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ABSTRACT

Assisted Return (AR) programmes have grown in number and size over the past decade and there is an increasing body of
evidence on these programmes. However, the existing evidence has not yet been systematically synthesised. Recognising
the controversy over the programmes, this article reviews the current evidence regarding the effectiveness and effects of AR

programmes that aim to facilitate sustainable reintegration of return migrants. Reviewing 46 sources, the findings highlight

the different programme modalities, contextual factors and individual and group factors that influence sustainable reinte-

gration. Overall, the available evidence suggests that despite short-term relief from AR programmes, there is overall scant

and—where it exists—often highly contextual and relatively weak evidence of longer-term effects on sustainable reintegra-
tion. The review is limited by conceptual, methodological and geographic heterogeneity in the available studies. The article
concludes by suggesting practical implications and highlighting potential for future research on support for sustainable

reintegration.

1 | Introduction

Assisted Return (AR) programmes are a cornerstone of con-
temporary migration management policies. They encompass
both Assisted Voluntary Return (AVR) and Assisted Voluntary
Return and Reintegration (AVRR) programmes that both seek
to facilitate the return of migrants without the right to stay in a
destination country, with the latter aiming to provide more com-
prehensive support to facilitate reintegration.

AR programmes have grown significantly in recent decades
(Kuschminder 2017a, 2017b; Lietaert 2022). AVR schemes
emerged in the 1970s in Europe ‘as a means of disposing of un-
wanted “guest workers™ (Webber 2011, 99). The International
Organization for Migration (IOM) implemented the first AVR
programme in 1979 in this context. This first generation of
AVR programmes for guest workers was largely unsuccessful

and was discontinued in the 1980s or early 1990s by respective
European countries (Webber 2011). In the late 1980s, the target
population for AR programmes in Europe changed to rejected
asylum seekers and irregular migrants. In the late 1990s, AVR
programmes began to increase with the Yugoslav wars and the
last two decades have seen a large rise in the number and size
of AR programmes. In 2022, IOM assisted 69,282 migrants in
total to return to 154 countries (IOM 2022). There are several
smaller implementers of AR programmes, such as Caritas; how-
ever, there are no global aggregated numbers of those receiving
support from AR programmes. Given the continued prevalence
of migration to Europe, AR programmes will likely continue
to grow.

The scope of AR programmes varies, and programme goals have
become more ambitious over time. The general logic of AVRR
programmes is that through the receipt of an assistance package
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beneficiaries can create a livelihood and reintegrate into the
country of return. Packages range considerably regarding the
modality of assistance (in-kind support or cash assistance) and
their further characteristics such as the financial amount pro-
vided, the duration of assistance and the form of in-kind as-
sistance offered (housing, business support, training, medical
assistance etc.). AVRR is defined by IOM as ‘Administrative,
logistical or financial support, including reintegration assis-
tance, to migrants unable or unwilling to remain in the host
country or country of transit and who decide to return to their
country of origin’ (IOM 2019, 13). AR programmes increasingly
aspire to create sustainable reintegration for their beneficiaries
(Kuschminder 2017a, 2017b; Marino and Lietaert 2022). In 2018,
assisted return and sustainable reintegration were included in
the Global Compact on Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration
(Global Compact 2018), which is the guiding international agree-
ment of global migration governance (Betts and Kainz 2017).

There has been a growth in research on AR programmes that
highlights the contentiousness of these programmes. Several au-
thors have stressed the non-voluntary nature of the programmes
(Webber 2011; Cassarino 2014), the pressure on individuals to
return to countries or conditions that are not considered safe
(Webber 2011; Sacchetti 2016) and the lack of sustainability of
these programmes (Kuschminder 2017a, 2017b; Van Houte 2014).
More recently, research has been critical of IOMs role in AVRR
including creating a ‘deportation twist’ where AVRR is reimag-
ined as a positive transformation (Fine and Walters 2021).
Further, there has been significant concern from academics and
civil society regarding the role of the European Agency for the
Management of Operational Cooperation at the External Borders
(FRONTEX) in mixing forced return versus AR and in taking
over reintegration activities of the European Union (EU) (see e.g.,
Paasche 2021). The overall contentiousness of these programmes
is recognised, while simultaneously acknowledging the legitimis-
ing role they frequent in migration management policy.

While recognising the contentiousness of these programmes, the
effectiveness of these policy interventions has also been ques-
tioned as well as the data gaps and lack of programme evalua-
tions (Paasche 2014; Kuschminder 2017a, 2017b; Fuchs 2025). It
remains uncertain whether AR programmes have positive effects
on the sustainable reintegration of individuals involved. Despite
a growth in empirical studies and programme evaluations on
the effectiveness of AR programmes with respect to sustainable
reintegration, a systematic synthesis is lacking. Given both the
growing academic interest and global investment in AR and sus-
tainable reintegration (see e.g., Fuchs 2025), this article aims to
provide a review of the current research. The core research ques-
tion is: To what extent are AR programmes effective in support-
ing the sustainable reintegration of return migrants? The focus in
this review is on programmes providing reintegration assistance
post-return (i.e., AVRR programmes), but also includes studies
on AVR programmes that assessed sustainable reintegration.
This article intends to synthesise the evidence on the effective-
ness of AR programmes on sustainable reintegration, to identify
gaps in the research agenda and provide useful insights for policy
makers, programme design and future research.

