volunteer to take in a highly skilled refugee as an
intern for a 13 weeks unpaid internship, 2-3 days a week
• 3
 -4 employees from the specific department are appointed “buddies” for
the intern during the 13 weeks to ensure that the intern is welcomed and
provided with an appropriate amount of assignments

FORENINGEN NYDANSKER:
• Screens and recruits refugees that match the professional profile of the
departments and then matches up departments and refugees
• Conducts training sessions for both refugees and departments to ensure
that everyone is well prepared for the internship
• Conducts three follow-up interviews, and offers support and advice, if
needed, through a hotline
• Assists with signing contracts with the refugees and their municipality
• Updates the municipality of progress and future possibilities for the refugee
in order to help the Job Center in their work with the refugee
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6 MONTHS PART-TIME EMPLOYMENT FOR
REFUGEES STUDYING AT UNIVERSITY
WHAT IS THE PURPOSE?
• T o increase the chances of refugees finding relevant employment after
graduating from university, by giving them work experience and insight
into Danish workplace culture, network, improved language skills, and
professional confidence

HOW DOES IT WORK?
YOUR COMPANY:
• Invite departments to hire a refugee in a part-time position for
6 months, 2 days a week
• T wo employees from the specific department are appointed “buddies” for
the refugee to ensure that the refugee is welcomed and provided with an
appropriate amount of assignments

FORENINGEN NYDANSKER:
• Screens and recruits refugees at university that match the professional
profile of the departments and then matches up departments and refugees
• Conducts training sessions for both refugees and departments to ensure
that everyone is well prepared
• Conducts four follow-up interviews during the period, and offers support
and advice, if needed, through a hotline

The CSR models can be tailored to the specific needs of your company.

For more information, please contact Trine Lundgaard Hoffmann, Senior
Consultant at Foreningen Nydansker, tln@foreningen-nydansker.dk or
+45 3338 6211
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”The refugee internship program helps refugees get
closer to the labor market, which is in line with Novo
Nordisk’s focus on Social Responsibility.
Our employees are proud to be part of this initiative
and it strengthens our diversity mindset.
It is a win-win situation.”
Henriette Lundkvist Ipsen,
Program manager, Novo Nordisk
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RESULTS FROM THE
INTERNSHIP PROGRAM
AT NOVO NORDISK
• 8
 3% of the interns feel that the internship
“has brought them closer to the Danish labor
market”
• 89% of the interns feel that the internship
has been “beneficial” or ”very beneficial”
• 100% of the managers consider the intern
program “worth their time and effort”
• 82% of the managers feel that hosting an
intern “has created a feeling of pride in the
department”
• 83% of the managers feel that “hosting
an intern has improved the department’s
diversity mind-set”
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KEY POINTS FOR CONSIDERATION
To ensure a successful experience for both refugees and employees, companies
should consider the following points when planning the onboarding process.

• I T and technology – many refugees are new to Outlook and other basic IT
tools – or haven’t used a computer for a number of years
• Organizational structure – many refugees are used to working in an
environment with a clear hierarchy and may be surprised by the loose and
informal nature of many Danish workplaces
• Social and psychological challenges – some refugees suffer from varying
levels of trauma, sleep deprivation, and memory loss. At times these issues
affect the refugees’ ability to perform
• Unstable everyday life – the everyday lives of refugees can be affected by
loneliness, strained finances, uncertain circumstances for family members,
busy everyday life with language classes, meetings at the municipality, and
much more, all of which can affect the ability to concentrate at work
• Language skills – refugees are in the process of learning a new language.
The technical terms of their professional field, however, can be a struggle
and many have never worked professionally in English. Be aware, that
focusing on learning Danish can cause a drop in English skills
• Field specific knowledge can vary significantly across borders. Be prepared
for a transition period in which the refugees learn to apply their knowledge
in a Danish context
• Titles and degrees do not necessarily comply with Danish standards

”The thing that has surprised me the most about the Danish working culture
is that there is no barrier between the manager and a part-time employed
student. We sit at the same table and talk about our everyday life. And if I have a
question, I can just ask him. I don’t need to go through his secretary.”
Suzan Albitar, Bachelor in English, part-time employee at Novo Nordisk
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RECOMMENDATIONS
Be realistic in terms of scope: Invest time and resources for
an untraditional return on investment
• Do not sign up just for the purpose of getting extra help. Keep in mind that
not all refugees are in a situation where they can contribute to solving tasks
as quickly or effectively as the people you usually employ. Focus instead
on how you can help the refugee get a foothold on the labor market. The
benefits materialize in other ways
• Be clear on what resources you can spare – what type of profile would
make a good fit? How many days a week?

