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This is the fifth in a series of state-of-play knowledge papers that address topical mixed migration issues and
present key messages drawn from MMC's research, expert analysis, and 4Mi data. Previous message papers,
available on our website, focused on children and youth, human smuggling, drivers and decision-making, and

climate change and environmental stressors.

Introduction

As states worldwide look to curb and manage irregular
migration, return and reintegration have become an
increasing focus of migration policy and practice.
Alongside this, return and reintegration measures have
also become contentious and highly politicised topics,
often sparking intense debate and polarised opinions.

Returns occur under a variety of conditions and are driven
by diverse motivations. These range from independent
returns and voluntary repatriation and reintegration
programs to forced deportations and returns. However,
despite these varied experiences individuals may share
common challenges and opportunities, making it an
integral part of the mixed migration landscape.

Across the spectrum, the reality of returns is complex and
fraught with challenges. Experiences of rights violations
and abuses are prevalent in the context of forced returns
and are also common experiences driving the decisions of
others to return independently, or with state assistance.
Many returnees, regardless of their mode of return, face
reintegration challenges, including economic hardship,
social stigma, and barriers to rebuilding their lives.

The Mixed Migration Centre (MMC) has been conducting
research on return and reintegration processes and
dynamics since 2017 in Asia, Africa, Latin America, the
Middle East, and Europe. This paper summarises key
messages gathered from MMC's research, with an aim
to guide decision-making, policies and programmes that
promote rights-based, safe, dignified, and sustainable
return and reintegration practices. This encompasses the
needs, well-being, and agency of returning migrants, as
well asthe enhancement of sustainable migration systems
that support the long-term reintegration of returnees and
contribute to social cohesion and development.
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Returns occur under diverse
motivations, circumstances and varying

degrees of ‘voluntariness’. This diversity
is often overlooked in discussions about
return and reintegration.

People migrate for mixed and intersecting reasons and
similarly, factors driving their return are just as varied
and complex. In some cases, the initial motivations for
migration may also have an impact on return decisions.
For example, refugees who are forced to flee persecution
may wish to voluntarily return once safety is restored in
their homeland. Temporary labour migrants often plan
theirreturn from the outset, viewing theirtime abroad as a
finite opportunity to earn and save. Conversely, migrants
who initially viewed their migration as permanent may
encounter challenges such as integration difficulties, lack
of opportunities, legal issues or other personal hardships,
which may drive them to return out of necessity rather
than choice. Meanwhile, migrants who have achieved
their migratory goal (for example earning an income
and being able to send remittances) and feel relatively
integrated into their host countries but lack a (permanent)
legal status may have little desire to return to their
countries of origin, but might have to.

The complexity of returns is further illustrated by
the continuum on which returns occur, ranging from
voluntary to forced returns. Voluntary returns involve
the free, informed, and voluntary movement of migrants
back to their country or area of origin, in safety and
dignity. The term ‘voluntary return’ is often used to
describe migrants who independently or spontaneously
return to their countries of origin, as well as migrants who
engage in assisted voluntary returns processes (AVR)
with state support. In contrast, forced returns involve
sending migrants back involuntarily to their origin, transit
or a third country. This type of return can be based on
the administrative or judicial decisions of destination
states, such as asylum seekers with rejected claims.
However, forced returns also include expulsions, as well
as pushbacks and pullbacks conducted at borders. It
is important to recognise that the distinction between
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voluntary and forced returns is not always clear-cut
and migrants across the return spectrum may feel they
had limited or no choice in their return (see Text Box 1.
Considering ‘voluntariness’ in the context of return).
Paradoxically, greater migration restrictions may make
migrants less likely to (cooperate with) return, as they
fearthat once they have ‘made itin’, leaving could prevent
them from ever getting back in.

Understanding this diversity of experiences is crucial,
as it is an important nuance that is often overlooked in
discussions about return and reintegration. Discussions
frequently focus on specific types of return, for example
deportations, or assisted voluntary returns, without
considering the full spectrum.