2 | Materials and Methods
2.1 | Approach

This review is based on the International Initiative for Impact
Evaluation's guidelines for the preparation of systemic re-
views (Waddington et al. 2012). It follows the principles of
Preferred Reporting Items for Systemic Reviews and Meta-
Analysis (PRISMA flow diagram, Appendix: Figure Al) as
much as possible to provide a transparent, complete and ac-
curate account of the review methodology (Appendix S1; Page
et al. 2021).

2.2 | Eligibility Criteria

The inclusion and exclusion criteria were applied to both types
of publications considered in this review: scientific articles and
grey literature. The inclusion criteria were as follows:

Population Return migrants and communities

in countries of return

Interventions Assisted Return (AR) programmes

(including both AVR and AVRR)

Outcomes Focus on sustainable reintegration,
reintegration, sustainable return

and post-return embeddedness

Study design The review only includes empirical
studies in which at least a part of
the respondents received support
from AR programmes and t and

they study provides evidence on the
effectiveness of AR programmes

in sustainable reintegration.

Other In terms of publication date,
academic literature (including early
release articles) from 2000 to 2022
and grey literature from 2000 to
mid-2023 were included. The focus
was on English language articles—
grey literature in other languages
was included where possible.

The exclusion criteria were as follows:
« AR processes in countries of migration (preparing return
migration)

« Migrant reintegration, sustainable return and/or post-
return embeddedness outside of AR programmes

» Studies on reintegration not concerned with return mi-
grants (e.g., reintegration of ex-combatants)

« Theoretical or conceptual contributions without primary
data collection.
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2.3 | Search Strategy and Screening

In searching the academic literature, Web of Science and
Scopus were consulted in January 2023. The search strings used
across the databases differed slightly in syntax due to the dif-
ferent types of search operators used but referred to the same
four search requirements: ‘assisted voluntary return’, ‘migrant’
AND ‘reintegrate®, ‘migrant’” AND ‘post-return embed*, ‘mi-
grant’ AND ‘return’ AND ‘embed*’. Given the time of the re-
view (2000-2022), it was recognised that earlier studies often
used terms such as ‘embeddedness’ and ‘sustainable return’. It
was agreed that while these terms are not all the same and have
distinct differences, excluding these terms and only focusing on
‘reintegration” would exclude some important studies in this re-
search area. Therefore, a decision was made to take a wider in-
clusive approach. The search process resulted in 765 hits across
the two databases. After removing duplicates, 548 unique hits
remained. These were reviewed in a double screening process
by two researchers according to the inclusion and exclusion cri-
teria. Thirty-two grey literature sources were included through
expert identification by the authorship team. All studies were
assessed for quality (type of study conducted, methodology of
the study, sample size) and risk of bias (funder and type of re-
search, the use of mediators to identify respondents in the data
collection).

2.4 | Study Characteristics and Quality
Assessment

After a full-text review, 17 academic articles and 29 sources from
the grey literature were included in the review, resulting in a
final list of 46 studies. The studies covered most geographical
regions: Africa (12), Asia (10), Europe (6) and multiple regions
within the same study (16). AR programmes are less promi-
nently represented in the Americas. Some studies were case
studies on a specific country (e.g., (Wanki et al. 2023a, 2023b;
Paasche 2016; Majidi 2021) whereas many were comparative
studies between two or more countries. Some of the grey liter-
ature sources focused on return from one country (Larrucea
et al. 2021)—Sweden; (Schmitt et al. 2019)—Germany; (Kessler
et al. 2013)—Switzerland) whereas most others focused on re-
turns from multiple countries.

Many studies can be classified as policy research (15). Twelve
are classified as academic research. Thirteen studies are eval-
uations, of which 5 are part of the IOM IMPACT evaluation.
One study is a natural experiment (Loevinsohn 2023) and there
is one review (Carr 2014). Twenty-one studies were based on
qualitative research, 20 were based on mixed methods, 2 were
based on quantitative research, and 1 was a review. Nearly all
studies included returnees as respondents (43). Thirteen studies
included key stakeholders as respondents. Furthermore, some
studies relied on data collected by return programmes (such as
(Diker et al. 2021) and Samuel Hall, University of Sussex and
IOM 2020) - although the analysis was independent of these
programmes, the data collection was not.

