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Return migration is an integral and crucial component of international migration. Return is a critical focus of many 
governments’ migration policies, including through assisted voluntary return and reintegration programmes, such as 
those delivered by IOM1. However, recent research on migrant decision making in relation to return is scarce and the 
existing evidence base is insufficient to reliably inform or support the development and implementation of effective 
return migration policies. 

There are important gaps in knowledge about the key factors that lead migrants to decide to return and the role of 
policy interventions in their decision making processes. Furthermore, although significant international attention has 
been paid to reintegration and sustainable return as key factors within assisted voluntary return and reintegration 
frameworks, these concepts do not appear to have been consistently defined, or measured by the same indicators 
in different contexts – both across borders (including in different destination, transit and origin countries) and across 
programmes – making it difficult to reliably assess and comparably measure the effectiveness of approaches to return. 
This study intends to address some of these issues and thus inform a more consistent approach to gathering data and 
evidence, as well as the development of better frameworks for defining and measuring approaches to voluntary return 
and reintegration policies and programmes. 

This research project was implemented through a highly effective collaborative partnership between: the Australian 
Government Department of Immigration and Border Protection, operating under its Irregular Migration Research 
Programme, which is aims to strengthen the evidence base on irregular migration to better inform policy and 
operational deliberations; Khalid Koser, Katie Kuschminder and a team of researchers from Maastricht University, 
applying knowledge and expertise in migration research and ensuring the research was conducted independently 
and objectively; and the International Organization for Migration (IOM), building upon its expertise on managing 
assisted voluntary return and reintegration services globally and thus able to provide access to data, beneficiaries and 
stakeholders in countries of origin, transit and destination and to assist in facilitating in-country fieldwork. 

The study refers to the need for well-functioning monitoring and evaluative frameworks in voluntary return and 
reintegration programmes. It reflects the challenges associated with assistance in most cases being provided on a 
short term basis only, which makes it extremely difficult for IOM and other implementing actors to stay in touch with 
returnees for longer term monitoring and evaluation.

With regard to future research, the study not only identifies remaining gaps to be addressed but also provides an 
innovative, multi-dimensional tool to measure whether and in what ways returnees have reintegrated. While the 
return and reintegration index that has been developed needs to be further tested and adapted through future 
research, based on conditions on the ground that may contribute to or hinder reintegration in particular circumstances, 
it is an important contribution that may assist in informing a consistent approach to the assessment of return and 
reintegration, including the development of monitoring and evaluation frameworks and approaches to analyzing the 
impact of different reintegration packages in a more systematic way. 

This collaborative approach to international comparative analysis represents an important milestone in research on 
assisted voluntary return and reintegration. It clearly demonstrates the value for IOM, states and migration academics 
of further research utilizing survey methodologies that can build on and expand the comparative scope of the project’s 
findings, and can contribute to informing migration management and governance as well as better approaches to 
providing meaningful and effective assistance to migrants.

FOREWORD

1 Assisted Voluntary Return and Reintegration (AVRR) is a key domain of IOM`s work with migrants, civil societies and governments. Each year IOM assists around 
40,000 migrants to return to their countries of origin through AVRR programmes with diversified levels of assistance towards their return and reintegration.

Bernd Hemingway
Director, Department of Migration Management
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1. Sustainable voluntary return of migrants back to their origin countries is an important aspect of comprehensive 
migration management; yet it is not always clear whether and how policy enables return or promotes sustainable 
return and reintegration. A lack of accessible data and a lack of consensus on how to define key concepts such as 
sustainability make it difficult to assess the impact of assisted voluntary return policies; and their impact also varies 
across different types of migrants and settings.

2. This report presents the findings of a study that explored the factors influencing the decision to return, including 
the role played by return policy interventions. The study also aimed to enhance understanding of the concept of 
sustainable return, how to define it, and how to measure it. The study was conceived and commissioned as part 
of the Australian Government Department of Immigration and Border Protection’s Irregular Migration Research 
Programme and supported by the IOM. It involved fieldwork across 15 countries of origin, transit and destination; 
and is one of the largest comparative projects on this topic in recent years. At the same time, however, the sample 
size of respondents in each country is relatively small and this study is intended as a preliminary research project 
to test a new methodology that requires further expansion and testing. 

3. An extensive literature review identifies gaps in knowledge and evidence; forms the basis for survey design and 
data analysis in this study; and exposes a number of policy assumptions that are not always supported by the 
existing evidence. Most of the research on the return decision-making process, for example, indicates that the 
removal of root causes may not be sufficient to ensure sustainable return. There is a degree of consensus in 
the research that the availability of assistance is not a key factor in determining whether migrants will return 
voluntarily. And there is no clear evidence that reintegration assistance reduces the propensity to re-migrate.

4. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 273 respondents in eight origin countries (Afghanistan, 
Bangladesh, Ethiopia, Iraq, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Sudan, Viet Nam), three transit countries (Greece, Indonesia, 
Turkey) and four destination countries (Australia, Switzerland, the Netherlands, UK). These countries were selected 
for various reasons, including relevance to the Government of Australia; scale of asylum and return flows; and 
variety of assistance policies and programmes. In origin countries, interviews were conducted mainly with people 
who had returned at least 12 months prior. In transit and destination countries respondents were identified by 
support agencies, and on the whole had already expressed an interest in return. Overall significantly more men 
than women were interviewed. It was not possible systematically to compare return intentions and experiences 
across different return policies and programmes.

5. In this study the individual return decision is conceived as being influenced by: ‘structural’ conditions (conditions 
in the origin, transit, and destination country); individual conditions including individual attributes and social 
relations; and policy interventions. Overall respondents ranked the main categories of factors influencing their 
return decision as follows: by far most important were conditions in the country of destination, followed in order 
by individual factors, social factors, policy interventions and lastly conditions in the origin country. Within these 
broad categories, the following specific variables were found to be most significant for the respondents in making 
their decisions: the difficulty of finding employment/no right to work; being tired of living as an undocumented 
migrant; a desire to reunify with family at home; the opportunity to benefit from voluntary return programmes; 
and job prospects at home.

6. Building on earlier definitions, this study defines ‘sustainable return’ as when: ‘The individual has reintegrated 
into the economic, social and cultural processes of the country of origin and feels that they are in an environment 
of safety and security upon return.’ This definition assumes that reintegration is a necessary precondition for 
meaningful sustainable return. It adopts a comprehensive perspective on reintegration across the dimensions of 
economic, socio cultural and safety and security processes. It also highlights that the returnee must perceive that 
they are in conditions of safety and security upon return, which should remove the impetus for re-migration at 
least in the foreseeable future.

7. Using this definition, the study develops a multi-dimensional index to measure sustainable return. Five variables 
were identified to illustrate each of the three main dimensions of economic, socio-cultural, and safety and security; 
and thresholds defined to assess reintegration across each of these variables. Aggregating these variables provides 
a measure of reintegration across each dimension; whilst aggregating reintegration across all three dimensions 
allows an overall measure of reintegration. Applying this index to the returnees in the eight origin countries 
covered by this study, it was found that 56 per cent of returnees had re-integrated economically; 64 per cent 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY



9

 socio-culturally; and 71 per cent in terms of safety and security. Overall 37 per cent of the respondents were 
gauged to be reintegrated across all three dimensions; of whom returnees to Iraq were the least reintegrated and 
returnees to Viet Nam and Pakistan the most.

8. In order to assess what determines reintegration and sustainable return, the study distinguished: individual 
factors; migration experiences; structural factors during return including the community of return and attitudes 
from locals; and the role of assisted voluntary return programming.  Key findings are: returnees who migrated for 
economic reasons were more likely to be reintegrated than those who migrated for other reasons; returnees who 
both had a sense of belonging to the community prior to migration and returned to the same community after 
migration were more likely to be reintegrated; women were less likely to be reintegrated upon return; returnees 
who were comfortable prior to migration were more likely to be reintegrated on return compared with those who 
were struggling prior to migration; and there does not appear to be a difference in reintegration between those 
whose decision to migrate was made collectively and those whose decision was made individually.

9. The study also explores the linkages between the return decision, reintegration, and sustainable return. There are 
indications from the data that a lack of integration in the destination country may for example impact reintegration 
on return, raising the prospect that policies positively designed to facilitate return may not promote reintegration 
downstream. Another key finding was that re-migration is not an adequate proxy for reintegration or sustainable 
return. While the majority of respondents interviewed in origin countries who had not reintegrated did plan to re-
migrate, for most it was just an aspiration. A significant proportion of those who had failed to reintegrate did not 
plan to re-migrate, while a good proportion of those who had reintegrated did plan to re-migrate. Re-migration 
may be legal and therefore not problematic, and may be driven by factors other than those related to return and 
reintegration.

10. In addition to summarizing the key findings and outlining directions for further research, the final chapter suggests 
a series of policy implications arising from this study: Concerning the decision to return it is found for example 
that conditions in destination countries – in particular the ability to work and legal status - may strongly influence 
the decision to return; that other key factors influencing the decision to return are largely beyond the scope of 
direct policy interventions, such as family relations;  and that overall return policy interventions are not considered 
a major influence on the decision whether to return. Concerning measuring sustainability the importance of a 
clear and comprehensive definition is emphasized; it is demonstrated that it is possible to develop an index for 
measuring reintegration; and it is concluded that ongoing monitoring of sustainability is possible, but involves 
trade-offs in terms of costs. Finally in terms of promoting sustainable return, it is concluded that many of the 
factors influencing the sustainability of return are beyond the influence of direct policy intervention, for example 
pre-migration experiences, living conditions in the destination country are significantly correlated with sustainable 
return and reintegration; and factors that influence return may also impact on its sustainability and reintegration, 
but sometimes in opposing directions. In particular, a negative decision on asylum was a strong determinant for 
return, but also a strong indicator for a lack of reintegration after return.
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Sustainable voluntary return of migrants back to their origin countries is an important aspect of comprehensive 
migration management.  It is widely recognized as the preferred mode of return and its take-up is a key issue in return 
management. It should ensure that the rights and dignity of the migrants involved are respected.

Both origin and destination countries support a wide range of policies and programmes intended to facilitate sustainable 
voluntary return. These include programmes that assist migrants who opt to go back to their countries of origin, by 
facilitating their economic and social reintegration. For example, the International Organization of Migration (IOM) 
runs Assisted Voluntary Return and Reintegration (AVRR) programmes to assist migrants who are voluntarily returning 
to their countries of origin.1 Although this concept was conceived by the IOM and its member States in the 1970s, other 
agencies and entities now also operate programmes providing direct return assistance to migrants, based on similar 
concepts of voluntary return, informed decisions and integration responses to reintegration needs. 

Many AVRR programmes have been evaluated internally by the IOM and externally by others. Systematic and 
comparative assessment is however needed to better inform policy (Paasche, forthcoming). Programme criteria and 
conditions vary significantly, and it is not clear which settings are the most effective in enabling return, or promoting 
sustainable return and reintegration. A lack of accessible data and consensus on how to define and measure programme 
effectiveness makes it more difficult to assess the impact of assisted voluntary return. Programme impact also varies 
across different types of migrants and settings.

1.2 Focus of this report 

This report presents the findings of a study that explored the factors influencing the decision to return, including 
the role played by return policy interventions. The study also aimed to enhance understanding of the concept of 
sustainable return, how to measure it, and how to promote it. The study was conceived and commissioned as part 
of the Australian Government Department of Immigration and Border Protection’s Irregular Migration Research 
Programme2 and supported by the IOM. The research was conducted by a team at the Maastricht Graduate School of 
Governance, and involved fieldwork across 15 countries of origin, transit and destination.

1.3 Aims and objectives

The overall aim of this research project is to inform policies and programmes for assisting the voluntary return and 
reintegration of migrants, including irregular migrants and unsuccessful asylum seekers. Three specific objectives 
support this aim:

• Analysis of the migrant return decision. Key factors of interest may be conditions in the country of origin; the 
availability of work and support in the country of destination; and changes in family circumstances. It is also 
important to understand who is involved in the decision, and what information the decision is based on. All of 
these variables may be expected to vary across different groups, for example by age, sex and legal status.

• Development of a framework for defining and measuring sustainable return. There is no clear consensus on what 
comprises sustainable return, and how it relates to reintegration; and different studies and policy evaluations use 
different criteria. One commonly cited indicator for sustainability, for example, is the extent to which returnees 
re-migrate. To inform further research and policy, and encourage a more consistent and systematic approach, 
one of the objectives of this study is to provide a comprehensive definition of reintegraton, and develop an 
instrument to measure it.

• An assessment of what factors determine reintegration and sustainable return. Of particular interest is to what 
extent policy interventions, either before, during, or after return, can promote reintegration and sustainable 
return.

1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background

1 The IOM defines assisted voluntary return as ‘the administrative, logistical, financial and reintegration support to rejected asylum-seekers, victims of trafficking 
in human beings, stranded migrants, qualified nationals and other migrants unable or unwilling to remain in the host country who volunteer to return to their 
countries of origin’. It defines reintegration as ‘…re-inclusion or re-incorporation of a person into a group or a process, e.g. of a migrant into the society of his or 
her country of origin or habitual residence’ (IOM, 2011).

2 Information on the Irregular Migration Research Programme is at: www.immi.gov.au/media/research/irregular-migration-research/.
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1.4 Structure of the report

This report is in nine parts. Chapter 2 provides the ‘headlines’ of an extensive literature review contained in Appendix 
2. The literature review is based on published and unpublished data and evidence. It highlights the main gaps in extant 
knowledge and provides the basis for the methodological and analytical approach adopted here. Chapter 3 provides 
more detail on the methodology, including the selection of case study countries, the recruitment of participants 
and methodological challenges. Chapter 4 provides an overview of the 15 origin, transit and destination case study 
countries, as well as of the 273 migrant and returnee respondents. These data are used for analysis in the report.

Chapters 5 to 8 contain the substantive analysis of the report. Chapter 5 considers the factors influencing the decision 
to return, further testing a model developed in an earlier study co-authored by one of the authors of this report. 
Chapter 6 develops a new definition of ‘sustainable return’, and an innovative return and reintegration index which is 
subsequently tested, and may also be adapted for future studies as well as for policy evaluations. Chapter 7 considers 
the factors that promote reintegration and sustainable return. These three chapters address the three main objectives 
for this study. 

Chapter 8 is an exploratory chapter that bridges the three previous chapters, examining the inter-linkages between 
return decision-making, reintegration and sustainable return. 

Chapter 9 summarises the key policy implications arising from the report, with appropriate health warnings concerning 
wider applicability. In the spirit of this being an exploratory study that aims to inform further studies, this chapter also 
outlines contours for further research in this field.

The report is supported by a comprehensive list of references and extensive appendices. The first appendix contains 
the full and in-depth literature review. Appendices 2, 3 and 4 summarise responses to the surveys in origin, transit 
and destination countries respectively, and also shows how the surveys were structured. Appendices 5 to 12 are brief, 
stand-alone reports on each of the countries of origin in this study; each covers background information, recent data 
on migration and returns, and the key findings from this research. Appendices 13 and 14 condense this information for 
all the transit and destination countries respectively. Appendix 15 presents a brief proposal for further research, based 
on the lessons learned from this study. 
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This is a summary of the literature review at Appendix 1. The literature review was undertaken for three main 
purposes. First, it was to help identify gaps in knowledge and evidence and guide the overall project. Second, and more 
specifically, it was to inform the development of survey tools and target data analysis. Third, it was for use as the basis 
for developing an analytical framework, which is an important output for this project in informing further systematic 
research in this area.

Initial observations are that the academic literature on return and reintegration is relatively thin, tends to focus on the 
repatriation of refugees, and also is quite dated. A series of evaluation reports on IOM return programmes was also 
reviewed for this project, but on the whole these are more concerned with the achievement of project benchmarks 
and cost effectiveness, than explaining the return decision or process, or assessing the overall impact of policies.

The current review is structured around three main themes, responding to the three main research objectives of the 
project as described in the last chapter and recapped here: (1) analysis of the migrant return decision, including factors 
that motivate or impede irregular migrants from returning voluntarily; (2) development of a framework for defining 
and measuring reintegration and sustainable return; and (3) an assessment of what factors and policies determine 
sustainable return.

2.2 Understanding the migrant return decision

While there is a well-established literature on how migrants make the decision whether and where to move, and some 
research on refugee return, there has been far less research on the migrant return decision-making process (Koser, 
2013). It is reasonable to assume that some of the factors that help explain the decision to migrate may also apply 
to the decision to return—for example, that it is based on a comparison of opportunities at home and abroad, and 
that it is likely to be embedded in wider family strategies (Constant and Massey, 2002). However, there are also some 
important differences (Haug, 2008). For example, agents are less likely to be involved directly in the return process, 
and return usually does not involve a choice of destinations (at least at the national level). Most of the research on 
refugee return has tended to take place among refugees settled close to their country of origin. There is less academic 
research on the return decision by refugees in industrialised states, and still less among rejected asylum seekers and 
irregular migrants.

One of the few substantive and comparative studies on the return decision by asylum seekers, including rejected asylum 
seekers, was conducted for the United Kingdom Home Office in 2002–03 (Black et al., 2004). The study developed a 
simple model of the factors determining the decision to return (see Figure 2.1), that views the decision fundamentally 
as a comparison between political, economic and social factors at home and abroad. The decision is also posited 
to be influenced by individual and family-level or community-level factors, as well as by the policy framework. An 
essential part of the model is the extent to which decision-makers have information about conditions at home and 
about incentives and disincentives.

2. REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

2.1 Introduction
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The study, conducted among asylum seekers from eight nationalities in the United Kingdom (including, of relevance for 
this project, Afghans and Sri Lankan Tamils), established the following broad conclusions:

1. Security was cited as the most important factor determining return motivations, although its meaning 
varied between respondents from overall security in the country of origin to individual security on return. 
Employment also figured as an important factor, and analysis suggested that unemployment in the country 
of destination might encourage people to consider return but, equally, that employment does not deter them 
from considering return. The location of family members was the other principal factor cited, and there was 
a higher propensity to consider return among those without family in the United Kingdom and with family at 
home.

2. Younger respondents were more willing to consider return than older respondents, as were people without 
partners in the United Kingdom. People with children in the United Kingdom were less willing to consider 
return. There was no clear relationship between either sex or legal status and return motivations.

3. Assistance programmes, however configured, were not a decisive factor in return motivations for any 
respondents— although most respondents welcomed assistance once they had decided to return, in particular 
assistance with employment, training and money.

4. Almost half the respondents had never heard of assistance programmes. The majority of those who had, heard 
about them by word of mouth and many did not have an accurate impression of the programmes.

5. There was no information gap about conditions in the country of origin—those respondents in the United 
Kingdom who wanted to access information about their country of origin could do so.

6. The importance of security and employment in the country of origin for respondents in the United Kingdom 
suggested that sustainability issues may be a central factor in deciding whether or not to go home. However, 
some reported that they would not go home, even if the return was sustainable, while still others reported that 
they planded or expected to go home even if their return is not likely to be sustainable.

Figure 2.1 Factors determining the decision to return
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For the purposes of the current research, which is concerned with how rejected asylum seekers and irregular migrants 
can be encouraged to return voluntarily, it is worth highlighting the finding in the 2004 UK Home Office study that legal 
status was not apparently correlated with intentions to return. It is also worth noting that assistance programmes were 
not a primary decision factor in return motivations, something which has also been found in other studies. In a study 
in Norway of return decision-making by rejected asylum seekers from Afghanistan, found that the primary reason for 
selecting return packages was because ‘...all other options were worse’, in particular the threat of deportation (Strand 
et al., 2008). Similarly, Black et al. (2004) found the threat of deportation was an essential component to take up of 
return programmes and called this the ‘stick and carrot’ strategy of policy-making. Therefore there is evidence that the 
threat of removal is a critical component to the take up of voluntary return programmes, whereas the programmes, in 
themselves, do not generally motivate return. There is no clear evidence that the size or content of return programmes 
changes this overall conclusion.

In the same vein, Collyer et al. (2009) found, in a study of returnees to Sri Lanka who had been living irregularly in the 
United Kingdom, that all returnees made the decision to return before being informed about return programmes. The 
anxiety of living irregularly ‘wore people down’ and affected their return decisions (Collyer et al., 2009: 27). Similarly 
an IOM study of Brazilian migrants in the European Union found that the primary motivation for return was a failed 
‘migration cycle’ and that individuals had already made the decision to return prior to being informed of programme 
options (IOM, 2009). 

2.3 Defining and measuring sustainable return

Surveying the literature, there have been four broad (and overlapping) approaches to defining sustainability, one 
distinguishing between individual and community-level impacts; a second focusing on comparisons with non-
migrants and contemporaries after return; a third concerned with the re-establishment of networks; and a fourth that 
acknowledges there may be a significant difference between returnees’ perceptions and on-the-ground realities. There 
has been far less research, however, on developing indicators to actually measure sustainability, which is one of the 
objectives for this project.

An early attempt to define sustainability for the purposes of measuring it distinguished ‘individual’ and ‘community 
level’ (or ‘aggregate’) sustainable return (Black et al., 2004). Individual sustainable return was defined as follows: 

‘Return migration is sustainable for individuals if returnees’ socio-economic status and fear of violence or 
persecution is no worse, relative to the population in place of origin, one year after their return’ (p. 39).

Aggregate sustainability was identified where: 

‘Return migration is sustainable for the home country or region if socio-economic conditions and levels of 
violence and persecution are not significantly worsened by return, as measured one year after the process 
is complete (p. 39).

A different approach to sustainability has tended to be adopted in the specific context of refugee return, focusing 
on the rights of the individual. The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) defines 
reintegration as:

‘...equated with the achievement of a sustainable return—in other words the ability of returning refugees 
to secure the political, economic, [legal] and social conditions needed to maintain life, livelihood and 
dignity’ (UNCHR, 2004: 6).  

This is furthered by: 

‘Reintegration is a process that should result in the disappearance of differences in legal rights and duties 
between returnees and their compatriots and the equal access of returnees to services, productive assets 
and opportunities’ (UNHCR, 2004: 7). 

According to UNHCR, reintegration equates to sustainable return. However, other sources define these concepts 
differently. In the case of voluntary migrant return, reintegration has been defined as:

‘...the process through which a return migrant participates in the social, cultural, economic, and political 
life in the country of origin’ (Cassarino, 2008: 127).
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The IOM uses a similar definition of reintegration as ‘Re-inclusion or re-incorporation of a person into a group or a 
process, e.g. of a migrant into the society of his country of origin’ (IOM, 2004: 54). Further specifications are made for 
different types of reintegration including social, economic and cultural reintegration (IOM, 2004). 

Many people in poor countries—and even some middle-income and wealthier countries—do not achieve these 
aspirations systematically or on a regular basis. Resolving these tensions between universal aspirations and individual 
realities is important in understanding issues involved in reintegration and defining sustainability.

A final approach to defining sustainability—which applies across all of the other approaches briefly reviewed here—
is that the perception of reintegration may be just as important—if not more so—than the realities. If a returnee 
perceives their living standards to have decreased relative to others, for example, or feels a sense of guilt or shame 
resulting from the migration experience, this may be an incentive to re-migrate.

Translating these various definitions into indicators for measurement and policy development is challenging and has 
rarely been undertaken, as noted in the following comment about evaluation from a 2006 study in Austria:

‘Sustainability of voluntary return is seen as the criterion for the success of a return project. But in spite 
of this great importance of sustainability, return activities in Austria are not evaluated at all, or if so, then 
only unsystematically. Moreover, it is not quite clear which definition of sustainability prevails in Austria’ 
(IOM and EMN, 2006: 46). 

The diversity of definitions poses an immediate challenge to translating them into measurable indicators and an initial 
step in this study was to propose a single consolidated definition (see Chapter 6). This definition may be contested and 
require refinement, but an agreed definition of reintegration and sustainable return, is needed to effectively compare 
and assess the effectiveness of policies designed to achieve these outcomes.

