
Executive Summary

For migrants returning to their countries of origin, 
whether because they do not have a right or a desire 
to stay in their destination country, assisted volun-
tary return and reintegration (AVRR) programs offer 
a safe and dignified way to do so. In recent years, 
European AVRR programs have offered returnees 
counselling and short-term assistance. These activi-
ties have produced mixed results, largely because of 
community and structural conditions in origin coun-
tries that hamper effective reintegration, including 
prejudice against returnees, weak public services, 
and limited opportunities in local economies.

In recognition that reintegration does not happen 
in a vacuum, there has been a growing push among 
destination-country stakeholders (including home 
affairs actors, who usually fund AVRR programs) and 
origin-country governments to add a development 
angle into reintegration projects. By improving so-
cial and economic conditions for returnees and the 
communities in which they live, these efforts aim to 
foster sustainable reintegration, strengthen social 
cohesion, and ideally, have a multiplier effect on 
local development. However, the path to achieving 
these intersecting goals remains unclear.

Different approaches exist to linking reintegration 
projects and development goals. These include en-
couraging positive spillover effects from reintegra-

tion assistance provided to individual returnees (e.g., 
start-up grants to launch a small business, some 
of which may grow and employ other community 
members) as well as community-based reintegration 
interventions (e.g., livelihoods projects that are open 
to returnees and other local residents). Still other 
efforts involve capacity-building assistance to im-
prove the ability of origin-country governments and 
civil society to serve returnees (and others) well, and 
reintegration service providers referring returnees to 
development interventions for support that is often 
longer term in nature and can be more impactful.

By improving social and economic 
conditions for returnees and the 
communities in which they live, these 
efforts aim to foster sustainable 
reintegration.

But despite the potential benefits for both returnees 
and their communities, connecting reintegration 
projects and development goals is challenging. 
Reintegration and development actors have long 
operated in separate silos, and most reintegration 
projects remain focused solely on delivering assis-
tance to individual returnees. For many AVRR pro-
gram funders, improving community and structural 
conditions is a “nice to have” element, rather than 
essential, or too complicated and resource intensive. 
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And in migrants’ countries of origin, connecting 
reintegration projects and development goals can 
be politically sensitive (as it touches on the conten-
tious issue of returns), governments may not have a 
strategy for linking the two, and many returnees find 
themselves in vulnerable situations (e.g., as a result 
of medical issues, trauma, or debt) that mean they 
are not in a position to immediately contribute to 
local development. Finally, there is limited evidence 
on what modalities work best to achieve reintegra-
tion and development outcomes at once. 

While efforts to link up reintegration projects and 
development goals are not new, they are gaining 
momentum as it becomes clear that doing so will be 
critical to maximizing the impact and sustainability 
of assistance provided to returning migrants. Mak-
ing good on this aim will require significant resourc-
es and political will to develop a common language 
and a joint agenda among partners in countries of 
origin and destination.

1 Introduction 

Migration and development are intricately linked.1 
The level of social and economic development in a 
country shapes why and where people move. Like-
wise, migration affects development in countries of 
origin, transit, and destination, through the circula-
tion of people with different skills, remittances, and 
more. Since the European refugee and migration 
crisis in 2015–16, these linkages have increasingly 
drawn the attention of European donors and pol-
icymakers. These actors have launched a range of 
programs seeking to use development funding and 
instruments to reduce what are often termed the 
“root causes” of migration.2 This thinking also ex-
tends to assisted voluntary return and reintegration 
(AVRR) programs for asylum seekers whose cases are 
rejected and for certain other migrants (e.g., those 
who have overstayed a visa, and asylum seekers who 
abandon their asylum claims). Instead of simply re-
turning people to their countries of origin, there is 

now a broader recognition that offering assistance 
can ease returnees’ reintegration and potentially 
help them make the most of their skills, knowledge, 
and resources. In turn, there is a growing acknowl-
edgement that migrant reintegration is often most 
successful in communities that are welcoming, that 
have functional public services, and where liveli-
hood opportunities are available.3