Fourteen of the studies can be considered as independent ac-
ademic work, meaning there was no direct funding of the re-
search by a funding or implementing organisation. Sixteen were

conducted by independent entities funded by government, 15
were conducted by independent entities funded by International
Organizations (I0s) or NGOs, and one was conducted by a gov-
ernment entity. The use of mediators to identify respondents
was not always clear in the studies. Twenty-three studies specif-
ically mention the role of IOM as a mediator to find returnees.
An additional eight studies mention using AR providers as me-
diators or using I0s and NGOs as mediators, but providers were
not specifically identified. Six studies mention NGOs as medi-
ators, one study mentions Cordaid specifically and one study
mentions ICMPD.

2.5 | Synthesis

Thematic qualitative coding of the 46 sources was conducted
using Nvivo software. The coding focused on evidence ad-
dressing the main research question and the sub-categories of
effectiveness. The results are synthesised in the results section
bringing forward the main findings regarding the effectiveness
of AR programmes on sustainable reintegration.

2.6 | Limitations

As a first limitation, determining if AR is effective in sup-
porting sustainable reintegration depends significantly on its
definition (Larrucea et al. 2021; Pinney et al. 2023a, 2023b,
2023c, 2025). Differing definitions and benchmarks of sus-
tainable reintegration between the various studies influence
the quality of the overall assessment. This review is inclusive
of studies with various definitions and operationalizations of
sustainable reintegration as discussed in the results section.
This is reflective of the current state of the field which has not
(yet) converged on joint definitions and operationalizations.
Although an inclusive focus on all existing research has its
merits, we recognise that including studies with very different
conceptual definitions and measurement strategies may put
limits on the interpretation of our findings. Second, no time
constraints were imposed regarding sustainable reintegration,
meaning the studies include various points in time and dura-
tions since return for considering sustainable reintegration of
returnees. The time when outcomes were assessed was often
unclear in the primary studies, therefore not allowing for dif-
ferentiation between short-, mid- and long-term effects in this
review. Third, there is a range of country contexts examined in
the studies. Although this inclusive focus is helpful to identify
patterns across countries, it can also obscure more in-depth
analyses of specific contexts. As such, this review aims at an
aggregate level—to understand specific contexts, the primary
studies are the sources to consult. Forth, studies with diverse
samples of returnees were included, meaning that disentan-
gling results specifically for AR participants was challenging
in some cases. The review team was careful in these cases
to ensure that evidence was focused as much as possible on
AR beneficiaries and no other groups of returnees. Fifth, the
primary studies included in this review are disparate with a
large number of different interventions and outcomes being
assessed and a broad mix of designs and methods being em-
ployed. This synthesis is therefore of a more exploratory na-
ture trying to characterise the state of the field rather.
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3 | Evidence on the Effectiveness of AR
Programmes on Sustainable Reintegration

The results are presented in four categories: (1) defining and
measuring sustainable reintegration, (2) AR programme inter-
ventions, (3) the contextual factors, including the country con-
text, community and family and (4) the individual factors, such
as age, gender, educational levels and individual experiences.
Although many facets of AR programmes are identified, it is dif-
ficult to attribute specific effects to specific characteristics of AR
programmes, as noted in several of the sources’ methodologies.

3.1 | Defining and Measuring Sustainable
Reintegration

It is well established that there is a lack of consensus re-
garding defining and measuring sustainable reintegration
(Marino and Lietaert 2022; Dubow and Kuschminder 2021;
Kuschminder 2017a, 2017b).

This is a central gap in the field. In this review, sources were in-
cluded on post-return embeddedness, sustainable return and sus-
tainable reintegration. A core definition of this central term was
only provided in twenty-three of the sources, and four categories
of definitions can be considered. First, defining sustainability as
an expressed desire by return migrants to remain in their coun-
try of origin was used in three older sources (Carr 2014; Matrix
Insight 2013; Kessler et al. 2013). Second, three studies focused
on mixed embeddedness as a necessary condition for sustain-
able return migration and reintegration (Ruben et al. 2009;
Van Houte and de Koning 2008; Larrucea et al. 2021). Third,
(Kuschminder 2017a; Koser and Kuschminder 2015) focused
on multidimensional reintegration: ‘[tlhe individual has re-
integrated 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’ (Kuschminder 2017a, 110;
Koser and Kuschminder 2015, 8). (Kuschminder 2017a) also
makes the argument that sustainable reintegration should be de-
linked from remigration aspirations, as was the case in earlier
definitions of sustainable return. Finally, sixteen reports that
were either mediated or commissioned by IOM referred to IOM's
definition of sustainable reintegration from 2017: ‘Reintegration
can be considered sustainable when returnees have reached
levels of economic self-sufficiency, social stability within their
communities and psychosocial well-being that allow them to
cope with (re)migration drivers. Having achieved sustainable
reintegration, returnees are able to make further migration de-
cisions a matter of choice, rather than necessity’ (IOM 2019).
This definition has become the most widely used in the field for
sustainable reintegration.