The most commonly used indicator for the success of return programmes is the extent to which returnees do not re-
migrate, and the extent to which their return dissuades others from migrating without authorisation. This has been 
referred to as ‘physical’ reintegration (Black et al., 2004). This is a key issue of concern. One study of returned Afghan 
rejected asylum seekers, for example, found that 74 per cent of respondents wanted to migrate again irregularly, 
suggesting that their reintegration was unsuccessful (Majidi, 2009). However, the brief review above suggests that this 
may not be a sufficient indicator. As shown, for example, some people may re-migrate even if their circumstances upon 
return are demonstrably better than when they first left, if their status in the community has decreased, or if their 
perceptions do not acknowledge their realities.

A third and related issue that arises from the preceding review is that the terms ‘reintegration’ and ‘sustainable return’ 
are often used interchangeably. It is reasonable to assume that these concepts are related—reintegration is usually a 
key precondition for sustainable return—but there may be instances where the concepts do not overlap. For example, 
people may return to their country of origin and stay long enough to be considered sustainable but without actually 
reintegrating. An example is where they would prefer to leave again but face obstacles to re-migrating. Equally, some 
people may reintegrate fully upon return, but still consider re-migrating. An example is if better opportunities arise 
elsewhere. Separating out these concepts, as well as understanding how they may be inter-related, is important. In 
this study it was difficult to access many respondents more than a year after return, which made it hard to draw firm 
conclusions on whether their return has been sustainable in the longer-term. Instead, this study focused on how to 
define and measure reintegration, noting that normally this is a critical step towards sustainable return.

2.4 Factors determining reintegration and the sustainability of return

A combination of individual and structural factors in both the origin and destination country have been found to 
influence reintegration and sustainability of return (Rogge, 1994; Black & Gent, 2006). An immediate and important 
policy implication is that the circumstances of migrants in the country of destination may influence their prospects for 
reintegration and sustainable return.  What is less clear from the existing literature, however, is to what extent policy 
interventions in the form of assistance also promote these outcomes.

While it seems intuitive that individual factors such as age, sex and family ties may influence reintegration and 
sustainable return, the evidence is not conclusive. The 2004 United Kingdom study cited above, for example, found 
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that young single men who had returned to Bosnia and Herzegovina and UNSC resolution 1244-administered Kosovo* 
had better chances in the job market at home, but were equally most likely to take the risk to re-migrate (Black et al., 
2004). The individual experience of the migration cycle may also impact the sustainability of return. In a recent study, 
Cassarino (2014) found that migrants with an ‘interrupted’ migration cycle, including assisted voluntary returnees 
unable to achieve their migration goals, had substantial difficulties reintegrating back home, such as being more likely 
to be unemployed. This is similar to other studies that have found rejected asylum seekers and migrants unable to 
obtain residence permits in the country of destination faced additional challenges upon return such as being unable to 
build sustainable livelihoods, and not feeling a sense of belonging in the return society (Ruben et al., 2009).

A range of agents may also be involved in the early stages of the migration cycle, variously influencing departure, 
movement and, potentially also entry and initial settlement. These agents range from legitimate recruitment agents, 
travel agencies, employers to illicit clandestine agents, travel agencies and employers, migrant smugglers and traffickers 
(Salt and Stein, 2002). There appears to be no research on how legitimate agents may influence return motivations or 
reintegration prospects. However, it is clear from several case studies that the involvement of smugglers at the start of 
the migration cycle may influence the course of the cycle. Most significantly, migrants may be reluctant to return at all 
if they are still in debt to smugglers after their initial migration. The impact of debt on reintegration and sustainability is 
unclear. While it heightens the need to find employment or alternative sources of income, it may expose returnees to 
direct threats from smugglers and, as a result of both these pressures, it may exacerbate the propensity to re-migrate 
(Koser, 1997).

There is also evidence that experiences after arrival in the destination country can influence both the propensity 
to return and whether return is sustainable. Here the distinction between individual and structural factors in the 
destination country blurs. Again the evidence is not conclusive. As a general observation, and contrary to a widely-
held assumption, integration in the destination country may encourage sustainable return (Al-Ali et al., 2001; Bilgili & 
Siegel, 2013; Carling & Pettersen, 2012; de Haas & Fokkema, 2011). Regular employment should provide migrants the 
wherewithal to return and invest in their reintegration but, conversely, they may be unlikely to return unless they can 
secure a job at a commensurate level and salary in the origin country. Secure legal status enables migrants to return 
home on a regular basis and plan for return but, on the other hand, it provides an exit strategy after return which 
arguably may reduce the commitment to invest in reintegrating. More broadly it has been suggested that enabling 
transnationalism—basically economic and social relationships across borders—may facilitate sustainable return.
There are also structural factors in the origin country that influence individual propensities to reintegrate and remain. 
These include origin country policies towards returnees, including critical elements such as property restitution and 
citizenship rights, the attitudes of the local community and their families towards returnees, and the number of people 
returning at the same time (Kibreab, 2003; Rogge, 1994). Furthermore, safety and security in the origin country is 
central in decision-making factors in return. In a recent study examining returns from the Netherlands from 2001–11, 
it was evident that assisted voluntary return is much lower to countries with low levels of safety and security (Leerkes 
et al., 2014).

As noted above, the attitudes of the local population towards returnees can also be a critical factor determining 
sustainable return. In Afghanistan, for example, Schuster and Majidi (2013) found that deportees from Europe are 
treated as though they are ‘contaminated’. Shame arising from a lack of acceptance from the local population for 
a failed migration attempt highly influenced the deportees’ desire to re-migrate. Social networks are essential for a 
sustainable return by promoting connections and acceptance within the local community (Cassarino, 2004; van Houte 
& de Koning, 2008). 

Finally, there is a suggestion that targeted programming can increase the sustainability of return (Whyte & Hirslund, 
2013). This project will contribute to efforts to understand the role of different forms of reintegration assistance (such 
as cash support, psycho-social support, and different forms of in-kind support) in enabling sustainable return. This is a 
key research gap where anecdotal evidence is only available on small-scale and about individual programmes. 
Table 2.1 categorises and consolidates the known main factors potentially affecting reintegration and the sustainability 
of return, combining individual and structural factors. It combines factors that emerged from the literature review with 
those based on the research experiences, and informal discussions prior to the fieldwork for this project. Perhaps the 
most important category missing from the table is assistance, for example, in the form of Assisted Voluntary Return 
and Reintegration Programmes (AVRR). An important goal for this project was to integrate assistance into the analytical 
framework on return and reintegration, and make an initial assessment of whether and how it influences sustainable 
return.

* Hereinafter referred to as Kosovo/UNSC 1244.
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  Variables from literature review 
Returnees’ characteristics   Age 

Sex
Ethnicity  
Religion 
Rural/urban  
Sexual orientation

Experiences before exile   Pre‐migration accommodation 
Pre‐migration education 
Pre‐migration employment status 
Pre‐migration job
Previous migration history
Remittances received pre‐migration 
Socio‐economic status 
Number of dependents  
Sense of belonging 

Decision‐making factors in migration  Migrated via a smuggler or not 
Individual or collective decision 
Reason for migration 
Cost of migration 
Goals of migration  
Voluntary or rather forced migration (trafficking) 

Experiences in country of destination   Migrated alone or with family  
Language learned 
Children educated
Income 
Employment 
Discrimination 
Feelings
Perceived value of experiences abroad 
Maintained ties to country of origin  
Sent remittances 
Freedom of movement  
Education
Extent of social integration/friendships 

Public policy on asylum   Legal status in country of destination 
Accommodation status in country of destination  

Conditions of return   Return to pre‐migration community 
Return alone or with family 
Ability to bring back assets and belongings 
Receipt of return assistance 
Receipt of reconstruction assistance 
Follow‐up from return organisation 
Assets regained 
Acceptance within community  
Remaining migration debt 
Employment
Household vulnerability 

Table 2.1 Key variables that may influence reintegration and the sustainability of return

Safety and security  
The decision to return  Willingness to return 

Reasons for return
Sources of information about return  
Influences in the return decision  
Threat of forced returns/forced removals 
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2.5 Conclusions and next steps

As indicated above, the intended contribution of this literature review is at least fourfold. 
First, it can help identify gaps in knowledge and evidence, and several have become clear in the preceding analysis. 
Overall, there is not enough research and nor is the existing research recent enough to allow a confident answer to the 
central research questions for this project: how do migrants make the decision to return; what is sustainable return; 
and what determines it? While the current project will not provide categorical answers to these questions (and some 
limitations on this study have already been noted) it is one of the largest-scale projects undertaken on this topic, and 
has the added value of being genuinely comparative across a wide range of national settings. In addition, this project 
is intended to inform, in practical terms, further research. 

A second contribution of the literature review was to help guide survey design and data analysis. A good example 
concerns which respondents to target in the country of origin. Black et al. (2004) propose that an assessment about 
the success or otherwise of return and reintegration should be measured at least one year after return, and this is 
reinforced by other research which stresses that reintegration is a long-term process (Fransen & Kuschminder, 2012). It 
can be difficult, however, to identify returnees one or more years after their return, and to expect them to recall critical 
decisions made during their return and reintegration. Similarly, the extent of the focus on returnees’ perceptions or 
on-the-ground realities, or individual or aggregate level indicators of sustainable return, also influences survey design 
and the data required.

A third purpose of the literature review was to help develop an analytical framework that can be used as the foundations 
for further research in this area. There are some models and frameworks in the existing literature, for example, the 
model for understanding the decision to return illustrated in Figure 2.1 above. It is also possible to compile a list of 
factors that may influence the sustainability of return as in Table 2.1 above. However, this review also highlighted key 
factors that are not yet integrated in a consolidated framework. Examples are how experiences in earlier stages of the 
migration cycle influence those in later stages, and the role of policy interventions in supporting sustainable return and 
reintegration.

Finally, as asserted above, a review of the literature can also expose specific policy assumptions. Most of the (limited) 
research on the return decision-making process, for example, indicates that the removal of root causes may not be 
sufficient to ensure sustainable return, and yet this assumption appears to prevail in some instances. Equally, there is a 
degree of consensus in the research that the availability of assistance is not a factor in determining whether migrants 
will return voluntarily, including irregular migrants and rejected asylum seekers. Yet often policy debates concern 
what level of support to offer to incentivise return. In addition, there is no clear evidence to date that reintegration 
assistance reduces the propensity to re-migrate. Providing a better evidence-base to inform policy deliberations is 
clearly an important objective for this project.
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3.1 Introduction

As stated in the Introduction (Chapter 1), a primary objective of this research is to develop a methodology for measuring 
reintegration and sustainable return as well as the relationship between these outcomes and factors influencing 
decisions to return. A key component of this was to pilot the methodological approach, and assess how far it could 
be replicated for future research. The intention was to establish a methodology that can also inform approaches to 
ongoing monitoring of assisted voluntary return and other return programmes, such as those delivered by the IOM. 

This chapter defines the methodological approach used in this study by discussing: the choice of study countries and 
respondents; the methods of information collection; and methodological challenges encountered in the research, with 
suggested mitigation strategies for future research. Chapter 9 revisits the methodology, looking at its relevance and 
wider application.

3.2 Choice of study countries and respondents 

The study countries were divided into the three groups of destination, transit and origin countries. These categories 
were applied for simplicity and comparative purpose, recognizing that, in reality, all study countries may fit more than 
one category. 

3.2.1 Destination countries 
Four destination countries were included in the study: Australia, the Netherlands, Switzerland and the United Kingdom. 
Australia was included as the project was conceived and commissioned under the department’s Irregular Migration 
Research Programme, which is designed to establish an evidence-base to inform policy deliberations on irregular 
migration to Australia. The Netherlands was selected because of its diversity of assisted voluntary return programming. 
The United Kingdom represents one of the top destination countries for migrants and has among the largest assisted 
voluntary return flows globally. Finally, Switzerland was selected because of the regular increase in assisted voluntary 
return flows over the past five years. Between them the four destination countries encompass different regional 
migration networks, have different experiences with assisted voluntary return and return more generally, and represent 
different overall migration policy settings.

The participation criterion for the study was that the individual had to be eligible for assisted voluntary return. The 
requirement of eligibility differs between the study countries depending on their policies (as is explained in Chapter 
4). Working within this basic eligibility criterion, the research team aimed to include diverse nationality groups within 
each destination country.  

3.2.2 Origin countries 
The eight origin countries included in this study were Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Ethiopia, Iraq, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Sudan, 
and Viet Nam. These were selected as they are major source countries of asylum seekers in the destination countries 
(including irregular maritime migrants to Australia). While this enabled a reasonably large-scale comparison, even 
eight origin countries do not necessarily provide a comprehensive insight into return decision-making, reintegration 
and sustainable return on a global scale. In the initial project conception, Islamic Republic of Iran and Somalia were 
included as additional countries. However, due to difficulties for fieldwork in these countries, they were both excluded 
from the final study. 

Fieldwork was completed in the capital city of each country, except for Iraq, Pakistan and Viet Nam. In Iraq, interviews 
were conducted in Erbil, the capital of the Kurdistan Regional Government, as it was first a safer location at the time 
of interviews, and received larger numbers of returns than Baghdad. In Pakistan, Lahore was determined to be a more 
appropriate location for the interviews than Islamabad, in part because of the capacity of the IOM. In Viet Nam, Vinh 
was deemed the best location. 

In these origin countries the requirements for eligibility were threefold:  first, the individual had to have returned 
a minimum of 12 months prior to the time of interview; second, the individual had to have returned from an 
industrialised state (that is, Europe, North America or Australia); and third, the individual had to have participated 
in assisted voluntary return. In some countries the first requirement was reduced to nine months (Afghanistan and 
Ethiopia) to facilitate access to a sufficient number of respondents. But for future research, where possible, the 12 
months criterion should be maintained, as this is considered a minimum amount of time necessary to make any claims 

3. METHODOLOGY
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regarding sustainability of return. In addition, in the majority of IOM programmes, assistance concludes at 12 months, 
meaning that returnees should be self-sufficient. In Bangladesh, Ethiopia, and Sri Lanka a small number of participants 
(2, 2 and 7 respectively) had not returned from industrialised states. Unfortunately, the numbers were too small to 
permit a comparison between return from richer and poorer states, although there are good reasons to suppose that 
the process may be different. All participants in the study had participated in assisted voluntary return. 

3.2.3 Transit countries 
The initial project conception included one transit country, Indonesia, because of its importance within the Australian 
migration context. However, to increase understanding of decision-making in transit, both Greece and Turkey were 
added as comparative transit cases. As indicated in Chapter 2, migration decision-making (whether to remain, move 
onward or return) in transit countries is understudied and this study adds significantly to the evidence-base, without 
claiming to be comprehensive or representative. The primary selection criterion in the transit countries was that the 
individual be eligible for assisted voluntary return. Within this selection criterion, the project aimed to include people 
who had volunteered for assisted voluntary return and those who had not, in order to widen of the perspective on 
decision-making factors. 

3.3 Methods of information collection

This study included three primary sources of data collection: 

• A comprehensive literature and policy review was conducted on assisted voluntary return and reintegration 
and sustainable return. The headlines of the literature review are presented in the previous chapter and the full 
review included as Appendix 1. This review in particular helped identify key factors to be covered in the surveys 
on return decision-making and sustainable return; as well as providing a basis for assessing where the findings of 
this study reinforce or vary significantly from previous studies (see Chapter 9). 

• An analysis was conducted of data on returns from the various destination countries, and of IOM-assisted 
voluntary return data for the selected origin countries. The department facilitated access to returns data through 
requests to its counterparts in each destination country. An overview of the results of the destination country 
analysis is presented in the next chapter and is further elaborated in Appendix 14. To conduct an analysis of 
IOM returns data in each origin country, each IOM mission was asked to complete a detailed spreadsheet on the 
returnees to their country over the past three years. In some country contexts, this proved a difficult task, as 
IOM field staff were not trained on data collection and entry, and this task was additional to their full workload. 
For these reasons, it was not possible to obtain a full dataset from each country and the data analysis was 
restructured to focus primarily on aggregate returns statistics. The results of this analysis are shown in the next 
chapter. 

• Finally, primary data were collected through interviews with migrants and returnees in the destination, transit 
and origin countries, as well as with key stakeholders wherever possible to gain further information on the 
context of assisted voluntary return. Further research would benefit from extending the range of key stakeholders 
consulted, for example to include representatives from national, sub-regional and municipal authorities.

A semi-structured interview questionnaire was used with migrants and returnees (Appendix 2). Semi-structured 
interviews allow for a balance of structured, close-ended questions and open qualitative questions that give the 
interviewee space to respond in their own words. Whenever possible, interviews were recorded in this way to capture 
the qualitative elements of the interview and provide direct quotes from interviewees. In future research, focus group 
discussions may be useful to complement interviews and provide more qualitative insights into elements of return. 

A separate questionnaire was used in the origin countries and destination countries, and a slightly modified version of 
the destination country questionnaire was used in the transit countries. All of the questionnaires followed a life-cycle 
approach and, wherever possible, had the same questions to ensure comparability. The origin country questionnaire 
was based on seven key sections: experiences and life prior to migration; the decision to migrate; arrival and experiences 
in the destination country; decision-making factors in return; arrival and experiences upon return; current situation 
(including employment, living situation, and networks); and current challenges and reintegration. This questionnaire 
aimed to take a holistic view on reintegration and vulnerability, and formed the basis for the subsequent analysis 
in Chapters 6 and 7. The life-cycle approach was used to gather an understanding of the various factors that could 
influence reintegration and sustainable return as identified in the literature review (as summarised in Chapter 2). 
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Similar to the origin country questionnaire, the destination and transit country questionnaires were based on five 
key sections. The first three sections were more or less the same as the origin country questionnaire of life prior 
to migration, decision to migrate, and experiences in the destination country upon arrival. The fourth section then 
focused on the current situation in the country of migration with more detailed questions than the origin country 
questionnaire. The fifth section looked at decision-making factors in relation to return. Across all three questionnaires, 
decision-making factors in relation to return were kept as standardised as possible so that comparisons could be made 
between the three types of study countries (Chapter 5). 

All three questionnaires included information on demographics at the end of the questionnaire. All interviews took 
place between April and September 2014. 

3.4 Recruitment of participants 

Recruitment of participants depended on the country context. In each destination country, the department assisted 
the research team by seeking the cooperation of the appropriate government authority. Through this participation, the 
government in each destination country connected the research team with appropriate individuals or organizations for 
arranging and completing interviews. In each country this worked slightly differently. 

In Australia, both the department and the IOM requested interviews with clients in Sydney. Department clients 
unfortunately refused to participate in the study. It was suggested that a recent data breach had lowered client trust, 
and this arguably affected participation. All interviews in Australia were therefore completed with IOM clients in 
Sydney. It follows that the choice of respondents represents a bias towards those who have already decided to return. 
In the Netherlands, all interviews were arranged by the Department of Return and Repatriation. Individuals who no 
longer had a legal right to stay in the Netherlands were selected for interview in four different venues: family centres; 
detention centres; restricted-movement centres; and non restricted movement centres. The case workers approached 
their clients to participate in the interviews. As the interviews in the Netherlands were arranged directly by the 
Department of Return and Repatriation there was no bias towards return in these interviews. 

In Switzerland, the interviews were arranged by IOM Bern in cooperation with its staff in asylum reception centres. 
Interviews were conducted in five different locations in Switzerland: Basel, Chiasso, Lugano, Zurich and Kreuzlingen. A 
strong effort was made to include both those who had and those who had not yet decided to return. 

In the United Kingdom, all interviews were coordinated by Choices, the provider of assisted voluntary return in the 
United Kingdom since 2011. Interviews were conducted in both Manchester and London. Although an effort was made 
to include individuals who had not chosen to return, there was a strong bias in these interviews towards individuals 
who had already selected for assisted voluntary return. 

In the origin countries, all participants were recruited by the IOM and the vast majority of interviews took place at the 
IOM office. In a few cases where it was not possible for participants to come to the IOM office, interviews took place 
in another location, for example in cafes. Table 3.1 shows the recruitment information for the origin countries. This 
includes the number of people called by the IOM, the number of people actually contacted, the number of refusals 
from people who did not want to participate in an interview, the number of ‘no-shows’ by people who had agreed 
to participate but did not show up to the interview, and the number of people actually interviewed. For any further 
research, the message from this table is that organizing sufficient interviews requires a significant input of time and 
resources.
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For the transit countries, as a result of each country’s unique context, participants were selected in different ways. In 
Indonesia, all participants were refugees or asylum seekers living in IOM-provided accommodation in various locations 
in Jakarta, and the interviews were arranged by the IOM. In Turkey, the majority of interviews (19) took place at a 
removal centre in Istanbul and the remainder (6) at the IOM office. All interviews in Turkey were arranged by the IOM. 
In Greece, the majority of interviews took place at the IOM office in Athens. Participants were recruited at the IOM 
office from among those who had or were in the process of registering for assisted voluntary return assistance and had 
received pre-departure training for assisted voluntary return. Six interviews were conducted outside the IOM office 
and these arranged by a non-government organization. 

It is evident that the method of recruitment affected the characteristics of the samples in the destination and transit 
countries. It is important to reiterate that the results of the study cannot be viewed as representative of the migrant 
populations in each study country and that this study is largely exploratory research on decision-making factors in 
relation return, which aims to inform future research in this area. 

All the questionnaires were administered in face-to-face interviews by a researcher from Maastricht University. 
Informed consent was obtained at the beginning of the interview, and whenever consent was given the interviews 
were recorded. The majority of interviews were conducted with interpreters (79.3 per cent). Interpretation was 
provided by IOM native-speaking staff in all countries, except for Australia, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom and 
Turkey, where independent interpreters were used. While the use of IOM interpreters met the needs of the project, 
the researchers observed differences in respondents’ behaviour and comfort in the transit and destination countries 
where independent interpreters were used. This illustrates the importance of interpreters being independent of return 
service providers in future research. 

Table 3.2 shows the total number of people interviewed in each country. As there are more origin countries, the origin 
countries represent 55 per cent of the total sample. This is followed by the transit countries, representing 25 per cent 
of the total sample and the destination countries, representing 20 per cent of the total sample.

  Number of 
people called 

Number of 
people 

contacted 

Number of 
refusals 

Number of 
no‐shows 

Number 
interviewed 

Afghanistan  27  27  1  7  19 
Bangladesh  50  35  1  0  25 
Ethiopia  129  ‐  (35 agreed)*  16  19 
Iraq  74  53 11 2  22 
Pakistan  40  38  4  6  20 
Sri Lanka  120  60  30  5  20 
Sudan  47  ‐  22  7  17 
Viet Nam  44  ‐ 4 0  15 
 *The number of refusals was not recorded, however, 35 people agreed to an interview.

Table 3.1: Origin countries participant recruitment
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Country  Number of 
interviews 

% of total sample 

Destination 
Australia  7  2.5 
Netherlands  15 5.3
Switzerland  18 6.4
United Kingdom  15  5.3 
Sub‐total  55  19.5 
Transit  
Greece  30 10.6
Indonesia  15  5.3 
Turkey  25  8.9 
Sub‐total  70  24.8 
Origin  
Afghanistan  19 6.7
Bangladesh  25  8.9 
Ethiopia  19  6.7 
Iraq  22  7.8 
Pakistan  20 7.1
Sri Lanka  20  7.1 
Sudan  17  6.0 
Viet Nam  15  5.3 
Sub‐total  157 55.6
TOTAL  282 100
 

It is important to note that in some countries a ‘thank you’ payment or transportation allowance was given to participants 
after completing the interview. The size of the allowance varied depending on the advice of the local partners. 