Text Box 1. Unpacking ‘voluntariness’
the blurred lines between voluntary
and forced return

Understanding the nuances of ‘voluntariness’ in
return migration is essential for promoting fair
and effective return and reintegration policies
which focus on the well-being and sustainable
reintegration of returning migrants. Debate
exists about how ‘voluntary’ some migrants’ AVR
(assisted voluntary return), andindependentreturn
processes are when considering their surrounding
socioeconomic pressures, living conditions, legal
status, and sometimes restrictive and coercive
environments they experience. In these instances,
individuals’ own desires and agency can clash
with a lack of available alternative options in
host and transit countries aside from returning.
Considering this, despite returning via voluntary
programmes or independently, migrants in these
situations may feel they had limited or no choice in
their return (e.g. if the alternative would have been
living in irregularity or even detention).

In such cases the concept of “accepted returns”
is a better lens to consider decision making
processes in the context of return. Accepted
returns, for example, can occur where migrants
in an irregular situation, including asylum seekers
or refugees whose residence permits have been
withdrawn, cooperate with authorities on their
return. However, their decision may be influenced
by a legal order and potential sanctions, leaving
them limited alternative options than to return.

Returns are an increasingly central
element of migration management,
diplomacy and policy. However,

without ensuring fairness, dignity, and
full adherence to international legal
obligations, return practices will not
prevent irregular migration.

While states have a sovereign right to decide who can
stay within their territories, return and reintegration
processes must respect international law, including
the principle of non-refoulement (see Text box 2), and
uphold the safety and dignity of all migrants. When
states, through due process, determine that a migrant
must return, cooperation from countries of origin is
essential. As such, the focus on returns has become
a significant aspect of migration governance and of
increasing externalisation of migration policies by
destination countries.

These policies are often enshrined in agreements and
strategic partnerships between destination and transit
and origin countries focusing on combating irregular
migration and enhancing border security. Nowadays
many migration agreements follow a ‘carrot and stick’
logic. Inexchange foraccepting the return of migrants with
rejected asylum claims, or those in irregular situations,
destination countries may offer regular migration
pathways to citizens from transit and origin countries,
or other development and investments incentives, such
as trade deals. Simultaneously, origin countries may be
penalised for non-cooperation on returns, for example,
through cuts to development aid or the available visa.

While expanding regular pathways is necessary and
positive, this approach remains focused on combatting
irregular migration through forced returns, with regular
pathways as an incentive, or ‘carrot’, rather than central
element of migration practice. Ultimately, this strategy
falls short of demonstrating a genuine commitment
to expanding accessible regular pathways for both
refugees and labour migrants, which is crucial for
reducing irregular migration and the need for returns in
the first place. Moreover, intricate diplomatic dynamics
often complicate this cooperation leading to gridlock and
hindering effective migration governance. Oftentimes,
these challenges are underpinned by a lack of trust
and genuine partnership between countries of origin
and destination, resulting in an approach that reflects a
confrontational rather than collaborative partnership.

Worse, such agreements frequently lead - both

directly and indirectly — to returns through expulsions,
deportations, pushbacks, pullbacks and interceptions
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at sea. Often, such measures, however, do not prevent
irregular migration. Instead, they push migrants towards
more covert and dangerous routes to avoid detection. The
use of force and detention in these processes frequently
results in multiple rights violations and abuses, further
undermining migrants’ dignity and often failing to adhere
to international legal obligations and standards.

Text Box 2. Dispelling the Myth:
non-refoulement protects all
migrants, not just refugees

A crucial element of the legal framework governing
returnsisthe principle of non-refoulement, whichis
an essential protection under international human
rights, refugee, humanitarian, and customary
law. There is a pervasive misconception that the
principle of non-refoulment applies exclusively
to refugees. However, this principle applies to all
migrants within the context of mixed migration
irrespective of their migration status or whether
a state has ratified the 1951 Refugee Convention.
Upholding non-refoulement is essential for
any dignified and sustainable returns process,
protecting refugees and asylum seekers, but
also other migrants who may face torture, cruel,
inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment,
or_other irreparable harm if returned.