These different definitions do not lead to a consensus regard-
ing defining sustainable reintegration and its effectiveness.
Amongst the more recent studies there is consensus that rein-
tegration is multidimensional, meaning that reintegration oc-
curs in different spheres which are often inter-related to each
other. There continues to be dispute regarding the role of re-
migration intentions in defining and measuring reintegration
outcomes. (Kuschminder 2017a, 2017b; Strand et al. 2016) argue

that remigration intentions should be considered as a separate
decision-making process to reintegration, whereas IOM consid-
ers remigration aspirations a central component of its definition
and measurement of sustainable reintegration (Kuschminder
2017b).

Furthermore, 14 sources did not have a clearly defined mea-
surement of the outcome variable. Within the 34 sources
that did clarify an approach to measuring sustainable rein-
tegration, 20 different methods were found. This included a
wide variability in approaches to measuring sustainable re-
integration, from using two variables to multidimensional
indices of up to 30 variables (such as the IOM Reintegration
Sustainability Index (RSI)), inductive qualitative approaches
and well-being approaches to sustainable reintegration. While
debate and innovation are important within the field to find
new approaches, the wide range of variability in measuring
reintegration makes it challenging to compare across differ-
ent forms of measurement of sustainable reintegration. As this
reflects the current state of the field, we still see merit in de-
scribing the results of different studies without synthesising
them in the narrow sense of the word.

3.2 | AR Programme Interventions

Several different programme specifications have been identi-
fied in the review including cash assistance, in-kind assistance,
micro-business supports, psychosocial assistance, training,
mentorship programme and community-based reintegration
projects. Moreover, there is a significant diversity of approaches
in the providers of AR programme interventions including the
providers' aims and organisational cultures, funding and ap-
proaches to monitoring and evaluation. These variations in pro-
viders likely impact design and programme delivery; however,
a typology of characteristics of providers or AR programmes
goes beyond the scope of this review. Frequently, programme
specifications are offered in conjunction with each other, mean-
ing that one returnee may receive several different types of
support within a reintegration programme. It is thus difficult
to draw conclusions regarding the effectiveness of individual
programme components. This section reflects on the economic,
social and psychosocial dimensions most discussed in the stud-
ies and the effectiveness of AR programmes on reintegration in
these dimensions.

3.2.1 | Economic Assistance

Economic assistance included cash grants, in-kind assistance,
micro-business supports and training for the purposes of gen-
erating livelihoods and income. Cash grants received upon ar-
rival were important for immediate expenses and facilitating
social reintegration, but did not necessarily lead to longer-term
sustainable economic reintegration (Strand et al. 2016; Schmitz-
Pranghe 2023).

Economic assistance most commonly was funnelled towards
returnees starting their own businesses. Studies further high-
light factors contributing to and inhibiting business success.
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Factors contributing to the success of micro-businesses include:
(1) returnees adding their own capital and resources beyond the
assistance received (Sahin-Menciitek 2023); (2) returnees hav-
ing social networks in place or becoming part of a cooperative
business venture (Carr 2014); (3) returnees receiving training
prior to departure on the development of business skills (Matrix
Insight 2013); and (4) returnees receiving adequate guidance
during the set-up phase of their business (Van Houte and de
Koning 2008). Factors limiting the success of businesses include:
(1) alack of skills or knowledge; (2) simply bad luck (Dubow and
Kuschminder 2021; Sahin-Menciitek 2023); (3) the amount of
assistance being insufficient to start a business (Mackov4 et al.
2019; Mielke 2023); and (4) inadequate guidance and training
(Strand et al. 2008).

3.2.2 | Social and Psychosocial
Reintegration Assistance

Social and psychosocial reintegration are both recognised as in-
tegral to the overall reintegration process. Assistance for social
reintegration includes housing, education and medical assis-
tance. Housing supports were noted in other studies but were
normally short-term and only for highly vulnerable returnees.
Several studies noted that social networks were integral to re-
turnees’ successful reintegration; however, these networks
mostly existed outside of AR support.

There was consensus in the literature regarding the vulnera-
bility and psychosocial needs of returnees. However, only five
studies explored psychosocial assistance specifically. Studies
found that psychosocial assistance reduced experiences of
shame and helped returnees through traumatic experiences
(Pinney et al. 2023a, 2023b, 2023c; Loevinsohn 2023), though
other studies called for more attention to this area (Larrucea
et al. 2021). In sum, there is initial evidence on both the need for
and the potential effectiveness of psychosocial assistance, but
the overall evidence is limited.