3.5 Methodological challenges

As evidenced in Table 3.1 and noted above, in some of the study countries, recruitment was a challenge despite 
the best efforts of the IOM, the department and the relevant local government authorities and non-government 
organizations. Clearly it can be difficult to follow-up with people after they return. In some cases the IOM may not have 
had contact with the person for six or 12 months, as the monitoring and follow up contact with the returnees depends 
very much on the extent of the reintegration assistance provided and the nature of of the projects that benefited 
the returnees.3 During this time the person may have changed their phone numbers (or not have a phone number), 
moved or re-migrated. In Ethiopia, Iraq and Sri Lanka there was a fairly high number of people whom the IOM could 
not contact. This study did not seek to trace people through methods beyond contacting them by phone. However, in 
one study conducted by IOM Bern, IOM staff in origin countries did work to trace what had happened to migrants by 
contacting their family and/or friends and visiting their homes. In this case they found that 11 per cent of returnees had 
re-migrated at the time of monitoring (IOM, 2013). For future research, where resources allow, it would be important 
to attempt to contact interview participants as systematically as possible. This is more feasible in countries where 
returnees are clustered in main cities than in countries where they are dispersed more widely. There may also be 
implications for how donors and the IOM gather and maintain data on assisted returnees, and for how donors, the 
IOM and other agencies should integrate more research elements into projects to be able to collect and analyse data.
Even where potential respondents were contacted, as depicted in Table 3.1, refusal rates and ‘no shows’ were significant, 
especially in Ethiopia and Sri Lanka. There may be various reasons, including people not wanting to be rude by refusing 
to participate at the outset. However, this adds an additional challenge to recruitment. 

3For example if migrants are only entitled to receive a one-off cash payment after arrival, or are not eligible for a continued process of assistance and longer-term 
reintegration assistance usually provided in-kind (where the IOM or a partner facilitates the provision of training, or purchasing of equipment for small business 
set-up), the ability to stay in touch with migrants decreases significantly to a one-off contact or no contact at all. This also affects the IOM’s ability to recruit a 
considerable number of people for research purposes.

Table 3.2: Number of interviews per country
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For recruitment in the destination and transit countries, a further challenge was to find an appropriate balance between 
people who were and were not interested in return. One reason is that in three of the four destination countries, return 
service providers played a central role, or worked alone, in recruiting participants. One recommendation for further 
work in this area is for a more diverse recruitment strategy that incorporates other organizations assisting migrants 
who would be eligible for assisted voluntary return. For a more representative understanding of decision-making on 
return, future research would benefit from contacting hard-to-reach groups, such as undocumented migrants living 
irregularly in transit and destination countries. 

Challenges also arose during the interviews in different country contexts. On the whole, interviews were more 
challenging and participants were less willing to trust the interviewers in the destination countries. This makes sense 
as these participants were still in the process of making decisions regarding their return and trying to understand 
their rights and options to stay in the destination country. It was more common that interviews were not recorded 
in the destination countries as a result. As mentioned previously, it was also highly beneficial to have independent 
interpreters in the transit and destination countries to establish trust with the participants. 

In addition, it was generally more difficult to discuss return in the destination countries. In particular, participants who 
were not interested in return did not want to discuss the subject. This is highly understandable, however, from a research 
perspective it is more difficult to assess their decision-making factors. There are no ‘quick-fixes’ for future research.  
Gaining confidence requires a trusted entry point, a neutral setting, independent researchers and interpreters, and 
time. 

In the origin countries, certain questions also posed difficulties in certain contexts. Most notably, in the case of Pakistan, 
respondents were uncomfortable being asked the question, ‘Do you trust the government?’. As discussed in Chapter 
6, this presented a challenge for constructing the return and reintegration index used in this study, that was mitigated 
by simply assigning a blanket ‘no’ response to this question for all participants from Pakistan. In terms of the index, 
an additional challenge was that any time a participant did not want to answer a question, was undecided in their 
response, or did not know their answer to a question that was included as a variable in the index, their case had to be 
removed from the overall index and noted as missing data. In this project, the index was tested with different variables 
after the data collection was finalised. For future research, as the index is now established, researchers should focus 
on ensuring usable responses to all the variables in the index.

Six different researchers conducted the survey interviews. Training was held to go through the surveys at the beginning 
of the project, however, there were some interviewer inconsistencies. Further training and piloting of the survey with 
all interviewers could have improved these inconsistencies. 

Noting the exploratory nature of this research, the questionnaire sought to include a wide range of elements that 
may affect sustainable return, reintegration, vulnerability and migrant decision-making. In reflection on the completed 
study, the questionnaire may be revised to be more succinct for future research. 

Finally, and as alluded to above, this study has highlighted the need for further data recording by the IOM, something 
the IOM has identified as a priority. The IOM is developing a global database that will record key statistics and 
qualitative data on reintegration from its assisted voluntary return and reintegration programme beneficiaries. Better 
data recording is needed to inform analysis, research and policy development. 

3.6 Conclusions 

The methodology used in this study was established to be replicable across future countries of origin, transit and 
destination, and to enable comparison between and across these three categories of countries. The countries selected 
for study in this research represent a range of situations of destination, transit and origin countries for assisted 
voluntary return. The primary objective of the methodology in the destination and transit countries was to interview 
migrants eligible for assisted voluntary return regarding their decision-making factors on return. Recruitment was a key 
challenge. For future research, it would be valuable to work with a variety of actors in destination and transit countries 
to ensure a wide representation of migrants eligible for assisted voluntary return in different situations, and who may 
be engaging with different providers of assisted voluntary return in the selected countries. 

In some of the origin countries, recruitment also posed a challenge. In future studies greater effort should be made 
to follow up with hard-to-reach returnees through visits and by contacting their family and friends. This requires 
investment of time and capital but would be a worthwhile endeavour. 
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This study also piloted a questionnaire developed to assess decision-making factors in return, and factors influencing 
the sustainability of return. As discussed in Chapter 6, with the return and reintegration index now provisionally 
completed, the questionnaire in the origin countries could be shortened to test it in the future. Finally, in terms of 
ongoing monitoring of assisted voluntary return for the IOM, the return and reintegration index presents a replicable 
tool that can be used for this purpose across any origin country. 
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Figure 4.2 shows the number of new asylum applications by origin country to each destination country in 2013. These 
origin countries represent the highest number of asylum applications across the selected destination countries. Some 
significant differences are worth noting: in both Australia and the United Kingdom the top origin countries are Islamic 
Republic of Iran, Pakistan and Sri Lanka; in Switzerland the top origin countries are Eritrea, Nigeria and Syrian Arab 
Republic; and in the Netherlands the top origin countries are Iraq, Somalia, and Syrian Arab Republic. It is likely that 
migrant networks account for some of these patterns. For example, there is a large Pakistani community in the United 
Kingdom, but as outlined in the literature review (Chapter 2), a range of other variables also influence asylum patterns.

4. OVERVIEW OF STUDY COUNTRIES AND PARTICIPANTS

4.1 Introduction

As explained in Chapter 1, this study aimed to take a comparative approach to understand the complexities of return 
decision-making and its implications for reintegration and sustainable return across a selection of destination, transit 
and origin countries. This chapter provides a brief overview of the context of the 15 different study countries and the 
participants. More detailed information on the countries is in Appendices 5 to 14. Through a brief profile of the countries 
and participants, and an overview of the differences in assisted voluntary return and reintegration programming, this 
chapter highlights the diversity of migration and return trends across the study countries, and provides the basis for 
the analysis in subsequent chapters.

4.2 Destination countries overview

The four destination countries in this study are Australia, Switzerland, the Netherlands, and the United Kingdom. These 
four countries have had very different migration and return trends over the last decade. Figure 4.1 shows the number 
of asylum applications in each country since 2004 based on UNHCR asylum trends data. There may be a discrepancy 
in some cases between the UNHCR data and the government data on asylum applications. However, for comparability, 
the UNHCR source is used below. In the United Kingdom figures have significantly decreased from 2004. Despite this 
decrease, the United Kingdom still receives the highest number of applications among the four countries. In Australia 
and Switzerland the steady increase to 2012 has since reversed, while in the Netherlands there was an increase in 
applications in 2012.

Figure 4.1: Number of asylum applications by destination country, 2004–13
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Figure 4.2: New asylum applications in 2013 by country of origin and destination
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These asylum figures illustrate very different trends for each destination country. This arguably has an impact on return 
trends as research has indicated that individuals from different countries of origin are differentially inclined to opt for 
assisted voluntary return, in part related to conditions in their origin country (see Chapter 2). 

Figure 4.3 shows the total number of assisted voluntary returns from each destination country from 2004–13, based 
on data from destination country governments, specifically requested for this project. As the United Kingdom has 
experienced much higher asylum applications, and asylum seekers are one of their key assisted voluntary return target 
groups, it is not surprising that the number of assisted voluntary returns from the United Kingdom is significantly 
greater than the other countries. The decline in the assisted voluntary return uptake from the United Kingdom may 
reflect the decline in asylum applications noted in Figure 4.1 above. In Switzerland, however, there has been a steady 
increase in the number of assisted voluntary returns despite a decline in asylum applications since 2012. Until 2014, 
the Swiss reintegration package was permitted to Dublin II cases in Switzerland. This means that, because assisted 
voluntary return is not generally offered in Italy, migrants could come to Switzerland to receive assisted voluntary 
return and a reintegration package. It was suggested by key informants in Switzerland that this had contributed to 
the increased take up of assisted voluntary return. From 2014, Dublin II cases were permitted return assistance in 
Switzerland, but not granted comprehensive reintegration assistance. Australia has much smaller numbers of assisted 
voluntary returns in comparison to the other countries. The Netherlands shows a decrease in assisted voluntary return 
uptake in 2011, which probably reflects a changing policy environment from 2010, when stricter asylum and return 
policies were implemented.

Source: UNHCR, 2014.
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Figure 4.3: Total number of assisted voluntary return by destination country, 2004–13

Figure 4.4 shows the top 10 countries for assisted voluntary return from each destination country in 2013. Iraq is the 
only origin country in the top 10 in all four destination countries. Otherwise the assisted voluntary return trends are 
quite different. Again, there are some similarities between the United Kingdom and Australia, with China, India and 
Sri Lanka among the top 10 countries for assisted voluntary return for both. However, countries for assisted voluntary 
return from Switzerland and The Netherlands are quite different from the United Kingdom and Australia. 

Source: Respective country governments, 2014.
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Figure 4.4: Top 10 countries for assisted voluntary return by destination country, 2013
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In addition to the differences in asylum and returns data, there are several differences in the policy environment, 
asylum process and treatment of asylum seekers in each destination country. Figure 4.4 highlights the prominence of 
assisted voluntary return as the end of the asylum process in the United Kingdom, as the majority of assisted voluntary 
returns are former asylum seekers. This is the also the case in the Netherlands where, according to 2013 statistic from 
IOM the Hague, 59 per cent of assisted voluntary return participants were asylum seekers or rejected asylum seekers. 
In Switzerland, at the federal level only asylum seekers are eligible for assisted voluntary return, so all individuals in 
Figure 4.4 above are current or rejected asylum seekers. In Australia, the data is represented differently, as it divides 
between ‘non-irregular maritime arrivals’ and ‘irregular maritime arrivals’. However, migrants can be asylum seekers 
within both of these categories. 

It was not within the scope of this study to examine the policy environment and asylum process in each country. 
However, it is important to keep these differences in mind in assessing decision-making factors in return across different 
country conditions. 

4.3 Transit countries overview 

The three transit countries covered by this study were Greece, Indonesia and Turkey. In each of these countries 
conditions and the migration situation have changed rapidly in the past five to 10 years, particularly as Greece and 
Turkey have increasingly become destination countries. Figure 4.5 shows the number of asylum applications reported 
by the UNHCR in each country from 2004–13. There has been a steady increase in each, with large accelerations in 
applications in Turkey in 2012 and in Indonesia from 2011. Although there was a decline in asylum applications in Greece 
in 2010, according to key informants this is most likely due to the fact that the asylum system was so overburdened in 
Greece that claims were not being made or processed.

Source: Authors’ own calculations based on respective country governments’ data, 2014.

Viet N
am
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It should be noted that the estimated size of the irregular migrant populations in each of these countries are thought 
to be much larger than the asylum seeker applications represented in Figure 4.5. In the fieldwork conducted for this 
study, the majority of participants in both Greece (70 per cent) and Turkey (84 per cent) had not applied for asylum. 
In the case of Turkey, 40 per cent of these participants were from Afghanistan and in May 2013, the UNHCR in Turkey 
stopped accepting Afghan asylum claims for processing and froze all existing asylum claims (Al Jazeera, 2014).
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Figure 4.5: Number of asylum applications by transit country, 2004–13

Source: UNHCR, 2014.

On the whole, the scale of asylum seeker applications in Greece and Turkey are substantially higher than to Indonesia. 
At the time of writing, the current insecurity in Iraq was resulting in Turkey hosting large numbers of Syrian refugees 
in particular. 

Figure 4.6 shows the primary origin countries of asylum applicants to each transit country. This represents the total 
number of asylum applicants from each origin country who were residing in the country in 2013, not just the new 
applicants in 2013. There are striking differences in these numbers, which most likely reflects different migration 
systems between the countries. Although Afghans are no longer able to file new applications with the UNHCR in 
Turkey (and existing applications have been placed on hold by the UNHCR), they are still one of the largest asylum-
seeking groups. According to the Turkish National Police, Pakistanis comprised the fourth largest irregular migrant 
group apprehended by police in 2011 (UTSAM, 2013). Although there is variation in the trends between countries, it is 
also noteworthy that the same origin countries are for the most part represented in each transit country. 
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Figure 4.6: UNHCR caseload in 2013 by country of origin and transit

Source: UNHCR, 2014.

Figure 4.7 shows the number of assisted voluntary returns from each transit country per year. Greece has a substantially 
larger number of assisted voluntary returns, which is unsurprising as Greece has historically had the highest numbers 
of asylum seekers. Accordingly, as the primary provider of assisted voluntary return in Greece, IOM Greece also has 
a larger operation and staff than the other two transit countries. The office is also much more active in providing 
information to migrants regarding assisted voluntary return. For example, it regularly disseminates leaflets and 
posts large billboard posters in migrant areas and advertisements on the metro system. These types of information 
dissemination are not found in Turkey or Indonesia. In Turkey, there is not sufficient funding to support the increased 
assisted voluntary return that could be generated by similar information campaigns. 

Islamic Republic
of
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Source: IOM, 2014.

Figure 4.7: Total number of assisted voluntary return by transit country, 2010–13
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Table 4.1 shows the primary countries of return from each transit country. It is striking that over half of all returns 
from Greece are to Pakistan. One obvious reason is the size of the Pakistani population in Greece, but a second 
reason highlighted by key stakeholders is that Pakistanis are specifically targeted in Greece by the police. They also 
have become a particular target for the ‘Golden Dawn’ movement. Twenty-five per cent of Pakistani participants (4) 
interviewed in Greece reported having been attacked and badly beaten while in Greece and additional participants 
reported living in fear.

   Greece  Indonesia  Turkey 
Pakistan  4957  84  133 

Bangladesh  1444  197 14

Afghanistan  710  49  205 

Georgia  405  ‐  25 

Iraq  311  21 ‐

Islamic Republic of Iran  89  363  ‐ 

Sri Lanka  53  109  ‐ 

Morocco  247  ‐  ‐ 

Myanmar   ‐  82 ‐

Turkmenistan  ‐  ‐  71 

 

Table 4.1: Top countries for assisted voluntary return by transit country, 2013 

Source: Authors’ own calculations based on IOM statistics.
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Overall, there are more similarities between the asylum applications and assisted voluntary return trends in the transit 
countries than in the destination countries. One potential reason could be that more people in transit countries are 
less likely to have achieved a migration outcome than those in destination countries, and this would therefore impact 
on their decision-making, including in relation to return and assisted voluntary return.

4.4 Origin countries overview 

Figure 4.8 shows the number of asylum seekers recorded by the UNHCR from each country of origin from 2000–13. 
From 2005, there was a large increase in applications from Afghanistan, Ethiopia and Pakistan, and a smaller increase in 
applications from Bangladesh, Sri Lanka and Sudan. Applications from Viet Nam are fairly consistent, while applications 
from Iraq show the most variation. It is hard to predict or explain asylum trends but the variations in conditions in the 
origin countries are likely to be an important reason for these different trends. While it is not within the scope of this 
report to provide a detailed analysis of conditions in these various countries, the relevance of origin country conditions 
becomes clear through the analysis of the return decision-making in the following chapter.
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Figure 4.8: Number of asylum applications by origin country, 2000–13 

Source: UNHCR, 2014.

Given these asylum application figures, it is not surprising that in absolute numbers, Afghanistan, Pakistan and Iraq also 
have the largest numbers of assisted voluntary return as shown in Figure 4.9. The large increase in assisted voluntary 
returns to Pakistan and Bangladesh can also be attributed to the introduction of assisted voluntary return in Greece in 
2010. 
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Figure 4.9: Total number of assisted voluntary return by origin country, 2000–13

Source: IOM, 2014.

The respective origin countries are experiencing very different caseloads of assisted voluntary return from a few 
hundred returnees in Sudan and Viet Nam to more than 5,000 in Pakistan. As mentioned in the previous section on 
assisted voluntary return trends from Greece, the majority of Pakistan assisted voluntary returns are from Greece and 
the large increase in 2011 is a result of the start of assisted voluntary returns in Greece in 2010. 

4.5 Profile of the respondents 

A total of 273 migrants and return migrants were interviewed across the 15 countries. Table 4.2 shows key characteristics 
of these participants that inform further analysis in the subsequent chapters. While migrant status is not shown (the 
categories vary too widely across the destination countries to permit a consolidated overview here), it is referred to 
throughout the subsequent analysis as an important variable. The data are aggregated across all the countries, as 
there were no striking differences in these characteristics across the countries. Disaggregated analysis is provided in 
the subsequent chapters. The average age of participants was 35, with a range of people interviewed from 17 to 88 
years old. Four participants interviewed in transit and destination countries were unaccompanied minors at their time 
of arrival, all of whom were from Afghanistan. The situation of unaccompanied minors must be examined within a 
particular context of vulnerability; however, this was not within the scope of this study.

Across the different countries, the majority of participants interviewed were male (82 per cent of the sample). In some 
countries, such as Ethiopia, Sri Lanka and Viet Nam, there was a slightly higher representation of women, whereas only 
one woman was interviewed in Afghanistan and no women were interviewed in Pakistan. The limited representation of 
women in the study broadly reflects both the asylum and return trends across the study countries. Analysis in the next 
chapter suggests that men and women approach the return decision in different ways, which highlights why further 
research to try to redress the gender bias in this study would be valuable (for example, through focus group studies 
with women), to gain a less gendered understanding of the return decision-making process.

Note: These figures reflect all IOM-assisted voluntary returns to the origin country. For example, these trends include group returns from the 
Middle East to Ethiopia, and therefore do not only represent returnees from industrialised states, as was one of the criteria for participant 
selection in this study (see Chapter 3).

Viet Nam
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Table 4.2: Overview of all participants

   req %

Age (in years) 

Range  17 to 88
Average  35

Sex 

Male  229 81.8
Female  51 18.2
Total†  280 100

Migrating unit (including those that have decided to return 
in destination and transit countries*) 
Individual  204 80.0
Nuclear family  23 9.2
Single parent family  14 5.5
Couple  9 3.5
Total†  255 100

Duration abroad (in years) 

Less than one year  47 16.7
1–5 years  103 36.5
5–10 years  65 23.1
10–20 years  28 9.9
20+ years  39 13.8
Total  282 100
Reasons for migrating 
Security/political situation  97 34.9
Employment  124 44.6
Education  11 3.9
Health reasons  6 2.2
Family formation/reunification  5 1.8
Housing  13 4.7
Other  22 7.9

Total†  278 100

 Source: Authors’ own calculations.

Note: *34 participants in the transit countries and 25 participants in the destination countries were planning to return via assisted voluntary 
return.
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The majority of participants had migrated on their own (80 per cent). This reflects asylum trends to the destination 
and transit countries that primarily comprise individuals. The average duration abroad, either at the time of interview 
in the transit or destination country, or reported after return, was five years. It is interesting that close to half of the 
participants (46.8 per cent) had been abroad for five years or longer, and close to one quarter (23.7 per cent) for 
10 years or longer. Scholars have argued that when a migration episode becomes too long, such as over 19 years, 
reintegration becomes more difficult upon return (King, 2000). The most frequently cited reason for migration was 
employment (44.6 per cent), followed by security/political situation (34.9 per cent).

Tables 4.3 and 4.4 show the origin countries of participants in the transit countries, and the countries from which 
participants returned to their origin countries. The participants interviewed in the transit countries are fairly reflective 
of the largest migrant groups within these transit countries. 

   Freq.  % 
Pakistan  20 28
Afghanistan  19 27
Bangladesh   6  9 
Islamic Republic of Iran  6  9 
Other   19  27 
Total  70 100

Table 4.3 Countries of origin of participants in transit countries 

Source: Authors’ own calculations.

Table 4.4 Countries to which participants in origin countries had returned from

  Freq.  % 
Norway  32  20 
United Kingdom  27  17 
Greece  25 16
Belgium  15  10 
Switzerland  9  6 
France  7  4 

Other European country  25 16
Africa and the Middle East  10  6 
North America and Australia 
and Pacific 

7  4 

Total  157 100

 Source: Authors’ own calculations.
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It is interesting that the largest number of participants in the origin countries had returned from Norway. This indicates 
that there would be value in further comparative research that includes Norway. The Peace Research Institute Oslo 
has been conducting research on assisted voluntary return from Norway through the Possibilities and Realities of 
Return Migration (PREMIG) project and has further information on assisted voluntary return from Norway. Another 
possibility for further research may be to more closely try to match origin and destination countries. A large number 
of participants in origin countries had also returned from Greece, but this was only to Pakistan and Bangladesh. All 15 
participants in Viet Nam had returned from the United Kingdom, which contributed to the high number of returns from 
the United Kingdom. 

Participants interviewed in the four destination countries were from a broad mix of 32 different countries. Unlike the 
transit countries, there was no large representation from specific origin countries.

On the whole, the sample was broadly reflective in terms of citizenship in the origin and transit countries of the 
assisted voluntary return uptake to and from countries. In the destination countries the sample was the most diverse. 
As mentioned, future research could aim to further link destination and origin country trends in the country selection. 

4.6 Assisted voluntary return programmes

Assisted voluntary return programmes vary considerably by country of origin, transit and destination. It is important to 
note that although the IOM is the largest provider of assisted voluntary return, including the full process of pre-return, 
return and reintegration, there are multiple other service providers involved in assisted voluntary return programmes 
in origin, transit and destination countries. It was not possible to map all of the different programmes in each study 
country in this project. However, some of the variations are described in this section. 

Table 4.5 below shows the differences in eligibility for assisted voluntary return in the destination and transit countries 
in this study. In addition to the differences in eligibility for assisted voluntary return, there are also differences in 
entitlements (for example, whether applicants are eligible for return assistance and/or reintegration assistance) as 
well as in the levels and types of assistance on offer. For instance, in Switzerland, Dublin II migrants are only eligible 
for return assistance of 500 Swiss Francs and not for the full reintegration package, with the exception of the country-
specific programme for Guinea. The reintegration package in Switzerland varies by country and tends to be higher for 
countries that have a migration partnership with Switzerland, which was not the case for any of the origin countries in 
this study. In the Netherlands, on the other hand, there are more than five different providers offering different types 
of return assistance. In the United Kingdom all return logistical assistance is through the organization Choices (with 
the IOM providing reintegration in some origin countries and a variety of other actors in other countries). In Australia 
assisted voluntary return is through the IOM. 

Table 4.5: Types of migrants eligible for assisted voluntary return in the destination and transit countries

  Australia  The 
Netherlands 

Switzerland  United 
Kingdom 

Greece Indonesia  Turkey 

Current 
asylum 
seekers 

X  X  X X X X  X

Rejected 
asylum 
seekers 

X  X  X  X  X  X  X 

Irregular 
migrants 

X  X  X*  X  X  X  X 

Individuals 
in detention 

  X  X X X  X

Other 
migrants  

X      X       

 * The cantons of Geneva and Vaud offer assisted voluntary return for irregular migrants.
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Reintegration assistance can range from the low end of a few hundred Euros (usually named by the IOM as ‘pocket 
money’ or ‘immediate cash assistance’) to the high end of €5000 with longer-term reintegration modalities (including 
in-kind assistance). Differences in packages are dependent on the cost of living and business start-up in the country of 
origin and whether it is an individual or members of a family unit returning. 

