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1. Introduction 

This quick scan is one of four commissioned as background for the IOB evaluation of migration 
partnership policy of the Netherlands. The focus of this quick scan is to examine the role of 
migration partnerships within forced and voluntary return of migrants to their country of origin. 
Return policy has grown in scale and as a priority across the European Union (EU) over the past 
three decades, continuing to be a central policy goal as evidenced by the March 2025 European 
Commission proposal for a new EU Return Regulation. 

Return policies have been increasing in Europe since the late 1980s when assisted return 
programmes were specifcally implemented to repatriate refugees and refused asylum seekers 
(as opposed to previous programmes focused on labour migrants). In the 1990s, EU member states 
began a mandate on readmission agreements with the aim for common policies for forced removal. 
Several readmission agreements were concluded by the mid 2000s, which was viewed as a success. 
However, by the mid-2010s it was clear that the combination of assisted return and readmission 
policies were not achieving the desired results on return. The lack of efectiveness led to a shif 
towards informal policies for return that are ofen coupled with other migration objectives. 
This includes migration partnerships. Current return frameworks thus include a policy mix of 
formal agreements, informal policies and assisted or voluntary return programmes. 

This quick scan is presented in four following sections. First, the methodology section provides 
an overview of the research questions, search strategy, analytical approach and limitations. 
Second, a background section provides an overview of the framework used for regulatory 
instruments in return and the challenges of measuring efectiveness in return instruments. 
The third section presents the fndings for each research sub-question and the overall research 
question. The fnal section provides a summary discussion and conclusion. 
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2. Methodology 

Research questions 

The main research question guiding this quick scan is: To what extent have migration partnerships 
(or similar agreements) contributed to the forced or voluntary return of migrants to their 
country of origin? 

Following from this framework three sub-questions have been identifed: 

Sub-questions: 
1. To what extent are readmission agreements efective in increasing enforced returns? 
2. To what extent are informal agreements efective in increasing enforced returns? 
3. How do migrants make decisions for voluntary returns in destination countries? 

That is, what increases uptake into voluntary return? To what extent, do specifc 
policies increase uptake into voluntary return? 

Search terms, inclusion and exclusion criteria 

This quick scan followed the methodological note provided by the evaluation team. As a frst step, 
the research question was refned and sub-questions identifed in consultation with the evaluation 
team. Search terms were developed for each research question. Initial search terms: 

• “readmission agreements” and “efectiveness” 
• “deportation regimes” and “efectiveness” 
• “assisted voluntary return” and “efectiveness”; ““assisted voluntary return” and “uptake” 

Initial searches revealed clouding of terms with hospital readmissions and other felds of study. 
Results were reviewed for relevance to the study objectives. Additional searching was conducted 
using expert knowledge by: searching for sources by known authors in the feld of study, snow-
balling from relevantly reviewed sources, examining and snowballing from citations of key studies, 
and reviewing recent relevant projects of relevance for their most up-to-date publications. 
The result was a mix of methods to extract the most relevant studies to the research questions. 

The general inclusion and exclusion criteria from the methodological note was followed. In a small 
number of cases, the inclusion criteria for date of publication was expanded to 2015 for high impact 
publications in the feld. In addition, for this quick scan studies were included as evidence when 
they clearly related to efectiveness. Articles focused on other aspects of return may have been 
used for background but were excluded from the evidence synthesis. 

Analysis, synthesis and bias 

In total, 35 sources were included for synthesis (see Appendix 1); 18 journal articles and 17 sources 
from the grey literature. It is noted that additional relevant sources may exist, and several addition-
al sources were used in the writing to complement the synthesis (see full reference list of sources). 
As a quick scan across a fairly diverse feld, strong representation was prioritized from key 
disciplines, seminal works, and recent publications to provide a balanced foundation while 
acknowledging the non-exhaustive nature of this review. All sources identifed and used in the grey 
literature are of high quality. Quality was determined by assessing the methodology, sample size, 
quality of sources reviewed, and quality of writing. 