However, delivering assistance to returnees while 
building a conducive environment and, ideally, 
achieving broader development goals in countries 
of origin remains a challenge. Most development 
actors have avoided connecting their work with rein-
tegration programs, mainly because these programs 
are often directly managed by home affairs minis-
tries and seen as an element of migration enforce-
ment. And indeed, many reintegration programs are 
primarily driven by destination countries’ desire to 
anchor returning migrants in their countries of ori-
gin so that they do not migrate again.4 Until recently, 
donors also showed limited interest in documenting 
the outcomes of reintegration projects, though do-
ing so could help identify which approaches are the 
most effective for returnees and their communities.5 
Finally, while reintegration assistance usually targets 
individual returnees, development programs aim to 
generate wider societal benefits at the community 
and structural levels. The sum of these trends is that 
reintegration and development initiatives have rare-
ly overlapped.

Still, recent shifts in EU return governance, including 
the involvement of new actors such as Frontex and 
the launch of new programming cycles, may change 
some of these dynamics. On the one hand, some 
parts of the European Commission as well as devel-
opment actors in countries such as Germany and 
Belgium are advocating for more links between re-
integration and development programs. In addition, 
these actors support increasing cooperation with 
origin countries and fostering their ownership over 
the design, implementation, and monitoring of re-
integration programs.6 On the other hand, there has 
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recently been a redistribution of mandates for rein-
tegration at the EU level, with Frontex’s Joint Reinte-
gration Services offering reintegration assistance for 
migrants returning from Member States to 34 coun-
tries.7 This mechanism relies on Frontex-contracted 
service providers to deliver assistance to individual 
returnees,8 often without systematic mechanisms 
to refer returnees to services in origin countries that 
could provide longer-term support. In this shifting 
context, the question is not only how to connect 
reintegration and development programs, but also 
how to ensure the many different stakeholders and 
funding streams involved converge toward the same 
objectives: sustainable reintegration for returnees 
and broader development goals. 

Reintegration has also grown as a political priority 
for migrants’ countries of origin, which are facing 
increased pressure both to deliver better services 
to returnees and to strengthen the resilience of the 
communities in which they settle. Several events 
have contributed to this. First, starting in 2020, the 
COVID-19 pandemic led migrant workers to return 
en masse to their countries of origin and put pres-
sure on origin-country governments to assist their 
nationals.9 Second, some African countries have ex-
perienced a large number of returns from Niger and 
Libya, and faced public pressure to better address 
the needs of returning migrants and their commu-
nities.10 Third, European countries have lobbied for 
and provided funding to move reintegration higher 
up on origin countries’ domestic agendas, and this 
has led some to become more receptive to the idea 
of developing national reintegration policies, at least 
in the short term.11 Lastly, some countries of origin 
have sought to better leverage external funding 
for reintegration to achieve national development 
priorities (for instance, to build up small-scale in-
frastructure).12 Yet, despite origin-country govern-
ments’ growing attention to reintegration matters, 
many also face tension stemming from the public 
perception that returnees are being granted special 
treatment compared to other groups who are also 
in vulnerable situations. The notion of taking own-

ership over reintegration is also sensitive and not 
accepted by all origin-country governments because 
it is connected to the contentious subject of migrant 
returns and readmission.

This issue brief analyzes the potential benefits of 
connecting reintegration projects with development 
goals in order to create the best environment pos-
sible for returnees and contribute to local develop-
ment. It maps out existing approaches to creating 
such links as well as these approaches’ limitations. Fi-
nally, the brief outlines measures that could help fu-
ture policies and programs overcome these hurdles.