In the transit countries studied, all assisted voluntary return is provided by the IOM and there is a wide range of eligibility. 
The assistance available is quite different between the three transit countries. In Turkey, for example, returnees are 
given a plane ticket and assistance in getting the right documents for return (such as medical check and identification 
papers), but no reintegration assistance. In contrast, return and reintegration packages in Indonesia range from a 
return ticket home and USD 50 to USD 2000 per person for a family of up to five, to certain countries.  

Due to the large caseload in Greece, the IOM operates two separate programmes, one for return assistance and the 
other for reintegration assistance. Return assistance includes a plane ticket home and a €400 cash grant regardless of 
the country of return. In order to receive reintegration assistance, applicants must prepare a plan as to how they will 
use it. They need to have some experience (ideally three to five years) doing what they propose to do, such as running a 
shop or farming, and they need to have a plan that can be feasibly implemented given the community or family support 
they have in the place of return. Applicants who have a local business partner are more likely to receive the assistance. 
Selected applicants, regardless of origin country or type of business receive €1500 for reintegration assistance. The 
majority of returns from Greece receive return assistance but not reintegration assistance. 

Finally, it is important to recognize that the IOM offices in origin countries manage returns from multiple countries with 
various packages, forms of in-kind assistance and monitoring required. For countries with high numbers of returnees, 
this can be a complicated process, and in the countries with low caseloads this can also be challenging as specialised 
staff for supporting reintegration might not be available due to lack of regular funding. In addition, when examining 
assisted voluntary return, the country of migration takes on a prominent role not only in terms of experiences in that 
country, but also in terms of assisted voluntary return packages and options for return.

4.7 Conclusions 

This chapter has highlighted the differences in asylum and return trends across the 15 different countries examined 
in this report. It provides a brief overview of the differences between country contexts, particularly as relevant to the 
different study groups and country contexts that form the basis for the subsequent analysis. It is important to reiterate 
that the sample of migrants and returnees in this study are not representative of their respective country contexts. 
Further research would be required with a much larger sample to draw conclusions regarding each country case.  
The analysis from this chapter has already indicated two key issues to be explored further. First, conditions in the 
destination and transit countries play a vital role in decision-making factors in return, and this is discussed in the 
following chapter. Second, there is a gender bias in the sample that should be examined further in regards to decision-
making factors in return and reintegration. However, further work is required to provide a fuller understanding of 
the specific challenges women face in return, and the challenges faced by other vulnerable groups such as  children, 
youth, unaccompanied migrant children, migrants with health related needs and victims of trafficking. These issues are 
explored further in the following chapters.

Finally, for the range of reasons cited above, this study has been unable to systematically assess how different types and 
amounts of assistance may differentially influence the return decision-making process, or subsequent reintegration and 
sustainable return. As explained in the Chapter 9 (Conclusions) and Appendix 15, this is considered more appropriate 
for an evaluation than a research study, and would require a very different methodological approach.
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5. UNDERSTANDING THE DECISION TO RETURN

One of the conclusions from the review of the limited existing literature on return decision-making (Chapter 2) was that 
this decision is complex and may be unpredictable. Multiple factors are usually involved, including individual factors 
ranging from previous experiences of migration through personal aspirations and psychological issues. This means that 
it is hard to extend findings from one person or one group to any other person or group.

Nevertheless, this research has the potential to provide new insights into the decision to return. It is based on a 
relatively large dataset, collected during fieldwork and through interviews with 273 migrants and return migrants in 15 
countries. Most of the limited studies on return include only interviews in destination countries. In contrast, this study 
included interviews in destination, transit and origin countries. This allowed for a holistic perspective on the return 
decision, covering people who have not yet made the decision, those who have, and those who have already returned 
and can provide a retrospective. Lastly the data are used to test a model of return, which may provide a framework 
for further comparative research.

The first section of this chapter provides the analytical framework for the remainder, restating the simple model 
described in more detail in Chapter 2 above. The subsequent section provides a detailed analysis of the relative 
importance of the variables discerned in the model, including comparing and contrasting the decision-making factors 
as reported in transit and destination countries. The conclusion summarises the key findings of the chapter.

5.2 Model of the return decision-making process

As explained in detail in Chapter 2, the model shown here again in Figure 5.1 has been used in this study for the 
purposes of research design and subsequent analysis around the return decision-making process. It conceives the 
individual return decision as being influenced by: ‘structural’ conditions (conditions in the origin and destination 
country); individual conditions including individual attributes and social relations; and policy interventions. The model 
also recognizes the significance of information about conditions in origin and transit countries, and about policies, 
which may vary significantly between individuals and groups.

5.1. Introduction 

Figure 5.1: Factors determining the decision to return 
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5.3 Factors influencing the return decision

Table 4.3 in Chapter 4 summarised the propensity of respondents in destination countries to return. To recap: about 60 
per cent had decided to return; 21 per cent decided not to return; and most of the remainder was undecided. These 
proportions are not surprising as the majority of respondents in destination countries were identified for this study by 
the IOM and therefore had probably already sought information about return programmes.

To better understand the return decision, the surveys in destination, origin and transit countries included similar 
questions (see the summary of responses in Appendix 2 to 4), identifying the factors affecting the return decision, how 
the decision was made, and the role of assistance programmes.

Table 5.1 shows aggregate data on the factors influencing the decision to return. This is aggregated across country 
categories (origin, transit and destination) and across the broad categories of conditions identified in Figure 5.1 above. 
Across all the respondents in all the countries surveyed, conditions in the destination country were cited most often 
as an important factor in the decision whether to return (by 54.2 per cent of respondents) and cited significantly more 
frequently than any other factor. This was particularly the case for respondents reporting from the origin countries. The 
second most cited category was individual factors, followed by social factors, policy interventions, and lastly conditions 
in the origin country.

  Origin  Destination  Transit  Total 

Category  Freq.  % Freq. % Freq. % Freq.  %
Conditions in origin country  11  7.0 5 9.1 8 13.1 24  8.8
Conditions in destination 
country* 

93  59.2 27 49.1 28 45.9 148  54.2

Individual factors  59  37.6 22 40.0 13 21.3 94  34.4
Social factors  40  25.5 23 41.8 19 31.1 82  30.0
Incentives/ disincentives 
(policy interventions) 

32  20.4 13 23.6 5 8.2 50  18.3

Sample size  157  ‐ 55 ‐ 61 ‐ 273   ‐
 

Table 5.1: Decision-making factors by category, all countries 

*For transit countries this refers to the country in which they are currently living, not their intended destination. 
** Total at the end of each category refers to the total number of individuals who have at least one factor in that category.

It is not entirely surprising that this finding contrasts with the research on refugee return reviewed briefly in Chapter 2 
(which emphasises conditions in the origin country) given the different reasons for leaving the origin country (refugees 
versus mainly economic migrants). However, the contrast with other research on asylum seekers is more striking. 
Among the asylum seekers surveyed for the United Kingdom Home Office 2002–03 study cited in Chapter 2 for 
example, security and employment opportunities in the origin country were identified as the most important factors 
determining return. Even in the wider literature on migration and development, it is often emphasised that return 
for development is unlikely to take place unless conditions in the origin country are conducive. Yet within this study, 
conditions in the origin country appeared to be relatively unimportant in the decision-making process, and were also 
cited as least important by those who had already returned.

There is one more contrast worth highlighting here before more detailed analysis below. Much of the literature on 
asylum and irregular migration in particular suggests that policy settings and conditions in destination countries may 
not be the most important factor in determining immigration trends and patterns. However, the initial findings of this 
research suggest that policy settings and conditions in destination countries may be critical in determining the return 
decision.  
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  	 Origin Destination Transit Total

Category  Factor  Freq. % Freq. % Freq. % Freq. % 
Conditions in 
origin country 

Employment opportunity or job prospects in origin country 4 2.5 1 1.8 1 1.6 6 2.2 
Political change or change in legal status in origin country 2 1.3 1 1.8 0 0.0 3 1.1 
Improvement in security situation of origin country/end of conflict 3 1.9 2 3.6 0 0.0 5 1.8 
Better Living conditions in home country compared to destination 2 1.3 1 1.8 1 1.6 4 1.5 
Felt political commitment or desire to help rebuild country of origin 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 
Unsafe conditions in home country  0 0.0 0 0.0 6 9.8 6 2.2 
Total  11 7.0 5 9.1 8 13.1 24 8.8 

Conditions in 
destination 
country 

End of work/study permit in host country 6 3.8 4 7.3 0 0.0 10 3.7 
Cannot support self/dependents financially 17 10.8 10 18.2 8 13.1 35 12.8 
Difficulty finding employment/no right to work 44 28.0 17 30.9 19 31.1 80 29.3 
Negative decision regarding asylum request 33 21.0 7 12.7 0 0.0 40 14.7 
Lack of security, or being discriminated against in host country 10 6.4 1 1.8 3 4.9 14 5.1 
Lack of access to social services/health care 7 4.5 0 0.0 0 0.0 7 2.6 
Tired of being in detention center  0 0.0 0 0.0 4 6.6 4 1.5 
Total  93 59.2 27 49.1 28 45.9 148 54.2 

Individual 
factors 

Psychological problems (for example depression or frustration) 12 7.6 5 90.1 1 1.6 18 6.6 
Tired of living as undocumented   20 12.7 10 18.2 5 8..2 35 12.8 
Inability to meet migration aspirations including work or educational goals  10 6.4 7 12.7 5 8..2 22 8.1 
Dignity of return as a normal passenger 1 0.6 1 1.8 1 1.6 3 1.1 
I felt I had no other choice  25 15.9 5 9.1 3 4.9 33 12.1 
Total  59 37.6 22 40.0 13 21.3 94 34.4 

Social factors  Nostalgia about home country and way of life 5 3.2 4 7.3 2 3.3 11 4.0 
Family (desire for reunification in country of origin) 24 15.3 19 34.5 14 23.0 57 20.9 
Changes in family circumstances (e.g. death of relative) 12 7.6 6 10.9 8 13.1 26 9.5 
Problems of integration in destination country 5 3.2 0 0.0 n/a n/a 5 1.8 
Shame of return  0 0.0 1 1.8 1 1.6 2 .73 
Total  40 25.5 23 41.8 19 31.1 82 30.0 

Incentives/ 
disincentives 
(policy 
interventions) 

To benefit from voluntary return programmes offered by destination country 19 12.1 6 10.9 1 1.6 26 9.5 
To benefit from an incentive offered by origin country 1 0.6 0 0.0 1 1.6 2 7.3 
Destination country policies  2 1.3 4 7.3 1 1.6 7 2.6 
Political change in destination country (i.e. most crackdowns, more hostile) 5 3.2 1 1.8 0 0.0 6 2.2 
Given a period of time to wind up affairs and leave voluntarily (i.e. to comply with the law) 15 9.6 4 7.3 3 4.9 22 8.1 
Total  32 20.4 13 23.6 5 8.2 50 18.3 

 

Table 5.2: Number of individuals choosing each decision-making factor, all countries 

*Total at the end of each category refers to the total number of individuals who have at least one factor in that category.

5.4 Conditions in the origin country

As explained above, very few respondents in any origin, transit or destination country identified conditions in the origin 
country as influential in their decision whether to return. As a result, the total number of responses is very small, and 
not suitable for detailed analysis. There was only one item within the broad category of conditions in the origin country 
not cited as relevant by any respondent at all, and that was a sense of political commitment or desire to help rebuild 
the country of origin. It is likely that this would be a more relevant consideration for returning refugees, or return 
members of the diaspora.

5.5 Conditions in the destination country

As highlighted above, across all the respondents, conditions in the destination country significantly outweighed any 
others as factors identified as influencing the return decision. The data in Table 5.2 provide more specificity. For 80 
respondents across all the countries surveyed (almost 30 per cent of the respondents) not having the right to work or 
difficulty in finding employment was cited as important. The second most cited (by 40 respondents or 14.7 per cent) 
was a negative decision on an asylum request. Ranked sequentially after employment and asylum status were financial 
factors (35 individuals or 12.8 per cent); a lack of security and discrimination (14 individuals or 5.1 per cent); the expiry 
of a work or student permit (10 individuals or 3.7 per cent); a lack of access to social services (seven individuals or 2.6 
per cent); and that the respondent was ‘tired of being in a detention centre’ (four individuals or 1.5 per cent).

Given the prevailing discourse in many migrant destination countries that access to social services is an important 
magnet for asylum seekers and other migrants, it is interesting that no respondent interviewed in any destination 
country cited lack of access to these services as a factor influencing their return decision. It is not clear from the data 
whether this was not much of an issue because most respondents legally had access to social services, had found 
alternative access, or simply had not required these services by the time of the survey, but the conclusion stands that 
for the vast majority access to social services was not apparently a ‘make or break’ issue in considering whether or not 
to stay in the destination country. Second (recognizing the very different meaning of the term ‘security’ among most 
origin and destination countries) more respondents (14) reported insecurity in the destination country as a factor than 
those concerned with insecurity in their origin country (6).
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Table 5.3 below allows for disaggregation across the various origin, transit and destination countries. It is particularly 
noteworthy that conditions in the destination country were cited as an important factor by more respondents who 
had returned to their origin country than by those still living in the destination country at the time of the survey (59.2 
per cent compared with 49.1 per cent). It may be that circumstances were not as bad after return as expected, and so 
origin country factors had receded in their minds, or that perceptions of the challenges of life in the destination country 
had magnified after return. It is also worth noting that the variable ‘difficulty finding employment/no right to work’ 
category was roughly equally prioritised by respondents in transit countries (31.1 per cent) and destination countries 
(30.9 per cent), in both cases by only about one-third of respondents. In destination countries at least some of the 
remaining two thirds may have had the legal right to work. In transit countries, however, it is unlikely that any of the 
respondents did. This may imply that it was relatively easier to find informal work in the transit countries in question.

5.6 Individual factors

Of the five categories listed in Table 5.2 (conditions in origin countries; conditions in destination countries; individual 
factors; social factors; and policy interventions), individual factors were the second most cited category influencing the 
return decision, by just over one-third of respondents. Of the specific variables covered within this category, of most 
concern was that people were ‘tired of living as undocumented’, followed by ‘I felt I had no other choice’, ‘inability to 
meet migration aspirations’, ‘psychological problems’, and the importance of ‘dignity of return as a normal passenger’. 
This last variable was only cited by a total of three respondents. Yet it is often assumed that one of the reasons 
rejected asylum seekers and irregular migrants subscribe to organized return programmes is to avoid the indignity (and 
potential subsequent reintegration challenges) of deportation.

The quotes below provide some more qualitative insights into the role of various individual factors in influencing the 
return decision:

‘There is nothing there for me. You just eat and sleep, no school no work, it’s like a prison. So it’s better, 
when I returned I really became normal and peaceful in my mind. When I was there, I cried every day.

‘You know, living here is very hard. Especially for those who are alone and for women who are alone here...
So I hope your research helps the migration community to be better...There is no activity and the process 
is so long and it makes us more stressful, more depressed.’

Ethiopian, age 32, returned from the Netherlands

Iranian, age 29

Table 5.3 below provides further insights into the relevance of individual characteristics in the return decision-making 
process. It focuses on respondents in destination and transit countries only, and divides them into three categories 
covering those who had decided to return at the time of the survey, those who had decided not to return, and those 
who were undecided. While a small number of respondents (seven) in destination countries were undecided about 
their return plans, none were apparently undecided in transit countries. Perhaps circumstances in transit countries left 
little space for doubt. The categories (decided to return, decided not to return, undecided) were then correlated with 
various individual characteristics including age, sex, marital status, children and whether the respondent had migrated 
alone, provided in the profile of respondents in Chapter 4.
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Table 5.3: Decision regarding return, by personal characteristics and migration indicators (frequencies), 
destination and transit countries only 

Indicator 

Destination countries Transit countries
I have 
decided 
to 
return  

I have 
decided 
not to 
return 
 

I don't 
know 
 

Total
 

I have 
decided 
to 
return 
 

I have 
decided 
not to 
return 
 

Total 
 

Age  
18–29  9  3  1 13 22 11 33 
30–39  13  6  4 23 14 9 23 
40+  12  3  2 17 5 8 13 
Total   34  12  7 53 41 28 69 
Sex 
Male  28  9  5 42 36 19 55 
Female  6  3  2 11 5 8 13 
Total   34  12  7 53 41 27 68 
Married       
Yes  15  8  3 26 12 10 17 
No  19  4  4 27 29 18 47 
Total   34  12  7 53 41 28 69 
Has children 
Yes  15  7  4 26 17 9 26 
No  19  5  3 27 24 19 43 
Total   34  12  7 53 41 28 69 
Migrated alone 
Yes  30  6  4 40 39 27 66 
No  4  6  3 13 2 0 2 
Total   34  12  7 53 41 27 68 
 * The year spans (e.g. 18–29 years) means equal to or more than the lower number but less than higher number.

The data on age show no obvious trends. The majority in each age category in both transit and destination countries 
had decided to return, with the exception of people aged 40+ in transit countries (of whom five had decided to return 
and eight not to). These findings contrast with those reported in the United Kingdom Home Office study , which 
found that younger respondents were the most willing to consider return, although the age categories used for that 
study were more fine-grained than those for the current study. Another contrast is that the majority of respondents 
interviewed for the United Kingdom Home Office study were aged 18 to 29 years old, while in this study the majority 
age group was 30 to 39.

The data on sex are a reminder (see Chapter 4) that this study covered significantly more men than women. As stated, 
addressing this disparity would be a valuable focus of further research. Of the 42 men interviewed in destination 
countries, 64 per cent had decided to return, 19 per cent had decided not to return, and 17 per cent were undecided. 
Among the 11 women interviewed, six had decided to return, three had decided not to return, and two were undecided. 
In transit countries, overall almost twice as many participants had decided to return as the number who had decided not 
to return. However, more women had decided not to return than to return. The small number of women interviewed 
makes it hard to draw conclusions but, as illustrated in the quote below, for at least some women the decision whether 
to return may largely be made by their husbands: 

‘Actually I wanted to stay longer in the UK, but then my husband, at that time a driver. He had a car and was 
a driver without a license, and he was caught by the police and he was deported. I followed my husband 
back, otherwise I wanted to stay.’

Vietnamese, age 32, returned from the United Kingdom
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Table 5.3 also correlates return intentions with whether or not the migrants were married and had children. There are 
no clear patterns concerning marital status. In both destination and transit countries more respondents, both married 
and unmarried, had decided to return rather than not to return, although the differentials varied quite widely (for 
example, in transit countries almost as many married people had decided not to return as the number of married people 
who had decided to return). There is also no clear pattern when it comes to children. In both transit and destination 
countries more people, whether or not they had children, had decided to return than those who had decided not to 
return. As explained in Chapter 3these findings are skewed to an extent by the fact that most respondents for this study 
were identified via the IOM or other service providers, and were therefore likely to have already engaged with those 
providers on return.

The correlations between return intentions and whether or not the respondent migrated alone are more interesting. 
The significant majority of those who had migrated alone to destination countries had decided to return, whereas a 
small majority of those who had migrated alone to transit countries had decided not to return. More of those who had 
not migrated alone to destination countries had decided not to return than those who had decided to return, whereas 
it was the opposite in transit countries.

5.7 Family/community level factors

Factors broadly categorised as ‘social factors’ (Table 5.2) were cited third most often among all the categories of factors 
identified in the model in Figure 2. By far the most important was a desire to rejoin family members at home, cited 57 
times. As a single factor, this is the second most cited across Table 5.2, following the difficulty of finding work under 
the ‘conditions in destination country’ category. Here is a strong reminder that migration, and return migration, are as 
much social processes as they are economic and political processes. And as the literature review in Chapter 2 found, it 
is difficult (legally, practically and sometimes ethically) for policy to intervene directly in social processes of migration.
Another social factor was changes in family circumstances (cited 26 times). It is unclear whether this refers to changes 
in circumstances among family in the destination country or the origin country, but it seems more likely to be in the 
latter. Nostalgia about the origin country and its way of life was cited nine times:

‘I missed the homeland. When we were in the country I just wanted to go out. I missed my country so 
much, missed everything from the trees to the corner of the street, everything I missed. I cried during the 
first two years.’

Other emotional factors were also cited:

‘…mother was sick, very sick and this was the main reason for me to return back, no other reasons. The 
results of my asylum claim came late, and I did not have time enough to wait. So if my mother was not sick 
I would never have returned.’

Perhaps the most surprising results in this category were that problems of integration and the shame of return ranked 
at the bottom of the variables.  Many of the challenges of integration, for example to do with legal status and finding 
a job, are covered elsewhere in the survey and data. However, the specific factor of ‘integration’ could have been 
expected to figured more highly here.

Another way that social factors intersect with the return decision-making process is where other family members are 
involved in making the decision. Only 15 per cent of the respondents in this study had made the decision to migrate 
alone. As shown in Table 5.4 family members and friends were also involved in the return decision-making process. 

Sudanese, age 38, retuned from Greece

Sudanese, age 28, returned from Sweden
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Table 5.4: Involved in decision-making factors regarding return (multiple responses possible)

  Origin   Destination  Transit  Total 

  Freq.  %  Freq.  %  Freq.  %  Freq.  % 
Family in destination  21  13  9  16  1  2  31  12 
Family in transit country  n/a  n/a  n/a  n/a  0  0  n/a  n/a 
Family in origin  60  38  18  33  33  72  111  43 
Friends in destination  32  20  8  15  2  4  42  16 
Friends in transit country  n/a  n/a  n/a  n/a  2  4  n/a  n/a 
Friends in origin  4  3  0  0  3  7  7  3 
Government authorities in 
destination/transit  16  10 

12  22  6  13  34  13 

Government authorities in origin  4  3  0  0.0  1  2  5  2 

IOM in country of 
destination/transit  28  18 

3  5  2  4  33  13 

IOM in country of origin  1  1  0  0  0  0  1  0 
Employer in destination/transit  1  1  0  0  0  0  1  0 
Other (rejected) asylum seekers  2  1  1  2  0  0  3  1 
No one else  41  26  n/a  n/a  n/a  n/a  n/a  n/a 
Other  10  6  12  22  1  2  23  9 

 

 Reporting on their decisions after they had already returned home, respondents in origin countries named family 
members back at home as the most important influence in decision-making (38 per cent). Family members in the origin 
country were also most involved in the decision whether to return for those interviewed in destination countries (33 
per cent) and transit countries (72 per cent). The particularly high response in this category for the latter group was 
presumably because so few had family members in the transit country to consult, whereas for those who had made 
it to their destination, family members there were also significantly involved in the decision. These findings illustrate 
the importance of policy interventions being considered not just at the individual migrant level, but also in the wider 
family context.

Finally, 13 per cent of respondents in transit and destination countries reported that both government authorities and 
the IOM were involved in the decision. Among respondents interviewed in destination countries, 22 per cent reported 
that government authorities had been involved in the decision, compared with only five per cent referencing the IOM.

5.8 Policy interventions

It is not clear from this study if policy interventions play an important role in the decision whether to return. As an 
entire category, this was only the fourth most important of the five categories considered in the survey: cited by only 
about one-fifth of the respondents. Equally, as discussed, the variables considered here overlap and probably combine 
to influence the return decision. It is also worth reiterating that aspects of the return decision may be beyond direct 
policy intervention, for example regarding certain individual and social characteristics.
Table 5.2 identifies the various specific factors grouped together as ‘policy interventions’. The most important, cited 26 
times, was the possibility to benefit from voluntary return programmes, closely followed by compliance with the law 
to leave voluntarily.