“We have put energy into this, and she has helped us by solving
some basic tasks. But what we really benefit from is the energy she adds to
our department! If you ask me if we would do this again, then yes, definitely!”
Manager

Engage your employees and be clear about responsibilities
• Appoint 3-4 “buddies” in the department that are responsible for ensuring
that the refugee feels welcome and is occupied with tasks that match his/
her professional level. When you are a team surrounding the refugee, it
helps everybody feel at ease and relieves potential feelings of stress
• Plan short weekly or biweekly meetings in the buddy-team to ensure
that everyone is aware of their responsibilities and comfortable with the
process. The refugee may share personal stories of trauma and hardship
with their buddies, who may feel overwhelmed and emotional as a result. It
is important that the buddies are able to reflect on their experiences with
other buddies or management
• B
 e mindful that being a buddy can be both popular and challenging, avoid
putting unnecessary stress on employees who already have their hands full
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”Being a buddy for our intern has been a great experience for me.
I have learned a lot on a personal level but I also feel that I have
developed my leadership skills”
Buddy

Find an appropriate level of tasks
• Set realistic goals – it can be difficult for an intern who is only present two
days a week to contribute to large scale projects with tight deadlines
• Start out slow – identify simple tasks to provide the refugee with a sense of
accomplishment and an ability to contribute early on
• Set aside time to introduce the refugee to IT tools – many refugees haven’t
had access to a computer for a while
• Set aside time for the refugee to read guides and relevant on-boarding
material
• Consider if the refugee needs to be certified to do specific tasks. Identify
which assignments the refugee can carry out until those certifications
are in place
• Be as practical as possible when you explain new tasks to the refugee. Don’t
assume that they have been used to working the way you do. Curiosity is
your friend!
• Set aside time for the refugee to update CV and LinkedIn-profile, and
allow them time to apply for other jobs if you cannot hire the refugee
permanently at your company. Also help them network within your field
• Identify which qualifications the refugee could benefit from developing and
help determine which specific steps to take, in order to meet that goal
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”We asked our refugee intern to compare the Syrian electrical grid with
the Danish. That gave her the opportunity to communicate with other
departments, and she ended up giving a presentation of her findings. We too,
have learned a lot from her research and it has broadened our horizons”
Manager

Pay attention to how the refugee is doing – professionally and personally
• Many refugees are too shy to express insecurity or ask questions. They are
very eager to make a good impression and may be uncertain of who to ask
and how. Address this and be as up front as possible

”One day, our intern suddenly stopped joining us for lunch.
Later we found out that her lunch card had run out of money,
and she was too shy to ask for a refill”
Buddy

• P
 lan short weekly or biweekly meetings with the refugee where you can
discuss positive developments and any uncertainties or questions the
refugee may have

”Our intern constantly went outside to smoke. It turned out that he didn’t
know what he was supposed to work on and didn’t want to seem idle. Instead
of letting us know, he just tried to kill time and not bother us”
Buddy

• B
 e considerate of how you inquire about the refugee’s past and make sure
that the subject is brought up in a private setting. Avoid asking questions
about details that may trigger past trauma
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Inform and involve your colleagues
• Inform other departments and colleagues about the arrival of a new
colleague with a refugee background to ensure a warm welcome and
prevent any misunderstandings
• Other departments may have tasks that match the refugee’s professional
background and ambitions

”Our intern hoped to improve her Excel-skills but we didn’t have
those sort of tasks. One day at lunch I talked to a colleague from
a different team, who had some Excel tasks that our intern
could help with. A win-win situation”
Manager

Prepare and support both the department and the refugee
• The more carefully you manage the expectations of both the department
and the new colleague prior to his/her arrival, the greater the likelihood of a
successful experience on both sides
• Enlist someone from ‘outside’ the department to do regular follow-ups with
both the refugee and employees. Consider hiring an external collaborator
who has experience with the target group, to conduct follow-up interviews
and assists in resolving potential challenges along the way
• C
 onsider hiring a psychologist to do a short introduction course for the
employees assigned to the program, about the potential mental and
physical repercussions of being a refugee
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”I am proud of working in a
department where people care and
act the way they do.”
Manager, Novo Nordisk
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A STEP CLOSER TO
THE DREAM JOB
“Being an intern here at Ørsted is a big chance that every engineer would dream
about. I feel so lucky to be here and I try to learn as much as possible.”
These are the words of Rola Alkodsi, a 26 years old Syrian refugee. She has studied electrical engineering for four years at university in Syria before she came to
Denmark in 2016.
For 13 weeks Rola has been part of an internship program at Ørsted, facilitated in
collaboration with Foreningen Nydansker. Rola sees the internship as a stepping
stone towards her dream of working as an electrical engineer in Denmark.
“I was surprised that the Danish culture is so creative. They always use the newest technology to come up with the best solutions. But the best thing is that they
always help each other.”
Thomas Bergen, manager at Ørsted, believes that Danish businesses have a social
responsibility to contribute to the integration of refugees. Not only for the sake of
the individual refugee, but also because the refugees bring valuable resources to
the company and to the Danish society.
”I would definitely recommend other companies to hire a refugee as an intern.
It has enabled me to see our department through a new set of eyes, and I have
seen new aspects of my employees. I have been impressed by how well they
have handled the role as buddies for Rola”
Thomas Bergen, Manager at Ørsted