Inadequate pre-departure preparation,
including a lack of logistical planning,

financial assistance, and counselling,
negatively impacts migrants’ return
journeys and their reintegration
prospects.

Across the spectrum of return comprehensive
pre-departure support is fundamental to fair, dignified
and sustainable returns practices. This support and
preparation facilitate smoother reintegration and
sets returning migrants up to be able to enjoy better
longer-term reintegration outcomes. It can also
disincentivise remigration driven by a lack of viable
alternatives.

However, many returnees across the return spectrum
feel unprepared for their return journey due to a
lack of adequate organisation, planning and mental
readiness. Insufficient financial assistance is a major
factor contributing to this unpreparedness, as it leaves
migrants without the necessary resources to facilitate
their return and impedes their reintegration. Migrants
returning without personal savings or who have incurred
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large debts because of their migration, are in particular
need of financial assistance to support pre-departure
preparedness for their return.

Beyond financial support, logistical supports, like
contacting family and kin to prepare for return, and
preparing for employment opportunities, all form part
of dignified and sustainable return and reintegration
practices. Information and support to promote safe return
journeys is also necessary, with many returning migrants
interviewed by MMC stating they did not have enough
access to information that would have aided them in
their return journey and upon arrival. Significant barriers
to pre-departure supports exist for migrants who are
detained prior to their return due to the potential rights
deprivation they experience because of their detention,
orissues of access to pre-departure supports within their
detention settings.

To facilitate mental readiness, the provision of impartial,
independent, and non-coercive returns counselling
is a crucial aspect of pre-departure support. Among
returnees interviewed by MMC, many report struggling
with the emotional and mental challenges associated
with their return. This is particularly true for those who
feel they have limited agency over their return, as well
as those who have invested significant financial and
psychological resources in their migration journey, often
driven by hopes and dreams, and family expectations,
that are difficult to relinquish. Non-coercive counselling
is crucial for contributing to more dignified returns,
especially in Europe, North America, and Australia where
the end of long asylum processes may result in return.

In cases where migration is considered more temporary
by migrants, for instance in the context of cyclical labour
migration, preparedness for return is also important. This
is especially true for migrants in irregular situations who
may be aware that they will eventually return, either
voluntarily, or by force at some point—howeveruncertainty
brought by constant threat of arrest, detention, and
deportation, leaves little time for adequate preparation,
and results in adverse reintegration outcomes.

Rights violations and abuse are

commonplace on many return journeys
and impede successful reintegration.

Many migrants experience rights violations and abuses
during their return process - particularly if they have been
detained andthe use of force has been employed - through
expulsion, pushbacks, pullbacks and interceptions at seq,
or other means. According to interviews conducted by
MMC with returning migrants, the impact of the use of
force leads to greater emotional distress, such as anxiety,
depression, and trauma, as well as economic challenges,
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accessing livelihoods upon return. This significantly
hinders migrants’ smooth reintegration. The extent and
impact of these abuses underscores the need for more
humane, rights-based return processes.

There are legitimate concerns about human rights
violations during return processes, inadequate support
services, and the transparency of information provided
to individuals making decisions about returning. In some
instances where migrants are returning to insecure and
volatile environments, returning doesn’'t mean an end of
violations and abuse, as in some cases, it puts returnees
in situations where they will be vulnerable to more abuses
or risks of becoming internally displaced.

To address these critical issues, it is essential to prioritise
humane, rights-based return processes alongside
adherencetointernationallegalframeworks. Ensuring the
protection of migrants' rights during return journeys and
reintegration is paramount to prevent further emotional
and economic distress. Upholding these standards not
only fosters successful reintegration but also mitigates
the risks of continued violations and abuse.