The EU-IOM Joint Initiative for Migrant Protection and
Reintegration (EU-IOM JI) in West Africa implemented new
approaches to reintegration including a mentorship pro-
gramme for returnees (Majidi et al. 2023) and Community
Based Reintegration Projects (CBRP) which aimed to improve
sustainable reintegration in communities of return. The men-
torship programme connects recent returnees with a mentor,
an individual that has returned and reintegrated and is able
to assist them in the reintegration process. In an evaluation of
the programme, (Majidi et al. 2023) found that those mentored
had a small but significant improvement in their RSI scores and
that the capacity of the programme to bring returnees together
contributed to positive outcomes. The CBRPs are intended to
complement individual reintegration assistance by providing
additional services to returnees and non-migrants and promot-
ing social reintegration by including community members in
projects and providing awareness building to prevent further
irregular migration. One study discussed CBRPs specifically.
In East Africa, (Evans-Gutierrez and Kindler 2023) found that
CBRPs improved quality of life and relationships between re-
turnees and host-communities.

3.2.3 | Evidence Gaps

There are several important evidence gaps identified from
the review regarding economic assistance. First, most stud-
ies lack longitudinal tracking and there is little evidence on
the effectiveness of economic support and business start-ups
beyond 12-18 months post return. Second, there is a lack of
evidence on the success of different modalities of economic
assistance, that is the effectiveness of cash versus in kind eco-
nomic assistance. Third, there is an increasing understanding
that debt has a significant effect on economic reintegration
post-return (Samuel Hall/University of Sussex 2020); how-
ever, the implications of this are weak and further evidence is
necessary to understand the implications of debt on sustain-
able reintegration.

The evidence base on social and psychosocial reintegration re-
mains thin compared to economic assistance. Psychosocial sup-
port, despite being recognised as critical, is under-researched
with few rigorous evaluations and little understanding of long-
term mental health trajectories. While community-based reinte-
gration projects show promise in evaluations (Majidi et al. 2023;
Evans-Gutierrez and Kindler 2023), these are rarely analysed for
long-term sustainability or potential unintended effects such as
reinforcing local structures. Additionally, the gendered dynam-
ics of psychosocial needs remain largely unexplored, despite
evidence that women and children may face distinct forms of
stigma and trauma.

3.3 | Contextual Factors

Contextual factors are considered at three levels: (1) country
context, (2) community and (3) family.

3.3.1 | Country Context

Most studies noted that considering the country context is im-
perative in assessing the effectiveness of AR programmes on
sustainable reintegration. Three factors that were frequently
mentioned regarding the country context are: safety and secu-
rity/(post-)conflict environments, corruption and the economic
context.

First, a lack of security was frequently cited as a barrier to rein-
tegration beyond the scope of AR programming (Majidi 2021;
Larrucea et al. 2021; Koser and Kuschminder 2015;
Kuschminder 2017a; Strand et al. 2008, 2016; Schmitt et al. 2019;
Van Houte and de Koning 2008).

Second, corruption hinders reintegration by obstructing re-
turnees’ entrepreneurship, access to employment and public
services, as well as affecting psychosocial dimensions (Sahin-
Menciitek 2023). Paasche et al. (2016) observed that some re-
turnees may choose ‘not to play the game’ thereby reducing
their reintegration opportunities by not engaging in necessary
social networks or established corruption practices. These exist-
ing structures in (Paasche's 2016) case study in Iraq were large
structural barriers to reintegration.
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Third, a deteriorating or poor economic context constitutes a
barrier to reintegration in multiple countries and unfavourable
economic country conditions diminish the possibility of income
generating activities being successful in the long-term (Collyer
et al. 2009; Kessler et al. 2013; Sacchetti 2016). Furthermore,
both (Dubow and Kuschminder 2021; Mielke 2023) noted that
the gap between returnee skills and abilities and the countries’
employment needs impedes economic reintegration. Overall,
there was strong evidence of the importance of the country con-
text for either facilitating or inhibiting sustainable reintegration.

3.3.2 | Community

Ten studies addressed the community of return as an important
factor for reintegration success. (Koser and Kuschminder 2015)
observed that individuals that returned to the same community
where they had lived prior to their migration were significantly
more likely to be reintegrated. (Schmitz-Pranghe 2023) found
that returnees frequently cited friends or neighbours who pro-
vided economic and social support upon return. At the same
time, (Schmitz-Pranghe 2023) noted that different receiving
communities had different capacities and willingness to support
the social and psychological dimensions of reintegration. This
relates to (Majidi 2021, 198) who states: ‘It cannot be assumed
that communities can play their economic, social and psychoso-
cial roles upon return or contribute to successful or sustainable
reintegration as a result.” Thus, the role of communities in re-
turn is dependent on the capacities and willingness of the com-
munity to support returnees’ reintegration.

Within the community, a common theme is that discrimination
or stigma inhibits reintegration. (Carr 2014) observed in her
review that returnees were often perceived as wealthy, which
placed them at risk of bribery, kidnapping or extortion. Stigma is
attached to a perceived failed migration (Sahin-Menciitek 2023)
or to ‘empty-handed’ returnees (Carr 2014). Returnees face the
risk of being perceived as a burden. Returnees managed stigma
by either explaining their return circumstances to reduce com-
munity expectations or attempting to ‘blend in’ to gain accep-
tance (Wanki et al. 2023a).

