
Executive Summary

Assisted voluntary return and reintegration (AVRR) 
programmes are on the rise in Europe. These pro-
grammes aim to incentivise certain groups of mi-
grants (often irregular migrants and those whose 
asylum applications are denied) to voluntarily return 
to their countries of origin, and to foster their sus-
tainable reintegration. While the lion’s share of rein-
tegration assistance takes place after returnees ar-
rive in their countries of origin, such as through busi-
ness start-up projects or assistance with accessing 
local social services, policymakers and practitioners 
in the field increasingly recognise that counselling 
at the predeparture stage can play a key role in 
smoothing this transition and supporting reintegra-
tion. Counselling helps migrants prepare mentally 
for the journey ahead, develop a clear sense of what 
opportunities and challenges they may face on re-
turn, and build trust that the AVRR programme will 
support them once they reach their origin country. 
At the same time, predeparture counsellors collect 
information about returning migrants—such as their 
vulnerabilities, immediate and long-term needs, or 
skills—that can help partners in origin countries 
prepare and deliver support in a timely manner after 
return.

To realise the full potential of predeparture coun-
selling, European policymakers will need to pay 
greater attention to an often-overlooked aspect of 

AVRR programmes: information-sharing between 
actors in origin and destination countries. At pres-
ent, many reintegration programmes are plagued by 
information-related challenges, such as a mismatch 
between what returnees expect life to be like after 
return and the situation they encounter on arrival, 
the poor quality of much of the predeparture case 
information actors in Europe share with origin-coun-
try service partners, and the fact that origin-country 
authorities are rarely kept in the loop about mi-
grants returning through AVRR programmes. More-
over, due to diverging approaches to predeparture 
counselling across Europe, key stakeholders have 
different understandings of what information should 
be provided to returnees at the predeparture stage 
and what should be shared with origin-country ser-
vice partners before returnees’ arrival. As a result, 
the quality of information that returnees and service 
partners receive varies. There is also limited evi-
dence of what work best and why due to insufficient 
monitoring and evaluation (M&E) in many AVRR pro-
grammes, further exacerbating this challenge. 
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There are, however, promising efforts underway to 
improve information-sharing and better leverage 
predeparture counselling. For instance, organisa-
tions providing predeparture counselling in Europe 
are increasingly experimenting with ways to connect 
returnees virtually with origin-country service part-
ners before they return. Some initiatives have also 
aimed to improve the quality of the information pre-
departure counsellors have access to, and can thus 
share with migrants planning to return, through 
increased exchanges with service partners. Mean-
while, the development of online case management 
tools by the International Organization for Migration 
(IOM) and the European Commission has opened 
a new chapter in the way information is shared be-
tween actors in origin and destination countries.

Policymakers can build on this work and experiences 
to date in a number of ways, including by:

	► enhancing communication between 
returnees and origin-country service 
providers prior to departure, for instance 
through virtual counselling, to increase 
returnees’ trust in AVRR programmes and 
diminish the risk of misinformation and 
inaccurate expectations;

	► setting minimum standards for predeparture 
case information to ensure the quality of 
the information sending countries and 
counselling organisations share with service 
partners, and building quality checks into 
information-exchange processes to ensure 
these common standards are met; 

	► strengthening M&E on counselling and 
information-sharing at the predeparture 
stage, and building feedback loops so that 
predeparture counsellors receive information 
on how counselled returnees fare upon 
return and can adjust their work accordingly; 
and

	► investing in digital case management 
systems while addressing key questions, 
including those related to data protection, 
the digital infrastructure of origin-country 
service partners, training for new users of 
these digital tools, and the interoperability of 
different case management systems.

Delivering on the promise of predeparture counsel-
ling will not be easy. It will require addressing thorny 
questions related to information standards and data 
protection, as well as targeted investments to en-
sure actors in destination and origin countries have 
the necessary resources and capacity to efficiently 
share the information that is critical to each party’s 
work. But with the stakes high for both individual re-
turnees and for European migration systems, invest-
ments that smooth the transition between migrants’ 
departure from Europe and arrival in their countries 
of origin could have significant payoffs in terms of 
improving their chances of sustainable reintegra-
tion.

1	 Introduction 

Across the European Union, assisted voluntary re-
turn and reintegration (AVRR) programmes have 
proliferated over the past several decades, mirroring 
growing interest in migrant reintegration globally.1 
Mounting pressure on policymakers to increase 
the return rates of migrants without a right to stay 
in Europe, which are estimated to be very low, has 
sparked increased interest and investments in re-
integration programmes to offer incentives for mi-
grants to return to their countries of origin.2 These 
programmes are also considered more cost-effec-
tive, humane, and pragmatic from a diplomatic 
perspective, given long-standing challenges related 
to cooperation on returns with third countries. And, 
ultimately, many hope that AVRR programmes can 
help migrants reintegrate successfully and, thus, re-
duce their propensity to move again.3 
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Successful reintegration, however, is not easy. When 
returnees arrive in their origin countries, they often 
face challenging circumstances. Many returnees 
have sold their assets to pay for their initial migra-
tion journey, and they may lack the skills or knowl-
edge that are in demand in their local (and possibly 
now changed) communities. The migration and 
return process can also take a toll on the mental 
well-being of returnees, who may struggle to recon-
nect with social networks; this, in combination with 
other stressors, can put them at greater risk of suf-
fering mental health issues—especially in countries 
where returnees suffer from stigma after what is 
perceived as a failed migration journey. And for mi-
grants who have been abroad for a long time, navi-
gating the procedures to access local services, such 
as schools and health care, can be a formidable task. 
Particular factors, such as gender, age, and modality 
of return (e.g., forced rather than voluntary return), 
can exacerbate these challenges.4

Reintegration programmes aim to help returnees 
overcome these challenges through cash or in-kind 
support, such as assistance with starting a small 
business upon return, job placements, psychologi-
cal counselling, or medical care. However, there is a 
growing recognition among European policymakers 
that for reintegration to be successful, support may 
need to start before a migrant’s return journey. For 
instance, the 2021 EU Strategy on Voluntary Return 
and Reintegration highlights the importance of 
pre-return, tailor-made counselling for sustainable 
reintegration.5 This can have the dual benefits of 
helping migrants develop a clearer picture of life 
after return, and of collecting information that or-
igin-country service providers can use to support 

them effectively after they arrive. Yet, the potential 
of predeparture counselling may remain untapped 
if information exchange is limited between actors in 
origin and destination countries.

This policy brief explores how policymakers can 
improve information-sharing in AVRR programmes 
and, in doing so, better leverage predeparture coun-
selling to support sustainable reintegration. It draws, 
in part, on interviews conducted between January 
and February 2022 with representatives of civil-so-
ciety and international organisations that provide 
predeparture counselling in Europe, service partners 
in origin countries, government officials, and other 
experts. 

