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Executive Summary
Policymakers and practitioners in countries of origin
and destination alike increasingly acknowledge that
for returning migrants, reintegration into a community—at times after an extended period away—is a
multidimensional process. As a result, a number of
European programmes that offer reintegration assistance have moved away from standardised packages to instead provide support that takes into account the varied economic, social, and psychosocial
needs of returnees and their communities. Given
the complexity of reintegration processes, it has also
become clear that no one service provider can offer
all of the types of assistance required to meet these
needs. Helping migrants achieve sustainable reintegration requires a network of support.
Embedding reintegration assistance into the local
environment of public services, community initiatives, and development programmes can help create
this network by expanding the variety of support
measures available to returnees. Referrals to local
service providers such as these are also valuable in
that they connect returnees to trusted partners and
a support system that will remain in place long after
time-limited reintegration assistance initiatives end.
In addition, referral mechanisms present an opportunity to streamline migration and development
initiatives by building pathways between interven-

tions and ensuring their goals are complementary,
with the aim of maximising the outcomes of both
types of programmes. Referrals, particularly when
combined with capacity-building and other forms
of support for local actors, can thus make a critical
contribution by improving both the reintegration
outcomes of returnees and conditions in the communities where they live.

Referrals, particularly when combined
with capacity-building and other
forms of support for local actors, can
thus make a critical contribution by
improving both the reintegration
outcomes of returnees and conditions
in the communities where they live.
Yet, there is no consensus across reintegration programmes as to how referral mechanisms should be
organised, what types of services referral partners
should deliver, the level of budget support these
different actors need, and how their work should be
monitored. The current restructuring of European return governance—in particular, efforts by European
policymakers to move towards common standards
for reintegration support—presents an opportunity
to raise the visibility of local partnership networks
and start using and evaluating them more systematically.

POLICY BRIEF

Embedding Reintegration Assistance for
Returning Migrants in the Local Context

EMBEDDING REINTEGRATION ASSISTANCE FOR RETURNING MIGRANTS IN THE LOCAL CONTEXT

Based on a review of how referrals have been used
to embed reintegration assistance into local communities to date and of the challenges such efforts have
faced, recommendations for future work include:
► Map out referral opportunities and
share this information with partner
organisations and returnees to improve
the reintegration supports available.
As is already done in certain countries, the
organisations that are primarily responsible
for operating reintegration programmes and
their partners should develop a directory
of existing partnerships with local actors to
whom returnees can be referred for support,
with updated information on contracts,
eligibility criteria for these actors’ projects,
potential capacity constraints, payments,
and number of referrals. Because directories
produced through such mapping exercises
can quickly go out-of-date, they should
have a clear owner (e.g., governments in
countries of origin) that will regularly revise
them based on information provided by
donors, lead reintegration service providers,
and other partners (e.g., nongovernmental
organisations and municipalities). This
information should be systematically
disseminated both to reintegration service
providers, so that social workers are aware
of referral opportunities and processes that
exist in an area, and to migrants, to help them
develop clear expectations about the support
available.
► Build more formal partnerships with
country-of-origin governments and other
entities that accept referrals. Many referral
mechanisms operate without a formal
agreement and funding, relying instead
on personal relationships. This approach
is a good starting point to broaden the
scope of services available to returnees,

but it ultimately raises questions about the
different actors’ responsibility for the services
provided, the quality of services, data sharing,
and more. Developing guidelines, standard
operating procedures, and memoranda
of understanding to standardise referral
mechanisms helps ensure that referrals
occur in a more systematic, reliable way and
that the various parties involved are held
accountable for the services provided.
► Provide funding or capacity-building
training to referral partner organisations.
Referrals can have various benefits for
reintegration programmes, but they need
to be proactively managed to meet their
potential, including by ensuring that the local
partner organisations to which returnees
are referred have the budget and capacity
to provide the desired services. In many
countries, civil-society organisations are keen
on engaging in the provision of reintegration
support, but they often do not have access
to the funding and expertise needed to do
this work. Training and knowledge-building
efforts may also create referral opportunities
with new partners, including with privatesector actors who are often unfamiliar with
the profile of and specific challenges faced
by returning migrants but who could be
instrumental in supporting their labour
market reintegration.
► Monitor the outcomes of services offered
by referral partners and make sure the
lead reintegration service provider,
referral partners, returnees, and other
stakeholders (such as the origin-country
government and the donor) have clear,
shared expectations for each party’s
responsibilities. Even when referrals do
not occur based on a formal agreement that
provides funding, the lead reintegration
service provider should be accountable for
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making referrals and how this takes place,
and the local partner should be responsible
for the services they are meant to deliver.
Monitoring efforts to support this level of
accountability require dedicated resources
and technical assistance for all the relevant
stakeholders that need them.
In the end, referral mechanisms should not be considered one-off, no-cost interventions, but as an
integral part of returnee reintegration and broader
development strategies. Well-functioning referral
systems hold the potential to support returnees’ sustainable reintegration, strengthen local actors’ sense
of ownership over the reintegration process, and improve conditions in countries of origin more broadly.
But developing such systems and reaping these
benefits will not happen overnight and without dedicated resources. They should therefore be seen as a
long-term investment.