3.3.3 | Family

Family is highlighted in multiple studies (16) as integral to the
reintegration process. Several studies note that a supportive
family makes it generally easier for the returnees to cope with
their situation and reintegrate (Mielke 2023; Pinney et al. 2023a,
2023b, 2023c; Paasche et al. 2016; Sahin-Menciitek 2023;
Schmitt et al. 2019). Families can play a pivotal role in provid-
ing both material support upon return (accommodation, finan-
cial assistance and employment opportunities) and emotional
support in creating a feeling of belonging and safety, recovery
from trauma and connections (Wanki et al. 2023a, 2023b; Sahin-
Menciitek 2023; Pinney et al. 2023a, 2023b, 2023c).

At the same time, several authors caution against an over-
reliance on family in reintegration (Majidi 2021; Sahin-
Menciitek 2023). There are negative effects in terms of
returnees being a burden to their family (Flahaux 2017),

families being unable to provide the support the returnee may
need (Majidi 2021), the unwillingness of the returnee to rein-
tegrate into the family, such as, in the case of divorced Kosovar
women who do not seek reunification with their former hus-
bands (Sacchetti 2016). Family conflict may have been the
reason for the initial migration (Sahin-Menciitek 2023) and
families may put pressure on returnees to remigrate again for
financial reasons (Majidi 2021).

Pinney et al. (2023a, 2023b) found in Ethiopia and Somalia that
sometimes family was not informed of the return until the per-
son arrived, which created conflict in some cases wherein there
was still a large family debt, and the family was unprepared for
the return. Thus, family preparedness for return was also con-
sidered as important in facilitating the reintegration process.
The results highlight that families can be both a facilitating and
an inhibiting factor to reintegration.

3.3.4 | Evidence Gaps

Evidence on contextual factors reveals several critical gaps.
First, while country context is widely acknowledged as crucial,
there is limited analysis of how these macro-level conditions
interact with programme design, that is, whether and how AR
interventions can be adapted to hostile environments charac-
terised by insecurity or corruption, or whether such contexts
fundamentally limit what assistance can achieve. Second, the
evidence remains geographically concentrated in Afghanistan,
Iraq and West Africa, with Latin America, Southeast Asia and
parts of the Middle East substantially under-studied. Third,
although community dynamics are increasingly recognised,
few studies examine how social networks intersect with
broader structural inequalities such as ethnic discrimination,
class hierarchies or political marginalisation, leaving the rela-
tional dynamics of exclusion under-theorised. Finally, family
preparedness for return is highlighted as important (Pinney
et al. 2023a, 2023b), yet there is minimal research on how to
operationalise family preparedness within programme design
or what interventions might strengthen family capacity to sup-
port reintegration. Further to this, none of the studies centred
the research design or intervention at the family level, reflect-
ing the continued focus on reintegration on the individual.

3.4 | Individual and Group Factors

Several individual and group factors are considered within the
review that may influence sustainable reintegration including: (1)
gender, (2) return preparedness, (3) mental and physical health
and (4) migration-related debt. While several studies also touched
upon returnees’ motivations and aspirations, experiences prior to
migration and the specific challenges faced by children, the ev-
idence base on these topics was minimal, with most relying on
single studies or brief mentions across the literature.

3.4.1 | Gender

Although few studies specifically addressed this issue, those
that did found female returnees faced additional challenges
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in reintegration. Two studies specifically focused on the expe-
riences of female returnees (Sacchetti 2016; Diker et al. 2021).
Sacchetti observed additional challenges for female return-
ees in Kosovo due to gendered expectations concerning work
and few livelihood opportunities available to women. (Schmitt
et al. 2019) also report that female returnees were less likely to
attain employment than men. (Diker et al. 2021) found that fe-
male returnees experienced more difficulties in reintegration
than male returnees in all countries except Afghanistan (before
the return of the Taliban rule). Challenges to psychosocial well-
being were high for female returnees, particularly those that
had experienced trauma such as gender-based violence or forced
prostitution (Diker et al. 2021). This finding was corroborated
by Samuel Hall IOM (2022) reporting that the deterioration in
health during the migration journey was higher for female re-
turnees than for male returnees.

3.4.2 | Return Preparedness

The most frequently discussed individual factor that influences
sustainable reintegration was return preparedness (16 stud-
ies: see, e.g., Flahaux 2021; Von Lersner et al. 2008; Mackova
et al. 2019). Cassarino (2004) defines return preparedness as
referring ‘to the degree of willingness, readiness and ability
of returnees to return and to reintegrate into their country of
origin’. Further, (Cassarino 2014) considers assisted return as
a part of an ‘interrupted migration cycle’ wherein returnees
have ‘no preparedness’. Return preparedness was low amongst
most returnees across the studies. (Sahin-Menciitek 2023)
notes that benefitting from an AR programme does not indi-
cate being prepared to return. Cassarino's (2014) conceptual-
ization that assisted returnees have low to no preparedness
was evident in the comparative studies that compared AR re-
turnees to non-assisted returnees (such as skilled returnees)
that returned on their own volition (see, e.g., Flahaux 2017;
Sahin-Menciitek 2023; Wanki et al. 2023b). (Flahaux 2017)
emphasises that it is the preparedness that has the greater im-
pact on reintegration (not the assistance received), and that
returnees with a regular status abroad have greater prepared-
ness than returnees with irregular status.