2 Unpacking the Links 
between Reintegration 
Projects and 
Development 

While most European reintegration projects are 
managed by home affairs ministries, not develop-
ment authorities, this does not mean they cannot 
have development impacts. This usually occurs in 
one of four ways, shown in Figure 1. For instance, 
projects that deliver assistance to individual return-
ees (e.g., via vocational training or start-up grants) 
can have positive knock-on effects for the local 
economy in origin countries, though these impacts 
tend to be limited. In some cases, reintegration proj-
ects target the broader communities in which re-
turnees live, which can generate wider development 
effects. Beyond these two approaches, a few recent 
development programs have specifically sought to 
build the capacity of origin-country government 
and civil-society actors to deliver better services for 
returnees and their communities. Finally, the work 
of reintegration and development efforts may inter-
sect, such as when a reintegration service provider 
refers returnees to development interventions or 
when returnees are included as a target group in 
such interventions. 
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FIGURE 1
Four Ways Reintegration Projects and Development Objectives Can Intersect

Community-based reintegration projects
Development impact: Efforts respond to community needs, and both returnees and other community members 

can access programs (e.g., livelihoods initiatives).

Scope: Localized, narrow, and (often) short-term effects

Limitations: Projects do not always advance local development goals (e.g., due to difficulties designing them to 
meet both returnee and community needs). Projects’ impact may be limited, given they are small in scale.

Individual-focused reintegration projects
Development impact: Individual assistance (e.g., a business start-up grant) positively contributes to the local 

economy and society.

Scope: Localized, narrow, and (often) short-term effects

Limitations: Assistance is often insufficient in amount and/or duration, especially for returnees with specific 
vulnerabilities.

Capacity-building assistance
Development impact: Projects aim to boost the capacity of government, civil society, and private sector actors to 

support returnees’ reintegration (and migration governance more broadly).

Scope: Medium- to long-term effects

Limitations: Effects may not materialize quickly enough to respond to the pressing needs of returnees and their 
communities.

Connections between reintegration and development programming
Development impact: Through referrals of returnees to development programs, joint programming, or the 

mainstreaming of returnee assistance into development programs, efforts serve both development and 
reintegration aims.  

Scope: Medium- to long-term effects 

Limitations: Practical difficulties aligning projects from these two fields (e.g., mismatched goals and timelines, 
different funding sources). Efforts to serve returnees through mainstream programs may fail to address their 
unique needs. 

Source: created by the authors.

A. Individual-Focused 
Reintegration Projects

The most straightforward way to connect reinte-
gration projects and development goals is to view 
returnees as potential actors in local development. 
Most reintegration initiatives provide returnees with 
a support package, and in some cases this assistance 

can have a positive effect on the local economy.13 
For example, under the reintegration program of the 
French Office for Immigration and Integration (Office 
Français de l’Immigration et de l’Intégration, or OFII), 
returnees can receive a start-up grant to launch a 
business, and some of these businesses manage to 
grow and employ other community members or of-
fer new products or services to local customers.14
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However, these individual-focused reintegration 
projects’ development impacts tend to be small in 
scale. For one thing, they do not aim to have struc-
tural effects in the country of origin or address com-
munity dynamics. In addition, the projects tend to 
directly target relatively small numbers of people in 
countries of origin (e.g., 1,326 people benefited from 
OFII’s reintegration support worldwide in 2021).15 
The outcomes of returnees who receive assistance, 
though not sufficiently documented by monitoring 
data, also appear to be mixed.16 For example, not 
all returnees are able to become successful entre-
preneurs, whether because they lack the skills, have 
other aspirations, or because they are grappling with 
health issues, trauma, stigma, or debt from their mi-
gration journey and cannot fully focus on managing 
a business.17 In some cases, external factors such as 
economic crises and instability can undermine these 
efforts. For instance, the European Return and Rein-
tegration Network (ERRIN) has supported returnees 
in Afghanistan with creating small businesses,18 but 
growing instability, the pandemic, and the fall of the 
Afghan government in August 2021 have led to ma-
jor difficulties for these entrepreneurs.19