1

Introduction

Although European programmes that aim to support returning migrants’ reintegration into the communities where they settle have expanded in scope
and improved in recent years, returning—at times
after years away—is never an easy undertaking. In
many communities and countries of origin, there is
a social stigma attached to return if individuals are
perceived as having failed in their migration aspirations and return because they could not secure legal
status. Many returnees who have been abroad for
an extended period have also lost touch with local
relatives and friends and lack the skills and networks
to find their footing within the community. Helping
returning migrants overcome these barriers and
achieve successful reintegration thus entails helping
them (re)build connections and participate in the
social, economic, cultural, and political life of their
country of origin.

Embedding reintegration assistance within the local
environment through partnerships with actors that
returnees trust is therefore a critical pillar of reintegration assistance, including assisted voluntary
return and reintegration (AVRR) projects. It helps expand the variety of support measures available to returnees, encourages local actors to develop a sense
of ownership over reintegration processes, and can
create synergies between reintegration efforts and
other programmes, including international development initiatives.1 Without an approach tailored to
the local context, reintegration support risks being
inefficient, short-lived, and may even aggravate frictions between returnees and other local community
members—especially in fragile environments—if returnees are seen as receiving support that is needed
by but unavailable to others.2

Without an approach tailored to the
local context, reintegration support
risks being inefficient, short-lived,
and may even aggravate frictions
between returnees and other local
community members.
One way to pursue a strategy of local embeddedness is for the lead reintegration assistance provider
to refer returnees to public services, civil-society
organisations (CSOs), and other local stakeholders
(including private-sector actors). For the lead organisation implementing a reintegration programme,
referral systems are crucial because other actors
may be able to provide direct assistance in locations
where they are not physically present. These referral
partners may also have skills and experience working with specific population groups or the budget
to offer additional support activities. As such, referrals can improve the uptake of support and help
streamline different actors’ efforts to help returnees
achieve sustainable reintegration. Referrals can also
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ensure continuity of services after a reintegration
programme ends.
Recognising these benefits, European policymakers and practitioners, as well as their partners in
migrants’ countries of origin, are exploring how to
improve the local embeddedness of the reintegration assistance they offer. They are increasingly moving away from the model of reintegration projects
that deliver standardised packages of support and
towards one that offers assistance tailored to the individual and the local context. This growing interest
can be seen, for example, in the 2021 EU Strategy on
Voluntary Return and Reintegration.3 By doing so,
these actors seek to improve individual reintegration
outcomes and join forces in supporting overall development in communities where returnees live.
But while there is growing interest in referral systems and how they can help embed reintegration
assistance into the local context, little is known
about their implementation across programmes. The
term ‘referral’ is used in a variety of ways to describe
any type of cooperation between stakeholders involved in the reintegration process, and there have
been few systematic analyses to date of the different
approaches that fall under this label. This terminological ambiguity and lack of evidence hamper
monitoring and evaluation (M&E) efforts and thus
risk undermining improvements made in the overall
design and evaluation of reintegration projects.
This policy brief aims to help fill this gap by discussing referral mechanisms’ objectives (Section 2) and
offering a typology of approaches taken in the implementation of these mechanisms across different
reintegration programmes, according to the stakeholders involved and levels of formality (Section 3).
It then discusses recurrent challenges and emerging
good practices (Section 4). Finally, the brief offers
recommendations for strategies to step up the local embeddedness of reintegration programmes,
including by producing better evidence on what

works (Section 5). This analysis draws in part on
interviews conducted between February and June
2022 with representatives of reintegration service
providers, government agencies, and CSOs in 29
countries.

2

Why Local
Embeddedness Matters

Embedding reintegration programmes into the local environment by relying on partners to deliver
at least part of the support offered to returnees has
four main benefits. First, local partners’ geographic
reach is an important advantage, especially when
migrants are returning not to a country’s capital but
to other (at times remote) regions. Physical proximity between returnees and service providers lowers
travel costs and risks for the returnees and allows for
more frequent interactions. In addition, having referral partners with a presence in different locations
helps protect certain vulnerable returnees, such as
victims of trafficking or forced labour, who often
cannot go back to their region of origin. In Albania,
for example, the International Organization for Migration (IOM) helps victims of trafficking settle in
areas where they have not previously lived, or in the
capital city of Tirana, where IOM has local partners
that can provide direct assistance.4

The needs of returnees are diverse,
and the lead reintegration service
provider may not have staff with
expertise in all relevant domains.
Second, working with partners via a referral network
is useful because it can bring complementary skills
to the table. The needs of returnees are diverse, and
the lead reintegration service provider may not have
staff with expertise in all relevant domains, especially when it comes to delivering support to returnees
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with the most acute vulnerabilities. In Senegal, for
instance, both the French Office for Immigration and
Integration (OFII) and the Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH, the German
development cooperation agency, collaborate with
a local nongovernmental organisation (NGO) called
House of Hope to deliver psychosocial therapy to
returnees.5 Referrals to private-sector actors, meanwhile, can support returnees’ labour market integration. In Nigeria, IOM and the country’s government
have sought to develop a network of private companies that will offer traineeships and job placements
to returning migrants, so that they can gain relevant
experience, build professional networks, and ultimately access long-term employment.6

ferrals to development programmes because both
are still predominantly developed and implemented
in silos.10 But there are a few exceptions, such as the
cooperation between IOM and the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) in Sudan. Between 2020
and 2022, IOM referred 170 returnees to FAO so that
they could benefit from FAO’s agriculture-specific
support, in addition to the cash assistance provided by IOM.11 The two UN agencies reported that
this cooperation allowed returnees to receive more
comprehensive reintegration assistance, benefited
broader communities in the target regions, and enhanced social cohesion.