3.4.3 | Health

Two studies focused specifically on health and reintegration
(Hall Samuel IOM 2022; Von Lersner et al. 2008). (Samuel Hall
IOM 2022) showed a linear relationship between poor health
and poor reintegration outcomes. This included both physical
and mental health. (Von Lersner et al. 2008) found that mental
health decreased with the return experience, with the majority
of returnees developing psychiatric disorders post-return.

Mental wellbeing was discussed in several studies where
trauma, depression and feelings of dissatisfaction were noted as
common amongst returnees (Lietaert et al. 2014; Lietaert 2021;
Majidi 2021; Ruben et al. 2009; Pinney et al. 2023a, 2023b; Von
Lersner et al. 2008). As shown by (Samuel Hall IOM 2022), men-
tal health generally declines during the migration and return
experiences.

3.4.4 | Migration-Related Debt

Seven studies specifically mentioned migration-related debt as a
significant factor in the reintegration process (e.g., Dubow and
Kuschminder 2021; Pinney et al. 2023a, 2023b, 2025). (Schmitt
et al. 2019) and the (Centre for Development Services 2017)
noted that in some cases cash assistance was used to pay off
debt. Samuel Hall University of Sussex IOM (2022) conducted
a study focusing on reintegration and debt. The authors high-
lighted different types of debt and that the more coercive the
debt, the more likely it was to have a negative impact on reinte-
gration outcomes.

3.4.5 | Evidence Gaps

The evidence on individual and group factors exposes critical
analytical and methodological limitations. Most significantly,
intersectional approaches remain rare. While studies address
gender, health or debt individually, few examine how reinte-
gration outcomes are shaped by the simultaneous interaction of
gender, class, ethnicity, age and legal status. This limits under-
standing of how multiple forms of disadvantage compound to
affect reintegration trajectories. Second, the evidence on chil-
dren and ethnic minorities relies heavily on single studies (e.g.,
Zevulun et al. 2018), providing insufficient basis for understand-
ing their distinct experiences or designing targeted interven-
tions. Third, while return preparedness is recognised as crucial
for reintegration outcomes, there is a disconnect between un-
derstanding the migration cycle and operationalising this in re-
integration support. This creates a gap in understanding how
pre-departure interventions, destination country experiences or
migration journey factors could be better linked to post-return
support to enhance preparedness and reintegration outcomes.
Finally, temporal dynamics remain underexplored: how do in-
dividual factors like health, debt or gender-based vulnerabilities
evolve over time post-return, and at what points might interven-
tions be most effective?

4 | Discussion

This review shows that there are factors that facilitate reinte-
gration. First, high return preparedness improves reintegration
outcomes. It is thus important to consider that reintegration pro-
cesses begin prior to the initial migration or at least prior to the
return in the destination country. This review focuses on post-
return reintegration processes and therefore does not directly
speak to questions concerning the characteristics and quality
of preparatory activities for return migration. Additionally, pre-
paredness is relevant not only for returnees but also for their
families and communities, as well as the level of institutional
preparedness of the state itself (Kandilige and Adiki 2020). This
indicates that return programmes should invest in returnee pre-
paredness and family preparedness prior to the physical return.
Second, the ability to have a successful business facilitates rein-
tegration; however, there are many barriers to business success
including the country conditions, which are beyond the scope of
AR programmes. Third, psychosocial support seems both effec-
tive and underutilised in facilitating sustainable reintegration. It
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is noted, however, that in many high return countries there are
limited resources for providing psychosocial reintegration sup-
port. This is an area where capacity development is necessary
to be able to improve service delivery. Finally, both mentorship
schemes and community-based reintegration programmes show
some initial promise of effectively facilitating reintegration, but
again, evidence to date is insufficient to draw firm conclusions.

There are several barriers to reintegration. At the level of coun-
try context, a lack of security and ongoing conflict, corruption
and poor economic prospects reduce sustainable reintegration.
These contextual factors cannot be changed within the scope
of an AR programme. This is an important consideration for
AR programmes and policies in assessing the goals of their pro-
grammes and setting realistic expectations for the limits of sus-
tainable reintegration.

At the individual and group level, female returnees and minori-
ties and returnees with poor health are more likely to experience
reintegration challenges. Moreover, coercive debt and a lack of
integration prior to migration inhibit reintegration. These indi-
vidual and group level factors could potentially be addressed by
AR programmes. For example, targeted support for female re-
turnees through gender-sensitive programming could cater for
their specific needs. Programmes could also create pathways to
debt resolution.