2	 A Fragmented 
Landscape: The 
Challenges of 
Transnational 
Information-Sharing in 
AVRR Programmes

Counselling at the predeparture stage generally 
aims to inform returnees about their reintegration 
support options and to help them mentally prepare 
for return and reintegration.6 In doing so, counsel-
ling can help returning migrants gain a sense of 
agency and control over their situation and reduce 
feelings of stress, frustration, and anxiety linked to 
prolonged uncertainty over the future.7 Discussing 
reintegration options with counsellors at the prede-
parture stage can also help build returnees’ trust in 
AVRR programmes and manage their expectations, 
reducing the risk that they grow disillusioned upon 
return and drop out of the programme.8 In addition, 
predeparture counsellors usually assist returnees 
with the practicalities of return, such as obtaining 

The potential of predeparture 
counselling may remain untapped 
if information exchange is limited 
between actors in origin and 
destination countries. 



MIGRATION POLICY INSTITUTE EUROPE   |   4 MIGRATION POLICY INSTITUTE EUROPE   |   5

LEVERAGING PREDEPARTURE COUNSELLING TO SUPPORT RETURNING MIGRANTS’ SUSTAINABLE REINTEGRATION LEVERAGING PREDEPARTURE COUNSELLING TO SUPPORT RETURNING MIGRANTS’ SUSTAINABLE REINTEGRATION

administrative documents needed after return and 
organising travel arrangements. 

Predeparture counselling is also essential to facili-
tate the work of service partners that deliver reinte-
gration assistance in origin countries. Counsellors in 
Europe collect personal information about returning 
migrants, such as their migration history, immediate 
and long-term needs upon return, vulnerabilities, 
skills, and social networks in the country to which 
they are returning. This information is then shared 
with origin-country service partners to ensure that 
they can prepare in advance and deliver reintegra-
tion assistance swiftly after migrants arrive. This can 
be particularly important for returnees with specific 
vulnerabilities (e.g., those with medical needs or vic-
tims of trafficking), and in cases where returnees re-
quire immediate assistance upon return, such as air-
port pick-up or temporary accommodation.9 Sharing 
information about returnees with country-of-origin 
authorities is rarer in European AVRR programmes, 
but doing so could help authorities account for the 
needs of returnees in government plans and adapt 
public services accordingly.10 However, data ex-
change with origin-country authorities is a sensitive 
matter, and increasing information exchange would 
require robust guidelines to ensure compliance with 
data protection standards.

Efficient information-sharing and coordination be-
tween European actors and origin-country service 
providers are therefore crucial to improving the 
information migrants receive before their return 
and to ensuring a continuum of support from the 

predeparture to the post-arrival phase, which can 
ultimately increase the chances of successful rein-
tegration—a goal shared by returnees, counsellors, 
authorities in origin and destination countries, and 
service partners. 

While policymakers are increasingly recognising 
the essential role of predeparture counselling and 
information-sharing in sustainable reintegration, the 
landscape of predeparture counselling in Europe 
is still a fragmented one. Most EU Member States 
provide some return counselling, but different ap-
proaches are used and different actors are involved 
(see Box 1). To a certain extent, these diverging 
approaches reflect different understandings of the 
level of information returnees should be provided 
prior to departure, as well as the type (and amount) 
of information that should be shared with service 
partners before a returnee’s arrival in the country of 
origin.

Because of this variation in approach, the chal-
lenges related to transnational coordination and 
information-sharing at the predeparture stage also 
vary across European countries and reintegration 
programmes. However, existing research and expert 
interviews point to some common bottlenecks in 
AVRR programmes, described in the sections below.

Most EU Member States provide 
some return counselling, but 
different approaches are used and 
different actors are involved. 
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BOX 1
The Landscape of Return and Reintegration Counselling across Europe

Counselling migrants on their return and reintegration options is a key component of assisted voluntary return 
and reintegration (AVRR) programmes in Europe, but the nature (and extent) of counselling varies. While not 
all EU Member States adapt their counselling based on what stage of the migration continuum an individual is 
in—for instance, whether the person is waiting for a decision on an asylum application or has been ordered to 
return—the European Commission distinguishes between three main types of counselling:

	► Information and outreach. During this stage, counsellors aim to provide migrants with general 
information about their options to stay in Europe or return voluntarily to their countries of origin with 
the support of AVRR programmes.

	► Decision-making. At this stage, return counsellors provide more specific information about the return 
process and the support available in order to help migrants make an informed decision about whether 
to return.

	► Predeparture preparation. For migrants who have decided to return, counsellors provide tailored 
information about reintegration opportunities and may help migrants prepare a reintegration plan.

This policy brief will focus on the third type of counselling, which plays a key role in facilitating reintegration 
and occurs at a stage when information-sharing between origin- and destination-country actors becomes cru-
cial. This type of counselling is referred to as ‘reintegration counselling’ by some actors in the field, such as the 
International Organization for Migration (IOM) and Caritas, while others favour the term ‘return counselling’ for 
all types of counselling that occur before return.

To date, Member States have focused on different types of pre-return counselling, and their programmes have 
also differed in terms of the type of actors providing counselling. Most rely on IOM or civil-society organisa-
tions, including Caritas, the Red Cross, or national and local nongovernmental organisations (NGOs). In some 
countries, such as Denmark, the same organisation provides counselling to migrants seeking information 
about the possibility to return and those who have chosen to return via an AVRR programme. In others, such 
as Belgium, different actors conduct different types of counselling. Furthermore, while some Member States 
rely on one or two partners to provide counselling, Germany and others utilise an extensive network of NGOs 
and organisations. In a few Member States, including Austria and France, return and reintegration counselling 
is mostly provided by the government.

Sources: European Commission, ‘Commission Staff Working Document: The EU Framework on Return Counselling and the 
Reintegration Assistance Tool’ (SWD [2021] 121 final, 27 April 2021); European Migration Network (EMN), ‘Policies and Practices 
on Return Counselling for Migrants in EU Member States and Norway’ (EMN Inform, European Commission, August 2019); IOM, 
Reintegration Handbook: Practical Guidance on the Design, Implementation and Monitoring of Reintegration Assistance (Geneva: IOM, 
2019); Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), Sustainable Reintegration of Returning Migrants: A Better 
Homecoming (Paris: OECD Publishing, 2020).

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52021SC0121&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52021SC0121&from=EN
https://www.emncz.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/255.pdf
https://www.emncz.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/255.pdf
https://publications.iom.int/books/reintegration-handbook-practical-guidance-design-implementation-and-monitoring-reintegration
https://www.oecd.org/publications/sustainable-reintegration-of-returning-migrants-5fee55b3-en.htm
https://www.oecd.org/publications/sustainable-reintegration-of-returning-migrants-5fee55b3-en.htm
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A.	 Mismatch between returnees’ 
expectations and origin-
country realities

For migrants facing the prospect of return, under-
standing the situation that awaits them is often dif-
ficult—particularly for those who have been abroad 
for a long time, those with weak ties in the local 
community, and those returning to a locality that 
is changing rapidly.11 Without accurate information 
about the opportunities and challenges ahead, re-
turnees can find it difficult to prepare for life after 
return, increasing the chances that they will struggle 
to reintegrate.12 Predeparture counselling aims to 
fill these information gaps, but it may not always 
manage to do so completely. While evaluations and 
interviews show that many returnees find predepar-
ture counselling helpful,13 they also suggest that, all 
too often, returnees still have inaccurate information 
and unrealistic expectations when they arrive in 
their country of origin.