3

A Typology of Referral
Mechanisms

A third benefit that comes from involving partner
organisations in the reintegration process is that it
can make it possible to tailor support to different social, economic, and cultural groups. Such efforts can
build on trusting relationships that exist between
returnees and local actors to ensure the former have
effective access to and feel comfortable seeking
reintegration services. This is particularly important
given that mistrust can be a major barrier that keeps
returnees from accessing support services.7 For example, Roma communities in Serbia—which have
long faced discrimination and exclusion—tend to
mistrust authorities, which frequently leaves them
without personal documents and with limited access to public services.8 To be able to reach returning
Roma with reintegration assistance, GIZ partners
with several NGOs that have staff who work directly
with these communities and help them overcome
barriers.9

While there is consensus that referrals are useful to
enhance the local embeddedness of reintegration
services, the term ‘referral’ is used to describe a wide
range of practices.12 As a result, ‘referral systems’ can
mean anything from informal engagements and personal networks to formalised agreements involving
contractual commitments and multiannual grant allocations. Many referral partners’ work complements
the assistance provided by the organisation that is
in the lead on implementing the reintegration programme, but in some cases they may be responsible
for the whole package of reintegration supports for
returnees who are referred to them.13 In addition,
every country comes with a different landscape of
institutions, CSOs, and development programmes,
which shape the ability of the primary reintegration
service provider to work with local partners.

Finally, referral mechanisms can pave the way towards more sustainable reintegration for returnees
and support development within their community,
particularly when these mechanisms build links between reintegration and development programmes.
In practice, few reintegration initiatives operate re-

The ways referral systems differ depend fundamentally on the combination of two factors: (1) what
type of partner organisations returnees are referred
to, shown in Figure 1, and (2) what type of agreement is established between the parties, shown in
Figure 2.
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FIGURE 1
What Type of Partner Organisations Are Returnees Referred to?
Referral made by

Lead reintegration
service provider

External

Referral type?

To whom?

or, less commonly, by

Public
services (local
or national)

CSOs and
NGOs

Origin-country
government

Civil-society
organisation

Internal

Private
sector

Another
project

Source: Compilation by the authors.

The starting point of a referral is typically the lead
service provider contracted by the donor(s) (e.g., EU
Member States, European Commission, EU agency)
to provide reintegration assistance to migrants upon
their return. These organisations are usually the first
ones to meet with returnees after they arrive in their
countries of origin. In a few cases, government-run
referral hubs, such as the Armenian One Window
information centre or the Iraqi National Referral
Mechanism,14 act as entry points and initiate referrals. IOM is a major provider of reintegration assistance globally, but international NGOs, local CSOs,
and some private actors also deliver these services.15
In a more limited number of cases, the government
of the country of origin implements reintegration
activities itself. While the lead reintegration service
provider tends to be the initial starting point for
referrals after arrival, local actors may develop their
own ecosystems and become more dominant in
referral networks over time. Once in the country,
returnees may be referred from one CSO to another
in circular referrals, or from a reintegration project to
public services.
At the receiving end of referral systems, there are
four main types of actors. These differ depending on
whether the referrals involved are external or ‘outward’ referrals, as IOM calls referrals to a third party

or programme,16 or internal referrals to another project implemented by the lead reintegration service
provider. Most often, the lead reintegration service
provider refers returnees to government entities
that issue identification documents, register them
with social protection schemes, and provide access
to public services such as education and health care.
For example, the Women Empowerment Literacy
and Development Organization (WELDO), a reintegration assistance provider in Pakistan, prepares
returnees for appointments with public authorities
and helps them gather all the necessary documents
to register with the public services.17 In Brazil, IOM
has developed partnerships with the governmental
unit responsible for combatting trafficking, since
some cases involve individuals who are both returnees and victims of trafficking. CSOs and NGOs,
including religiously affiliated groups, play a crucial
role is assisting returnees who are referred to them
for support, especially vulnerable groups, and many
offer trusted, ongoing support that is available in
the localities where returnees settle. Lastly, businesses can be involved in referral mechanisms, with the
goal that referrals will help returning migrants enter
the labour market.18
Internal referrals are possible only in a context
where the lead reintegration assistance provider
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FIGURE 2
What Type of Agreement and Funding Are behind Referrals?
Is a formal agreement
(e.g., MoU or contract)
in place?

Yes

Is funding
provided?