A final limitation of this individual-focused approach 
is that it can negatively affect social cohesion and 
trigger tensions. This generally occurs when pro-
gram beneficiaries are perceived as unfairly receiv-
ing support that is not available to other community 
members who did not migrate or who migrated and 
returned but were ineligible for the same assistance 
(e.g., because they returned by their own means or 
via an AVRR program that offered less comprehen-
sive reintegration support).20 

B. Community-Based 
Reintegration Projects

To address several of the challenges faced by indi-
vidual-focused projects, some reintegration pro-

grams have adopted a community-based service 
model. These interventions do not have direct 
development goals either, as their priority remains 
supporting the reintegration of returning migrants. 
The community lens is primarily a tool to reach that 
objective, by fostering an environment in which 
reintegration is more likely to occur.21 Still, activities 
are not solely designed around returnees’ needs and 
instead seek to also address issues facing broader 
communities. Such programs have involved cash-
for-work projects in which returnees build public 
infrastructure22 and livelihoods initiatives that are 
open to both returnees and other community mem-
bers.23 For example, in a small project run by the 
International Organization for Migration (IOM) in 
two Ethiopian villages, returnees and nonreturnees 
helped to rehabilitate the local environment via soil 
and water conservation measures.24

Such programs have involved cash-
for-work projects in which returnees 
build public infrastructure and 
livelihoods initiatives that are open to 
both returnees and other community 
members.

Overall, these initiatives tend to be small in scope 
(e.g., 115 people, including 50 returnees, worked 
for three months as part of the IOM Ethiopia initia-
tive). They have also had a mixed record in terms of 
the extent to which communities are consulted to 
inform project design as well as their impacts and 
durability.25 For instance, it can be difficult to reach 
consensus on what criteria a project should use to 
select community members for participation, es-
pecially in regions where many households have a 
pressing need for livelihoods support. 
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C. Capacity-Building Assistance

In comparison to the two previous approaches, 
which aim to have a near-term impact on individ-
ual returnees and their communities, projects that 
aim to build the capacity of origin-country actors 
to support migrant reintegration and public service 
delivery more broadly seek to achieve more struc-
tural and sustainable impacts. The rationale is that 
by strengthening public institutions and civil-society 
organizations, these local actors can then deliver 
better services to returnees and their communities.26 
Some capacity-building efforts involve supporting 
local actors as they develop their own reintegration 
mechanisms. In Tunisia, for example, the EU-funded 
program ProGreS (Programme Gouvernance Straté-
gie Migration Tunisienne) I and II has sought to sup-
port the country’s national reintegration mechanism 
Tounesna.27 In partnership with OFII, the French de-
velopment actor Expertise France has provided tech-
nical assistance, training, and tools to the Tunisian 
government, with the goal of improving support for 
returnees and ensuring it is grounded in local reali-
ties. Capacity-building approaches can also involve 
the provision of equipment, setting up coordination 
mechanisms, and direct budget support for the of-
fices in charge of service delivery.28

A notable subset of capacity-building efforts focus 
on training origin-country authorities and civil-soci-
ety organizations to be aware of and respond to the 
specific challenges returnees face. As part of the Mi-
gration for Development program, which is funded 
by the German Federal Ministry for Economic Coop-
eration and Development (BMZ), the Deutsche Ge-
sellschaft für internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) 
GmbH has supported the establishment of job cen-
ters in 12 partner countries and trained representa-
tives of employment services and ministries of labor 
(among others) on the types of assistance returnees 
often need.29 The goal is for these institutions to de-
liver existing services in a way that is more sensitive 

to returnees’ needs and to build additional support 
systems, such as psychosocial assistance.