Several interviewees involved in predeparture coun-
selling suggested that, after arrival, returnees often 
have inaccurate information about the reintegration 
assistance available to them, such as the nature of 
the support, the amount, or the process to access it. 
In programmes that provide assistance in kind (such 
as support with starting a business), a widespread 
misperception among returnees is that they will re-
ceive cash;14 this can fuel resentment and get their 
relationship with service partners off to a bad start.15 
In the words of a representative of an organisation 
delivering reintegration assistance in Pakistan: ‘Most 
returnees think they will receive cash, but once they 
arrive, they realise it’s in kind […]. Most are OK with 
it and once the whole process is explained to them, 
they understand how the programme works. But 
2–5 percent are really angry that we don’t have cash 
for them’.16 Returnees sometimes also have miscon-
ceptions about the amount of assistance they can 

receive. For instance, they might not know that there 
is a budget limiting their reintegration support op-
tions, or they might be unaware that they (usually) 
cannot obtain assistance from several programmes 
at the same time.17 Some returnees also have inaccu-
rate information about the timeframe or the process 
for obtaining reintegration assistance, which can 
have dire consequences for their ability to access 
support.18 And in extreme cases, returnees might 
even be unaware that they have applied for reinte-
gration assistance and simply not seek it out after 
returning.19 

Misinformation about the available assistance can 
also be programme or country specific. For example, 
in Afghanistan, several returnees surveyed in a 2008 
evaluation of a Norwegian AVRR programme report-
ed having been wrongly informed about the possi-
bility of acquiring land through a government land 
allocation scheme, when in reality they were not 
eligible for the scheme.20 And in the past, some mi-
grants returning to Ukraine were not aware that tax 
regulations in the country had an effect on the final 
amount of reintegration assistance they would re-
ceive, leading to mistrust towards the reintegration 
service provider when the tax was applied and re-
turnees received less support than they expected.21

In addition, returnees may find the economic or 
security situation in the origin country to be very 
different than what they had imagined. For exam-
ple, returnees surveyed in the aforementioned 2008 
evaluation of a Norwegian AVRR programme report-
ed that the situation in Afghanistan was worse than 
they expected, with a few believing that IOM, the 
Norwegian Refugee Council, or the Norwegian po-
lice had actively tried to mislead them to persuade 
them to return.22 Inaccurate information and expec-
tations can thus not only negatively affect migrants’ 
reintegration, they can also harm the overall credi-
bility of AVRR programmes.
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When migrants who have been counselled prior 
to departure report having inaccurate information 
after return, it is not easy to track down where and 
why these gaps arise. Some degree of information 
mismatch may occur even when this counselling 
is robust and properly conducted. In interviews, a 
number of representatives of international organisa-
tions and other providers of predeparture counsel-
ling suggested that the stress of the return process 
may make it difficult for returnees to think through 
and process information about reintegration after 
return,23 and that language barriers between return-
ees and counsellors can hinder understanding, even 
when an interpreter is available.24 Returnees may 
also receive inaccurate information from friends and 
family, or former returnees who returned under dif-
ferent programmes. 

In some instances, missing information can be linked 
back to information challenges that return counsel-
lors themselves face. Counsellors often have access 
to multiple sources of information, such as country 
leaflets and websites, but when counselling mi-
grants returning to a variety of countries and under 
myriad reintegration programmes, they may strug-
gle to navigate all of the information available.25 
Predeparture counsellors may also lack accurate 
information about specific aspects of the situation 
in origin countries, such as economic opportunities 
available to returning migrants,26 and they might 
be unaware of other types of support available to 
returnees outside of AVRR programmes.27 And when 
information is hard to find, counsellors may not have 
a direct line of communication with origin-country 
service partners to ask for further information,28 
especially if these actors belong to different organ-

isations. The strength of the flow of information 
between counsellors and service partners often de-
pends on individual working relationships, and thus 
it can be negatively affected by high turnover rates 
among counsellors in European countries29 or may 
take time to develop when a collaboration between 
actors in Europe and partners in the field is new.

Lastly, while counsellors in some European countries 
receive information about the reintegration progress 
of returnees they have worked with,30 others do not 
receive systematic feedback about how counselled 
returnees fare after return. In some cases where 
formal feedback mechanisms are absent, returnees 
may contact their return counsellors informally 
through social media or WhatsApp.31 But this lack of 
systematic feedback can make it harder for counsel-
lors to assess whether the information they are pro-
viding to returnees is correct, and to identify infor-
mation gaps that are negatively affecting returnees’ 
reintegration and that they should work to remedy.

B.	 Poor quality of case 
information shared with 
origin-country service 
partners

Organisations delivering assistance in origin coun-
tries sometimes lack sufficient information before 
returnees’ arrival to do their work effectively. For 
instance, in Pakistan, a representative of the service 
provider Women Empowerment Literacy and De-
velopment Organisation (WELDO) pointed out that 
they do not always receive the contact details of 
returnees, which results in returnees losing access 
to the reintegration assistance.32 Moreover, other 
interviewees suggested that the information service 
partners receive about returnees’ vulnerabilities be-
fore their arrival is often basic and lacks important 
details, such as about medical conditions in health 
cases or about mental health issues.33 Service part-
ners may also not receive detailed information about 

When migrants who have been 
counselled prior to departure report 
having inaccurate information after 
return, it is not easy to track down 
where and why these gaps arise. 
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a returnee’s personal history, which could help the 
organisations assess risks that the returnee might 
face in a locality (e.g., due to family feuds).34 And in 
the case of families, service partners usually receive 
information about the lead applicant, but detailed 
information about the other family members is often 
missing.35

Several factors can contribute to these information 
gaps. In some cases, predeparture counsellors find 
it challenging to collect relevant information from 
returnees. Returnees are sometimes preoccupied 
with the more immediate return process and are 
not yet giving much consideration to their post-re-
turn reintegration options.36 And in some instanc-
es, returnees might be hesitant to provide details 
about certain aspects of their lives, such as their 
origin-country social networks or their migration 
history. A representative of BRAC, a service provider 
in Bangladesh, suggested that even when this infor-
mation is collected, what returnees tell reintegration 
counsellors in Europe—especially details related 
to their migration journey—can be incomplete or 
misleading, and that case managers in Bangladesh 
often have to start from scratch to obtain ‘the real 
story’. It was suggested that this is due to the fact 
that Bangladeshi returnees may have learnt to tell a 
particular story to asylum officials, and that they find 
it easier to trust case managers from Bangladesh 
who speak their language and can better under-
stand their situation than counsellors in Europe.37 
Another challenge is that psychological issues can 
be difficult to identify in predeparture counselling, 
especially when returnees have not been treated 
for mental health problems before and do not show 
any symptoms during the counselling sessions.38 
Moreover, collecting in-depth information about 

individual cases can be particularly challenging for 
counsellors dealing with a high volume of return-
ees.39 The information gaps these issues result in can 
be magnified if the data collected are not properly 
recorded or shared in a timely manner with local re-
integration partners. 

