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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Refugees globally face many challenges, and are in need of international protection, which limits 
their access to education and meaningful employment, and often means they lack documents, face 
financial constraints and other barriers. However, they bring forward incredible resilience and desire 
to succeed using their skills and capabilities. 

Complementary pathways open up opportunities for refugees to use their skills, background, 
experience and credentials; to build their futures through work, study and family reunification in 
countries other than their first country of asylum; to be selected based on their skills and aspirations; 
and to be able to build a future from the education or work opportunity they are qualified for in another 
country. 

To scale complementary pathways, it is important for existing migration systems to be adapted 
and take into consideration the need to protect refugees from refoulement. Legal and policy 
amendments considered under the Guidelines aim to enable refugees to navigate those systems 
independently without having to give up their international protection needs, and to take up 
international opportunities to work, study or reunite with family.  

For this vision to become a reality, a multi-partner approach is essential. Hosting and receiving 
States, the private sector, refugee-led and diaspora groups, the academia, employers, development 
actors and other key stakeholders all have a role to play in empowering more refugees to access 
international opportunities. 

UNHCR is part of this ecosystem of actors, helping bring them all together. Our work around 
complementary pathways focuses on four pillars of engagement: understanding populations and 
collecting data; building coalitions and partnerships; advocating for law and policy changes; and 
developing policy and building capacity. 

These Operational Guidelines provide UNHCR personnel in a diversity of relevant functions, such as 
protection, solutions, livelihoods, private sector partnerships, education, programme, development, 
with a blueprint to start or expand their engagement in complementary pathways.



Our vision is a world in which refugees can safely 
and independently navigate migration systems that 

take into account their specific protection needs, 
and where refugees are empowered to thrive and 

take up opportunities everywhere on an equal basis 
with others. This Guidance reaffirms UNHCR’s 

commitment to making this vision a reality by working 
with partners towards expanding complementary 
pathways that factor in refugee protection needs. 

“

Ruvendrini Menikdiwela 
Assistant High Commissioner for Protection, UNHCR
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2. UNHCR’s roles in facilitating humanitarian pathways

3. UNHCR’s roles in facilitating qualifications-/skills-based pathways
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10a.	 Talking points on education pathways 
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L I ST  O F  A N N E X E S



 
 
Refugees should have the opportunity to access safe and regular migration 
options–just like anybody else. Making these opportunities more available 
and systemic is fundamentally what complementary pathways are about.

John, Magaret and Nyuok at the Kakuma airstrip ahead of their departure to Türkiye on undergraduate and postgraduate  
scholarships. © UNHCR/Charity Nzomo 




















