
While the lifelong objective of most university students 
involves effective employment following graduation, 
the prospects of turning the page on higher education 
and accessing the labour market is quite challenging for 
many graduates. 
Based on focus groups organised in 2020 with alumni 
representatives of EU funded higher education 
programmes in Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, and Turkey, 
finding suitable employment opportunities in the 
mentioned countries is for both young people from the 
host communities as well as refugees from Syria a big 
struggle due to a highly competitive labour market and 
the unstable economic situation in the region. 

A follow-up needs assessment survey conducted in 
October 2020 with 482 former and current holders of 
scholarships funded by the EU Madad Fund corroborates 
these findings by showing that less then 16 percent of the 
survey participants are employed. 
“I graduated in 2019 and was always among the first 
students throughout my study years”, said Midia, a HOPES 
alumna who completed in 2019 her Baccalaureus in 
Agriculture-Plant Protection at Salahaddin University in 
Erbil and is currently pursuing her Master’s in Biological 
Control. “After graduation, my excitement of being 
ranked first for my graduation research project at the

faculty level, was quickly replaced by disappointment 
following numerous recruitment rejections. Different 
reasons were put forward as some companies required 
an IELTS certificate, others needed an employee with 
previous experience. Some recruiters preferred to recruit 
a male engineer rather than a woman while others 
offered poorly-paid positions for very long working 
hours.” 

Access to the Labour Market: A struggle for many graduates 

« After graduation, my excitement was 
quickly replaced by disappointment following 

numerous recruitment rejections »

Unfortunately for recent graduates, university degrees 
do not necessarily mean automatic tickets to the job 
market which is often flooded with qualified job-seekers 
possessing higher levels of experience. The already 
previously high unemployment rate has further increased 
due to the COVID-19 pandemic with many employees in 
both the formal and informal sectors having lost their 
temporary and permanent jobs.

Adham, who had recently graduated in 2020 with a 
Bachelor in Computer Science from the University 
of Human Development in Iraq-KRI with a SPARK 
scholarship, hints especially to the need of continuous
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learning, even after graduation: “Like any fresh graduate, 
I faced various challenges and difficulties in accessing 
the labour market and being faced to this new post-
graduation phase which requires a lot of work and 
acquiring new skills, as well as staying up to date with 
the fast technological development and acquiring digital 
skills along with the experience needed to be recruited 
by companies and organisations.” 

market, because every business owner wants his 
employees fully trained without the need to put any 
effort in training them. And given that my field of study, 
post-war urban reconstruction is quite rare, it is difficult 
to find a suitable job for this specialty.”

Graduates also deplored the lack of internships or job 
opportunities in their fields of study that would match 
their aspirations and narrow the often-wide discrepancy 
between fields of study and the reality of the labour 
market. 

Ahmad, who has been living in Egypt since 2014 and has 
completed in 2018 a Master’s in Engineering Science and 
Urbanism with the support of a HOPES scholarship at 
Ain Shams University, is one of the few who has found 
a job in his profession, although not without difficulties 
and constant challenges. He remarked: “I am currently 
employed at an Engineering consulting office in Cairo, as 
a designer and drawing architect. I have been  working as 
a consultant architect for two and a half years before the 
master degree and for two and a half years after it. But 
as a foreigner in Egypt, it is difficult for me to get legal 
working papers and meet the required conditions.  I am 
also facing difficulties in  getting  appropriate training 
and skills needed for the labour

Gaining valuable and often required experience is 
difficult because of the mentioned lack of internships 
and other paid training opportunities. 
The legal situation and restrictions on the employment 
of refugee students in the country of residence provide 
a further barrier for refugees from Syria to work in many 
areas. The complexity and difficulty to ensure a job in 
their fields of study has led them often to the informal 
sector and sometimes to working illegally. 

This is confirmed by Hamzah, an EDU-SYRIA alumnus 
who graduated in 2020 with a Bachelor in Pharmacy 
from Zarqa University in Jordan and is as well searching 
for a job or scholarship opportunity to continue his 
higher education studies:  “One of the most important 
challenges is to find professional training courses 
related to my field of study as well as finding a suitable 
job opportunity, knowing that I am of Syrian nationality 
residing in a country other than my motherland, where I 
am officially restricted from working in my field.” 