A
Yes, funds are
allocated per
returnee who
receives
reintegration
services

No

B
Yes, a fixed amount of
funding, with flexibility to
cover reintegration
services and operating
costs (e.g., staff, capacitybuilding, equipment)

+

C

D

No

No, referrals
happen
informally
and without
funding

Level of M&E

–

Source: Compilation by the authors.

operates several initiatives in the same country and
it is possible to make transfers from one programme
to another. When internal referrals can be made,
representatives of several reintegration service partners described them in interviews as convenient and
efficient.19 Referring a returnee to another project
or colleague within the same organisation is usually
easier and quicker, information about the case has
already been collected, and coordination tends to
be straightforward (even if it can be more informal
and therefore less systematic). In Serbia, for example, GIZ’s Programme on Migration for Development
recommends such linkages between projects in its
standard operating procedures.20 In the few cases
where governments operate their own reintegration
programmes, such as the Return and Reintegration
Assistance Program for Diaspora Youth (PARI-JEDI) in
Cameroon,21 intragovernmental referrals allow for a
whole-of-government approach to reintegration.
Next to differences in the type of actors involved in
referral systems, a second major source of variation
is these systems’ levels of formality (see Figure 2).
And indeed, the degree of formality can vary con-

siderably, regardless of which partners are involved.
In this, referral systems typically follow one of four
models, ranging from a formal agreement with comprehensive funding and contractual obligations to
referrals that are not based on an agreement and
happen informally. Each entails tradeoffs.
A. Formal agreement with funding per
returnee. This first approach to referrals
involves the lead reintegration assistance
provider allocating funding to the referral
partner to cover the costs associated with
service delivery for each individual returnee.
This ‘per returnee’ funding typically includes
costs arising from training courses or health
services a returnee receives. For instance, IOM
Georgia has longstanding agreements with
several private clinics that treat returnees. The
costs incurred are directly covered by IOM,
without returnees having to pay upfront.22
The advantage of this form of cooperation
is that it gives returnees access to services
that may otherwise be inaccessible to them.
Through funding, the referral partners can
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adapt their capacity to arriving returnee
populations and continue to offer these
services over time. Yet, per returnee funding
is rarely enough to cover a referral partner’s
overhead costs, such as permanent staffing
or equipment, which can make this aspect of
sustaining operations a challenge.
B. Formal agreement with a fixed amount
of funding. Another approach to referrals
involves broader financial support that
is not tied to the number of individual
returnees served and that allows the
partner organisation to cover operating
costs and distribute the funding as it
chooses to returnees (and potentially other
beneficiaries). The German NGO HELP
Serbia assists returnees as well as a broader
group of vulnerable persons, with support
from GIZ. Whereas nonreferred individuals
wishing to receive support from HELP can
apply only during the NGO’s open calls, the
eligibility of applicants referred through GIZ
before they depart from Europe is assessed
immediately; as a result, the support they
receive is more flexible and can be adapted
to individual returnees’ arrival timelines
and reintegration needs.23 Such funding
arrangements are advantageous as they
provide the local partner with more flexibility
in how it manages its caseload. Yet, it also
requires greater trust between the donor (and
the lead reintegration service provider) and
the referral partner, as a foundation for this
heightened spending flexibility.
C. Formal agreement, no funding. The lead
reintegration assistance provider may have
a formal agreement with referral partners,
even if it does not provide funds for the
services provided. Such agreements can
consist of simple letters of intent, memoranda
of understanding (MoUs), or standard
operating procedures describing the role of

the respective partners in assisting returnees.
Among other things, MoUs can regulate how
information about cases is shared between
the lead reintegration assistance provider
and its referral partners, to ensure both
efficiency and data protection. For instance,
the National Referral Mechanism in Iraq, run
by the Iraqi government and developed with
the support of IOM Iraq, functions under
agreements that do not involve funding.
Returnees are referred by the Iraqi authorities
to local CSOs, international organisations,
and other government services that assist
them using their existing budget.24 These
agreements have grown in recent years,
with a clear move towards better regulating
informal referral practices.25 However, they are
not always fully operationalised as capacity
constraints may limit the ability of referral
partners to add returnees to their existing
caseload.26
D. Informal referrals with no formal
agreement or funding. In the least formal
type of engagement, the lead reintegration
assistance provider refers returnees to a
partner without an agreement that outlines
standardised procedures or offers funding.
This generally occurs when there is overlap in
the two entities’ missions and target groups,
meaning the referral partner can simply add
returnees to their ongoing caseload. This
form of engagement is usually based on
personal relationships and can allow for quick
responses to emerging needs, but it is rarely
as sustainable as other referral models and
may not support the same level of thorough
case management practices.
The type of agreement concluded between the lead
reintegration assistance provider and its referral
partners has important implications for M&E. While
partnerships under Model A tend to adhere to close
monitoring practices, Models B and C typical involve
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looser monitoring and/or fewer requirements. As
for the informal engagement in Model D, this hardly
ever involves systematic monitoring and follow-up
on cases.

4

Common Challenges in
Referral Systems

While donors, governments in countries of origin,
lead reintegration service providers, and referral
partners all advocate for enhancing the local embeddedness of reintegration programmes, many
challenges remain that can hinder referral systems’
ability to deliver on this goal and pave the way
towards sustainable reintegration. Difficulties can
range from limited awareness among reintegration
assistance providers and returnees about the available referral options, to capacity constraints among
referral partners, to gaps in ownership, responsibility, and accountability over referral operations.

A.

