
open.heart – mentorships for unaccompanied minor refugees 

 
Starting in 2015 in response to the unmet needs of unaccompanied asylum seeking 

children and adolescents and structural inequalities in care compared to their 

austrian peers, open.heart aims to enable these young people to access additional 

support in their daily lives and to establish new social networks by allocating each 

child or young adult a volunteer mentor (the advocacy for children and youth 

accompanies clients until their 21st birthday).  

A main objective of the project ist to enable the integration and social inclusion of 

young refugees living in Salzburg by supporting and empowering them in challenges 

they are facing as youths and refugees likewise. However the project team sees 

integration not as one-dimensional but rather as a two-way learning process, which 

is why mentors and other interested individuals receive ongoing counseling and 

training in topics concerning their counterpart to increase their empathic 

understanding and intercultural competencies, thus being enabled to support their 

mentees at its best. Especially in regard to the current political and social 

environment in Austria, where young refugees are more and more facing systematical 

exclusion and being continously confronted with stereotypes and prejudices, the 

mentors provide important personal experiences in discussions to oppose such 

injustices and in doing so encourage their protégés as human individuals rather than 

only being seen as either victimized or criminal and threatening refugees. Moreover 

one can observe that mentors feel more and more responsible to speak up against 

social inequalities between local residents and migrants and state to feel a strong 

personal concern to enable these young people to tap their full potentials. 

To this day, 194 young refugees were matched with volunteers, mentorships last for 

about 16 months on average. Positive impacts range from improved language skills 

to strengthened self esteem and trust, as well as getting acces to higher education 

and qualified jobs. Mentors in turn state to learn and grow throughout the 

relationship and that they feel like being needed, most oftenly being overwhelmed 

by how grateful their mentees are.   

 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
To clarify expectations mentors discuss their role and tasks in a mentorship. 
 
 
 



 
Ambulanceman and cabaret artist Ingo Vogl shows how to support mentees who struggle 

with panic attacks and other mental health issues while at the same time keep an ease of 

handling the situation.  



 
To put it in a nutshell, project leader Manuela Geimer: „When we get to know each other, 

we will able to live with each other.“  

 

 



 
Some of our protégés at the commercial academy.  

 

 

 
After spending time together a lot of mentors and mentees even become friends or establish 

a family like relationship. 



 
Just one out of a lot track records – not only the boys benefit from the mentorship, but also 

the mentors would never want to pass on their „afghan sons“.  

 

 

 

 