Beyond these practical challenges, there is a lack of 
consensus among key stakeholders about what data 
should be collected and shared with origin-country 
service providers in the first place. This issue is con-
nected to the lack of harmonisation of counselling 
standards across Europe (see Section 2.D). While 
some stakeholders believe that service partners 
should be provided with as much information as 
possible to ensure a continuity of support upon 
arrival—including information related to returnees’ 
vulnerabilities, immediate and long-term reintegra-
tion needs, social networks, and skills40—several 
representatives of service partners suggested in in-
terviews that only some information is essential for 
them. This includes returnees’ date of arrival, contact 
details, information on vulnerable cases (e.g., return-
ees with health problems, victims of trafficking, un-
accompanied minors), and immediate needs upon 
arrival. In countries with a fragile security situation 
or those where families might have left their town 
due to security concerns, information about return-
ees’ intended final destination and potential threats 
they may face can also be important.41 Staff of a ser-
vice partner based in El Salvador also signalled the 
importance of receiving information about return-
ees’ emotional state.42 According to some interview-
ees, other types of information, such as on returnees’ 
background, wishes, and long-term needs, is a ‘nice 
to have’; discussing it in predeparture counselling 
can help returnees start thinking about the reinte-
gration process before they return and facilitate the 
work of service partners, but it is not a necessity.43 
Some origin-country stakeholders argue that, in 
fact, non-immediate needs and hopes for the future, 
especially when it comes to income-generating 
opportunities, are often better assessed after arrival 

There is a lack of consensus among 
key stakeholders about what data 
should be collected and shared with 
origin-country service providers. 
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and once returnees have a better understanding of 
the situation in the country of origin.44 This lack of 
agreement among key stakeholders about the type 
and level of detail of the information to be collect-
ed in predeparture counselling means that some 
origin-country service partners assisting returnees 
from different countries in Europe receive far more 
information about some returnees than others.

C.	 Limited involvement of  
origin-country authorities in 
AVRR programmes

Information-sharing is also hampered by the fact 
that, in general, origin-country authorities have lim-
ited involvement in European AVRR programmes. 
While there is a growing consensus among Euro-
pean policymakers that countries of origin should 
increase their involvement in (and ownership over) 
AVRR programmes serving their nationals,45 this is 
an ambition that, to date, has not materialised. EU 
Member States and organisations providing return 
counselling in Europe usually exchange information 
about returning migrants with the service partners 
that provide assistance in an origin county, but local 
or national authorities are rarely kept in the loop.46

This can be partly attributed to a perceived lack of 
interest on the part of origin countries in playing a 
part in AVRR reintegration programmes; in reality, 
however, the interest of origin-country authorities in 
voluntary returns varies, and many origin countries 
are also stepping up their efforts to provide reinte-
gration assistance to their nationals—even if they 
sometimes lack the expertise or capacity to increase 
their involvement.47 A representative of the Arme-
nian government, for example, signalled capacity 
issues affecting the government’s ability to manage 
information about all returnees.48 Yet, sharing infor-
mation with origin-country authorities about all of 
their nationals, whether their return is forced or vol-
untary, would allow local and national authorities to 
better account for returnees’ needs in local services, 

such as housing, employment services, and health 
care. Furthermore, strengthening the exchange of 
information with origin-country representatives 
could enhance the information predeparture coun-
sellors provide to returning migrants about local 
conditions and public services they can access upon 
return, diminishing the risk of misinformation and 
unrealistic expectations.49 At the same time, ex-
changing information on returning migrants—par-
ticularly on vulnerable groups—would require send-
ing and receiving countries to adhere to strict data 
protection standards. 

D.	 Diverging approaches to 
predeparture counselling 
across Europe 

The reintegration field in Europe is highly fragment-
ed, with different types of programmes, assistance, 
and actors involved in the reintegration process (see 
Box 1 above). Moreover, predeparture counsellors 
operate under different national priorities: while 
some Member States embrace a migrant-centred 
approach at all counselling stages, aiming to pro-
vide support adapted to the needs of each returnee, 
other countries prioritise ensuring compliance with 
return policies.50 

In the last few years, European policymakers have 
stepped up their efforts to improve coordination 
among EU Member States in this area. This is exem-
plified by the launch of joint contracting of reinte-
gration services51 and the development of the Eu-
ropean Commission’s Reintegration Assistance Tool 
(see Section 3.D). In 2021, the European Commission 
also published the EU Framework on Return Coun-
selling, which explores the potential of an EU-wide 
approach to return counselling to ensure consisten-
cy and quality.52 And since January 2021, the Euro-
pean Return and Reintegration Network (ERRIN) has 
contributed to the harmonisation of return counsel-
ling practices through the project Capacity Develop-
ment and Training for Return Counsellors (CADRE), 
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which aims to enhance the training, practices, and 
technical tools of return counsellors across Europe.53

While these are steps in the right direction that 
promise to create a more harmonised approach to 
predeparture counselling in the future, at present, 
diverging practices and national priorities persist. 
This fragmented landscape also affects how informa-
tion is collected and shared with origin-country ser-
vice partners, who often have to use different com-
munication channels for different Member States or 
AVRR programmes.54

Disagreements over what information should be 
provided to migrants preparing to return and local 
service partners preparing to support them can only 
be resolved with strong evidence on what works 
best and why. However, to date, AVRR programmes 
have had a relatively weak evidence base and in-
sufficient monitoring and evaluation (M&E). While 
the last five years have witnessed growing efforts to 
improve the monitoring of AVRR programmes, only 
a limited number have been subject to robust and 
continuous M&E. The evaluations conducted often 
have methodological limitations, such as small sam-
ples or a lack of control groups to account for the 
role of external factors in reintegration outcomes. 
They also focus on (mostly economic) reintegration 
outcomes and do not capture the process leading 
to those outcomes.55 As will be further discussed 
in Section 4, this lack of systematic M&E extends to 
reintegration counselling and information-sharing 
with service partners, hindering understanding of 

how to best leverage predeparture counselling for 
the sustainable reintegration of return migrants.

3	 Delivering on the 
Promise of Predeparture 
Counselling 
for Sustainable 
Reintegration 

Over the last decade, several governments and or-
ganisations providing counselling in Europe have 
developed approaches to enhance the informa-
tion provided to returnees and improve informa-
tion-sharing with origin-country service partners. 
These approaches include establishing direct links 
between returnees and local service providers prior 
to departure, enhancing the flow of information to 
return and reintegration counsellors, building quali-
ty checks into the information-exchange continuum, 
and exploring the potential of digital case manage-
ment systems. 

A.	 Putting migrants preparing 
to return in direct contact 
with origin-country service 
partners 

In most AVRR programmes, returnees only meet the 
origin-country service provider after return. But of 
late, key organisations providing return and reinte-
gration counselling in Europe, such as IOM, Caritas, 
and the Danish Refugee Council, have increasingly 
experimented with facilitating an introduction or 
initial exchange at the predeparture stage (see Box 
2). Returnees are put directly in contact with service 
partners prior to departure through WhatsApp, so-
cial media, and other digital platforms so that they 
can meet origin-country case managers and ask 
them questions. In some instances, this type of virtu-

This lack of systematic M&E extends 
to reintegration counselling and 
information-sharing with service 
partners, hindering understanding 
of how to best leverage 
predeparture counselling. 
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al counselling is available not only for AVRR benefi-
ciaries, but also for migrants who have not yet decid-
ed to return and seek to make an informed decision.