Meet Rola and the department in this video: goo.gl/H2Nhm
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FROM INTERN TO CLINICAL
TRIAL ADMINISTRATOR
Since the beginning of 2016, Rania Al Dairi has been on a journey, moving from
unemployment to an unpaid internship, to landing her dream job as clinical trial
administrator at Novo Nordisk in April 2017.
As part of her journey, Rania has participated in both a mentor program and an
internship program, both facilitated in a collaboration between Novo Nordisk and
Foreningen Nydansker.
According to Rania, the volunteering mentor from Novo Nordisk played an essential role in her early professional development in Denmark:
“Through our meetings, I gained a more comprehensive understanding of the
Danish labor market and was able to set up personal and professional goals.”
In August 2016 Rania started as an intern three days a week at Novo Nordisk.
”During my internship at Novo Nordisk, I have definitely become more clear
about my own strengths and competences. But what truly made the internship
a ground-breaking experience was that everyone I met made me feel welcome.
They helped me built up my professional self-esteem and supported me
in developing my skills. And they did it out of genuine care for me.
I will never forget that.”

Rania Al Dairi is a refugee from Syria. She is 36 years old. She
came to Denmark in July 2014 with her husband and their
children. Rania holds a bachelor’s degree in English literature
from Damascus University. Before coming to Denmark, she
worked as a project coordinator.
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A PART-TIME JOB MAKES
A GREAT DIFFERENCE
In collaboration with Foreningen Nydansker, Novo Nordisk has employed four
graduate students with refugee background in part-time positions in the company’s Danish affiliate. Welcoming a refugee to the workplace has been a unique
experience for each of the four teams involved in the program. HR director at
Novo Nordisk, Grith Wormslev Petersen, points out that each of the refugees have
contributed in different ways, based on their specific background and experience:
“I am impressed with my colleagues’ way of forging close bonds with the
refugee and creating a safe space to get familiar with Danish workplace culture
and standards. They have learned a lot from having a refugee on board in their
team and it has contributed to their personal development.
Some refugees – due to their previous experience – have been able to perform
on a highly professional level right away, and the learning outcome has been
focused on realizing new talents and developing professional self-esteem.”
Grith Wormslev Petersen, HR Director, Novo Nordisk

It has been a great learning experience for the refugees as well:
”Working at Novo Nordisk has been an amazing experience – both personally
and professionally. I have learned a lot about the workplace culture in an
international company and learned how to communicate with different
stakeholders. I have also expanded my professional network which is very
important for my future career in Denmark.”
Wael Alhallaq, Master’s Degree in Pharmaceutical Science from KU

“At Novo Nordisk I have really developed my self-esteem. I have learned that
people here like me because of who I am and what I do, not because they feel
sorry for me because I am a refugee.“
Suzan Albitar, Bachelor Degree in English

”Having Naif as a colleague has given us the
opportunity to get to know him, his culture and
his background and thereby getting a much better
understanding of the refugees’ situation.“
Linda Vestergaard, HR Director at Roche

“Working at Roche is the best chance for me to get a
network, experience and motivation. My dreams are
starting right now.”
Naif Awda, Bachelor in English Literature

WELCOMING HIGHLY SKILLED REFUGEES TO YOUR WORKPLACE
PAGE 23/24

INSPIRATION AND
FURTHER ADVICE
After reading this hands-on guide, we hope
you feel not only prepared and informed, but
also inspired to welcome a highly skilled refugee to your workplace. Foreningen Nydansker
is always happy to answer any questions or discuss potential future collaborations. You can
find more information about our various CSR
initiatives for highly skilled refugees, diversity
management, and cultural communication on
our website, www.foreningen-nydansker.dk
or give us a call on +45 3338 6211.
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