All of these measures align with a development 
agenda, but some have limited long-term effects. 
This is generally due to lack of buy-in from ori-
gin-country partners, whether for political reasons 
or due to competition between ministries/civil-so-
ciety organizations over which actors should have 
responsibility for supporting migrants’ reintegration. 
These stakeholders may also lack the resources to 
step up their activities and governance mecha-
nisms.30 In addition, capacity-building interventions 
are unlikely to have immediate effects, which may 
generate frustrations among returnees who urgently 
need assistance. A final set of difficulties includes 
issues such as staff turnover and trainings not suffi-
ciently tailored to the local context, which can blunt 
the impact of capacity-building efforts.31

D. Connections between 
Reintegration and 
Development Programming

A final approach is to directly connect the work of 
reintegration and development actors. This can in-
volve an AVRR program referring returnees to a de-
velopment initiative for support, reintegration and 
development actors designing joint programs, or 
development projects identifying returnees as one 
of their target groups. Doing so can help broaden 
the services available to returnees and ensure they 
receive longer-term support than is usually avail-
able through individual reintegration assistance, 
especially when such efforts occur alongside capaci-
ty-building support for local institutions.32

These connections hinge on making sure devel-
opment programs recognize returnees’ needs and 
work to reach them. This involves, for instance, en-
suring that health programs address issues common 
among returnees, or that livelihoods initiatives are 



MIGRATION POLICY INSTITUTE   |   6 MIGRATION POLICY INSTITUTE   |   7

LINKING MIGRANT REINTEGRATION ASSISTANCE AND DEVELOPMENT GOALS LINKING MIGRANT REINTEGRATION ASSISTANCE AND DEVELOPMENT GOALS

open and accessible to returnees. For example, the 
Youth Employment Project (YEP) in The Gambia was 
launched under the EU Emergency Trust Fund for 
Africa to provide training and employment oppor-
tunities to both returnees and other residents in 
communities with high emigration rates. To benefit 
from this development intervention, returnees were 
referred by their IOM reintegration program to the 
International Trade Centre, YEP’s implementing part-
ner in The Gambia.33 Such referrals to development 
interventions are at the heart of making linkages 
between reintegration and development programs 
work in practice. 

A key obstacle is the many 
discrepancies between reintegration 
and development programs, often 
including their geographic scope and 
target groups.
 
However, support via development programs is not 
always available to returnees, depending on when 
and where they return. A key obstacle is the many 
discrepancies between reintegration and develop-
ment programs, often including their geographic 
scope and target groups. Coordination is another 
challenge, given referrals from an AVRR program to 
a development initiative typically entail a shift of 
responsibility, partially or completely, over an indi-
vidual’s case. This can lead to gaps in ownership and 
accountability if the referral process is not carefully 
planned and, ideally, supported by a formal agree-
ment that lays out each partner’s responsibilities.34 
For instance, in Guinea, IOM and the Belgian devel-
opment agency Enabel sought to work together 
to integrate returnees into a livelihood initiative 
managed by Enabel.35 But referring returning mi-
grants to the project proved more challenging than 
anticipated due to mismatches between returnees’ 
profiles, arrival dates, and location and the devel-
opment project’s eligibility criteria, timeline, and 
geographical scope.36 In the end, some returnees fell 

through the cracks and did not receive livelihoods 
support from either IOM or Enabel. Finally, return-
ing migrants’ ability to access support via develop-
ment programs can be constrained by the skills and 
knowledge of the development actors involved, 
many of whom have received little to no training on 
the specific challenges returnees face. 

3 Obstacles to Further 
Linking Reintegration 
and Development 
Programs 

Overall, policymakers and practitioners in both or-
igin and destination countries have an appetite for 
better connecting reintegration and development 
programs. But what exactly such linkages should 
look like remains open for debate. This is largely 
because a shift away from providing support to 
individual returnees and toward more develop-
ment-oriented interventions requires balancing the 
immediate needs of returnees with broader support 
to achieve change at the community and/or struc-
tural level. Other challenges relate to the dynamics 
of return governance in countries of destination and 
origin, and to the dearth of evidence on what types 
of interventions are best able to achieve both reinte-
gration and development goals. 