This basic analysis deserves greater attention. One reflection on these data is that return policy may be most effective 
when it combines ‘sticks’ with ‘carrots’. The respondents weighed almost equally the lack of any other option other 
than to return (a ‘stick’) with the prospect of return assistance (a ‘carrot’). This has important implications, as explained 
in Chapter 9. In addition, these findings reinforce an assertion made in the literature review (Chapter 2) that one 
reason migrants take-up return programmes is because the alternative (to be deported) is unacceptable. The reason 
for this is outlined earlier in this chapter. Apparently the shame of return is not of real concern, nor the desire to return 
as a ‘normal passenger’. Instead, what is implied here is that the main concern of migrants is to abide by the law. It may 
be asserted that, even though some migrants do not abide the law when they enter or settle and work in a destination 
country, once they have decided to return, it may be that abiding by the law becomes more important. 
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5.9 Information

As well as having assistance programmes in place, it is equally important that their intended beneficiaries know about 
them, understand who they apply to, what they offer, and under what circumstances. Migrants’ knowledge about 
immigration policy in particular may often be subject to rumour and speculation (see Chapter 2). To begin to explore 
whether or not there is an information gap around assistance for return, respondents in origin and destination countries 
were asked what they knew about assistance programmes and how they knew about them.
Across all four destination countries surveyed, 47 respondents had heard of assistance programmes and only seven had 
not. It is somewhat surprising that any respondents had not come across these programmes, as they were identified by 
the IOM, other return service agencies, or the government. Arguably this finding provides a control for the entire study: 
it is unlikely that any of the respondents had not heard of assistance programmes, but for some reason they did not 
acknowledge that they had. The majority (about 55 per cent) had heard about return programmes from government 
authorities or their caseworkers, while a further 15 per cent had heard from the IOM, and 12 per cent from friends or 
family in the destination country.

Table 5.5: Information on assisted voluntary return (AVR) programmes

  Destination  Transit  Total 

  Freq.  %  Freq.  %  Freq.  % 
Had previously heard of AVR assistance             
Yes  47  87  45  75  92  81 
No  7  13  15  25  22  19 
Total	 54  100  60  100  114  100 
If yes, found out about AVR assistance from…             
Government authorities/caseworker  23  55  5  11.1  28  32 
IOM (other than native counsellor)  6  14  8  17.7  14  16 

Other NGO/IO  3  7  5  11.1  8  9 

Others in asylum accommodation  1  2  1  2.2  2  2 

Friends/family in destination country   5  12  2  4.4  7  8 

Friends/family in transit country   0  0.0  14  31.1  14  16 

Friends/family in origin country   1  2  6  13.3  7  8 

Other  3  7  4  8.8  7  8 

Total  42  100  45  100  87  100 

 

It is worth separately considering information dissemination in transit countries—a significant gap in existing research 
that this study can at least start to fill. In the transit countries, 45 respondents (75 per cent) knew something about 
return programmes. Of these, 14 reported receiving the information from friends and family in the transit country; 
eight from the IOM; and the remainder from government authorities, a non-government organization, friends or family 
in a destination country, and friends or family in the origin country, in that order.

5.10 Conclusions

Based on the model of return decision-making presented above and explained in Chapter 2, this chapter has drawn on 
data from respondents across the origin, transit and destination countries to try to understand the decision to return. 
Overall respondents ranked the five main categories of factors influencing the return decision as follows: by far most 
important were conditions in the country of destination, followed in order by individual factors, social factors, policy 
interventions and lastly conditions in the origin country. As discussed this ranking is striking and in contrast to most 
other studies on return, in particular the positions of the final two categories.

Within these broad categories, the following specific variables were found to be most significant for the respondents 
in making their decisions: the difficulty of finding employment/no right to work; tired of living as an undocumented 
migrant; a desire to reunify with family at home; the opportunity to benefit from voluntary return programmes; and 
job prospects at home.
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Discerning policy implications from this analysis is challenging, not just because of the limitations of the methodology 
noted in Chapter 3, but also because in reality the categories and variables distinguished here intersect and influence 
each other. Even though it may not be possible to highlight specific policy interventions, a number of wider policy 
implications are flagged here. First, the results suggest that neither ‘sticks’ nor ‘carrots’ alone work as policy interventions, 
and instead a judicious mix may be most effective. Second, there may be certain aspects of the return process that 
are largely beyond the influence of policy interventions, for example some of the social and cultural factors that may 
influence attitudes towards return and towards women. Finally, there is a reality check: policy interventions were not 
considered by most participants as a fundamental reason for their decision, and some said they did not even know 
about return programmes and other assistance programmes.
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6. DEFINING AND MEASURING SUSTAINABLE RETURN

6.1 Introduction

The terms of reference for this project specifically identified as a discrete objective the development of a framework 
for defining and measuring the sustainability of approaches to voluntary return and reintegration. Such a framework 
was necessary to design the methodological approach for this project and to structure analysis in the following chapter 
(Chapter 7), much as the return decision-making model provided a framework in the last chapter. However, while the 
model for return decision-making drew on earlier research, sustainable return has not been modeled previously, and 
developing a framework was an original contribution for this study. By testing the framework used here, this study is 
able to assess its value for further research in this field.

This chapter first defines sustainable return in this study, then details the analytical framework for sustainable return 
and finally applies the framework with the data collected in the origin countries.

6.2 Defining sustainable return

As stated in the literature review (Chapter 2), there is currently no single agreed definition of sustainable return. 
Still several key elements can be distinguished from across the definitions overviewed in the literature review. These 
include:

• Reintegration—Reintegration and sustainable return are usually intrinsically linked. A migrant can arguably not 
be sustainably returned if they have not reintegrated into the country of origin.

• Re-migration—This can include an intention to re-migrate or an actual re-migration, of which the intended or 
actual re-migration may be regular or irregular. This measure can be problematic, however, in that desires to re-
migrate may occur for multiple reasons such as study purposes or family reunification. This means it is possible 
people are sustainably returned, but still desire to re-migrate. Methodologically, assessing an intention to re-
migrate is also difficult.

• Subjective opinions/individuals’ perceived situation¬—It is recognized that individuals’ perceptions of their own 
situations can be as important as objective measures of their situation. This is centrally important for sustainable 
return (and the potential for re-migration) as migration is based on a complex series of decision-making factors, 
often reflecting an individuals’ perception of their situation, as demonstrated in Chapter 5.

• Temporal elements—A key question for defining sustainable return is when is an individual sustainably returned? 
Does this occur after six months, 12 months or three years, for example? Different studies reviewed in Chapter 2 
have used each of these timeframes. Moreover, a cross-sectional study can only assess sustainable return at one 
particular moment in time. This reflects a static assessment of a fluid process that can change over time. 

• Current status compared to pre-migration status—It has also been argued that if a returnee is not in a worse 
situation than they were before to their original migration, they can be considered to be sustainably returned. 
However, as their pre-migration conditions would have instigated their initial migration this is problematic in 
terms of providing a benchmark for return.

• Status compared with the local population—Sustainable return and reintegration are frequently assessed as a 
comparison of the circumstances of the returnee with those of the local population. This can be problematic, 
however, in that returnees’ perceptions of their return may be very different to their actual relative status. It is 
also unclear which segment of the local population is most appropriate to compare with.

• Individual or family/community/aggregate level—A critical distinction in the definition of sustainable return is 
whether the unit of analysis is the individual, family or community. Sustainable return will be defined differently 
across these levels.

• Type of returnee—Several definitions either directly or indirectly make a reference to the type of returnee  
referred to. The most common distinction is between refugee and non-refugee returnees. 

For the purposes of this study, the components above reflect critical issues that must be considered in defining 
sustainable return. A number of considerations guided the definition adopted in this study. First, it focused on individual 
returnees, recognizing (as highlighted in Chapter 5) the role the family and community may play in the return and 
reintegration of individuals. Further research could usefully focus on family and community members. Second, this 
study did not make an assessment of the local population, and therefore cannot (objectively) compare returnees’ status 
relative to that of the local population in this definition. The proposed definition and approach does, however, highlight 
the importance of self-perception and includes both subjective and objective indicators. Reflecting the ambiguities 
of re-migration for assessing sustainable return, re-migration has been excluded from this definition. However, the 



49

relationship between sustainable return and re-migration is discussed. Finally, the focus of this study was people who 
have returned voluntarily and with assistance (mainly through assisted voluntary return programmes).  Clearly for a 
different study, with different parameters, a different definition of sustainable return might be more appropriate.

In this study, ‘sustainable return’ is therefore defined as when:

The individual has reintegrated into the economic, social and cultural processes of the country of origin 
and feels that they are in an environment of safety and security upon return.

This definition assumes that reintegration is a necessary precondition for meaningful sustainable return. It adopts a 
comprehensive perspective on reintegration across the dimensions of economic, socio cultural and political-security 
processes. This definition also highlights that the returnee must perceive they are in conditions of safety and security 
upon return, which should remove the impetus for re-migration at least in the foreseeable future.  

According to this definition, sustainable return is achieved by: economic reintegration whereby an individual is able to 
sustain a livelihood and is not in a situation of economic vulnerability; social and cultural reintegration whereby the 
returnee is actively incorporated into the receiving society, for example at the local community level; and political-
security reintegration whereby the returnee feels they have access to safety and justice upon return. 

Within this study, as stated in the methodology (Chapter 3), participants were interviewed at a minimum of nine 
months since return. Twelve months was the initial selection criterion, as this was considered the shortest amount 
of time required since return to gauge sustainability. However, it was not feasible to meet this requirement in some 
countries. As mentioned above, this is a somewhat arbitrary time period as there is no evidence about the timeframe 
required for sustainable return to be achieved. Further research is required to examine the relationship between time 
since return and sustainability of return. 

6.3 An analytical framework for measuring sustainable return

Using the definition and building on the measures established above, a return and reintegration index was created, 
combining the three dimensions of economic, socio-cultural and safety-security criteria. As return and reintegration 
cannot be measured by one variable, an index is useful because it allows all the variables of interest to be combined 
to create a single measure. 

The methodology used to develop the index follows that developed by Roelen and Gassman (2012)—based on work 
by Alkire and Santos (2010) and Alkire and Foster (2011)—to create a multidimensional child wellbeing index. The 
methodology consists of three simple steps and is replicable for the case of developing a multidimensional return and 
reintegration index. 

The three steps were:

• First a threshold was identified for each return and reintegration measure detailed above (described in Table 
6.1 below) to assess if each returnee was reintegrated according to that variable. For example, on the measure 
‘employment’, an individual was assessed as reintegrated if they were employed. Individual variable reintegration 
rates were then determined by counting the number of returnees who met the threshold requirement. This is 
a basic measure—for example it cannot gauge how long the returnee has been employed or the conditions of 
employment—but it provides a benchmark for understanding sustainability.

• Second, return and reintegration rates were determined for each dimension. The dimension ‘reintegration’ 
rates reflect the number of returnees who have achieved a sufficient level of reintegration across the dimension 
variables. Each variable was given an equal weight within the dimension. A returnee was considered reintegrated 
if the weighted indicator for the dimension was equal to or above 0.6. This means that returnees had to meet 
a level of reintegration of at least three of the five variables in each dimension to be considered reintegrated. 
There are a number of assumptions in this step, regarding the weighting of variables and the ‘cut-off’ point for 
reintegration, which can be adjusted for further research.

• The third step was to create an overall return and reintegration index by aggregating the reintegration rates 
across the three dimensions. Each dimension was equally rated at one-third of the total index. An individual was 
therefore considered to be reintegrated if they exceed the 60 per cent threshold across all three dimensions. 
Once again these arbitrary weightings and thresholds may be adjusted as necessary in future.
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As per the definition above, sustainable return occurs when an individual is reintegrated across the three dimensions. 
One method for determining sustainable return is to assess the potential to re migrate or actual re-migration. The 
relationship between the return and reintegration index and respondents’ potential to re-migrate is discussed in 
Chapter 8.

6.4 Applying the return and reintegration index

Table 6.1 presents the results of the return and reintegration index based on each dimension of economic, socio-
cultural and political-security reintegration. In the economic dimension, 56 per cent of returns in the sample may be 
considered reintegrated in three out of five of the economic dimension indicators. Within this dimension, returnees 
were most vulnerable on the number of income sources in the household, as 35 per cent of returnees’ households 
did not have more than one income source. Seventy per cent of returnees were employed, and this does include self-
employment or part-time employment. Note: this measure does not assess if the self-employed have a business that is 
generating a profit or incurring losses and it does not reflect whether or not the employment is stable. Fifty-seven per 
cent of returnees currently had no debt. Of the 43 per cent of returnees who were currently in debt, 45 per cent had 
incurred the debt for their original migration. Costs of migration were cited as high as USD 12,000, which is generally 
a much larger sum than return allowances offered.  Similarly, 57 per cent of returnees currently owned land or their 
house. Finally, in terms of self-perception, 53 per cent of returnees perceived that they were currently struggling 
economically.

On the socio-cultural dimension, 64 per cent of returnees were reintegrated. Within this dimension, returnees were 
most likely to participate in local events (79 per cent), but least likely to be a member in an organization (21 per cent). 
Organizations in the survey included informal groups such as funeral or savings associations, which were quite common 
in several of the study countries, suggesting that the returnees had low levels of participation relative to the rest of the 
population. The majority of returnees identified themselves as having networks they could rely on for support (69.7 
per  cent) and having transnational networks (66.9 per cent). It is concerning that 41 per cent of returnees expressed 
that they were generally dissatisfied or very dissatisfied with their life in the past month. 

Overall, returnees showed the highest levels of reintegration in the safety and security dimension, at 71 per cent. The 
majority of returnees reported feeling safe in their home (79.2 per cent) and in their community (69 per cent). Further, 
the majority had not experienced personal harassment since return (78.6 per cent) and felt they could access justice 
if their rights were violated (60.8 per cent). The variable trust in the government is skewed due to the non-response 
to this question in Pakistan. It was not deemed appropriate to ask this question in Pakistan, but in order to not lose 
the entire case of Pakistan from the analysis, all respondents from Pakistan were assessed as not having trust in the 
government. If this variable is examined without Pakistan, trust in the government rises to 34.3 per cent. With or 
without the inclusion of Pakistan, roughly only one-third of returnees reported having trust in the government upon 
return. 

On the whole, 37 per cent of returnees are reintegrated based on the index. This finding is explored further in the 
next section which examines reintegration by origin country and in the next chapter which examines the relationship 
between different variables and the return and reintegration index. 
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Variable  Threshold    Individual 
reintegration 

rates 

n 

Economic dimension:   
Employment   Individual is employed   69.9  156 
Income sources  
 

Individual’s  household  has  more  than  one 
source  of  income  (more  of  a  vulnerability 
indicator than reintegration) 

35.1 
 

154 
 

Perceived economic situation  
 

Individual  does  not  consider  themselves  to  be 
struggling   

47.4 
 

156 

Debt  Individual has no debt   57.4  155 
Land/housing  Individual owns land or house  57.3  157 
Percentage  of  participants  reintegrated  in  60  per  cent  of  the  economic 
variables  

56.2 
 

153 

Socio‐cultural dimension:   
Networks  Individual  identifies  themselves  as  having  a 

network that they can rely upon for support  
69.7 
 

155 

Transnational metworks   Individual maintains a transnational network  66.9 
 

154 

Participate in local events 
upon return 

Individual participates in local events  78.6 
 

154 

Self‐perception of personal 
life 

Individual  is  not  generally  dissatisfied  or  very 
dissatisfied with their personal life on average in 
the last month  

59.1 
 

154 

Membership in organisations 
upon return 

Individual  participates  in  one  or  more 
organisations  

21.0† 
 

157 

Percentage  of  participants  reintegrated  in  60  per  cent  of  the  socio‐cultural 
variables 

64.2 
 

151 

Safety and security dimension:   
Perceived safety in home 
 

Individual identifies feeling safe in their home   79.2 
 

154 

Perceived safety in the 
community 

Individual  identifies  feeling  safe  in  their 
community  

69.0 
 

155 

Trust in the government  Individual  identifies  that  they  trust  the 
government 

29.94*  157 

Access to justice  Individual  feels  that  they  could access  justice  if 
their  rights  were  violated  in  their  country  of 
return 

60.8 
 

153 

Experienced personal 
harassment since return  

Individual  has  not  experienced  personal 
harassment since return 

78.6 
 

154 

Percentage of participants reintegrated in 60 per cent of the safety and security 
variables 

71.3  150 

Percentage of participants reintegrated across all three dimensions   36.8  144 
 

Table 6.1: Return and reintegration index

†In Afghanistan the question regarding membership in organizations was not asked. In this index, all respondents from Afghanistan have therefore been entered 
as not having membership in organizations.

*In Pakistan the question regarding trust in the government was not asked due to the sensitivity of responses to this question. In this index, all respondents from 
Pakistan have therefore been entered as not having trust in the government. This was also the case for 12 other respondents from different countries as this 
question had a higher than average non-response rate.
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6.5 Return and reintegration index comparative analysis by origin country 

Table 6.2 shows the breakdown of reintegration by country of return. It must be noted that the sample size at the 
country level is quite small and the results should be interpreted comparatively within the context of the study, and not 
as indicators representing reintegration to each country as a whole. A much larger sample would be required to make 
deductions regarding each country as a whole. 

Table 6.2: Return and reintegration index by country of return

   Reintegrated Not reintegrated Total 

Afghanistan  5  26.3 14  73.7 19  100.0

Bangladesh  9  39.1 14 60.9 23  100.0
Ethiopia  4  22.2 14 77.8 18  100.0
Iraq**  3  15.8 16 84.2 19  100.0
Pakistan**  11  61.1 7 39.9 18  100.0
Sri Lanka  4  21.0 15 79.0 19  100.0
Sudan  8  57.1 6 42.9 14  100.0
Viet Nam**  9  64.3 5 35.7 14  100.0
Total   53  36.8 91 63.2 144  100.0
 Significance based on a T-test of means. *** p<0.01 ** p<0.05 * p<0.1.

It is evident from Table 6.2 that returnees to Viet Nam and Pakistan were more likely to be reintegrated.  Returnees 
to Viet Nam in this study had all returned from the United Kingdom and were a particular migrant group: the IOM 
in Viet Nam advised that the group interviewed from Viet Nam tended to be better off economically compared with 
conditions in their local communities, which were poor provinces in Viet Nam. As migration to the United Kingdom is 
very expensive, the average migrant from Viet Nam would not be able to get there and, as such, the participants in 
this study’s situation of migration and return is quite different from other returnees in Viet Nam returning from other 
countries.

In Pakistan, it appears that the reintegration assistance was highly meaningful in establishing employment in that 
country. Although several participants reported having employment on return, and were considered to be reintegrated 
according to the index, others were apparently in worse situations than before migration. Some had sold assets to 
migrate, based on information primarily received from smugglers and other migrants, such as the participant who 
went to Greece because he was advised he could make a lot of money there:

‘I sold my house; I had the dream to make a bigger house. But I could not even pay my own journey home… 
[If I had stayed] I would have had more than now.’

Returnees from Iraq were the least likely to be reintegrated on return. Note, the fieldwork in Iraq was conducted 
just as ‘Islamic State’ (IS) had started its insurgency and this could have impacted participants’ responses. During the 
fieldwork, some participants mentioned how the current crisis affected their lives including restrictions in traveling and 
day labour work that was an important source of employment.

In addition, returnees to Iraq had the lowest levels of socio-cultural reintegration. This can be attributed to two key 
elements. First, shame of return was a central theme in the interviews.  There is a Kurdish saying ‘if you ride a horse 
it’s a shame, but if you leave the horse it’s twice the shame’, which one participant related to his migration as follows:

‘If you go back to Europe it’s shame, if you come back, it’s twice the shame.’

Experiences of shame also led returnees to withdraw from their social networks:

‘[I am] ashamed that friends are richer than me…since I came back I haven’t communicated a lot with 
others.’

Pakistani, age 36, returned from Greece

Iraqi, age 35, returned from Belgium

Iraqi, age 25, returned from Switzerland
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This relates to the second element of changing social networks. A key informant in Iraq explained that the culture is 
changing in the Kurdistan Regional Government with the end of the previous war (prior to the current IS insurgency). 
Social networks were changing as the economy was booming with increasing working and business hours. The culture 
was becoming more focused on the family and business life and less on wider networks, as had been the norm 
previously. It is understandable that a combination of changing cultural norms and the shame of an unsuccessful 
migration could affect the socio-cultural reintegration of returnees in Iraq. 

It is striking that Afghanistan, Ethiopia and Sri Lanka also had very low percentages of returnees who were reintegrated. 
Similarly to Iraq, Afghans reported low levels of reintegration in the safety and security dimension, which is unsurprising 
given the current instability in Afghanistan. Ethiopians, Bangladeshis and Sri Lankans reported the lowest levels of 
economic reintegration. Within the study countries, Ethiopia has the lowest Human Development Index ranking 
(173/187) and has high levels of unemployment and underemployment. Further information to contextualise these 
differences is highlighted in the individual country reports in Appendix 5-12. 

6.5 Conclusions 

This chapter has provided the basis of the analytical framework for measuring sustainable return through the return 
and reintegration index. The index highlights the multidimensional nature of reintegration and the importance of the 
three dimensions of economic reintegration, socio-cultural reintegration, and safety-security. The interplay between 
these dimensions determines if an individual is reintegrated or not. It is evident that participants in the different 
origin countries had varying levels of reintegration, with returnees to Iraq being the least likely to be reintegrated and 
returnees to Viet Nam and Pakistan the most likely to be reintegrated. The next chapter further examines the factors 
that may determine the extent to which the returnees were reintegrated. 
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7. PROMOTING REINTEGRATION AND SUSTAINABLE RETURN

7.1 Introduction

This chapter explores the factors that influence sustainable return, drawing on the return and reintegration index 
presented in the last chapter. Building from the literature review (Chapter 2), the following categories of factors will 
be examined: 

• individual factors
• the migration cycle, including experiences prior to migration and in the destination country
• structural factors during return including the community of return and attitudes from locals
• the role of assisted voluntary return programming.  

As stressed in Chapter 2, these factors may overlap, and separating them out into categories is, to an extent, artificial. At 
the same time, this separation is helpful for analysis, and potentially also for targeting policy interventions to promote 
reintegration and sustainable return.

7.2 Individual factors

The literature review in Chapter 2 found no systemic evidence on the impact of individual factors such as age, sex and 
education levels on reintegration and sustainable return. However, in one study comparing Bosnia and Herzegovina 
and Kosovo/UNSC 1244, it was found that young men were more likely to be able to find employment upon return 
(Black et al., 2004).

Similarly in this study’s sample there was no significant relationship either between age or sex and reintegration, 
as measured by the aggregate return and reintegration index. Individuals in their 30s were the most likely to be 
reintegrated and individuals over 50 or between 17 and 29 years of age were the least likely to be reintegrated. It 
is important not to overstate the extent of reintegration among any cohorts: even for the most reintegrated cohort 
overall, considerably fewer than half the individuals could be considered reintegrated. More positively, even among 
the least reintegrated cohorts, around one-third could be defined as reintegrated.

One potential reason for the lower levels of reintegration with the younger cohort of those aged between 17 and 29 
years is perhaps that they have higher expectations for migration, and so their disappointment upon return was more 
acute. Whether such disappointment is a barrier to re-migration is unclear. Alternatively, it may be that for these 
younger respondents their migration was a household strategy, and resentment by the household was either perceived 
or real after returning in ‘failure’. These are the sorts of nuances that even semi-structured research cannot uncover, 
and as suggested in Chapter 3, for further research it may be worth supplementing large surveys with smaller-scale and 
more qualitative methods.

Although the total numbers are small, it may also be noteworthy that only 24 per cent of female returnees were 
reintegrated compared with 40 per cent of male returnees (still less than half). This is in line with conclusions of other 
studies that reintegration is a gendered process, often more difficult for women than men (Wong, 2013). A female 
returnee to Bangladesh stated: 

‘I will migrate again if possible because the society here is very bad—real life in Bangladesh is very difficult. 
In the UK no one will ask you: “You have a husband or no?” you know? “You are doing something or not?” 
Here the social situation is very bad.’