Further research to assess the effectiveness of virtual 
counselling is needed, but counsellors in Europe, 
service partners in origin countries, and govern-
ment representatives suggested in interviews that 
it has a number of advantages. First, because virtual 
counselling allows returnees to ask questions about 
reintegration in their own language and to meet the 
person who will help them upon return, this contact 
can build trust in an AVRR programme and diminish 
the risk of misinformation due to language barriers.56 
Given that service partners often know the local sit-
uation in an origin country better than a European 
counsellor, virtual counselling can also ensure that 
returnees receive accurate information about the 
opportunities and challenges on the ground. Meet-
ing returnees prior to their arrival can also be helpful 
for origin-country service partners. A representative 
of WELDO in Pakistan, for instance, signalled that 

virtual counselling allows them to tackle common 
misperceptions among returnees and to build a re-
lationship with them before their return.57 Moreover, 
virtual counselling can help service partners gather 
important information about returning migrants 
(e.g., related to vulnerabilities) and to better prepare 
for their arrival.58

Despite its potential, only some AVRR programmes 
include this type of support, and even in those cas-
es, very few returnees actually benefit from it. When 
available, virtual counselling is often not a standard 
offering for all returnees, but rather an option avail-
able to migrants seeking to make a decision about 
return or AVRR beneficiaries with certain characteris-
tics, such as those who are particularly vulnerable,59 
who speak a local dialect and cannot communicate 
with return counsellors,60 or who have lower levels of 
trust in the programme. In some cases, the availabili-
ty of virtual counselling may also depend on wheth-
er a service partner explicitly requests it,61 or it may 
only be available for migrants of certain nationali-

BOX 2
The Growing Use of Virtual Counselling in European AVRR Programmes

Some of the main counselling providers in Europe have experimented with virtual counselling. For example, in 
Germany, IOM launched a virtual counselling project in 2019, which was mirrored by IOM in the Netherlands 
in 2021. The Danish Refugee Council organises tripartite Skype sessions between a return counsellor, ori-
gin-country service partner, and returnee preparing to leave Denmark. The fact that counsellors are also pre-
sent in the call allows them to build on returnees’ exchanges with service partners in their other predeparture 
counselling sessions. A counsellor can also support the discussion by asking specific questions of the service 
partner that might be relevant for the returnee (e.g., on safety or medical treatment). In 2020, the Danish Re-
fugee Council built upon this approach for migrants returning to Armenia by offering them up to three virtual 
counselling sessions before return and have dedicated follow-up interviews with the counsellor three and six 
months after return. The initiative was found to improve returnees’ trust in the reintegration programme and 
feelings of involvement in the return process, and to speed up the development of a reintegration plan after 
return. The same initiative has since been expanded to Jordan and Uganda. Meanwhile, in Austria and Bel-
gium, Caritas also offers virtual counselling to some AVRR beneficiaries, such as highly vulnerable returnees or 
those found to have low trust in the reintegration programme.

Sources: IOM, ‘Virtual Counselling Helps Migrants Learn More about Return and Reintegration Options’, updated 3 April 2020; IOM 
Netherlands, ‘Virtual Counselling for Migrants Opting for Voluntary Return’, updated 4 May 2021; author interview with Zsuzsanna 
Réka Fodor, Integrated Return Management plus (IRMA plus) II Project Leader, Caritas Austria, 1 February 2022; author interview with 
Thomas Goedgezelschap, Reintegration Counsellor, Caritas International Belgium, 7 February 2022; author interview with Lea Balskilde, 
Senior Advisor and Programme Specialist, and Signe Søndergaard, Senior Advisor and Programme Specialist, Danish Refugee Council, 
21 January 2022.

https://returnandreintegration.iom.int/en/spotlight/articles/initiative/virtual-counselling-helps-migrants-learn-more-about-rro
https://iom-nederland.nl/en/newsletter-may-2021/virtual-counselling-for-migrants-opting-for-voluntary-return
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ties.62 This means that, even when virtual counselling 
is part of a programme, in reality very few returnees 
have contact with origin-country partners prior to 
departure.63

To leverage the potential of virtual counselling, mak-
ing it a standard part of AVRR programmes rather 
than an opt-in option could help ensure that all re-
turnees can benefit from it. In Belgium, for instance, 
the Federal Agency for the Reception of Asylum 
Seekers (Fedasil) has a tripartite agreement with 
IOM and Caritas—the two organisations providing 
reintegration counselling prior to departure—that 
specifies that both organisations should facilitate 
contact between returnees and local reintegration 
partners prior to departure.64 The pandemic and its 
sweeping acceleration of the use of digital technol-
ogies could prompt more European countries to 
nurture and expand this approach. At the same time, 
making predeparture virtual counselling a standard 
component of AVRR programmes would be easiest 
in programmes with a relatively small caseload; for 
service partners that receive high numbers of re-
turnees from Europe, counselling all of them could 
strain their capacity.65 Moreover, policymakers and 
programme managers would need to ensure that 
service partners have the necessary digital infra-
structure, and it might require special training on 
predeparture virtual counselling for case managers 
in origin countries.66

An alternative approach is to bring case managers 
from origin-country organisations to Europe to talk 
to returnees in person before their return. WELDO, 
for instance, conducted visits to some European 
countries before the pandemic to talk to migrants 
returning to Pakistan, and the government of Ar-
menia has used this approach to inform returnees 
about the government’s reintegration programme.67 
This approach based on regular visits, however, 
means that only some migrants can benefit from this 
contact at the predeparture stage. To address this 

and encourage returnees to provide key information 
during the predeparture stage, a representative of 
BRAC in Bangladesh suggested having permanent 
staff from origin-country service partners based in 
Europe to conduct predeparture counselling.68 This 
option, however, would require a deep rethinking of 
the current AVRR infrastructure, as well as a substan-
tial increase in resources to service partners. The dig-
ital counselling initiatives that have become more 
popular during the pandemic may be a cost-efficient 
alternative.

B.	 Improving the quality of 
origin-country information 
available to return counsellors 

In many European AVRR programmes, return and 
reintegration counsellors rely on material such as 
country fact sheets to obtain information about re-
integration options in different AVRR programmes 
and countries of origin.69 While written material can 
be helpful, counsellors may struggle to make sense 
of the plethora of available information. And given 
that fact sheets usually provide general information, 
counsellors might not be able to answer specific 
queries from returnees (e.g., related to the type of 
vocational trainings available in the town where 
they will live).

To ensure that predeparture counsellors provide 
accurate, up-to-date information to returning mi-
grants, several organisations have dedicated staff 
who coordinate the flow of information between 
counsellors in Europe and origin-country service 
partners.70 However, this exchange often hinges on 
the strength of the working relationship between a 
European organisation and its origin-country part-
ners, and some counselling organisations may pri-
oritise this relationship-building more than others. 
Plus, maintaining regular communication with ser-
vice partners might be easier for major organisations 
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such as Caritas or IOM, which have local offices in 
several countries of origin, than for the smaller local 
or national NGOs that provide counselling in some 
Member States.