« The new post-graduation phase requires a 
lot of work and acquiring new skills, as well as 
staying up to date with the fast technological 

development and acquiring digital skills along 
with the experience needed to be recruited by 

companies and organisations »

« Some companies required an IELTS certificate, 
others needed an employee with previous 

experience. Some recruiters preferred to recruit 
a male engineer rather than a woman while 
others offered poorly-paid positions for very 

long working hours »
« I am also facing difficulties in getting 

appropriate training and skills needed for the 
labour market, because every business owner 
wants his employees fully trained without the 

need to put any effort in training them »

Another inhibiting factor is “the lack of job opportunities 
in my field of study and the complexity to obtain work 
permits and valid residency permits”, added Mustafa, 
another HOPES alumnus who has completed his 
Master’s in Modern and Contemporary History in 2018 
at the Lebanese University and who is currently working 
but not in his own field of studies. 
According to Léa, a Lebanese student who was granted a 
HOPES scholarship from 2017 until 2020 and is currently 
pursuing her 5th year of Medicine at the Lebanese 



University, “the socio-economic crisis that Lebanon 
is currently going through has led to a deteriorating 
healthcare situation and a massive immigration of senior 
doctors which constitutes a big loss to me as a medical 
student. I am seriously thinking of leaving the country 
to do my residency practical years abroad should the 
healthcare system continue to collapse.”

These challenges faced by the graduates, locals and 
refugees from Syria, make many of them seeking career 
opportunities abroad, shifting their careers or resorting 
to continuing their higher education studies. 

With regard to their future, many students and graduates
feel fear and uncertainty as expressed by Hend, another 

EDU-SYRIA scholarship holder who will be graduating 
this year with a Bachelor in Graphic Design from Zarqa 
university: “I worked for a brief time as a freelance 
graphic designer until I received my scholarship allowing 
me to continue my higher education. I have one semester 
left to graduate and I am really worrying about what is 
next.”

Whether they “lack the needed information or feel that 
they are not equipped enough to work after graduating, 
or even do not know how to search for jobs online or to 
use digital tools”, most students feel the need for support 
and guidance on the long road towards employment, 
confirms Midia: “What I needed post graduating and 
what I believe every graduate would need, is someone 
to guide us on what to do. Where to even start? What 
are the experiences and skills needed to be ready for 
the labour market? Can I continue my studies? All these 
questions leave the graduate in a vicious circle.” 

« There is a lack of job opportunities in my field 
of study and it is very complex to obtain work 

permits and valid residency permits »

In this perspective, and as a follow up to the continuous 
support of the European Union, who has been committed 
since 2015 to providing youth, refugees and host 
communities with support to better access quality 
further and higher education opportunities through the 
EU Regional Trust Fund in Response to the Syrian Crisis, 
the ‘EU Madad Fund’, a unified regional alumni network 
of former and recent EU-funded scholarship holders in 
Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon and Turkey was established.

The “EU Regional Network of Alumni and Young 
Professionals - Egypt. Iraq. Jordan. Lebanon. Turkey”, 
as it has been officially labelled, was set up and is 
being managed by the HOPES-LEB project consortium 
implemented by the German Academic Exchange Service 
(DAAD), Campus France and Nuffic, in cooperation 
with the EDU-SYRIA scholarship programme led by the 
German Jordanian University in Amman and the DAFI 
programme implemented by UNHCR and with the active 
participation of alumni graduates of EU funded higher 
education projects. 
This unified regional community seeks to facilitate 
exchanges and the building of relationships and 
connections between alumni and to provide potential 
educational and labour market opportunities at national, 
regional and international levels.  Aspects of the 
regional network include the provision of information on 
scholarships and study offers, internship and labour 

market opportunities as well as online training courses 
particularly linked to preparing graduates to access the 
labour market. 

The EU Regional Network of Alumni and Young Professionals 

“Becoming a member of the EU Regional Network for 
Alumni & Young Professionals will help us belong to a 
specific group, to build true and strong relations and to 
be empowered and prepared to access the job market 
and other higher education opportunities”, explained 
Hend. “And the fact that this network is online is an 
additional advantage”, she added. “It will allow us to 
easily communicate with others from all around the 
world in various ways: we can set up meetings, share our



plans and ideas, add each other on social media, share 
information on courses, opportunities and jobs and 
participate in workshops and events. This way, we can 
also give a helping hand for the new graduates to avoid 
all the struggles we have faced before”.

opportunities for young graduates who aim to acquire 
more skills, undertake trainings in several fields or search 
for a job or internship opportunity. Being part of this 
diverse group of young alumni from different countries 
and various specialties can lead to creating links of 
friendship and opening doors to new opportunities. 
On a personal level, this network can help me 
communicate with graduates in Medicine, Life Sciences, 
Biomedical Engineering, Laboratory Sciences and many 
other fields. Our experience-sharing can lead to joint 
programs in the future and the organisation of potential 
health and prevention awareness raising campaigns and 
meetings to reach a larger target group”.

According to Mustafa, “the added value of this network is 
mostly in the training sessions and courses that will help 
us acquire new skills and prepare us to enter the labour 
market”.  