Besides illustrating how individual factors (in this case sex and marital status) may impact reintegration, this quote alone 
raises several other policy-relevant issues. First, it reinforces the point made at the start of this chapter that there is 
overlap between the analytical categories distinguished here. In this case, for example, the individual circumstances of 
the returnee collide with structural factors on return: the attitude of the local community. Second, it suggests that policy 
interventions targeting returnees only may not be sufficient to promote their reintegration. In this case, for example, 
the local community might be considered an equally relevant target for education and information dissemination. 
Reintegration can be more difficult for women, especially unmarried women or single mothers, particularly when 
returning to countries with specific gendered norms and expectations such as marriage

Bangladeshi, age 39, returned from Belgium
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Table 7.1: Reintegration, by demographic characteristics

   Reintegrated Not reintegrated Total 

Age  Freq.  % Freq. % Freq.  %

17–29  11  31.4 24 68.6 35  100
30–39  22  44.0 28 56.0 50  100
40–49  14  37.8 23 62.2 37  100
50+  6  27.3 16 72.7 22  100
Total  53  36.8 91 63.2 144  100
Sex       
Male  47  39.5 72 60.5 119  100
Female  6  24.0 19 76.0 25  100
Total  53  36.8 91 63.2 144  100
Highest level of education       
None or primary  8  30.8 18 69.2 26  100
Secondary   30  36.1 53 63.9 83  100
Tertiary   14  51.8 13 48.2 27  100
Total  52  38.2 84 61.8 136  100
 Significance based on a T-test of means. *** p<0.01 ** p<0.05 * p<0.1

A noteworthy relationship was found between education and reintegration. Those with no primary education, or only 
with primary education, were reintegrated less than those with a secondary education who, in turn, were reintegrated 
less than those with a tertiary education. 

On one hand it those educated to a tertiary level may be expected to be more likely to find employment upon return. 
One participant from Ethiopia had worked at a University prior to migration and, on return, was able to get his old 
job back. In Sudan, four participants with tertiary education were able to receive good employment positions in their 
respective fields immediately on return. For those tertiary educated returnees who were reintegrated, all felt their 
employment positions had contributed to their reintegration. 

On the other hand, however, still only 52 per cent of those with tertiary education were reintegrated, and it may be 
that the most educated are the most likely not to find work commensurate with their skills and training.

When examining this further, it is striking that the greatest differences in reintegration between those with no 
education and those with tertiary education were in the social-cultural and safety security dimensions. The educated 
are the most likely to be reintegrated in these two dimensions, with 82 per cent reintegrated in the safety-security 
dimension and 76 per cent in the social and cultural dimensions, as opposed to 56 per cent (safety-security) and 57 per 
cent (social and cultural) for the uneducated. In regards to the social and cultural dimension, one plausible reason is 
that the networks of the tertiary educated could be more informed regarding migration and accepting of their return, 
whereas the networks of the uneducated may be less accepting and lack information on the realities of migration. It 
is hard to speculate about the apparent correlation between education and safety and security, other than perhaps to 
observe that often those who are most vulnerable to insecurity in conflict zones are the poor, who have little recourse 
to the authorities.

7.3 Experiences prior to migration

As illustrated in the full literature review (Appendix 1), an individual’s situation prior to their migration can have a 
significant impact on their potential to be reintegrated upon return. In general, for example, earlier studies have 
indicated that those who are well off prior to migration (for example, in terms of personal security, employment and 
financial resources) have a higher likelihood of also being well off on return. 

In contrast, this study’s findings indicated no significant relationship between reintegration and either employment 
prior to migration or an individual’s self-perception of their standard of living prior to migration (Table 7.2). For both 
those who were and were not working prior to migration around 40 per cent were reintegrated and 60 per cent were 
not. In regards to standard of living prior to migration, however, a higher percentage of those who were comfortable 
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prior to migration were reintegrated (46 per cent) compared with those who reported struggling prior to migration 
(27.9 per cent).  

The study found instead that Social and political-security experiences prior to migration were significant factors in 
determining likelihood of reintegration. Twenty-two per cent of participants stated that they did not have a sense of 
belonging to the community prior to migration. This group was found to be significantly less likely to be reintegrated 
compared with those who did have a sense of belonging prior to migration (42 per cent). This highlights the role of 
networks and community on return. If these connections are not in place prior to migration, reintegration is likely to 
be more difficult to achieve. It is also worth stressing that the majority even of those who did report some sense of 
belonging to the community prior to migration were not reintegrated after return. When examining this further, this 
finding holds across all three dimensions of the index.  

It is also not surprising that individuals who reported experiencing threats to their personal security prior to their 
migration were also significantly less likely to be reintegrated (27.1per cent) compared with those who had not 
apparently experienced threats prior to migration (47.9 per cent). Also, unsurprisingly, those who had reported 
experiencing threats prior to migration were particularly less reintegrated on the safety-security dimension of the 
return and reintegration index, at 60 per cent reintegrated, compared with 86 per cent of those who had not cited 
experienced threats prior to migration. This has important policy implications in at least two ways. First, it suggests 
that some people have risked returning home, despite the chance that insecurity they experienced before migration 
would be sustained, possibly because their circumstances in the destination country were so dire. Further, some of 
these respondents applied for asylum and had their claims rejected. Indeed, of the 78 respondents who said they had 
experienced threats prior to their migration, 36 per cent cited a rejected asylum claim as one of their return decision-
making factors.

Table 7.2: Reintegration, by situation prior to migration

  Reintegrated Not reintegrated Total 
Working prior to migration Freq.  % Freq. % Freq.  %

     No  13  32.5 27 67.5 40  100
     Yes  40  39.2 62 60.8 102  100
     Total  53  37.3 89 62.7 142  100
Standard of living prior to 
migration 

   

    Struggling  17  27.9 44 72.1 61  100
    Coping  13  40.6 19 59.4 32  100
    Comfortable  23  46.0 27 54.0 50  100
Total  53  37.1 90 62.9 143  100
Sense of belonging to 
community prior to 
migration 

   

     No**  5  17.2 24 82.8 29  100
     Yes**  47  42.0 65 58.0 112  100
     Total  52  36.9 89 63.1 141  100
Threat to personal security 
prior to migration 

   

     No**  34  47.9 37 52.1 71  100
     Yes**  19  27.1 51 72.9 70  100
     Total  53  37.6 88 62.4 141  100
 Reason for migration     
     Security/political***  9  20.0 36 80.0 45  100
     Employment***  35  51.5 33 48.5 68  100
     Education  0  0.0 4 100.0 4  100
     Family formation   2  40.0 3 60.0 5  100
     Other  7  35.0 13 65.0 20  100
     Total  53  37.3 89 62.7 142  100
 Significance based on a T-test of means. *** p<0.01 ** p<0.05 * p<0.1. ‘Family formation’ includes family reunification.
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This discussion relates to the question of motivations for migration in the first place. The two most commonly cited 
reasons for migration across the entire group of respondents were security/political reasons or economic reasons, 
as illustrated in Appendix 2. Seventy-nine per cent of individuals who cited their reason for migration as security/
political reasons also stated that they experienced threats to their personal security prior to migration. Twenty-seven 
per cent who stated employment as their key reason for migration also reported having experienced threats to their 
personal security. This reinforces the point emphasised in the literature review in Chapter 2 that migration often takes 
place for multiple motivations—economic, social, political—which can be difficult even for migrants themselves to 
distinguish, let alone immigration or asylum officers, or researchers. At the same time, individuals who stated security/
political reasons for their migration were significantly less likely to be reintegrated (20 per cent) than individuals who 
cited employment as their main reason for migration (51.5 per cent ). In fact, the group of respondents who reported 
employment as their primary reason to migrate were the only group covered in Table 7.2 of whom over half had 
reintegrated. In other words, even though migration may occur for multiple motivations, it appears that where it is 
predominantly for economic reasons, these can be the easiest barriers to overcome upon return and reintegration. It 
is also worth noting that this is the area where policy interventions are most effective.

This discussion indicates the need to further examine whether and how the early stages of the migration cycle impact 
reintegration and sustainable return. For the purposes of this analysis, two aspects of the early stages of the migration 
cycle were isolated to test against reintegration (this selection was guided by the findings of the literature review). One 
was whether the decision to migrate was made alone (rather than collectively) and the other was whether a smuggler 
was used (Table 7.3). 

Table 7.3: Sustainable return, by migration experience

  Reintegrated Not reintegrated Total 

Decision to migrate made 
alone  

Freq.  % Freq. % Freq.  %

     No  38  36.2 67 63.8 105  100
     Yes  15  39.5 23 60.5 38  100
     Total  53  37.1 90 62.9 143  100
Use of smuggler     
     No  17  31.5 37 68.5 54  100
     Yes  36  40.0 54 60.0 90  100
     Total  53  36.8 91 63.2 144  100
 Significance based on a T-test of means. *** p<0.01 ** p<0.05 * p<0.1

There appears to be little variation between making the decision to migrate alone and making the decision collectively, 
and being reintegrated. For both groups, around one-third of respondents were reintegrated. One man from Afghanistan 
migrated at the decision of his family when he was 22 years old. Upon return he stated: 

‘Yes it was very hard for me when I returned, they said: “Oh you did not get the visa? Why didn’t you stay 
in the UK?”. They thought that I did something criminal over there; that that was the reason why they 
wanted to deport me. It was a very big shame for me.’’

Acceptance by family is an essential part of reintegration upon return. Particularly in the Afghan context, Schuster and 
Majidi (2012) argue that the shame of return from an unsuccessful migration is felt in the whole family. Arguably this 
is felt even more acutely where the decision to migrate is made alone, and there are no family members involved with 
whom to share the blame for  ‘mistakes’.

Although not statistically significant, individuals who migrated with a smuggler were more likely to be reintegrated 
(40 per cent) than individuals who did not migrate with a smuggler (31.5 per cent). On the surface, this is surprising. 
However, it is worth noting that in most of the origin countries considered in this study, migrating with a smuggler 
was considered the norm. Indeed the majority of participants in this study used a smuggler in their migration (63.7 
per cent). In this sense, using a smuggler is less likely to be a significant variable in reintegration, as it was a strategy 
adopted by a wide range of respondents. But it may also be that using a smuggler is one proxy for economic wellbeing 
(only those with access to at least some resources can afford to pay a smuggler) and, as indicated above, those who 
were generally better-off before migration found reintegration less of a challenge than others.  

Afghani, age 28, returned from the United Kingdom
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7.4 Experiences in the destination country

Participants had returned from a total of 25 different countries of destination and, as mentioned in Chapter 4, the top 
four countries were Norway (32), United Kingdom (27), Greece (25) and Belgium (14). There is a clustering effect of 
return from Greece being primarily to Pakistan and Bangladesh, and 56 per cent of returnees from the United Kingdom 
went home to Viet Nam. Table 7.4 shows reintegration by destination country. According to these data, returnees from 
the United Kingdom were significantly more likely to be reintegrated 60.9 per cent) whereas returnees from Belgium 
were significantly less likely to be reintegrated (21.4 per cent). The situation of the United Kingdom, however, must 
be interpreted with caution. As discussed in Chapter 6, all returnees in the sample in Viet Nam had returned from the 
United Kingdom and this represented a highly specific migration stream. When excluding Viet Nam from the sample, 
there were 12 remaining participants who returned from the United Kingdom. Only one of these participants was 
reintegrated upon return. For all the other destination countries, around one-third of returnees were reintegrated 
according to the return and reintegration index. This could not be defined as success.

Table 7.4: Reintegration, by destination country

   Reintegrated Not reintegrated Total 

Country returned from  Freq.  % Freq. % Freq.  %

Norway  8  26.7 22 73.3 30  100
United Kingdom***  14  60.9 9 39.1 23  100
Greece  10  38.5 16 61.5 26  100
Belgium**  3  21.4 11 78.6 14  100
Other N/W European country  9  37.5 15 62.5 24  100
Other S/E European country  4  36.4 7 63.6 11  100
Africa and Middle East  3  30.0 7 70.0 10  100
N. America and Australasia  2  33.3 4 66.7 6  100
Total  53  36.8 91 63.2 144  100
 Significance based on a T-test of means. *** p<0.01 ** p<0.05 * p<0.1.

Table 7.5 examines the relationship between the living situation in the destination country, employment, and time 
spent in the destination country, and reintegration. The living situation on arrival comparison indicates that individuals 
in asylum reception centres were significantly less likely to be reintegrated. Only 21 per cent of this group could be 
described as reintegrated according to the index. This raises several questions that require further exploration such as: 
Does the duration of stay in asylum reception impact reintegration? Are there specific experiences in asylum reception 
that impact reintegration? The sense from the interviews was that long periods in asylum centres may, for example, 
result in depression and alienation, and perhaps a sense of dependency, all of which may be expected to impact on 
self-motivation to reintegrate after return. Although the sample size for detention centres is very small, it is striking 
that those respondents who had spent time in asylum centres were even less likely to be reintegrated than those in 
detention centres. This presents another area for further research.
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Table 7.5: Reintegration, by situation in destination country

  Reintegrated Not reintegrated Total 

Living situation on arrival  Freq.  % Freq. % Freq.  %
Asylum/reception centre 
***  12  21.4  44  78.6 

56  100

Other asylum location  2  66.7 1 33.3 3  100
Detention centre  2  28.6 5 71.4 7  100
Family/friend's house  17  43.6 22 56.4 39  100
Hotel/motel  0  0.0 1 100.0 1  100
Other**  17  50.0 17 50.0 34  100
Total  50  35.7 90 64.3 140  100
Worked in destination     
No  15  34.9 28 65.1 43  100
Yes, informal sector  25  47.2 28 52.8 53  100
Yes, formal sector  8  28.6 20 71.4 28  100
Total  48  38.7 76 61.3 124  100
Time in destination     
Less than 1 year  10  33.3 20 66.7 30  100
1–3 years  16  48.5 17 51.5 33  100
3–5 years  7  30.4 16 69.6 23  100
5‐10 years  12  41.4 17 58.6 29  100
More than 10 years  6  26.1 17 73.9 23  100
Total  51  37.0 87 63.0 138  100
 Significance based on a T-test of means. *** p<0.01 ** p<0.05 * p<0.1

The majority of returnees were not legally entitled to work while in the destination country, however, 41 per cent 
had worked informally at some point during their stay, as shown in Appendix 2. Informal work could range from a few 
sporadic days of wage earnings to a full-time job. On the whole, the data in Table 7.5 indicates that there is no clear 
relationship between working or not working in the destination country and reintegration. Interestingly those who had 
worked informally were better reintegrated than those who had worked legally (47.2 per cent compared to 28.6 per 
cent). An insight into this finding may be provided by the case of one returnee to Bangladesh who worked legally in 
the agricultural industry in Italy, and had to pay €1000 for an agricultural visa. His earnings, however, were not enough 
to pay  for his living costs and migration debt. Therefore, he was not able to bring any money back with him on return. 
However, with the assistance from the IOM he was able to establish a shop on return that now provides him with a 
livelihood. It is also possible that those working in the formal sector were not legally entitled to do so and therefore 
may have had to pay additional costs for forged documents or fixers to help them find and maintain these positions.  

Finally, it might be expected that reintegration would become more unlikely when migrants had been away for a longer 
period of time. Indeed, participants who had been abroad for over 10 years were the least likely to be reintegrated, 
although this was not statistically significant. There was, however, little variation in the correlation between duration 
abroad and reintegration for other time periods— ranging between 33 and 47 per cent for all other time periods. A 
recent study has argued that duration abroad itself is not significant in returnee reintegration, rather it is the experiences 
abroad that matter more (Kuschminder, 2014).

7.5 Community of return 

Structural factors and conditions in the country of origin were highlighted in the literature review (Chapter 2) as factors 
that may influence reintegration. The individual country reports in Appendix 5 to 12 provide further details on the 
conditions in each origin country and Chapter 6 provides an overview of the differences in reintegration for each 
country. 
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Within the broad range of conditions in the country of origin, the community-level has been described as an especially 
important factor in reintegration. Table 7.6 shows the percentage of participants who had returned to the same 
community with whom they lived before they left, and the percentage of participants who had returned to an urban 
versus rural area, against the return and reintegration index. 

Individuals who returned to the same community where they lived before they left were significantly more likely to be 
reintegrated, compared with individuals who returned to a different community than the one they left: 44.9 per cent 
compared with 19.5 per cent. This has potentially important implications for policy, suggesting a correlation between 
community of return and reintegration, and highlighting the risks of return where access to the community of origin 
is not yet feasible. Two potential reasons to explain this are first, that people only return to the same community 
when they do not feel their safety and security will be violated in the community, therefore already suggesting a 
higher level of reintegration within this dimension. Second, people return to the same community when they have 
existing networks or support services within that community, which would also suggest higher levels of reintegration 
in the socio-cultural dimension. In addition, individuals who returned to an urban community were more likely to be 
reintegrated than those returned to a rural community.

Table 7.6: Reintegration, by living context upon return

  Reintegrated Not reintegrated Total
Returned to same 
community as before 

Freq.  % Freq. % Freq.  %

     No ***  8  19.5 33 80.5 41  100
     Yes ***  44  44.9 54 55.1 98  100
     Total  52  37.4 87 62.6 139  100
Returned to urban area     
     No   16  39.0 25 61.0 41  100
     Yes   36  36.7 62 63.3 98  100
     Total  52  37.4 87 62.6 139  100

 Significance based on a T-test of means. *** p<0.01 ** p<0.05 * p<0.1.

It can be assumed that individuals returning to the same communities as before would be more likely to be reintegrated 
as they would have networks in these communities—although the issues of shame and blame raised above may mitigate 
this. Seventy per cent of respondents returned to the same community they were living in prior to migration. Networks 
can assist with socio-cultural reintegration and can be essential for economic reintegration through the access to 
resources that they provide, such as employment information or opportunities. Reasons for individuals returning to 
a different community included that their family who had stayed in the origin country had moved, that they did not 
feel safe returning to the same community or, in some cases, that due to their migration they had been able to build a 
house that was in a different area. One participant from Afghanistan who was not able to return to his community of 
origin explained his situation as follows:

‘When I was travelling back, I thought they would take care of me and that I took a good decision. I thought 
I would have comfortable life and that is was good decision. I hoped that I could take good care of my 
family. But it turned out to be the opposite of what I was thinking.’

In general, it is thought that return migrants more frequently return to urban areas, however, some studies have 
found that returnees are most likely to return to their communities of origin, regardless of whether they are rural or 
urban (McCormick & Wahba, 2004). The majority of returnees in this study did return to urban areas (70.9 per cent). 
It is noteworthy that returnees to rural areas were more likely to return to a different community (45 per cent) than 
returnees to urban areas (23 per cent).

Afghan returnee from the United Kingdom (age not stated)
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7.6 Conclusions 

This chapter has examined the relationship between different variables pertaining to the circumstances and 
experiences of the returnees and their migration cycle, and reintegration as measured by the return and reintegration 
index. Several factors were assessed to have a significant relationship with reintegration. These included: having a 
sense of belonging in the community prior to migration, the reason for migration, the country of destination, residing 
in an asylum reception centre, and returning or not returning to the same community on return. Between them, 
these variables elicit two key summary findings: first, returnees who migrated for economic reasons were more likely 
to be reintegrated when compared to returnees who migrated for other reasons including political-security factors. 
Second, returnees who both have a sense of belonging to the community prior to migration and return to the same 
community after migration are more likely to be reintegrated. This suggests that although the reasons for migration are 
complex and often involve multiple factors, there can be a difference on return between those migrating for economic 
purposes compared with those migrating for security and political reasons. In addition, it highlights the importance of 
networks in the return and reintegration process, as networks are most likely a core part of the community of return 
that contribute to reintegration processes. 

Although the relationship is not necessarily statistically significant there are several other key pieces of information 
highlighted in this chapter. First, women were less likely to be reintegrated upon return, recognizing, however, there 
were very few women included in the sample. This could be attributed to gender specific challenges in the reintegration 
process and suggests the need for further research on the specific challenges of female reintegration. Second, returnees 
who were comfortable prior to migration were more likely to be reintegrated on return compared with those who were 
struggling prior to migration. This is logical in that those with more resources prior to migration are in general more 
likely to have resources on return. Third, there does not appear to be a difference in reintegration between those whose 
decision to migrate was made collectively and those whose decision was made individually. This is a potential area for 
further research as it could be hypothesised that when migration is a family decision, reintegration is more difficult 
on return due to the lack of migration success; or alternatively that the family is more supportive on return as they 
were part of the migration decision. Both possibilities could be explored further to better understand this relationship. 
Fourth, it is noteworthy that although not significant in terms of reintegration, the majority of participants in the 
sample migrated via a smuggler. This illustrates the prominence of smugglers in the study countries and highlights 
the need for further research on the role of smugglers in migrant decision-making processes as well as return and 
reintegration. 
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8. LINKING THE RETURN DECISION WITH SUSTAINABLE RETURN

8.1 Introduction

The previous three chapters have analysed as largely separate issues the decision to return, and reintegration and 
sustainable return. Analysis in each chapter has alluded to links between these issues. On one hand, surprisingly, 
conditions in the origin country did not appear to be a concern for most respondents in deciding whether or not to 
go back. This contrasts with the findings of the United Kingdom Home Office study cited earlier, which found that the 
prospects for sustainable return were a consideration for a good number of respondents thinking about going home. 
On the other hand, linkages have been demonstrated between experiences in destination countries—for example 
living in an asylum centre—and reintegration after return.

This chapter examines further some of the linkages between the decision to return and sustainability of return. It 
considers how the variables that played a role in the return decision-making process (presented in Table 5.2) also 
impact on reintegration as measured by the return and reintegration index. It also considers the relationship between 
the wider circumstances of reintegration and the inclination towards re-migration. 

One policy question asked in this chapter is: to what extent do conditions of return impact sustainability? In other 
words, how interventions before or during return may affect the longer-term outcome. A second question is: to what 
extent is re-migration a viable proxy for sustainable return, as is often assumed?

8.2 The decision to return and reintegration

Table 8.1 lists in the first two columns the categories and variables found to varying degrees to have influenced the 
return decision (see Table 5.2 and the discussion in Chapter 5). In Table 8.1 the categories and variables are matched 
against the return and reintegration index, as shown in the remaining columns. At one level this table simply extends 
the analysis presented in the last chapter, by listing further factors that may influence reintegration. However, this 
analysis appears in this chapter rather than in Chapter 5 because the literature review found that these factors are 
usually associated with the return decision, not reintegration. These are usually understood as two different processes, 
and this chapter investigating the extent to which they are associated: To what extent do the factors that influence 
return also influence reintegration? And what are the policy implications?