Three important aspects need to be considered when gauging the
effectiveness of AR programmes. The first concerns the uptake
of programmes and retention of participants in programmes. On
the one hand, there are returnees that do not show up or drop
out of AR programmes upon return (Kessler et al. 2013). Little
is known about their exact number and situation post-return.
On the other hand, there are returnees who need reintegration
assistance but do not receive it (Sahin-Menciitek 2023). Both
groups are excluded from this review but relevant overall. The
second consideration concerns the duration of assistance and
the point in time when effectiveness is assessed. There is agree-
ment that AR interventions such as financial assistance and
accommodation are helpful immediately post-return. However,
sustainability and long-term effectiveness are uncertain as
studies often lack a measurement further down the road (e.g.,
Schmitt et al. 2019). This is an area for more ambitious future
research projects both taking a more long-term approach to the
assessment of sustainable reintegration and examining more
specific temporal trajectories. A third methodological consider-
ation concerns participant recruitment. The predominant use of
programme implementers as mediators for participant recruit-
ment (31 of 46 studies) raises questions about selection bias that
future research should address through more diverse recruit-
ment strategies and all studies should add further recruitment
details and transparency in their work.

Against this backdrop, the overall effectiveness of AR pro-
grammes for sustainable reintegration is difficult to assess.
Most studies in this review do not categorise returnees based
on resulting levels of reintegration. Therefore, assessments of
effectiveness for the majority or a minority of returnees is only
made in a handful of studies. Only one of these studies found
that the majority of returnees were reintegrated at the end of the

evaluation period, which was the IMPACT evaluation, specifi-
cally in Ethiopia and to a lesser extent in Somalia (Barnett 2023).
It is important to note that the EU-IOM JI focused on vulner-
able South-South returns mainly of people in transit and not
North-South returns of refused asylum seekers thus being a
case with limited generalizability. Three studies found positive
outcomes in terms of sustainable reintegration through AR pro-
grammes at least for a minority group of respondents (Koser and
Kuschminder 2015; Strand et al. 2016; Larrucea et al. 2021).

In sum, the review reveals that despite short-term relief from AR
programmes, there is overall scant and—where it exists—often
highly contextual and relatively weak evidence of longer-term
effects on sustainable reintegration. This may not be surprising:
AR support is only one factor influencing reintegration and can-
not easily overcome other constraints such as lack of security,
corruption and a poor economic climate and often cannot over-
come the stigmatisation of return migrants in their community.
The results reaffirm that reintegration success is highly contex-
tual to both the return environment and individual returnees
and their immediate social environment. This is an important
consideration for AR programmes and policy makers to consider
realistically the limits of what an AR programme can achieve in
such a context.

5 | Conclusion

This article has examined the extent to which AR programmes
influence the sustainable reintegration of returnees through
a review of existing evidence. The contentiousness regarding
these programmes is acknowledged. The results show that there
is some evidence that these programmes are effective for certain
returnees in certain contexts to enable sustainable reintegra-
tion. This is not to be undermined, as these programmes can
have a tremendous impact for highly vulnerable returnees, as
highlighted in individual case studies included in this review.
However, the overall evidence on the long-term effects of AR
programmes on sustainable reintegration is limited.

The results illustrate that further research is necessary and de-
sirable and would increase the evidence base on understand-
ing the role of AR in sustainable reintegration. Key areas of
further research should include: (1) intersectional approaches
and research on ethnic minorities, children and gender-specific
experiences and challenges in sustainable reintegration, (2) lon-
gitudinal research elucidating how sustainable reintegration
takes shape across time and place and after support has ended
and (3) comparisons between different programme provisions.
A challenge of the evidence is that single programme evalua-
tions make it difficult to compare effectiveness across different
types of programmes and providers.

In terms of research methodologies on sustainable reintegration
effectiveness, the review highlights important considerations
for future research. First, future studies should be clearer in
reporting the attrition rates in their programmes; that is, the
number of returnees that do not access the reintegration support
or discontinue it. Second, studies should clearly report on how
returnees are accessed and the use of mediators in accessing
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returnees. Understandably, it is difficult to find returnees with-
out mediators, but clearer reporting will enable greater transpar-
ency of potential research biases, as the use of mediators may be
an important source of such biases. Third, there is further need
for assessing the measurement of sustainable reintegration and
creating alignment and consensus in order to have more compa-
rability across studies.

Finally, the review identifies underexplored dimensions that
warrant greater attention in the literature including the impor-
tance of family and community preparedness for reintegration.
Reintegration is primarily studied at the individual level, but the
literature shows the importance of broadening research and pre-
paredness to include the family. Increased family preparedness
and cohesion could improve sustainable reintegration outcomes.
The results also stress the need to incorporate variables such as
migration-related debt, wellbeing and health conditions into
measures of sustainable reintegration.
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