Limited awareness of the full
range of referral options

In most countries of origin, several entities operate
their own reintegration programmes, each involving contracts with different donors and destination
countries. These reintegration assistance providers
usually develop their own network of referral partners with the expertise to provide certain kinds of
services, serve certain populations, or reach certain
locations, but they rarely exchange this information with each other. This is mainly the result of the
overall limited cooperation between these actors,
who sometimes do not have formal communication
channels and can compete for funding.27
As a result of having more limited information about
potential referral options, reintegration assistance
providers may not direct returnees to the support
that is best suited to their needs, nor are they able to
capitalise on the relationships and capacity-building

efforts of other actors operating in the same context.
This carries the risk of doubling up on certain efforts
and creating fatigue within referral partners. By
comparison, increased awareness of how other reintegration assistance providers operate would help
referral partners, who could adopt a standardised
approach when engaging with them. Finally, for
donors and origin-country governments, better
information sharing could help improve oversight
and the monitoring of assistance provided by third
parties.
A better system for information sharing could entail, for instance, a mapping of all entities active in
supporting returnees’ reintegration in a particular
country and potential linkages to development programmes, as well as the eligibility criteria, timeline
for referrals, funding agreements, and other operational considerations for each referral partner (e.g.,
geographical scope).28 This mapping could then be
regularly updated by the government, the lead reintegration service providers operating in the country,
and the referral partners themselves.29 Where possible, involving the central and local governments in
the mapping exercise would enhance their sense of
ownership over reintegration activities.30 However,
the role these authorities play should depend on
the social and political context in each country, especially when returnees have certain vulnerabilities
(e.g., victims of sexual and gender-based violence)
or belong to a minority group and, as a result, are at
risk of being discriminated against. In these environments, CSOs or international actors may be better
positioned to take the lead in the mapping exercise.
The mapping should ultimately feed into an information-sharing mechanism for returnees and a coordination body for reintegration service providers,
so that they can all proactively navigate the referral
process and set clear expectations for the types of
support available. For returnees, such information
could be made available immediately after arrival,
later in the reintegration process, or be available via
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a magazine or online. For example, in Armenia, the
One Window information centre at the airport in the
capital city of Yerevan provides information about
all the reintegration services available to returning migrants in one central place.31 In Guinea, IOM
holds information sessions for new returnees once
or twice a month, which involve representatives of
partner organisations and previous beneficiaries
who share relevant information.32 Finally, in Serbia,
the GIZ’s Programme on Migration for Development
publishes a catalogue of available support services
twice a year, which is available through a mobile
phone app or as a physical catalogue.33 All of these
initiatives aim to consolidate information on the
various types of support available to returnees and
keep it regularly updated.

communities, they may have little or no awareness
of and training on the specific challenges returnees
face, and they may not consider them a priority service population.35 This is a concern when working
with CSOs that cater to a wide variety of beneficiaries, development projects that do not specifically
target returnees, as well as government actors for
whom returnee reintegration is not a core part of
their mission.36 For example, a CSO delivering assistance to victims of sexual and gender-based violence may not be equipped to respond to the trauma experienced by female returnees who have been
the victims of trafficking or targeted during their
migration journey.

Working with a variety of local partners via referrals
has the clear advantage of being able to draw on
their skills, presence on the ground in different localities, and ability to offer continuity of services, which
is especially important when assisting vulnerable
migrants. Yet, the impact referrals have on returnee
reintegration outcomes depends on these partners’
capacity and resources, as well as their ability to
dedicate these assets to work with returnees. In their
absence, referring returnees to such an organisation
rather than providing direct assistance risks delaying
support or offering services of sub-standard quality
that do not live up to the expectations of returnees
or the lead reintegration service providers.

Where these services are unable or providers are unaware of how to cater to the needs of returnees, this
may derive from a lack of resources in a context of
competing priorities and different vulnerable groups
in need of assistance. In addition, government services and development programmes sometimes rely
on a universal operating logic, which means they do
not adapt their services and processes to different
populations, including returnees.37 Yet, without such
tailored support, there is a risk that returnees may
not take up these services or their access may be severely delayed. For example, in Georgia and Serbia,
a recurrent challenge for returnees (or children of
returnees) who have lived abroad for most of their
lives is limited proficiency in the local language.
This can constitute a serious hurdle when it comes
to attempting to access services and social protections, including when applying for public support
programmes or registering with schools or training
courses.38

A major capacity constraint in many contexts is the
skills and knowledge of the broader partnership
network to which returnees are referred (those that
are not formally responsible for implementing the
reintegration programme).34 While these partners
may have a geographical presence in a region where
returnees settle, expertise in providing a particular
type of service, and relationships of trust with local

In turn, referral partners that have the knowledge
and experience to deliver services suited to returnees’ reintegration needs may still lack the resources
to do so.39 This challenge is more pronounced when
no funding is involved in the referrals (Models C
and D in Figure 2), as it means returnees referred by
a lead reintegration service provider are added to
that organisation’s existing caseload but its level of

B.