The response rates on conditions in the origin country are too few to enable meaningful analysis. From the next 
category, ‘conditions in destination country’, however, a few entries are notable. Against four variables in this category, 
around two thirds of respondents (albeit in some cases out of a very small total number) were not reintegrated. These 
variables are ‘lack access to social services/health care’, ‘negative decision regarding asylum request’, ‘lack of security 
or being discriminated against in the destination country’, and ‘end of work or study permit’. While all four of these 
variables make good sense as drivers for return, it is not as clear how they may impact reintegration. However, there 
is a potentially significant policy implication. It seems that a lack of integration, broadly defined, in the destination 
country makes return more likely, but at the same time may make reintegration less likely.
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Table 8.1: Decision to return and reintegration

    Not	
reintegrated 

Reintegrated Total

Category  Variables  Freq. % Freq.  %  Freq. %
Conditions	in	
origin	country	 
 
 

Employment opportunity or job prospects in 
origin country 

2 50.0 2  50.0 4 100.0

Political change or change in legal status in 
origin country 

1 100.0 0  0.0 1 100.0

Improvement in security situation of origin 
country/end of conflict 

3 100.0 0  0.0 3 100.0

Better living conditions in home country 
compared to destination 

0 0.0 2  100.0 2 100.0

Total  6 60.0 4  40.0 10 100.0
Conditions	in	
destination	
country 

End of work/study permit in host country 4 66.7 2  33.3 6 100.0
Cannot support self/dependents financially 8 47.1 9  52.9 17 100.0
Difficulty finding employment/no right to work 18 45.0 22  55.0 40 100.0
Negative decision regarding asylum request 22 68.8 10  31.2 32 100.0
Lack of security, or being discriminated against 
in host country 

6 66.7 3  33.3 9 100.0

Lack of access to social services/health care 6 85.7 1  14.3 7 100.0
Total  52 58.4 37  41.6 89 100.0

Individual	
factors 

Psychological problems (e.g. depression or 
frustration) 

6 60.0 4  40.0 10 100.0

Tired of living as undocumented  9 47.4 10  52.6 19 100.0
Inability to meet migration aspirations including 
work or educational goals  

2 22.2 7  77.8 9 100.0

Dignity of return as a normal passenger 1 100.0 0  0.0 1 100.0
I felt I had no other choice 16 66.7 8  33.3 24 100.0
Total  31 57.4 23  42.6 54 100.0

Social	factors  Nostalgia about home country and way of life 3 60.0 2  40.0 5 100.0
Family (desire for reunification in country of 
origin) 

12 52.2 11  47.8 23 100.0

Changes in family circumstances (e.g. death of 
relative) 

1 11.1 8  88.9 9 100.0

Problems of integration in destination country 3 60.0 2  40.0 5 100.0
Total  17 47.2 19  52.8 36 100.0

Incentives/	
disincentives	
(policy	
interventions) 

To benefit from voluntary return programmes 
offered by destination country 

9 50.0 9  50.0 18 100.0

To benefit from incentive offered by origin 
country 

1 100.0 0  0.0 1 100.0

Destination Country Policies  2 100.0 0  0.0 2 100.0
Political change in destination country (i.e.: 
most crackdowns, more hostile) 

3 60.0 2  40.0 5 100.0

Was given a period of time to wind up affairs 
and leave voluntarily (i.e. to comply with the 
law) 

12 80.0 3  20.0 15 100.0

Total  21 67.7 10  32.3 31 100.0
 

Two of the variables in this category have significant enough frequencies to enable a little more analysis. Twenty-
two (68.8 per cent) of those respondents who had received a negative decision on their asylum request had not 
reintegrated according to the index. More research is required to understand why receiving a negative decision on 
asylum should also reduce the likelihood of reintegration. Part of the answer may lie in the discussion in Chapter 6 and 
the previous chapter about the ‘shame of failure’.

Meanwhile 18 respondents who had ‘difficulty finding employment/no right to work’ were not reintegrated either. 
Again this makes sense as a reason to return: if you can’t make ends meet you may be more willing to go home. Equally, 
reintegration may be a challenge, for example because you have no savings or have been out of the labour market 
for a considerable period. But more striking is that just over half of those who reported challenges in finding work in 
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the destination country were now reintegrated in the origin country. The lack of certainty around the link between 
employment abroad and reintegration at home deserves further attention.

From the next two categories, ‘individual factors’ and ‘social factors’, there are three more particularly striking entries in 
Table 8.1—and again caution is required in extrapolating these or invoking policy responses. First, 16 of 24 respondents 
whose reasons for departing the destination country included that they ‘felt they had no choice’ were not reintegrated. 
This reinforces a point made in the last chapter about the lasting impact of helplessness and depression, especially for 
people who had spent considerable periods in asylum reception centres. Second, 12 people (just over 50 per cent), 
who stated the desire to be reunited with family as a reason to return were, nevertheless, not reintegrated. There 
may be a number of reasons, for example that their lack of reintegration was across dimensions other than the social-
cultural, or that they had returned to a location away from their family. Again, further research is required.

Potentially of most direct policy relevance, the final set of variables in the category ‘policy interventions’ deserves 
closer attention. Perhaps most striking is that 12 of 15 respondents who reported having had ‘time to wind up their 
affairs and leave voluntarily’ were not reintegrated a year or so after coming home. In other words, a policy intended 
to facilitate return has no positive impact on reintegration, and may even somehow hamper it. Fifty per cent of those 
who stated that one of the reasons they chose to return was to ‘benefit from voluntary return programmes’ were not 
reintegrated, although the other 50 per cent were.

Overall these findings are inconclusive. Sometimes factors that influence the return decision also apparently impact 
reintegration, sometimes they do not. Policies designed to promote or facilitate voluntary return may or may not have 
downstream impacts, sometimes negative and sometimes positive. The lack of clarity justifies further research, as do 
the potential implications for policy. Could it be that policies promoting return actually undermine reintegration?

8.3 Return, reintegration, and re-migration

As explained in the literature review (summarised in Chapter 2, in full in Appendix 1), the propensity for returnees to 
re-migrate is often viewed as a proxy for sustainable return; and in some policy contexts avoiding re-migration is one of 
the main benchmarks of the effectiveness of return and reintegration assistance. This study’s definition of sustainable 
return and the return and reintegration index deliberately did not include re-migration, as explained in Chapter 6, 
primarily because it is hard to distinguish the causes for re-migration. Some returnees may re-migrate because their 
return has been unsuccessful and they have failed to reintegrate; and others for reasons unconnected with their return 
experience, or even after a positive return experience.

If for no other reason than its policy significance, re-migration—and the relevance of return and reintegration—is still 
worth discussing in the context of this report.

Table 8.2 demonstrates very simply the frequency and percentages of respondents in origin countries who expressed 
a desire during their interviews to re-migrate, against whether or not they can be considered reintegrated according 
to the index.

These data deserve some discussion. First Oover half the respondents interviewed in origin countries that responded to 
this question (83 of 153, or 54 per cent) expressed a desire to re-migrate. It is worth remembering that the majority of 
these returnees had received return assistance, and in some cases reintegration assistance. For the sake of comparison 
this is a smaller percentage than the total who were not reintegrated according to the index (see Table 6.1), at 63 per 
cent. The easy implication is that at least some of those who were not yet reintegrated still did not intend to re-migrate. 
Second, 50 per cent of those respondents who did not intend to re-migrate were not reintegrated according to the 
index. That is, although they were not reintegrated, they still intended to stay in the country of return. Third, over 75

Table 8.2: Desire to re-migrate and reintegration

  Reintegrated Not reintegrated Total
Do you wish to re‐migrate?  Freq.  % Freq. % Freq.  %
     No***  32  50.0 32 50.0 64  100
     Yes***  19  24.7 58 75.3 77  100
Total  51  36.2 90 63.8 141  100

 Significance based on a T-test of means. *** p<0.01 ** p<0.05 * p<0.1
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per cent of those respondents who did intend to re-migrate were also not reintegrated. Fourth, the remaining quarter 
of those respondents who did intend to re-migrate were nevertheless reintegrated.

To be clear: there is a strong correlation between lack of reintegration and a desire to re-migrate. What is more 
surprising is the proportion of people who were not reintegrated but still did not plan to re-migrate, and the proportion 
who were reintegrated who did plan to re-migrate. Clearly these findings are subject to various health warnings, but 
at the very least they demonstrate that the relationship between a failure to reintegrate and a desire to re-migrate is 
not linear or straightforward.

Some of the complexity of the relationship may also be illustrated with some qualitative analysis. Of those respondents 
who reported a desire to re-migrate, for example, 21 per cent specified that they had already made concrete plans to 
re-migrate, while for the others it was still largely notional. Thinking about re-migrating, and actually re-migrating, are 
two quite different things, especially bearing in mind the costs of migration (either regular or irregular). Furthermore, 
86 per cent of the group wishing to re-migrate specified that they planned to migrate legally and, as stated in Chapter 
2, irregular re-migration is the principal policy concern.

As an example, one participant from Ethiopia had received his Masters degree while in the destination country during 
the processing of his asylum claim. The asylum claim was rejected and he returned to Ethiopia. However, he was 
accepted for a scholarship to complete his PhD at the same university in the destination country. At the time of the 
interview, he was arranging to go back to takeup the offer. His greatest concern was that as he was returning to the 
country within two years he would have to pay back his return and reintegration assistance, which he had already used 
for subsistence for the previous 18 months. 

In a second example, a participant from Afghanistan was rejected for asylum in the United Kingdom. His family had 
arranged for him to marry an Afghan woman living in Australia, and he wanted to go directly from the United Kingdom 
to Australia but was told by the authorities this was not possible. He accepted assisted voluntary return to return to 
Afghanistan so that he could be married and have his application processed to go to Australia. At the time of interview 
he was waiting to migrate legally to Australia.

8.4 Conclusions

This largely exploratory chapter explores linkages between the key aspects of this study: the return decision, and 
sustainable return and reintegration. In this study, in the wider literature, and in many policy settings, these are treated 
as different processes requiring different analysis and interventions. Analysis in the earlier chapters hinted that this may 
not be the case—that the circumstances around the decision to return may also impact subsequent reintegration—and 
the analysis in this chapter reinforces this. Clearly further research is required.

This raises tentative, but potentially significant, policy implications. There are indications that a lack of integration in 
the destination country (social, economic, safety) may impact reintegration on return. Yet, in effect, a lack of integration 
is the policy approach adopted to encourage migrants, especially irregular migrants and rejected asylum seekers, to 
return. If the effectiveness of these policies is measured against the benchmark of sustainable return and reintegration, 
which these polices risk undermining, there is at the least an implication for more coherent policy goals.

Perhaps of more concern is the idea that even policies positively designed to facilitate return may not promote 
reintegration downstream, for example allowing people time to wrap up their affairs or providing return assistance.

In terms of re-migration, the analysis here reinforces the proposition earlier in this report that re-migration is not an 
adequate proxy for sustainable return or for reintegration. While the majority of respondents interviewed in origin 
countries who had not reintegrated did plan to re-migrate, for most it was just an aspiration. A significant proportion of 
those who had failed to reintegrate did not plan to re-migrate, while a good proportion of those who had reintegrated 
did plan to re-migrate. Re-migration may be legal and therefore not problematic, and may be driven by factors other 
than those related to return and reintegration.
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9. CONCLUSIONS

9.1 Summary

The overall aim of this project has been to inform policies and programmes for assisting the voluntary return and 
reintegration of migrants, including irregular migrants and unsuccessful asylum seekers. This project set out to achieve 
this aim via three objectives: first, an analysis of the migrant return decision, including by irregular migrants; second, 
development of a framework for defining and measuring the sustainability of approaches to voluntary return; and 
third, an assessment of what factors determine sustainable return and reintegration.

This report has presented and analysed a significant amount of original, primary data, collected among 273 respondents 
across 15 countries of origin, transit and destination. This is among one of the most comprehensive studies of return 
and reintegration conducted, based on the number of respondents covered, the number of countries compared, and 
the combination of origin, transit, and destination countries. This is confirmed by the literature review in Chapter 2.
After explaining the methodology (Chapter 3) and providing a profile of the respondents (Chapter 4), an understanding 
of the factors influencing the decision to return was developed, and the role of motivating factors including return 
policy interventions was examined and assessed (Chapter 5). The most important variables affecting the decision 
whether to return were identified as: the difficulty of finding employment or no right to work; being tired of living as an 
undocumented migrant; a desire to reunify with family at home; and the opportunity to benefit from voluntary return 
and reintegration programmes. Chapter 6 developed a new definition of sustainable return, of which reintegration is 
a critical component, and developed and tested an index for measuring sustainable return. Across all three identified 
dimensions, only 37 per cent of the study respondents in origin countries could be considered reintegrated according 
to this index. Chapter 7 identified the key factors influencing reintegration and sustainable return, distinguishing 
individual factors, experiences prior to migration, experiences in the destination country, and the community of return. 
Chapter 8 examined some of the links between the decision to return, reintegration and sustainable return, including 
highlighting that re-migration is not necessarily a valid proxy for a lack of sustainable return.

This final chapter of the report specifies the policy implications that arise from the analysis, bearing in mind its 
limitations, while Appendix 15 charts some future directions for research building on this study.

9.2 Policy implications 

In making initial policy recommendations, a number of reservations are worth flagging: The first concerns the research 
topic itself. The decision to return, reintegration, and the sustainability of return all often depend on highly individual 
characteristics and experiences, many of which defy accurate measurement or prediction. In part, therefore, the value 
of this research has been to identify areas where policy is unlikely to make a difference. At the same time, however, it 
does allow at least for preliminary conclusions about where policy interventions can be effective.

A second reservation concerns the research process. While every effort has been made to ensure a degree of trust 
between interviewer and respondent, there can be no guarantee of the accuracy of the responses provided by 
respondents. In part this reflects the sensitive and sometimes vulnerable situation in which some respondents found 
themselves. It also reflects the nature of the research, which in some cases depended on participants’ recall up to a 
year after making certain decisions and taking actions; as well as requiring responses to hypothetical questions, from 
which final actions may diverge significantly.

A related consideration concerns access to evidence and data. Various aspects of return programmes have been 
monitored and evaluated in several of the study countries, including by governments and relevant organizations. 
However, this information was not always easily accessible, and neither was it collated in a single location. In several 
origin countries the tracking of returnees is not systematic or thorough enough to answer important questions regarding 
reintegration and sustainable return. This has implications for the management, analysis, and publication of data and 
evidence by government authorities and international organizations.

Fourth, a key gap in this study is determining the role of assisted voluntary return and reintegration packages in the 
overall reintegration process. All participants in this study had received reintegration assistance, and therefore the 
study was not able to compare their experiences with those of other assisted voluntary returnees who did not receive 
reintegration assistance. Neither could it systematically compare the relevance or differential outcomes of different 
types of assistance packages. This has direct implications for programme management and assisted voluntary return 
policy design, and should be explored in further research. 
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A final reservation concerns the wider applicability of these findings. None can be considered representative of the 
nationality groups or countries surveyed, let alone of migrants or returnees more generally. The purpose of focusing on 
a semi-structured interview approach was therefore to identify and explore relevant issues, rather than provide firm 
conclusions.

Bearing in mind these reservations, while also recognizing the uniquely comprehensive and comparative nature of the 
study, the findings in the report have implications for policy in three main areas: influencing the decision to return, 
measuring sustainability, and promoting sustainable return and reintegration. 

9.2.1 Influencing the decision to return

• Conditions in their origin countries were generally not an important influence on the respondents’ decisions on 
whether to return. This is likely to reflect the fact that nearly half of respondents migrated for broadly economic 
reasons, and would likely differ among asylum seekers and refugees.

• Conditions in destination countries may strongly influence the decision to return. For many respondents an 
inability to work and insecure legal status in particular were important incentives to return, although rarely in 
isolation from other individual and social factors.

• Other key factors influencing the decision to return are largely beyond the scope of direct policy interventions. 
For example, the desire to reunite with family members at home, or a change of family circumstances there, 
were also important factors in the return decision. Family members were also often involved in the decision-
making process.

• Policy interventions are not considered a major influence on the decision whether to return.
• Enabling policy interventions can influence the decision to return as much as restrictive policies. For many 

respondents, the opportunity to benefit from voluntary return programmes, and the chance to wind up their 
affairs before departure, facilitated their return decision.

• More could be done to disseminate information on return programmes, especially in transit countries. In contrast 
to destination countries, where most respondents knew about return programmes and from multiple sources, in 
transit countries almost half had not even heard of return programmes. Equally, it is important not to raise the 
expectations of migrants, many of whom may not be eligible for limited return assistance programmes.

• There is a fine line between facilitating return and encouraging it. Any policy intervention in this area should be 
designed to allow potential returnees to make their own decisions, rather than encouraging them towards any 
particular option.

9.2.2 Measuring sustainability

• Measuring sustainability depends on how it is defined. The definition proposed here is that ‘The individual has 
reintegrated into the economic, social and cultural processes of the country of origin and feels that they are in 
an environment of safety and security upon return’.

• It is possible to develop an index for measuring reintegration. Our index distinguishes economic, socio-cultural, 
and political-security dimensions, and sets reintegration thresholds across each to gauge individual reintegration 
rates. The variables and the thresholds can be adjusted for future studies.

• To measure sustainability for individual returnees, it is important to set up an adequate sample frame at an early 
stage of a return programme. It was not possible in any of the origin countries to obtain a representative sample 
of returnees from which to gain a generalised view of the sustainability of return for individuals.

• A system to measure reintegration and the sustainability of return could be put in place as part of any future 
voluntary assisted return programme.

• Ongoing monitoring of sustainability is possible, but involves trade-offs in terms of costs. In particular the in-
depth interviews that would be required to properly gauge sustainability take time, and are challenging from a 
logistical perspective.

• Remigration is not a valid proxy for measuring sustainability.

9.2.3 Promoting sustainable return and reintegration

• Many of the factors influencing the sustainability of return appear beyond the influence of direct policy 
intervention. These include pre-migration experiences such as level of education and social belonging, and 
individual characteristic such as sex.

• The use of a smuggler during migration did not significantly correlate to the extent of sustainable return and 
reintegration. The reason appears to be that smuggling has become a norm.
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• Living conditions in the destination country are significantly correlated with sustainable return and reintegration. 
This was the particularly the case in this sample for returnees who had spent significant periods in asylum or 
detention centres, very few of whom were subsequently reintegrated.

• The ability to work in the country of destination does not clearly correlate with sustainable return or reintegration.
• The ability to return to the community in which respondents lived before migration promoted sustainable return 

and reintegration. This was particularly the case where the community was in an urban area.
• The reason for initial migration significantly correlates with reintegration. Individuals who migrated for political-

security reasons were less likely to be reintegrated than those who migrated for economic reasons. This suggests 
that, although migration motivations are frequently mixed, the distinctions are still important when examining 
the reintegration process. 

• The factors that influence return may also impact on its sustainability and reintegration, but sometimes in 
opposing directions. In particular, a negative decision on asylum was a strong determinant for return, but also a 
strong indicator for a lack of reintegration after return.

9.3 Conclusions

In concluding this report, it may be worth highlighting three findings that the researchers found surprising – which 
largely countered the consensus of existing research and also our own research experience. These may simply be 
anomalies arising from the circumstances of this research, but they deserve special enquiry in further research on 
return and reintegration. 

First, and contrary to a widely-held policy assumption, there is no clear evidence that returnees take up assisted 
voluntary migration or other return assistance to avoid the indignity of deportation, with a possible exception being a 
small number of returnees to Afghanistan. Instead the research suggested that a greater concern for many respondents 
was to be viewed as law-abiding. Second, while a lack of reintegration and sustainable return clearly was one reason 
for prompting some returnees to consider re-migration, it was not the only factor. Understanding the causes of re-
migration, and how policy can intervene, is a pressing research question. Third, the study found that agents were 
largely irrelevant in return decision-making processes. Most respondents paid agents to migrate, but this did not seem 
to impact their decision to return or experiences after return. 
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1. INTRODUCTION

This is a preliminary literature review intended to inform a comparative project evaluating the assisted voluntary return 
and reintegration of migrants, including irregular migrants and asylum seekers who have seen their claim rejected, or 
have withdrawn their application, and migrants who overstay their visa. 

The project is a key research project conceived and commissioned as part of the Australian Department of Immigration 
and Border Protection (DIBP)’s Irregular Migration Research Program , and was informed by the program’s first occasional 
paper, which recognized the need to establish an evidence-base for policy deliberations on irregular migration to 
Australia (Koser and McAuliffe, 2013). The project is supported by the International Organization for Migration (IOM) 
and Maastricht University. 

The project’s primary sources of information will be data analysis and surveys conducted in eight origin countries 
(Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Ethiopia, Iraq, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Sudan, and Viet Nam), one transit country (Indonesia), 
and four destination countries (Australia, Netherlands, Switzerland and UK). And the project is explicitly policy-
oriented, with the aim of building a stronger evidence base for policy, generating innovative policy recommendations, 
and providing the foundations for further policy research. A recent policy review completed for KNOMAD highlights 
the lack of evidence on assisted voluntary return and the need for further research (McKenzie and Yang, forthcoming). 

At the same time there is significant value for the project in reviewing the existing academic literature on assisted 
voluntary return and reintegration. First, a review can help identify gaps in knowledge and evidence and guide the 
overall project. Second and more specifically, it can inform the development of survey tools and target data analysis. 
Third, it can be used as the basis for developing an analytical framework, which is an important output for this project 
in informing further systematic research in this area. Finally, a review of the literature is one way to expose assumptions 
underpinning policy on return and reintegration – for example where policies continue to be made on the basis of 
assumptions that are not supported by the existing evidence.

Initial observations are that the academic literature on return and reintegration is relatively thin, tends to focus on the 
repatriation of refugees, and also is quite dated. Equally, a series of evaluation reports on IOM return programmes 
have also been reviewed for this project, but on the whole these are more concerned with the achievement of project 
benchmarks and cost effectiveness, than explaining the return decision or process, or assessing the impact of policies.

The current review is structured around three main themes, responding to the main research objectives of the project: 
(1) analysis of the migrant return decision, including factors that motivate or impede irregular migrants from returning 
voluntarily; (2) development of a framework for defining and measuring sustainability; and (3) an assessment of what 
factors and policies determine sustainable return.

2. UNDERSTANDING THE MIGRANT RETURN DECISION

There is a well-established literature on migration decision-making, mainly in the fields of economics and sociology, 
but also from an interdisciplinary perspective (De Jong and Gardner, 1981). Early analyses focused on rational choice 
theory, regarding the decision to migrate as a rational choice intended to maximize an individual’s net benefits (Todaro, 
1976). While this approach has since been criticized, for assuming rational behaviour, and for under-estimating non-
monetary determinants of migration, it has been found to help explain the selectivity of migration (Massey et al., 
1993). Research into the household economy expands the individual migrant’s perspective to the household level, and 
views migration as a family strategy designed to maximize benefits and minimize risks (Stark, 1991). This is one way to 
explain temporary migration and the separation of families. 

While both these approaches have value in explaining why migrants move, neither really answers the question how they 
choose their destinations. Other approaches focus on the role of social networks – that is the series of interpersonal 
relations in which migrants interact with their family or friends (Boyd, 1989). Migration research has established that 

3Information on the Irregular Migration Research Program can be found at: http://www.immi.gov.au/media/research/irregular-migration-research/
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social networks are commonly an important determinant of migration plans as well as the choice of destination (Böcker, 
1994; Boyd, 1989; Faist, 1997). An extension of social networks to also include agents such as migrant smugglers has 
also been found to help explain migration by asylum seekers and irregular migrants (Koser, 1997).

There is a continuing debate on the extent to which refugees exercise choice in their decision. The movement of 
refugees has traditionally been depicted as involuntary, and effectively outside the volition of the individuals involved 
(Kunz, 1973; 1981). Subsequent analyses have suggested, in contrast, that refugees exert some control over their 
decision to leave and their intended destination – moving, for example, is often a choice consciously taken over 
alternative options including risking staying at home or joining the conflict (Zolberg, 1989; Adhikari, 2013). The fact that 
a proportion of asylum seekers travelling long distances to destinations in the industrialized world, including Australia 
and Europe, are recognized as refugees is also testament to the idea that some refugees make decisions concerning 
their intended destination (Koser and McAuliffe, 2013; McAuliffe, 2013). In the Australian context, research has found 
that refugees’ decisions to migrate to Australia took into account a range of complex, inter-related factors including 
protection, employment, education services, housing, health services, poverty, geography and family/community links, 
and that these factors, as well as the nature and extent of collective decision-making processes, varied among different 
groups of refugees (McAuliffe, 2013). 

There has been far less research on the migrant return decision-making process; indeed return migration in general 
remains a neglected field (Koser, 2013). It is reasonable to assume that some of the factors that help explain the decision 
to migrate may also apply to the decision to return – for example that it is based on a comparison of opportunities 
at home and abroad, and that it is likely to be embedded in wider family strategies (Constant and Massey, 2002). But 
there are also some important differences (Haug, 2008). Agents are less likely to be involved directly in the return 
process, for example, and return usually does not involve a choice of destinations (at least at the national level).