A. Balancing Pressing, Individual 
Needs and Long-Term 
Development Goals

While there are some success stories of returnees 
contributing to local development, many migrants 
find themselves in vulnerable situations immediately 
upon return. They may have gotten sick, injured, or 
experienced trauma during their migration jour-
ney. For example, a considerable share of migrants 
who return to Armenia have acute or chronic health 
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problems, which limits their employment pros-
pects.37 Some returnees may also not have the skills 
to contribute to the local economy, at least in the 
short term, for lack of education and training. In 
Serbia, for instance, the majority of returnees are 
members of the Roma minority, which has faced a 
long history of systematic discrimination and has 
low average levels of education.38 

In addition, the relationships between returnees 
and their families and communities of origin are not 
always conducive to returnees becoming agents of 
local development. For example, in Central America, 
returnees often face stigma and are perceived as as-
sociated with criminal groups in the United States.39 
In other places, returnees are perceived as having 
failed their family or community, especially if they 
have taken on debt to fund their migration and re-
turned before it could be paid off.40 These prejudices, 
and the associated lack of community support, can 
make it harder for returning migrants to find liveli-
hoods and housing. 

All these factors point to the reality that not all re-
turnees are able to leverage their skills and experi-
ence to make an immediate difference at home. To 
be successful, reintegration projects should be de-
signed with these difficulties and individual support 
needs in mind, even as they increasingly aim to also 
have a development impact. 

B. Coordinating across Policy 
Portfolios

Policymakers and practitioners in countries of 
destination will need to work across policy areas 
if they are to make the most of the potential syn-
ergies between reintegration and development 
programming. For a long time, reintegration and 
development actors have operated in silos, and 
these silos remain strong in some places. In France, 
for example, OFII manages its reintegration proj-
ects independently from the work of the French 

Development Agency.41 At the EU level, the Direc-
torate-General for Migration and Home Affairs and 
Frontex operate their own reintegration projects 
for migrants returning from the European Union.42 
Meanwhile, the Directorates-General for Neigh-
bourhood and Enlargement Negotiations and for 
International Partnerships manage capacity-building 
projects in the areas of return and reintegration, as 
well as reintegration initiatives for migrants return-
ing from countries outside the European Union to 
their home countries.43 Some efforts are underway 
to better connect these portfolios,44 but gaps persist, 
reflecting the difficulties of reconciling the different 
mandates and approaches of development and 
home affairs stakeholders.45 

Working together more closely will require these 
actors to find a common language, as well as to sort 
out a whole range of operational matters (e.g., how 
to make returnees a target group in development 
programs, given the uncertainty about how many 
will return, on what timeline, and what their profiles 
will be). Bridging these gaps will take time and may 
not always be compatible with the political pres-
sure on European policymakers and practitioners to 
boost return figures. Development programs could 
strive to include reintegration considerations start-
ing in their design phase, much in the same way that 
some factor in considerations related to internally 
displaced persons or returning refugees.46 Doing so 
will, however, be resource intensive and depend on 
effective cooperation between actors that do not 
always share the same priorities.47

C. Engaging Origin-Country 
Actors Effectively

Sustainable reintegration and broader development 
impacts can only be achieved if key stakeholders in 
countries of origin are involved in supporting return-
ees from the start. This entails, for example, ensuring 
that origin-country governments are aware of the 
profiles and needs of returning migrants, the rein-
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tegration projects available, and potentially, have 
dedicated services for those with particular vulnera-
bilities. This is not always straightforward, however, 
since origin countries face many competing priori-
ties. Providing assistance to returnees has become 
more important for some,48 but it is often still largely 
perceived as the responsibility of destination coun-
tries (at least for returns from Europe).49

Tensions may also exist within origin-country 
governments over which entity is responsible for 
reintegration. For instance, in Guinea, the Enabel 
livelihoods project open to returnees and locals (de-
scribed in Section 2.D.) was connected to a different 
Guinean ministry from the one responsible for rein-
tegration affairs more broadly, and the two entities 
were not used to close coordination.50 Insufficient 
buy-in from countries of origin and disagreements 
over the governance of reintegration issues can 
hamper the effectiveness of reintegration projects 
and attempts to connect them up with development 
efforts.