An innovative approach in this sense is the one 
adopted by the Returning to New Opportunities 
programme, commissioned by the German Federal 
Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Develop-
ment (BMZ) and implemented by the Deutsche 
Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit 
(GIZ) GmbH, the German development cooperation 
agency. In 2017, GIZ launched a team of ‘GIZ reinte-
gration scouts’, who are based in Germany but liaise 
with the programme’s Advisory Centres for Jobs, 
Migration, and Reintegration in origin countries and 
advise counsellors on reintegration options in those 
countries (see Box 3). This approach has the advan-
tage of allowing return counsellors to go beyond the 
generic information available on fact sheets and ask 
for tailored information relevant to particular cases, 

improving the quality of the information provided 
to returnees. In addition, the fact that the team is 
available to counsellors across Germany provides a 
level playing field for all counselling organisations, 
including small ones with no ties in origin countries. 
At the same time, the team of scouts—still a young 
initiative in the process of expansion—can only li-
aise with the countries of origin where the Returning 
to New Opportunities programme operates, mean-
ing that not all counsellors (and, consequently, not 
all returnees) can benefit from this tailor-made in-
formation. While a similar system could be built that 
extends beyond the programme’s partner countries 
to include other origin countries, this would require 
providing extra resources to the service partners 
supplying information to the scouts—on top of the 
investment needed to build the capacity of reinte-
gration scouts teams in Germany (and potentially 
other European countries that choose to adopt this 
model).

BOX 3
Scouting for Reintegration Opportunities in the Returning to New Opportunities Programme 

In the Returning to New Opportunities programme, the team of reintegration scouts is embedded in some of 
the main return counselling centres in Germany and advises counsellors about reintegration options in origin 
countries, such as business or educational opportunities, psychosocial counselling, and legal support, as well 
as training opportunities offered by the programme to migrants before they return. To obtain information, the 
scouts liaise with Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH focal points in the 
following origin countries: Albania, Kosovo, Serbia, Morocco, Tunisia, Egypt, Senegal, Gambia, Ghana, Nigeria, 
Iraq, and Pakistan.

The initiative has developed a detailed process through which return counsellors can submit information re-
quests to the reintegration scouts to inquire about reintegration options for individual cases. With a returnee’s 
consent, this request can contain personal information (to signal, for instance, specific family or health issues), 
but it can also be submitted anonymously. Through an internal case management system, the reintegration 
scouts then channel requests to GIZ focal points in the relevant origin countries, who provide tailored informa-
tion to return counsellors. If the counsellors still have questions after receiving the written answer, GIZ offers to 
hold a virtual meeting between them and the focal point to clarify those remaining questions. In addition, the 
returnee usually participates in a predeparture call with the return counsellor and the reintegration scout.

Sources: GIZ, ‘Reintegration Scouts and Returnee Advisory Centres. Voluntary Return with Prospects’ (fact sheet, 2021); author interview 
with GIZ project management staff, 7 February 2022.
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Another interesting initiative is Talk2Connect, which 
leverages the increased use of virtual communica-
tions during the pandemic. Launched by ERRIN in 
2021, this initiative aims to bring together return 
counsellors in Europe and service partners through 
monthly virtual sessions during which they can 
discuss origin-country conditions. Apart from pro-
viding information, Talk2Connect also aims to build 
stronger working relationships between return 
counsellors in Europe and service partners in ori-
gin countries. The initiative, according to an ERRIN 
representative, helps return counsellors further un-
derstand the situation in origin countries and build 
trusting relationships with their local partners.71 
Compared to the reintegration scout model used in 
the Returning to New Opportunities programme, 
this approach is easy to implement and does not 
require significant investments from local partners 
or return counsellors. At the same time, the informa-
tion sessions focus on general information on rein-
tegration opportunities and challenges; they are less 
suited to obtain tailored information for individual 
cases. Furthermore, investing in building up bilateral 
relationships between return counsellors and local 
service partners, while helpful and even encouraged 
by some service partners, might also strain the re-
sources of these organisations if they start receiv-
ing many more information requests from return 
counsellors and similar questions are not channelled 
through a coordinator.

C.	 Building quality checks 
into information-exchange 
processes

To ensure that the information shared with return-
ees and service partners before departure is of qual-
ity, some stakeholders have begun building quality 
checks into the information-exchange continuum. 
This can involve, for example, reviewing the infor-
mation collected from returnees at the predeparture 
phase before this is shared with service partners. 
In Austria, Caritas assists the government’s return 

counsellors with vulnerability screenings and acts as 
a liaison with partners on the ground in origin coun-
tries. As part of this supporting role, Caritas advises 
return counsellors on how to collect information on 
vulnerabilities and reviews the information collect-
ed before it is shared further, asking counsellors for 
additional information where needed. While this re-
view stage can help ensure service partners receive 
sufficient information, it requires that the relevant 
parties agree on common information standards in 
advance, as otherwise different reviewers may assess 
the quality of the information collected differently.

Quality checks can also be embedded into online 
case management platforms. For example, the Eu-
ropean Commission’s Reintegration Assistance Tool 
(RIAT) is built around three ‘key moments’ to collect 
information and validate it (see Section 3.D). In the 
predeparture phase, authorities in Member States 
record information collected by counsellors in the 
platform, and this is made accessible to service 
partners in origin countries, who receive an online 
application form via RIAT with information about the 
case. Service partners then have the option to either 
accept or reject the application, if they believe that 
the information provided is insufficient.72 While this 
validation moment allows service partners to assess 
the adequacy of the information they receive, they 
might be hesitant to reject applications and demand 
more information from EU Member State authorities, 
given the contractual relationship between the Eu-
ropean countries as funders and the organisations 
as implementing partners. Alongside quality checks, 
making counsellors directly responsible for data 
entry can help ensure that the entry of information 
into the system is not seen as a mere administra-
tive step and might increase the quality of the data 
shared with service partners.73

Lastly, quality checks can help ensure that return-
ees receive accurate information and appropriate 
guidance at the predeparture stage. For instance, 
in Greece, IOM shares the reintegration plans it de-
vises with returnees prior to departure with service 
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partners in the migrants’ origin countries so that 
they can assess its feasibility, diminishing the risk of 
unrealistic expectations and disillusionment among 
returnees.74 At the same time, this type of review 
requires time investments from service partners, 
and because there is still debate in the field over 
whether reintegration plans should be developed 
prior to departure, this may not be an option in all 
programmes or national contexts. 

D.	 Building out and finetuning 
online case management 
platforms 

The tools and systems used to record, share, and 
store information also play an important role in how 
efficiently information is shared. Digital case man-
agement tools, for example, can speed up commu-
nication between actors in destination and origin 
countries, organise the data shared about returnees 
in a single platform, and facilitate data protection—
but the potential of these systems remains to be 
fully leveraged. 