The decision by refugees to return home has also been demonstrated to be more complex than is often assumed 
(Omata, 2013). Addressing the factors that caused them to flee in the first place is often necessary but not sufficient 
to encourage return, especially where they have spent considerable periods in exile or face particular vulnerabilities 
arising from their experience prior to and during flight. Many refugees return of their own accord (sometimes described 
as ‘spontaneous’ repatriation) even where assistance is available. Refugees may return temporarily to test the waters 
at home; adopt cross-border mobility strategies; and deliberately divide their families across borders during return: all 
of which speaks to refugee repatriation being a process rather than a discrete event (Black and Koser, 1999).

Most of the research that has generated these general observations on refugee return has tended to take place amongst 
refugees settled close to their country of origin. There is less academic research on the return decision by refugees in 
industrialized states, recognizing that in most cases such refugees have the right to settle permanently; and still less 
among rejected asylum seekers and irregular migrants, who clearly do not have the right to remain in the destination 
country.

One of the few substantive and comparative studies on the return decision by asylum seekers, including rejected 
asylum seekers, was conducted for the UK Home Office in 2002-03 (Black et al., 2004), and clearly is now quite dated. 
The study developed a simple model of the factors determining the decision to return (see Figure 1.1), that views 
the decision fundamentally as a comparison between political, economic and social factors at home and abroad. The 
decision is also posited to be influenced by individual and family- or community-level factors, as well as by the policy 
framework. An essential part of the model is the extent to which decision-makers have information about conditions 
at home and about incentives and disincentives.
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Figure 1.1: Factors determining the decision to return 
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The UK study, conducted amongst asylum seekers from eight nationalities in the UK (including of relevance for this 
project Afghans, and Sri Lankan Tamils), established the following broad conclusions:

1. Security was cited as the most important factor determining return motivations, although its meaning varied 
between respondents from overall security in the country of origin to individual security on return. Employment 
also figured as an important factor, and analysis suggested that unemployment in the country of destination 
might encourage people to consider return, but equally that employment does not deter them from considering 
return. The location of family members was the other principal factor cited, and there was a higher propensity 
to consider return among those without family in the UK and with family at home.

2. Younger respondents were more willing to consider return than older respondents, as were people without 
partners in the UK. People with children in the UK were less willing to consider return. There was no clear 
relationship between either sex or legal status and return motivations.

3. Assistance programmes were not a decisive factor in return motivations for any of the respondents, although 
most respondents welcomed assistance once they had decided to return, in particular with employment, training 
and money.
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4. Almost half the respondents had never heard of assistance programmes. The majority of those who had, heard 
about them by word of mouth and many did not have an accurate impression of the programmes.

5. There was no information gap about conditions in the country of origin – those respondents in the UK who 
wanted to access information about their country of origin could do so.

6. The importance of security and employment in the country of origin for respondents in the UK suggested that 
sustainability issues may be a central factor in deciding whether or not to go home. However, some reported that 
they would not go home, even if the return were sustainable, whilst still others reported that they plan or expect 
to go home even if their return is not likely to be sustainable.

For the purposes of the current research, which is particularly concerned with how rejected asylum seekers and irregular 
migrants can be encouraged to return voluntarily, the finding in the 2004 study that legal status was not apparently 
correlated with intentions to return is worth highlighting. Across four citizenship groups that included rejected asylum 
seekers – Chinese, Kosovan, Turkish Kurds, and Somalis - no obvious relationship emerged. In some cases refugees 
with British citizenship had registered for assisted voluntary return; in other cases people whose asylum appeals had 
been turned down had not. The research suggested that of those still awaiting the outcome of an asylum application 
or appeal, some were pessimistic and thinking about returning and others optimistic and planning to stay. The research 
thus reinforced its model’s assumption that legal status was only one of many other variables that influenced return 
motivations, and for many people not the paramount factor.

It is also worth noting that assistance programmes were not a primary decision factor in return motivations, which 
has also been found in other studies. In a study in Norway of return decision-making by rejected asylum seekers from 
Afghanistan, it was found that the primary reason for selecting return packages was because ‘...all other options were 
worse’, in particular the threat of deportation (Strand et al., 2008). Similarly, Black et al. (2011) found that the threat 
of deportation is an essential component to uptake in return programmes and term this the ‘stick and carrot’ strategy 
of policy-making. There is thus evidence that the threat of removal is a critical component to the take-up of voluntary 
return programmes, and that the programmes in themselves do not generally motivate return. 

In the same vein, Collyer et al. (2009) found in a study of returnees to Sri Lanka who had been living irregularly in the 
UK, that all of the returnees made the decision to return prior to being informed about return programmes. The anxiety 
of living irregularly ‘wore people down’ and impacted their return decisions (Collyer et al., 2009: 27). Similarly a study 
of Brazilian migrants in the European Union (EU) by IOM found that the primarily motivation for return was a failed 
migration cycle and that individuals had already made the decision to return prior to being informed of programme 
options (IOM, 2009). 
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3. DEFINING SUSTAINABILITY

The concept ‘sustainable return’ gained popularity in post-conflict contexts in the 1990s, when it became recognized 
that in order for post-conflict countries to achieve lasting peace, refugees needed not just to be able to return, but also 
to reintegrate effectively (Black and Gent, 2004).  This includes being able to participate in peace processes, political 
reform, and economic development (Brookings-Bern Project, 2007).  At the same time ample research in the 1990s 
illustrated that return itself is often not always a straightforward home-coming; neither does it necessarily mark the 
‘end of the refugee cycle’, instead exposing returnees to a range of new challenges (Hammond, 1999; Koser and Black, 
1999; Rogge, 1994). The complexities of return elicited the need for new understandings of return, reintegration and 
what constitutes successful reintegration and sustainable return.

Surveying the literature, there have been five broad (and overlapping) approaches to defining sustainability, one 
distinguishing between individual and community-level impacts; a second focusing on comparisons with non-migrants 
and contemporaries after return; a third concerned with the re-establishment of networks; a fourth that gauges 
sustainability against the propensity to re-migrate; and finally acknowledgement that there may be a significant 
difference between returnees’ perceptions and on the ground realities.

An early attempt to define sustainability for the purposes of measuring it distinguished ‘individual’ and ‘community 
level’ (or ‘aggregate’) sustainable return (Black et al, 2004). Individual sustainable return was defined as follows: 

‘Return migration is sustainable for individuals if returnees’ socio-economic status and fear of violence or 
persecution is no worse, relative to the population in place of origin, one year after their return.’ (p.39)

Aggregate sustainability was in turn identified where: 

‘Return migration is sustainable for the home country or region if socio-economic conditions and levels of 
violence and persecution are not significantly worsened by return, as measured one year after the process 
is complete’ (p.39).

These contrasting definitions highlight that sustainable return has different meanings depending on how it is defined. 
Here is a good example of how a review of the literature can inform the current research project – the choice of one 
or other of these definitions of sustainability would significantly influence the data collection and analysis that is 
required, as well as survey design and choice of respondents (see Section 5 below). Perhaps most importantly from a 
policy perspective, an assessment of the extent to which return is sustainable also may vary according to the approach 
adopted. According to these definitions it is perfectly feasible that aggregate sustainability may be achieved even if 
certain individuals fail to reintegrate.

A different approach to sustainability has tended to be adopted in the specific context of refugee return, focusing on 
the rights of the individual. Thus the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) defines reintegration 
as:

‘...equated with the achievement of a sustainable return – in other words the ability of returning refugees 
to secure the political, economic, [legal] and social conditions needed to maintain life, livelihood and 
dignity’ (UNCHR, 2004: 6).  

This is furthered by: 

‘Reintegration is a process that should result in the disappearance of differences in legal rights and duties 
between returnees and their compatriots and the equal access of returnees to services, productive assets 
and opportunities’ (UNHCR, 2004: 7). 

This definition implies a levelling of rights for returnees with the local population, which seems intuitive. At the same 
time, this may in fact imply a changing standard of quality of life for returnees compared with what they experienced 
either prior to migration, or in the country of asylum, or both (Rogge, 1994). An issue that arises – and is not addressed 
in the research – is the extent to which these factors are involved in re-migration decision-making. How important is a 
failure to achieve the same living standards as those prior to migration, those during the migration experience, or those 
enjoyed by comparable populations after return?
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The literature on the reintegration of non-refugee populations raises similar tensions, but does not have a focus on 
access to basic needs and equal rights. Presumably, this is because it is assumed that non-refugee returnees are 
not in situations of vulnerability upon return and that non-refugees return with enough resources so that they can 
independently meet their needs (Kuschminder, forthcoming); both of which assumptions are questionable.
In the case of voluntary migrant return, reintegration has been defined as:

‘...the process through which a return migrant participates in the social, cultural, economic, and political 
life in the country of origin’ (Cassarino, 2008, p.127).

Social aspects would include participation in organizations, relationships and acceptance with family and friends (such 
as respect within the household), access to information sources, and societal acceptance. There are echoes here of the 
social networks approach to migrant decision-making described above. Cultural aspects would include participating 
in religious or cultural events, and willing subscription to the norms and values of the society. Economic reintegration 
refers to the occupational and employment status of the returnee and their ability to afford a certain standard of living. 
It also includes the potential to undertake entrepreneurial activities and local investments. Political reintegration refers 
to participation in the political process of the country. 

IOM utilizes a similar definition of reintegration as “Re-inclusion or re-incorporation of a person into a group or a 
process, e.g. of a migrant into the society of his country of origin” (IOM, 2004, p. 54). Further specifications are made 
for different types of reintegration including social, economic, and cultural reintegration (IOM, 2004). 

It is worth observing that many people in poor – and even some middle-income and wealthier countries – can hardly 
be said to achieve these aspirations systematically or on a regular basis. Resolving the tension between universal 
aspirations and individual realities is important in defining sustainability.

Most recently, the concept sustainable return has been applied to the return of irregular migrants and rejected asylum 
seekers including both those who return voluntarily and those who are forcibly returned. In a study conducted by IOM 
on return from Austria the importance of sustainable return was highlighted for voluntary returnees:

‘Sustainability of voluntary return is seen as the criteria for the success of a return project. But in spite of 
this great importance of sustainability, return activities in Austria are not evaluated at all, or if so, then only 
unsystematically. Moreover, it is not quite clear which definition of sustainability prevails in Austria’ (IOM 
and EMN, 2006, p.46). 

 
This highlights the need for further research and an exploration of new definitions for sustainable return. Ultimately, at 
this time, the success of such return programmes is gauged by the extent to which returnees re-migrate, and the extent 
to which their return dissuades others from migrating without authorization. This has been referred to as ‘physical’ 
reintegration. This approach need not be viewed cynically – ultimately the propensity to re-migrate irregularly is probably 
the best indicator for all the definitions of sustainable return reviewed so far in this section for this population. It is also 
a key issue of concern as one study of returned Afghan rejected asylum seekers found that 74 per cent of respondents 
wanted to migrate again irregularly, suggesting that their reintegration was unsuccessful (Majidi, 2009). The distinction 
may be between means and ends: is reintegration assistance intended to support meaningful re-engagement at home, 
or simply to anchor people in place?

A final approach to defining sustainability, which applies across all of the other approaches briefly reviewed here, 
is that the perception of reintegration may be just as important – if not more so – than the realities. If a returnee 
perceives his or her living standards to have decreased relative to others for example, or feels a sense of guilt or shame 
resulting from the migration experience, this may be a powerful incentive to re-migrate.

4. FACTORS DETERMINING THE SUSTAINABILITY OF RETURN

The sustainability of return has been found to be influenced by a combination of individual and structural factors in 
both the country of destination and the country of origin (Rogge, 1994; Black and Gent, 2006). An immediate and 
important policy implication is that the circumstances of migrants in the country of destination may influence their 
prospects for sustainable return.  What is less clear from the existing literature, however, is to what extent policy 
interventions in the form of assistance also promote sustainable return.
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While it seems intuitive that individual factors such as age, sex, and family ties may influence the sustainability of 
return, the evidence is by no means systematic. In the 2004 UK study cited above, for example, it was found that 
young single men who had returned to Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo/UNSC 1244 had better chances in the 
job market at home, but were equally most likely to take the risk to re-migrate (Black et al., 2004). Family ties may 
anchor a returnee in their country of origin, but dividing family members across international borders has become a 
common strategy among migrants and even refugees. In certain circumstances ethnicity and religion are also likely to 
be influential, especially for example where people are returned to countries or regions within a country where they 
form part of a minority. Similarly sexual orientation may hinder acceptance at home – especially where antagonism 
against personal preferences was one of the reasons for leaving in the first place.

The individual experience of the ‘migration cycle’ may also impact the sustainability of return. In a recent study, 
Cassarino (2014) found that migrants having an ‘interrupted’ migration cycle, which would include assisted voluntary 
returnees who were not able to achieve their migration goals, had strong difficulties reintegrating back home, such 
as being more likely to be unemployed. Other studies have illustrated this, such as in return to the Western Caucuses 
wherein returnees that viewed their migration as successful were more likely to be able to reintegrate upon return, 
as compared to those whose migration was not a success and were negative from the initial entry into the country, 
which led to several challenges in their reintegration (IOM, 2002). This is similar to other studies that have found that 
rejected asylum seekers and migrants unable to obtain residence permits in the country of migration faced additional 
challenges upon return such as: being unable to build sustainable livelihoods, and not feeling a sense of belonging in 
the return society (Ruben et al., 2009). 

Within the migration cycle, the initial circumstances of departure may be important – for example refugees fleeing 
conflict are usually unwilling to return until security has been re-established, whilst also noting the observation above 
that the removal of root causes is necessary but not always sufficient to promote return. Equally for some – certain 
refugees or victims of trafficking – the experience of leaving the country may have been so traumatic as to discount the 
possibility of return from a psychological perspective or make reintegration very challenging (von Lersner et al., 2008).
A range of agents may also be involved in these early stages of the migration cycle, variously influencing departure, 
movement, and potentially entry and initial settlement too. These agents range from the legitimate – recruitment 
agents, travel agencies, employers – to the illicit end of the spectrum including clandestine agents, travel agencies and 
employers, migrant smugglers and traffickers (Salt and Stein, 2002). We have found no research on how the former may 
influence return motivations or reintegration prospects. But it is clear from several case studies that the involvement 
of smugglers at the start of the migration cycle may influence how it runs its course. Most significantly, migrants may 
be reluctant to return at all where they still are in debt to smugglers after their initial migration. The impact of debt 
on reintegration is unclear – certainly it heightens the need to find employment or alternative sources of income; it 
may expose returnees to direct threats from smugglers; and it may as a result of both these pressures exacerbate 
the propensity to re-migrate. Alternatively, it has been shown that migrants may stay in contact with smugglers after 
they have arrived in their destination countries, and that smugglers may provide alternatives to return – for example 
onward migration to another country (Koser, 1997).

There is also evidence that experiences after arrival in the destination country can influence both the propensity to 
return and its sustainability, and here the distinction between individual and structural factors in the destination country 
blurs. Again the evidence is not systematic. As a general observation – and countering a widely-held policy assumption 
– integration may encourage sustainable return (Al-Ali et al, 2001; Bilgili and Siegel, 2013; Carling and Pettersen, 2012; 
de Haas and Fokkema, 2011). On one hand regular employment should provide migrants the wherewithal to return and 
invest in their reintegration; but equally they may be unlikely to return unless they can secure a job at a commensurate 
level and salary in the origin country. Secure legal status enables migrants to return home on a regular basis and plan 
for return; on the other hand it provides an exit strategy after return which arguably may reduce the commitment to 
invest in reintegrating. More broadly it has been suggested that enabling transnationalism – basically economic and 
social relationships across borders – may facilitate sustainable return.

There are also structural factors in the origin country that influence individual propensities to reintegrate and remain. 
These include the policies of the country of return towards returnees including critical elements such as property 
restitution and citizenship rights, the attitudes of the local community and their families towards returnees, and 
the number of people returning at the same time (Kibreab, 2003; Rogge, 1994). Furthermore, safety and security 
in the country of origin is central in decision making factors in return. In a recent study examining returns from the 
Netherlands from 2001-2011, it is evident that AVR uptake is much lower to countries with low levels of safety and 
security (Leerkes et al., 2014).
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For instance, if the government of the country of return has a negative attitude towards reintegrating returnees or 
lacks the capacity for assisting returnees in reintegration efforts this can be expected to hinder the sustainability of 
return – Eritrea is currently a good example. Even in situations where the national government of the country of 
origin is positive towards returnees, local governments may not apply the same approach. In Cambodia, for example, 
international pressure was placed on the government to assist in the repatriation of refugees after the peace accords 
in 1991. However, the local authorities and provincial leaders were unwilling to provide land to returnees despite 
requests from the Prime Minister (Eastmond and Ojendal, 1999). Similarly, Steffanson (2004) found in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina that although the national policy discourse was broadly welcoming towards returnees, at a local level they 
reported discrimination by local authorities. A comparable situation was found in Burundi, where the Government of 
Burundi officially has a welcoming and open policy towards returnees, but at the local level they have reported specific 
difficulties in accessing justice in the judicial system (Fransen and Kuschminder, 2012). These examples suggest that 
greater attention is required on the implementation of national policies towards returnees at the local level, and on the 
interaction between returnees and local-level administrations.

The attitudes of the local population towards returnees can also be a critical factor determining sustainable return. In 
Afghanistan, for example, Schuster and Majidi (2013) found that deportees from Europe are treated as though they are 
‘contaminated’. Shame arising from a lack of acceptance from the local population for having a failed migration episode 
highly influenced the desires of deportees to remigrate. Social networks are thus essential for a sustainable return by 
promoting connections and acceptance within the local community (Cassarino, 2004; van Houte and de Koning, 2008). 
Other research has shown that the number of returnees arriving during the same period impacts the sustainability 
of return (Rogge, 1994). If the number returning is so large that they strain local resources, this will impact local 
livelihoods and most likely lead to either re-migration or conflict with local populations. This is however generally only 
a concern in large-scale refugee repatriations.

Finally, there is a suggestion that targeted programming can increase the sustainability of return (Whyte and Hirslund, 
2013). Several efforts have and are currently being made to understand the role of different forms of reintegration 
assistance (such as cash support, psycho-social support, and different forms of in-kind support) in enabling sustainable 
return, to which the project will contribute. This is a key research gap where anecdotal evidence is only available on 
small-scale and individual programmes. 

Table 1.1 below attempts to categorize and consolidate the main factors potentially impacting the sustainability of 
return, combining individual and structural factors. The first column lists those factors that have emerged from the 
literature review to date. The second column proposes additional factors, based on our own research experiences, 
and informal project discussions to date.  Perhaps the most important category missing from the table is assistance, 
for example in the form of Assisted Voluntary Return and Reintegration Programmes (AVRR). An important goal for 
this project is to integrate assistance into the analytical framework on return and reintegration, and make an initial 
assessment of whether and how it influences sustainable return.
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Table 1.1: Key Variables that may influence the sustainability of return

  Variables from literature review  Additional Variables  
Returnees’ 
Characteristics  

Age  Ethnicity  
Gender  Religion 
  Rural/Urban  
  Sexual orientation 

Experiences 
before Exile  

Pre‐migration accommodation  Socio‐economic status 
Pre‐migration education  Number of dependents  
Pre‐migration employment status  Sense of belonging  
Pre‐ migration job   
Previous migration history   
Remittances received pre‐migration   

Decision 
Making Factors 
in Migration 

Migrated via a smuggler or not  Individual or Collective Decision 
  Reason for migration 
  Cost of migration  
  Goals of Migration  
  Voluntary  or  rather  forced  migration 

(trafficking) 
Experiences in 
Country of 
Destination  

Migrated alone or with family   Maintained ties to country of origin  
Language learned  Sent remittances 
Children educated  Freedom of movement  
Income  Education 
Employment  Extent of social integration/friendships 
Discrimination   
Feelings   
Perceived value of experiences abroad   

Public Policy on 
Asylum  

Legal status in country of destination   
Accommodation  status  in  country  of 
destination  

 

Conditions of 
Return  

Return to pre‐migration community  Acceptance within community  
Return alone or with family  Remaining migration debt 
Ability to bring back assets and belongings  Employment 
Receipt of return assistance  Household Vulnerability 
Receipt of reconstruction assistance  Safety and Security  
Follow‐up from return organisation   
Assets regained   

The decision to 
return 

Willingness to Return  Influences in the return decision  
Reasons for return  Threat  of  forced  returns/forced 

removals 
Sources of information about return    
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5. RESEARCH IMPLICATIONS

As indicated above (Section 1), the intended contribution of this preliminary literature review – which will be expanded 
for the final report – is at least fourfold. First, it can help identify gaps in knowledge and evidence, and several have 
become clear in the preceding analysis. Overall, there is simply not enough research and neither is the existing research 
recent enough to allow a confident answer to the central research questions for this project – how do migrants make 
the decision to return; what is sustainable return; and what determines it? While the current project clearly will not 
provide categorical answers to any of these questions, it is one of the largest-scale projects to have been undertaken on 
this topic, and has the added value of being genuinely comparative across a wide range of national settings. In addition 
the project is intended to inform, in practical terms, further research. 

Certainly the project should help fill a specific gap regarding the return and reintegration experiences of irregular 
migrants and rejected asylum seekers. And it can target specific questions that remain largely unanswered by existing 
research, for example: How important is the availability of assistance in influencing the return decision? Does the 
type of assistance available influence either the decision to return or the sustainability of the return? What is the 
gap between returnees’ perceptions of their situation post-return and the realities? What motivates re-migration by 
returnees?

A second contribution of the literature review is to help guide survey design and data analysis. A good example 
concerns which respondents to target in the country of origin. Black et al. (2004) propose that an assessment about 
the success or otherwise of return and reintegration should be measured at least one year after return; and this is 
reinforced by other research that stresses that reintegration is a long-term process (Fransen and Kuschminder, 2012). It 
can be difficult, however, to identify returnees one year or more after their return, and to expect them to recall critical 
decisions made during their return and reintegration.

Similarly, the extent of the focus on returnees’ perceptions or on-the-ground realities, or individual or aggregate level 
indicators of sustainable return, clearly also influences survey design and the data that are required, as illustrated in 
Table 1.2 below.

Table 1.2: Measures of the sustainability of return

  Physical  Socio‐economic  Political‐security 

Perception of returnee  (Lack  of)  desire  to  re‐
emigrate 

Perceived  socio‐
economic status 

Perception  of  safety, 
security threats 

Objective conditions of 
returnees 

Proportion of returnees 
who  (do  not)  re‐
emigrate 

Actual  socio‐economic 
status of returnees 

Actual  persecution  or 
violence  against 
returnees 

Aggregate  conditions 
of origin countries 

Trends  in  levels  of 
emigration and asylum‐
seeking abroad 

Trends in levels of 
poverty and well‐being 

Trends  in  levels  of 
persecution,  conflict 
and violence 

 
Source: Black et al. (2004).

A third purpose of the literature review for this project is to help develop an analytical framework that can be used as 
the foundations for further research in this area. There are some models and frameworks in the existing literature – for 
example the model depicted above for understanding the decision to return (Figure 1) – and it is possible to compile 
a list of factors that may influence the sustainability of return as in Table 1 above. But this review has also highlighted 
key factors that remain to be integrated in a consolidated framework, for example how experiences in earlier stages of 
the migration cycle influence those in later stages; and what the role of policy interventions is in supporting sustainable 
return and reintegration.

Finally, as asserted above, a review of the literature can also be one way to expose specific policy assumptions. Most of 
the admittedly limited research on the return decision-making process, for example, indicates that the removal of root 
causes may not be sufficient to ensure sustainable return, and yet this assumption appears to prevail in some instances. 
There is equally a degree of consensus in the research that the availability of assistance is a non-consequential factor in 
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determining whether migrants – and even irregular migrants and rejected asylum seekers – will return voluntarily; and 
yet often policy debates concern what level of support to offer to incentivize return. Neither is there any clear evidence 
to date that reintegration assistance reduces the propensity to re-migrate. Providing a better evidence-base to inform 
policy deliberations is clearly an important objective for this project.
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