D. Gathering Evidence on the 
Intersection of Reintegration 
and Development

There is limited evidence on what approaches work 
best to achieve both reintegration and development 
outcomes. Policymakers have begun advocating for 
more robust monitoring of reintegration projects,51 
and an increasing number of studies, monitoring 
reports, and evaluations have been conducted in 
recent years.52 New programs such as Frontex’s Joint 
Reintegration Services have also stated their com-
mitment to monitoring and better documenting the 
outcomes of their reintegration assistance. But these 
monitoring mechanisms, at best, only capture the 
effects of assistance on returnees; they rarely track 
the potential broader impacts on returnees’ commu-
nities. In addition, in the case of capacity-building 
efforts, impact can be challenging to measure be-

cause it is not always easily quantifiable and baseline 
data are not always available. The outcomes of these 
capacity-building activities also tend to depend on 
many factors outside of the intervention itself, which 
can make it difficult to map its exact contributions 
to change. For instance, ProGreS previously faced 
delays due to institutional instability in Tunisia, and 
this situation limited the impact of some of its activ-
ities.53 

There is also hesitance among some donors and 
implementing partners to extend their monitor-
ing to cover the work of external partners, such as 
public services and civil-society organizations that 
support returnees through referrals. This is due in 
part to the view that these referrals can blur the 
lines of institutional responsibility (i.e., who should 
be accountable for the quality of services delivered 
by a public institution after a referral). There are also 
practical challenges, such as policies limiting what 
personal data can be shared (and with whom) and 
the absence of a dedicated budget line for moni-
toring activities.54 Similarly, the entities that receive 
returnees via referrals may not be inclined to engage 
in thorough monitoring efforts, especially if these 
are not funded. Ultimately, even when evaluations 
are conducted, their findings are not always shared 
with key partners, including origin-country govern-
ments. This is often a product of the high level of 
competition that exists between service providers 
(who may compete for contracts) and the sensitivity 
of return and reintegration issues in origin countries. 
However, overcoming these hurdles to building a 
stronger evidence base will be necessary if reinte-
gration projects and development goals are to be 
more closely—and effectively—linked.55

4 Conclusion 

Stronger connections are being forged between 
reintegration projects and development efforts. And 
while there is limited evidence on what approaches 
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produce the best outcomes for returning migrants, 
their communities, and countries of origin and desti-
nation, one thing is clear: reintegration and develop-
ment actors will need to carefully navigate trade-offs 
between responding to the specific needs of return-
ees and thinking about the broader, long-term de-
velopment of the communities in which they settle. 

Reintegration assistance for individual returnees is 
not set up to have community-level or structural 
impacts. Even if returnees are able to find their own 
economic footing after return, the knock-on effects 
are likely to remain small and localized. In addition, 
many returnees struggle with health challenges, 
trauma, debt, or stigma, making it difficult for them 
to take full advantage of the livelihoods support be-
ing offered, let alone do so in a way that would have 
broad community benefits. Still, individual support 
is a necessary component of reintegration projects 
because it can respond to returnees’ immediate 
needs. Community-based approaches, while more 
ambitious, have similarly had limited spillover ef-
fects on local development as they remain driven by 
reintegration objectives.

In contrast, initiatives focused on building the ca-
pacity of origin-country stakeholders to support 
reintegration and efforts to include returnees in de-
velopment programs aim to achieve more structural 
and sustainable gains. However, they operate on a 
longer timeline and do not address the immediate 
needs of returnees in vulnerable situations. The 
latter approach also frequently suffers from major 
operational challenges related to the difficulties of 
aligning reintegration and development work, in 
terms of timelines, funding streams, geographic cov-
erage, and target group criteria. 