Until very recently, most stakeholders in the field 
relied on traditional communication channels, such 
as email and written documents, to exchange infor-
mation about returnee cases prior to departure. But 
recent years have seen the development of online 
case management platforms to improve the flow of 
information. RIAT, developed by the European Com-
mission Directorate-General for Migration and Home 
Affairs in cooperation with ERRIN and Fedasil and 
launched in 2019, is a digital case management tool 
designed to simplify information-sharing between 
EU Member State authorities and service providers 
in origin countries about returnees and their rein-
tegration process.75 RIAT is also a data-collection 
tool, as it prompts stakeholders in destination and 
origin countries to collect information at three ‘key 
moments’: before departure, after arrival, and at 
the end of the reintegration project.76 RIAT was ini-
tially piloted with some cases in France, Germany, 

Belgium, and Austria,77 and it has since undergone 
a quick expansion of its user base. By April 2022, it 
was expected to be used by a total of 20 EU Mem-
ber States and associated Schengen countries. The 
European Commission, in its 2021 EU Strategy on 
Voluntary Return and Reintegration, further encour-
aged all Member States to use the platform.78 In 
parallel, IOM’s global case management system Mi-
grant Management Operational System Application 
(MiMOSA) is undergoing rapid development. This 
internal system facilitates the exchange of informa-
tion between IOM missions in countries migrants 
are preparing to leave and IOM offices in their origin 
countries that will provide them with assistance.79

The expansion of these digital case management 
platforms is a promising development and could 
bring multiple benefits, including:

	► Harmonised data collection at the 
predeparture phase. Given that these 
platforms have specific information fields 
regarding predeparture case information—
such as which reintegration supports 
a migrant qualifies for and what their 
vulnerabilities, needs, or skills are—they hold 
the potential to harmonise the data collected 
by counsellors across Europe.80 

	► Efficient and fast information exchange. 
Sharing (and storing) predeparture case 
information in a single platform that is 
accessible to actors in origin and destination 
countries can allow for more efficient and 
timely exchanges of information.81

	► Improved data protection. If data protection 
is embedded in the design of the platforms, 
they can automatically ensure the protection 
of personal information, instead of leaving 
encryption and other security concerns up 
to individual case managers.82 Online case 
management tools can also offer different 
levels of protection based on the type of 
personal data.83 
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	► Stronger M&E. The quantity of data entered 
into these platforms, and the fact that both 
RIAT and MiMOSA already include monitoring 
questions, can allow for the quick production 
of statistics and reports and could help 
strengthen the evidence base of reintegration 
programmes.

	► Better information for predeparture 
counsellors. Embedding information about 
different reintegration programmes and their 
outcomes in these online case management 
tools could also help predeparture 
counsellors access more accurate information 
about the best option for returning 
migrants.84

In order to further advance these digital case man-
agement tools, policymakers and other stakeholders 
will need to address certain key questions. To avoid 
fluctuations in the level and quality of the data 
users input into these systems—an issue arising 
from diverging understandings of what information 
should be collected at the predeparture stage—a 
crucial step will be to reach a consensus among key 
stakeholders on common information standards. 
And once a consensus has been reached, the next 
question will be how to implement those standards. 
In addition, as these case management systems 
expand, it will be important to ensure that all ori-
gin-country service partners have sufficient inter-
net access to use them, which can be challenging 
in some local contexts.85 It will also be essential to 
avoid a situation in which stakeholders use a variety 
of communication channels for sharing data about 
returnee cases, which can increase the risk that 
information is lost or duplicated.86 Lastly, as more 
European countries start using RIAT, a key issue will 

be how to ensure compatibility between that sys-
tem and IOM’s MiMOSA. Having two different case 
management tools for different European AVRR pro-
grammes risks undermining harmonisation efforts 
and hindering global learning if different sets of data 
are collected, shared, and analysed in each platform. 
RIAT and MiMOSA stakeholders have begun engag-
ing in conversations about how to address some 
difficult questions, including those related to infor-
mation and data protection standards. 

4	 Strengthening 
the Evidence Base 
around Predeparture 
Counselling and 
Information-Sharing

The expansion of AVRR programmes in Europe has 
not been accompanied by a similar push to monitor 
and evaluate them. Programmes have generally not 
been systematically monitored, with evaluations 
often relying on descriptions of the reintegration 
assistance provided and anecdotal evidence of re-
integration outcomes.87 Yet in the last decade, there 
has been a spark of interest among policymakers 
in improving the evidence base for reintegration 
programmes. Notable efforts include the 2017 Med-
iterranean Sustainable Reintegration (MEASURE) 
initiative led by IOM and Samuel Hall, which aimed 
to better map returnees’ reintegration outcomes, 
and a project launched in 2021 by ERRIN to develop 
a monitoring framework to capture the quality of 
reintegration programmes, in partnership with the 
Migration Policy Institute Europe (see Box 4).88 
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BOX 4
Developing a Quality Monitoring Framework for Reintegration Assistance 

In February 2021, ERRIN launched a project in partnership with the Migration Policy Institute Europe to deve-
lop a monitoring framework to capture the quality of reintegration assistance. While existing M&E efforts in 
the field often focus on reintegration outcomes, little is known about how and to what degree programme de-
sign and service delivery affect those outcomes. Working in close cooperation with a wide range of stakehol-
ders—including EU Member State authorities, the European Commission, Frontex, civil-society organisations, 
and origin-country service partners—this ongoing project aims to address this gap.

The monitoring framework will capture the quality of support provided to migrants after return in three key 
dimensions: economic, psychosocial, and social reintegration. Building on this research, the framework will 
also look into the underexplored topics of predeparture counselling and information-sharing, using targeted 
research questions and indicators that capture the views of predeparture counsellors, origin-country service 
partners, and returnees. The table below illustrates the types of questions and indicators that could be used to 
capture some of these issues.

TABLE 1
Sample M&E Questions and Indicators on Predeparture Counselling and Case Information

Research 
Questions

Sources of 
Information

Indicators

What 
information 
about the 
returnee is 
collected 
at the 
predeparture 
stage? Is it 
reliable?

Service partner 

or counsellor in 

the destination 

country

•	 Yes/No answer to the question of whether the predeparture counsellor 

determined whether a returnee had urgent needs to address upon arrival 

•	 Yes/No answer to whether the predeparture counsellor conducted a 

vulnerability assessment

•	 List of documents collected by the predeparture counsellor that could be 

relevant to the reintegration process

Service partner 

in the origin 

country

•	 Proportion of surveyed service partners who answer 3, 4, or 5 when asked 

to rate the following statement on a scale of 1 to 5: ‘How detailed was the 

information you received about the returnee before his/her return?’, with 1 

being ‘not detailed’ and 5 being ‘very detailed’.

•	 Proportion of returnees for whom surveyed service partners answer ‘no’ to 

the question: ‘Did you need to ask the sending organisation/Member State for 

further information regarding the returnee’s vulnerabilities?’

Returnee

•	 Proportion of surveyed returnees who answer ‘yes’ to the question: ‘Do you 

think that the personal information you gave the predeparture counsellor was 

correctly shared with the organisation that provided you reintegration support 

in your origin country?’