Referral partners’ limited
capacity and resources
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resources remains the same. This can lead to bottlenecks and hinder the partner’s ability to deliver the
services required, even in the case of government
actors. The Armenian government-led reintegration programme, for instance, operates referrals to
publicly funded hospitals and primary health care
centres. Although the referral system is well-established on paper, in practice it often faces challenges
linked to the Armenian health service’s capacity to
manage its regular caseload, particularly during the
COVID-19 pandemic.40
As a key stakeholder in referral mechanisms, CSOs
have regularly reported difficulties accessing international partnerships and funding that are linked
to their own institutional capacity. Indeed, a certain
amount of institutional knowledge is necessary for
local partners to engage with donor countries, from
an awareness of their policy priorities to the ability
to effectively formulate how the organisation’s work
aligns with them and develop proposals that meet
international standards. This was stressed in an interview with a representative of the Centre for Youths
Integrated Development in Nigeria, who noted that
the organisation has aimed to strengthen the network of local CSOs involved in reintegration but that
donor interests do not (yet) extend to strengthening
the overall civil-society environment. To date, their
efforts to secure funding with which they would
provide training to Nigerian CSOs on reintegration
topics have been unsuccessful.41
Finally, operational hurdles can hinder effective
referrals, especially when trying to link up reintegration and development programmes. Even in
countries where reintegration stakeholders have
a good overview of the development landscape,
previous efforts to refer returnees to development
initiatives have frequently been thwarted by a
mismatch of eligibility criteria, locations, and timelines.42 In Guinea, for instance, IOM, the Belgian development agency Enabel, and the UN Development

Programme (UNDP) attempted to work together to
refer returnees to ongoing livelihood initiatives. Yet,
the partnership faced many operational challenges,
from selection criteria that not all returnees could
meet to difficulties related to the need to travel to
the project location, which ultimately resulted in the
absence of referrals and high dropout rates.43 This
and similar experiences in other countries point to
a need to improve coordination between these two
streams of programming, beginning in the inception
phase, so that referrals to development projects are
more straightforward.44

C.

Gaps in ownership and
responsibility

Referrals entail a shift of responsibility, completely
or partially, from the lead reintegration assistance
provider to a partner. That move should come in
three steps: (1) reaching an understanding on what
services the partner needs to deliver and the responsibilities of the different parties involved; (2)
creating processes to accomplish these aims, such
as for sharing information about returnees between
organisations; and (3) following up to verify that
referrals are meeting the expectations and needs of
returnees. Formal agreements such as contractual
arrangements, MoUs, and standard operating procedures can be used to regulate the responsibilities of
each party.45 In addition, assigning a dedicated point
person for returnees in each partner organisation in
a referral network can help ensure that returnees are
taken care of and receive the agreed-upon level of
support.46
Yet in practice, not all reintegration programmes
have formalised referral systems with these features.
Many operate informally (Model D in Figure 2), and
the lead reintegration service provider refers returnees to partners based on its staff members’ networks. While strong personal relationships are often
the starting point for setting up referral mechanisms
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and allow the parties to quickly react to emerging
needs,47 this informality also leads to gaps in ownership and responsibility.
In contrast, when referrals are organised around
MoUs and standard operating procedures, they can
create a shared understanding between the lead
reintegration service provider and its partners, make
collaboration more consistent, and improve the effectiveness and efficiency of referrals. Greater levels
of formality also increase the chances that service
quality and data protection standards are adhered
to. In recent years, IOM has supported local efforts to
develop such formal systems. As part of the EU-IOM
Joint Initiative in Ghana, for instance, IOM assisted
the government in drafting standard operating procedures and delivered a training to all government
and nongovernmental partners on how to use these
tools.48

Greater levels of formality also
increase the chances that service
quality and data protection
standards are adhered to.
Still, formal agreements can be difficult to reach and
maintain, especially for smaller CSOs, and they often
need to be tested and refined. In Brazil, for example,
IOM prefers to send simple letters of intent to smaller CSO partners in their broader network, as they
have found them to facilitate understanding and
partnership while not overwhelming the CSOs with
the formality of standard international contracts.49
In Georgia, meanwhile, demand for referrals in the
health sector is high among returnees, but there are
no partnerships between IOM Georgia and clinics
outside of the capital; this is due partly to the fact
that agreements would be drafted in English, which
could pose challenges for smaller clinics.50 In some
cases where formal agreements are reached, these
may not be comprehensive enough. For instance,

IOM found that in Guinea there had not been a clear
delineation of the roles IOM, Enabel, and UNDP
would play in a referral system, and as a result, some
returnees who were referred to the development
organisations but could not participate in their
programmes due to an eligibility mismatch had not
received follow-up support.51 An agreement covering this scenario could have filled the gap and made
clear which organisation was responsible for assisting these returnees.

D.