Migrants face significant barriers upon
return including economic hardships,
psychological and social challenges.
Some return to a situation worse off

than before their migration, others
experience significant stigma upon
return. Reintegration assistance

is crucial to address significant
challenges faced upon return.

Financial stability remains a significant issue for many
returnees, as often their household income is insufficient
to meet their needs. According to MMC'’s interviews with
returnees, those who are forcibly returned tend to fare
worse economically compared to those returning through
voluntary return pathways.

For many migrants, particularly those who are forcibly
returned, debt and migration often go together, with
debts incurred to brokers, but also family members.
Upon return, debt is a significant barrier to reintegration
but is not always adequately considered by returns
programming. Returning with ‘empty hands’ and carrying
significant debt may mean that migrants are in a worse
situation than prior to their departure.

The above often exacerbates reintegration challenges
and contributes to feelings of shame, hindering both social
and economic reintegration. Many returnees interviewed
by MMC report frequently experiencing feelings of failure
and shame. Reuniting with family and friends can be

challenging, particularly for those returning through
forced means, who often face additional financial
burdens, or may carry heightened feelings of ‘failure’
associated with their migration.

In some contexts, returnees also face stigma from their
communities upon return. Social discrimination may
also be experienced by those who adopt ways of living,
behaviours or values from destination countries that
are not in line with their country of return. Stigma can
also take on a gendered dimension with some returnee
women reporting experiencing discrimination  for
engaging in certain sectors of employment, for example
domestic work, in destination countries.

Against this background, post-return assistance is
crucial for successful reintegration. However, return and
reintegration programming is often minimal, primarily
available to those returning through AVR schemes,
leaving family and friends as the main sources of support.
This reliance can intensify social stigma and feelings
of shame among returnees. Moreover, comprehensive
reintegration support, especially long-term assistance or
follow-up, is frequently lacking, as evidenced by migrants
interviewed by MMC, who report similar livelihood
challenges whether they returned voluntarily or through
forced returns.

For many returnees interviewed by MMC, in addition to
unconditional cash support, employment opportunities,
business and skills training are among their primary
assistance needs. Assistance in these areas is essential
for enabling returnees to build their lives and achieve a
level of economic independence and reintegration. While
respondents may not always prioritize psychosocial
support as a primary need, given the frequency with
which challenges related to shame, stigma, and
psychological stress are reported, psychosocial support
should be considered a key aspect of any comprehensive
reintegration package.

If the initial drivers of migration are not
addressed, many will be compelled to
consider remigration. This is especially

true for migrants who had limited
agency over their return decision and
those returning to worse conditions
than before their migration.

Migrants make the difficult decision to leave their
country of origin for compelling reasons, despite the
significant costs and risks involved. However, many of
these underlying reasons for migration may persist upon
return. In some cases, these issues become even more
pronounced when returnees find themselves in a worse
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situation than before their migration — be it financially,
in terms of family or regarding safety and security.
Therefore, return and reintegration practices need to be
strengthened simultaneously to tackling the systemic
factors driving migration in the first place.

There is a paradoxical impact of reintegration outcomes
on remigration. Unsuccessful reintegration can trap
returneesininvoluntaryimmobility duetoalack offinancial
resources and opportunities to remigrate. Conversely,
successful reintegration might provide individuals with
the financial means to consider remigration if it still offers
better opportunities.

This underscores the varying perspectives on what
constitutes sustainable returns. For destination states,
sustainability may be defined by reducing the likelihood
of remigration. However for some returnees, sustainable
return may mean having resources and conditions to
assist with their remigration if it remains a viable and
preferred option.

Conclusion

As returns become a central focus of migration
management, it is essential to ensure they are conducted
in a dignified, humane, and sustainable manner,
ensuring genuine voluntariness. Return and reintegration
practices must also respect international law, including
the principle of non-refoulement, which applies to all
migrants, regardless of migration status. Unfortunately,
rights violations are commonplace, especially during
forced returns, causing harm to migrants and negatively
impacting their reintegration and economic stability
post-return.