What is more, moving reintegration assistance fully 
into the realm of development programs risks di-
luting the attention paid to returnees—something 
that has been fostered over the last decade, in rec-
ognition of the fact that this group faces unique 

challenges. Development actors already work with 
a wide range of groups in vulnerable situations, 
and adding returnees to this portfolio may mean 
the assistance they receive loses some of its speci-
ficity. The same can also be true for origin countries 
facing many competing priorities; mainstreaming 
reintegration considerations into public services and 
domestic development efforts may result in less at-
tention being paid to returnees’ unique needs. 

Despite these tensions, reintegration assistance will 
need to build closer links to development goals and 
programs if it hopes to foster economic and social 
conditions in receiving communities that allow re-
turning migrants to thrive. Four broad recommenda-
tions can guide this work:

 ► Improve coordination between actors 
across policy portfolios and in countries 
of origin and destination. With significant 
changes in EU governance of returns 
underway, and several European destination 
countries and origin countries restructuring 
their return and reintegration strategies, 
development and home affairs actors will 
need to step up coordination efforts and 
address uncomfortable questions around 
program objectives and responsibilities. For 
projects to truly achieve their reintegration 
objectives and, ideally, have a broader 
impact on development, all relevant actors in 
countries of origin and destination should be 
involved from the design phase on.

 ► Strengthen local ownership over 
reintegration processes. Projects cannot 
hope to achieve development impacts if key 
stakeholders in migrants’ countries of origin 
are not involved. This is no easy task, given 
how sensitive returns-related issues can be 
for policymakers and civil society in these 
countries and the fact that many of these 
actors have competing priorities and capacity 
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constraints. Ensuring local ownership over 
the design, implementation, and monitoring 
of reintegration projects will require long-
term engagement and support tailored to 
the local context. This should involve building 
better communication channels between 
countries of origin and destination, centering 
origin-country development priorities, and 
strengthening local organizations’ ability to 
deliver high-quality assistance whose effects 
can endure beyond those of short-term 
reintegration programs. 

 ► Safeguard meeting returnees’ needs 
as a top priority. While it is welcome 
when reintegration programs yield local 
development impacts, pursuing development 
goals should not come at the expense of 
responding to returnees’ vulnerabilities. To 
ensure their needs are met, any development 
partners involved in supporting returning 
migrants’ reintegration should receive 
training to help them understand the specific 
challenges this group faces and how they can 
adapt their programs accordingly. 

 ► Build a better understanding of how 
different approaches to reintegration 
intersect with development goals. 
A stronger evidence base is needed to 
answer questions such as what level of 
local development is required to ensure the 
success of reintegration projects and what 
impacts can reintegration interventions 
have on development at the community and 

structural levels. Monitoring and evaluation is 
an important tool in this regard. Future efforts 
should aim to capture impacts of individual-
focused reintegration projects that stretch 
beyond returnees themselves, and the extent 
to which referring returnees to development 
interventions and developing joint programs 
can produce better reintegration outcomes. 
Ideally, comparative studies would be 
conducted to shed light on which approaches 
work best in which contexts. Program 
budgets should be planned accordingly, 
including funding to not only carry out 
monitoring activities but also to involve 
origin-country partners in the process and to 
disseminate lessons learned.

Discussions about linking up reintegration projects 
and development goals are not new, but a grow-
ing number of policymakers and practitioners in 
Europe and migrants’ countries of origin have be-
come aware of the intrinsic limitations of individu-
al-focused reintegration assistance. Some are now 
convinced that AVRR interventions could achieve 
better outcomes by tackling obstacles at the com-
munity and structural levels. In turn, development 
actors have increasingly acknowledged returnees 
as a group with serious vulnerabilities and long-
term assistance needs. Thus, if key trade-offs and 
long-standing obstacles to collaboration can be 
successfully navigated, new synergies between re-
integration and development programs could result 
in more impactful and sustainable assistance for re-
turnees as well as broader development gains. 

If key trade-offs and long-standing obstacles to collaboration can be 
successfully navigated, new synergies between reintegration and development 

programs could result in more impactful and sustainable assistance for 
returnees as well as broader development gains.
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