In Midia’s opinion, “by offering support and labour 
market and higher education opportunities, preparing 
the students prior and post graduating to enter the 
labour market through the provision of training sessions 
and workshops that develop their personal skills as well 
as teach them how to prepare a CV and get ready for a 
job interview, the network will not only help the alumni, 
but their surroundings and the society in general. 
It is like a ray of light towards the future and a bridge 
between the alumni and the potential employers, aiming 
to close the gap between higher education and the 
labour market.”

According to Adham, “the alumni network will play the 
role of a reference to the alumni, where they can acquire 
new skills as well as benefit from the experiences of 
experts in various fields, and ultimately break the fear 
and despair that the graduates face post graduating. I 
hope that this network can help me in a way or another 
to get an internship in a programming or technology 
company.”
“I expect that the network will become the go-to for 
expected graduates who are seeking guidance to 
accessing the labour market. By providing training and 
qualification opportunities for graduate students and 
promoting suitable job opportunities, the network will 
reduce obstacles and increase the potential for work 
opportunities in all fields”, added Hamzah. 

« Becoming a member  of this network will help 
us to build true and strong relations and to be 
prepared to access the job market and other 

higher education opportunities. The fact that it 
is online is an additional advantage »

« Where to even start ? What are the 
experiences and skills needed to be ready for 

the labour market ? Can I continue my studies? 
All these questions leave the graduate in a 

vicious circle »
“This network gives me hope that I can improve myself, 
get future working and internship opportunities and 
be part of a regional community which will allow us to 
forge friendships, support and learn from each other”, 
believes Ahmad. 
For Lea, the network “opens the road to many 



The EU Regional Network for Alumni & Young 
Professionals is created for and with the alumni and 
therefore their participation, engagement and ownership 
are crucial to its set-up, management and sustainability. 

Therefore, the Alumni Student Board, an ad-hoc 
committee of alumni representatives has been created 
and its members will be provided with training enabling 
them to contribute to its management, assist with the 
outreach and dissemination, and facilitate alumni 
discussions, initiatives and events. 

Collaboration  with  local, regional and international 
higher and further education institutions and 
organisations in the region will be as well sought to 
ensure the expansion of the network and its sustainability.  

According to Hend, “success comes only to those who 
believe in themselves and are prepared to win, but for 
me, the only way to succeed is the consciousness, no 
matter how far we reach or accomplish, we need to keep 
going on and to never stop”. She added: “Being a part 
of the board means a lot to me, because I will benefit 
and be able to transfer my acquired knowledge and 
experience to the others. I believe that the network will 
continue if we all work hard hand in hand to build our 
small community, and if we do not forget that the more 
we give, the more we gain”.

“Cooperation, good work, commitment, positive spirit, 
and hope for a better tomorrow, all these are the keys 
for our network to be successful. I hope to be an active 
member of this network, to improve myself and to find 
prospects for my future but at the same time be able to 
provide guidance for my peers”, stated Ahmad. 

Lea considered that “the Alumni Student Board 
constitutes the beating heart of the Alumni Network. It 
assembles dynamic graduates from different fields, who 
not only dream of a better future for all countries of the 
region but also work hard to make this dream a reality. 
The board members have a great task to listen to the 
needs of the graduates and try to translate them into 
opportunities for the community. I am honoured to be 
one of the members, because the HOPES Project once 
gave us hope, today it is our duty to give hope to our 
peers”. 

According to Mustafa, “the success of the EU Regional 
Network for Alumni & Young Professionals is defined by 
its sustainability and not having it for a limited time only, 
hence the importance of training the alumni to be able 
to take over.” 

“In my opinion, the key components to ensure the success 
of the network are teamwork, constant communication 
and the love to work. Being a member of the Alumni 
Student Board is a great honour and I am very excited to 
provide assistance to my peers”, affirmed Hamzah.  

« The network will play the role of a reference 
to the alumni, where they can acquire new 

skills as well as benefit from the experiences of 
experts in various fields, and ultimately break 
the fear and despair that the graduates face 

post graduating »

Participation, ownership and sustainability 

Adham considered: “The Alumni Student Board is of 
great importance to coordinate and discuss matters and 
to take decisions that will benefit the network. Success 
will be the result of the positive collaboration between 
the Alumni Board members and the network’s members 
as well as the opportunities that alumni will find in 
the network to improve themselves and acquire skills 
needed for them to enter the labour market.”

“Continuous serious work and commitment will lead 
to success. It means a lot for me to be in the network’s 
alumni board”, added Midia, “for I feel that I am part of 
finding solutions to the various challenges that we face 
as graduates.” 