To ensure effective return and reintegration policy and
practices, counselling and pre-departure support is
essential, including financial, logistical, and psychological
support provided across the returns spectrum. Effective
return and reintegration policy and practices must also
address the drivers of migration and provide viable
alternatives through long-term reintegration programs
that go beyond the initial months after arrival. Without
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The factors influencing remigration are diverse and
interconnected, encompassing the type of return
(voluntary or forced), the level of reintegration achieved,
the prospects and opportunities available in the
return location, alongside an individual's capability
and resources to remigrate. Therefore, longer-term
reintegration support is important, as highlighted above,
as while many might plan to stay put in the short-term,
limited or unsuccessful reintegration, a lack of livelihood
opportunities, or deteriorating security, might compel
them to remigrate if feasible.

addressing both the immediate and longer-term
economic, social, and psychological challenges, migrants’
reintegration outcomes will remain poor. When returnees
are not adequately supported to successfully rebuild their
lives, remigration may be considered the only solution
and when not achievable, might lead to involuntary
immobility and frustration.

Understanding returnees’ longer-term evolving needs
through research, particularly longitudinal data collection
is crucial. This data can help inform policies and programs
to better support returnees, improving their outcomes,
reducing the likelihood of remigration in the absence
of viable alternatives, and in building sustainable
futures. Ultimately, this would also benefit the broader
governance of mixed migration and challenges around
irreqgular arrival and stay in destination countries. It
could also contribute to more equal partnerships and
discussions between destination and origin countries
around the contentious topic of returns.



Annex 1. MMC resources on return and
reintegration

4AMi Returns Dashboard

The 4Mi Returns dashboard holds 2,046 surveys with returned Afghan migrants interviewed in 2021.

4Mi snapshots

MMC (2023) Experiences of Ethiopian returnees in Saudi Arabia: Employment and unmet expectations

MMC (2023) Reintegration experiences and future aspirations of Ethiopian returnees

MMC (2023) Reintegration experiences of Burundi returnees

MMC (2021) A spotlight on economic reintegration for Afghan returnees
MMC (2020) The Impact of COVID-19 on the Smuggling of Refugees and Migrants from Afghanistan

MMC (2020) Knowledge of COVID-19, information sources and reported needs among Afghan returnees
MMC (2020) Understanding the impact of COVID-19 on Afghan returnees

Reports and briefing papers

MMC (2024) Multiple and intersecting harms: Examining use of force in return and its detrimental impact on migrants’
human rights during and after return to Senegal

MMC (2024) Return and reintegration in the context of Senegal: Strengthening the evidence base

MMC (2023) Mind the information gap: access to information and assistance of Ethiopian returnees throughout their
migration journey

MMC (2023) Returning to Venezuela: Drivers, expectations, and intentions

MMC (2019) Distant Dreams: Understanding the aspirations of Afghan returnees

Mixed Migration Platform, REACH (2017) Migration from Afghanistan to Europe: Drivers, return and reintegration

Mixed Migration Platform, REACH (2017) Turning Back: Policy and data analysis of Iragis moving back from Europe

MMC Articles

MMC (2023) Journeys of Ethiopian Returnees — migrant stories

Camille Le Coz (2021) Return to sender: the divisive complexities of repatriating irregular migrants and failed asylum
seekers

Chloe Sydney (2021) (Un) sustainable returns

Jessamy Garver-Affeldt (2020) “Hot returns” and the cold shoulder: New developments in deterrence along the
Western Mediterranean Route

Danish Refugee Council (2019) Press Release: Returns lead to depression and dreams of re-migration among
Afghans
Bram Frouws (2017) Mass Deportations Looming: Saudi Arabia gears up to expel millions of migrants...again
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