Limitations in accountability
mechanisms

The shift of responsibility initiated through referrals raises questions about how to report on the
outcomes of reintegration assistance after a referral, specifically on the quality and relevance of the
services provided by the partner(s). Donors, lead
reintegration assistance providers, referral partners,
and other stakeholders (e.g., national governments)
often lack clarity as to who should take ownership
over reintegration outcomes, but also who should
set up accountability mechanisms and conduct
oversight of referrals.
A first factor that hinders more systematic assessment is that lead reintegration assistance providers
generally do not have benchmarks as to what constitutes a good network of referral partners, how
many partners they need, and what the scope of the
partners’ services should be. Most also do not make
a clear distinction between referrals to national or
local authorities and partnerships with nongovernmental actors. In the former case, referrals are necessary because only public authorities can provide
certain services, such as issuing identification documents. As to support provided by other actors, their
relevance largely depends on the capacity and local
embeddedness of the lead reintegration assistance
provider and the extent to which outsourcing services to partners is more effective and efficient (and
for whom). This distinction is important because
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it should inform how reintegration programmes
think about appropriate funding allocation and
capacity-building efforts to improve the quality of
referral mechanisms, and ultimately reintegration
support (e.g., work towards clarifying governance
questions among migration actors at the government level, provide funding to CSOs to deliver services to returnees).
A second challenge is that few reintegration service
providers and their partners regularly assess how referral processes take place. Here, relevant questions
include: whether the referral is necessary and/or appropriate with regards to the needs of the returnee,
how long it takes, whether it takes place according
to the agreed-upon procedure (when one exists),
how clearly the parties’ respective responsibilities
are defined, whether and how information about the
services available and processes for accessing them
has been shared with the returnee, whether the
partners have data-sharing agreements, and how
such agreements are enforced.52

Few reintegration service providers
and their partners regularly assess
how referral processes take place.
In turn, lead reintegration service providers often do
not systematically follow up with returnees they refer to another organisation, which means they rarely
document the results of previous referrals. While
efforts to step up accountability mechanisms are
gaining a foothold among European reintegration
programmes,53 there is a persistent lack of clarity
(and agreement) among donors, lead reintegration
service providers, and their partners as to the extent
to which a reintegration programme should be held
accountable for how individuals fare after being referred to a third-party organisation.54 There is a need

to define these boundaries, both temporally (over
what time period should outcomes be documented)
and when partnerships are involved (which party is
responsible for documenting which outcomes). This
is particularly difficult in the case of referrals that do
not involve a formal agreement or funding, given
that the referral partners have no incentives and no
additional resources to document their activities and
track their results.
Even when referrals are formalised and involve
funding, the agreements at the heart of these
mechanisms do not necessarily factor in a specific
budget for data collection and analysis. As a result,
only a few studies have conducted dedicated evaluations of referrals and produced interesting results,
including on the satisfaction of returnees with reintegration support they received via referrals and
on potential mismatches between the support they
desired and what they were offered.55 Such reports
represent a valuable starting point in assessment
efforts, but they are rather preliminary in both geographical and thematic scope.
A leading factor behind this low level of M&E to date
is that, across the board, lead reintegration service
providers and their partners have limited capacity
to collect data and systematically follow-up with returnees after they receive support. As a result, comparable, high-quality data on the impact of referrals
on reintegration are rarely available.56 Whether and
how data collection occurs often depends on whether the necessary capacity already exists within the
partner organisation. For instance, the CSOs that GIZ
partners with and funds in Serbia conduct M&E to
varying degrees, ranging from years-long follow-up
and evaluation studies to more limited monitoring
by organisations with capacity constraints.57
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BOX 1
Challenges Associated with Data Collection, Sharing, and Analysis
Data sharing between the lead reintegration service provider and its partners is particularly important to
facilitate referrals and to make sure all stakeholders are held accountable for their work through follow-ups
and comparative analysis of returnee outcomes. Improving data sharing can be challenging, however,
because EU actors need to comply with the EU General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) by ensuring
that personal data are protected, but many referral systems are informal and/or have a weak framework
for data sharing. The local partners to whom returnees are referred also often lack the technical skills and
resources to manage databases that are GDPR compliant. Moving towards better data collection and sharing would therefore require large-scale capacity-building efforts to provide all partners with the necessary
equipment and skills—an investment that could come at the expense of other pressingly needed supports
for returnees.
Still, there have been some concrete efforts in recent
years to step up the monitoring of referral systems
within reintegration programmes. For instance, the
IOM’s Migrant Assistance Portal (IMAP) works as a
complement to the established Migration Management Operational System Application (MIMOSA)
to support migrant case management. IMAP aims
to coordinate inward and outward referrals and
ensures that data protection rules are adhered to,
both on the procedural side (defining who can grant
access to returnee data) and on the technical side
(implementing encryption and multifactor authentication, among other measures).58 For such tools to
be effective, they require significant investments in
terms of due diligence, engagements with partners,
capacity-building, and maintenance.59 But even if
those mechanisms are limited in their use to specific
programmes, countries, or referral partners,60 they
constitute a promising first step towards gathering
better monitoring data and enhancing learning
across all stakeholders.
As monitoring efforts pick up steam and datasharing issues are addressed, it will be important to
ensure that M&E systems adequately capture key
information about referrals. A good M&E system
should start by assessing the tree of referral options
available and distinguishing between referrals that
are essential for the returnee to reconnect with pub-

lic services (e.g., registration with the national social
protection scheme) and those that provide a specific
or additional service (e.g., job placement to follow
a certain career path). Second, the monitoring system should review the extent to which the needs of
returnees were adequately identified and matched
with referral partners, and what the referral process
looked like (e.g., whether delays happened, if data
protections were in place and followed, how information sharing occurred). Finally, the M&E system
should seek to capture the outcomes of the referral,
while also recording the funding mechanism at play
(e.g., did the referral partner receive funding to deliver this service, was the service provided as part of
a broader support grant).
Such monitoring is crucial to crack open that black
box that often surrounds referral mechanisms, but
the introduction of M&E processes needs to come
with adequate resources and capacity-building support for the entities in charge of data collection and
analysis, from lead reintegration service providers
to their referral partners, donors, and government
partners. Finally, monitoring reports and recommendations should be shared with all relevant actors, in
a format appropriate to each target audience, and
feed into real-time learning that improves reintegration programmes.
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5