Source: ERRIN, ‘Quality Monitoring Framework for Reintegration Assistance’, accessed 6 May 2022.  

https://returnnetwork.eu/post_type_project/quality-monitoring-framework-for-reintegration-assistance/
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Despite these growing efforts to embed M&E into 
the reintegration field, the evidence base on prede-
parture counselling is still very limited. The few eval-
uations that include predeparture elements usually 
ask returnees general questions about their satisfac-
tion with the counselling and support they received 
prior to departure,89 or about the quality of the in-
formation received prior to departure.90 With only a 
few exceptions, evaluations fail to capture where the 
information gaps lie: Do returnees have unrealistic 
expectations about the reintegration assistance pro-
gramme? Do they have an adequate understanding 
of how to access it upon return? Do they feel they 
received accurate information about the situation 
in their origin countries? Without specific research 
questions and targeted indicators to assess these 
interrelated but distinct factors, it will be hard to 
pinpoint information breakdowns and identify strat-
egies to improve predeparture reintegration coun-
selling. Methodological limitations, such as the use 
of small samples and a lack of control groups, can 
also hinder robust assessment of the impact of pre-
departure counselling on reintegration. Moreover, 
most evaluations rely solely on returnees to assess 
the quality of the information they received at the 
predeparture phase; soliciting the views of local 
service partners could shed additional light on the 
expectations and information that returnees have 
upon arrival. A welcome development in this sense 
is RIAT’s attempt to also include service partners’ 
assessment of the information returnees received 
prior to departure in the information they submit 
to sending countries shortly after returnees’ arrival, 
even if the platform could do more to expand moni-
toring questions about the predeparture stage. 

Another aspect of AVRR programmes that has been 
largely overlooked in M&E efforts is information col-
lection and sharing with local service partners prior 
to departure. Interactions between destination- and 
origin-country actors are sometimes formally re-
corded, particularly when they occur through case 
management tools. But several representatives of or-

igin-country service partners and organisations pro-
viding counselling in Europe suggested that, when 
stakeholders rely on other channels such as email 
communication to exchange data about returnees, 
these interactions are often not formally stored and 
tracked.91 This makes it difficult to assess the amount 
(and type) of information about returnees that is 
shared, and the instances when service partners 
need to request further information. Moreover, even 
when exchanges are recorded, monitoring efforts 
usually fail to capture what type of information 
about returnees is collected prior to departure, how 
it is recorded, and how (and when) it is shared with 
local service partners. This hinders assessment of 
the quality of information-sharing in reintegration 
programmes. Importantly, a strong monitoring sys-
tem should capture not only information flows from 
sending countries to origin countries, it should also 
capture whether reintegration programmes have 
feedback loops that channel information about 
returnees’ reintegration outcomes back to counsel-
lors—a crucial feature for ensuring continuous learn-
ing and improvement of predeparture counselling. 

Shedding light on these internal information mecha-
nisms may not be seen as a top priority for monitor-
ing efforts, with many focused intently on returnees’ 
reintegration outcomes themselves. But without 
better evidence on these predeparture information 
flows, European policymakers risk overlooking an 
element of AVRR programmes that is crucial to effi-
ciently delivering reintegration assistance and, ulti-
mately, to the sustainable reintegration of returned 
migrants. 

A strong monitoring system should 
capture not only information flows 
from sending countries to origin 
countries, it should also capture 
whether reintegration programmes 
have feedback loops. 
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5	 Conclusions and 
Recommendations

Predeparture counselling for migrants preparing to 
return to their countries of origin is becoming a key 
component of European AVRR programmes. This 
counselling helps returnees prepare for their return 
and reintegration, have a better understanding of 
the opportunities and challenges ahead, and devel-
op trust in AVRR programmes. At the same time, by 
collecting information about returnees’ needs and 
vulnerabilities (among other things), predeparture 
counselling helps service partners in origin coun-
tries prepare to deliver assistance in a timely manner 
upon returnees’ arrival. But if information-sharing 
between these parties is weak—due to insufficient 
communication or poor data quality—this potential 
will remain untapped, or even result in returnees 
receiving inaccurate information, growing disillu-
sioned, and struggling to reintegrate after return. 
This disillusionment may, in turn, be channelled 
back to diaspora communities in Europe and nega-
tively affect uptake of AVRR programmes. 

Increased efforts by European policymakers in re-
cent years to harmonise and improve predeparture 
counselling and information-sharing—coupled with 
the flurry of activity in the digital communications 
space during the COVID-19 pandemic—provide a 
window of opportunity to strengthen these previ-
ously neglected components of AVRR programmes. 
Avenues for action include:

	► Enhancing communication between 
returnees and service providers prior to 
departure. Establishing direct links between 
returning migrants and origin-country 
service providers before return, for instance 
through virtual counselling, can improve the 
information provided to returnees and foster 
their trust in an AVRR programme. However, 

expanding virtual counselling—or even 
exploring in-person predeparture counselling 
by service partners—would require resource 
investments as service partners take on this 
new task.

	► Setting minimum standards for 
predeparture case information and 
building quality checks into information-
exchange processes. Amid myriad 
approaches to predeparture counselling, 
European policymakers should agree 
on minimum information standards to 
ensure the quality and consistency of the 
information shared with local service partners 
prior to migrants’ return. Some pieces of 
information, such as details on returnees’ 
vulnerabilities and immediate needs upon 
arrival, are likely to be particularly important 
for service partners. Distinguishing between 
this essential information that should 
always be shared with service partners and 
helpful but nonessential information that 
service partners can gather themselves after 
returnees’ arrival (such as business ideas and 
long-term needs) may be low-hanging fruit 
as stakeholders work towards broader shared 
standards. This strategy may be particularly 
suitable for AVRR programmes with large 
caseloads, in which counsellors can find it 
difficult to collect detailed information about 
all returnees.

	► Strengthening M&E on predeparture 
counselling and information-sharing, 
and building feedback loops. A solid M&E 
system for AVRR programmes should capture 
the quality of the information provided 
to returnees at the predeparture stage, 
as well as the efficiency of information-
sharing between counsellors and service 
partners (including what data are collected 
and shared, and how this is done). This will 
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allow policymakers to identify and address 
information gaps and problems with 
information management. Furthermore, 
policymakers and programme managers 
should seek to build feedback loops so that 
predeparture counsellors regularly receive 
information on how counselled returnees fare 
upon return and can continuously improve 
the quality of their counselling.

	► Investing in digital case management 
systems. The rapid growth of RIAT and 
MiMOSA hold promise for AVRR programmes 
on several fronts, including improved data 
collection, more efficient information-sharing, 
enhanced data protection, and better M&E. 
Policymakers should continue to invest in 
and finetune these online case management 
platforms, with the long-term ambition of 
reducing the number of communication 
channels counsellors and service partners 
use and, thus, streamlining the exchange of 
information. This will require investments in 
digital infrastructure for service partners as 

well as in training for new users. It will also 
require key stakeholders to address thorny 
questions related to information and data 
standards. Ultimately, policymakers should 
aim to make the different case management 
systems used in EU AVRR programmes 
interoperable to support global learning 
through comparable data.

In the fragmented field of European AVRR pro-
grammes, improving predeparture counselling and 
information-sharing will take concerted effort. It 
will require regular conversations involving both 
sending countries and origin-country service part-
ners—and, where possible, also origin-country 
authorities—on issues such as case information 
and data protection standards. And it will require 
targeted investments and funding. But in the long 
term, these investments will smooth the transition 
between returnees’ departure from Europe and ar-
rival in their origin countries, and ultimately improve 
their chances of sustainable reintegration—a goal 
shared by returnees, sending countries, and origin 
countries alike.

In the long term, these investments will smooth the transition between 
returnees’ departure from Europe and arrival in their origin countries, and 

ultimately improve their chances of sustainable reintegration. 
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