Conclusion

The objectives of European reintegration programmes have expanded in recent years, a shift
clearly reflected in the EU Strategy on Voluntary
Return and Reintegration that was released in 2021.
As a result, reintegration assistance has gone from
being merely incidental support to programming
that increasingly seeks to take into account the multiple dimensions of returnees’ reintegration in their
countries of origin—economic, social, and psychosocial.61 Given the increasing complexity of these
programmes, it is clear that no one service provider
can offer all of the many services that are needed to
meet returnees’ diverse needs and profiles and to
deliver sustainable reintegration outcomes.
Embedding reintegration support within the context of the communities in which returnees settle by
partnering with local actors and initiatives can help
expand the variety of support measures available
to returnees, connect them to trusted partners, and
strengthen origin-country governments’ sense of
ownership over reintegration efforts. The referral
systems that facilitate these connections, particularly when combined with capacity-building assistance,
also present an opportunity to build better linkages
between migration and development programmes
and ensure their goals are complementary.62
Making good on the promise of referrals in reintegration programmes will require building up the
evidence base for referral systems, which is still very
weak and mostly consists of anecdotal evidence and
a few more rigorous empirical studies.63 The current
restructuring of European return governance—in
particular, efforts by European policymakers to standardise the return and reintegration process—presents an opportunity to shine a light on local partner-

ship networks and start using and evaluating them
more systematically. Recommendations for future
work include:
► Gain a more systematic understanding of
referral systems, and use this knowledge
to improve them. Currently, understanding
of how referral systems are organised and
operate is limited, for returnees, governments
in countries of origin, and donors alike. This
complicates the oversight process and can
invite inefficiencies. As is already done in
certain contexts, lead reintegration service
providers should work to map their local
network of partners and other relevant
actors and programmes. This exercise can
form the basis for a directory of partnerships
that is regularly updated with information
on existing contracts, payments, number
of referrals, eligibility criteria for a partner’s
services, and potential capacity constraints.
Information on programme eligibility and
partner capacity are especially important to
make sure the services delivered to returnees
by referral partners match their needs.
Governments in countries of origin could
take ownership over these mapping projects
and be responsible for regularly updating
them based on information provided by
donors, lead reintegration service providers,
and other partners (e.g., NGOs, CSOs, and
municipalities).
► Design and implement formal partnerships
with country-of-origin governments and
other referral partners. Relying on informal
referrals is a good starting point to broaden
the scope of services available to returnees.
However, these systems ultimately miss out
on certain quality standards that come with
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a more formalised partnership, and they
raise questions in terms of responsibility
and accountability. For these reasons, it
is critical that governments in countries
of origin, donors, and lead reintegration
service providers develop guidelines to
standardise referral mechanisms to public
services and other local partners. This
process should involve drafting MoUs and
standard operating procedures, and training
all relevant stakeholders on how to use and
abide by these agreements.
► Provide funding or capacity-building
training to referral partners. Referrals can
have a variety of benefits for reintegration
programmes, but they often need to be
more proactively managed and adequately
funded to meet their potential.64 This includes
assessing whether and how reintegration
programmes can better support the partner
organisations to which they refer returnees.
This support may take the form of either
financial or capacity-building assistance, and
it can help to ensure referral partners can
provide relevant, high-quality services to
meet the specific needs of returnees.
► Monitor the outcomes of services
offered by referral partners and make
sure the lead reintegration service
provider, referral partners, returnees,
and other stakeholders have a clear,

shared understanding of each party’s
responsibilities. Even when referrals are
not made based on a formal agreement that
includes funding, a level of accountability is
needed to ensure that the lead reintegration
service provider is making referrals and
gauge how the referrals are taking place, and
to ensure the local partners are delivering the
needed services. However, such monitoring
requires dedicated resources and technical
assistance for all of the stakeholders involved.
In turn, the outcomes of the monitoring
should be systematically disseminated
among key stakeholders to improve
programming.
Moving forward, referral mechanisms should be
seen as an integral part of returnee reintegration
and broader development strategies. Building
relationships with local partners and setting up
well-functioning referral systems—ones with a clear
definition of responsibilities, agreement on data
protection measures, and monitoring systems—will
take both time and resources. Funding the lead reintegration service provider to operate and manage
referrals as well as building and maintaining the
capacity of partners in origin countries constitute
long-term investments. But only with this continued
support will reintegration programmes be able to
move towards a system in which the lead reintegration service provider is an entry point to a more
robust range of local services and supports for returning migrants.

Referral mechanisms should be seen as an integral part of returnee
reintegration and broader development strategies.
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