Bias was managed in this review through a transparent and diversifed approach. The scan was 
started was from search strings in scientifc databases and followed up through a diversifcation 
of sources. Wherever possible, evidence has been triangulated across diferent sources. 
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Limitations 

This document is limited as a quick scan of the research feld and is not a systemic review of the 
evidence. Recognizing this overall approach, there are several notable limitations within the 
research feld. First, there is a limited number of studies on the specifed topic of migration partner-
ships, which refects a broader gap in the literature. Second, and in relation to the frst, it is difcult 
within studies on informal migration policies to disentangle specifc components of the policy, 
such as the efectiveness on returns. Third, as detailed in the further sections of this document, 
efectiveness of return policies is a deeply fawed measurement due to poor data availability and 
diferent approaches to recording returns data across. Forth, there is litle data available on 
efectiveness and implications for diferent populations, such as female returnees or vulnerable 
migrants. Finally, the review excludes post-return dynamics including reintegration and sustainable 
return. 

3. Background and theoretical framing 

This section provides a background and overview of how regulatory instruments in return have 
been classifed for this quick scan and a review of the challenges in measuring efectiveness in 
return. The feld of return migration and policy frameworks has been coined as ‘messy governance’ 
(Sahin-Mencutek and Triandafyllidou, 2024). Migration regulatory instruments comprise the diverse 
array of legal, administrative, and programmatic tools deployed by states to control migration. 
They have both an ideation and a function (Trauner and Wolf, 2014). Policy instruments are a key 
aspect of governance. The intention here is not to dive into the theoretical framing of policy 
instruments, but to recognize that there are multiple distinct instruments within returns policy. 

For this quick scan, a classifcation has been created for return instruments as follows: 

1. Formal Regulatory Instruments: 
a. Readmission Agreements (bilateral or EU-wide) 
b. Return Directives and codifed deportation protocols 
c. Other Legal Frameworks explicitly authorizing forced return 

2. Informal Regulatory Instruments: 
a. Mobility Partnerships 
b. Memoranda of Understanding 
c. Diplomatic Arrangements and “good neighbor” policies 
d. Joint Border Management Initiatives 

3. Assisted Return Instruments: 
a. Assisted Voluntary Return Programs 
b. Reintegration Support Schemes 
c. Return Counseling Services 

It is recognized that this categorization of regulatory instruments can overlap, for example with 
assisted return instruments being included in both legal frameworks (such as the Returns Directive) 
and within informal regulatory instruments. However, assisted return instruments can also be 
independent, have their own specifcations and quantifcation (data analysis), therefore enabling 
their own categorization. Further, most EU member states have implemented a policy mix of the 
diferent instruments. As the guiding question of this quick scan is the efectiveness of mobility 
partnerships, this scan has been structured to breakdown these instruments within the literature 
as much as possible to be able to identify the role of mobility partnerships. At the same time, it is 
recognized that mobility partnerships exist within this complex policy mix of return frameworks 
and their specifc efectiveness would be difcult to isolate. Therefore the categorization of formal, 
informal and assisted guides this quick scan. 
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Deportation regimes 

The feld of ‘deportation regimes’ was established by de Genova and Peutz in their seminal text 
the “The Deportation Regime: Sovereignty, Space and Freedom of Movement” (2010). Deportation 
regimes have been understood as: “mechanisms of diferentiation which redraw the sovereignty 
and mobility of spaces in both deporting and receiving countries” (Lemberg-Pedersen, 2022). 
The concept starts from de Genova’s earlier work (2002, 2010) introducing ‘deportability’, which can 
be described as the condition of ‘illegalilty’ created by the state through policing and deportation 
practices. The condition of illegality is characterized by uncertainty and waiting that creates lasting 
vulnerabilities in migrants’ everyday lives wherein they are considered ‘deportables’ that must live 
in the shadow of the state, thus refecting on Agamben’s notions of ‘bare life’. This work led into 
the ‘deportation regime’, which has become a seminal topic in border studies, anthropology, 
migration studies, and related disciplines (Kuschminder, 2023). There has been a signifcant body 
of work on deportation regimes, starting in the US and expanding to the EU and Asia. The majority 
of this literature ofers critical refection on deportation process and the experiences of migrants 
(see for example: Golash-Boza, 2015; Khosravi, 2018; Kalir, 2022). 

Leerkes and van Houte (2020) have made a seminal contribution by creating a new framework for 
diferent types of ‘deportation regimes’, thus making a critical argument for identifying diferences 
in deportation regimes in Europe. Leerkes and Van Houte (2020) developed a two-dimensional 
typology based on: 1) State interest in return enforcement (e.g., political will, public pressure) and 2) 
State capacity to enforce returns (e.g., institutional, legal, diplomatic tools). The result is four 
diferent types of regimes: 

• Thick enforcement regimes (high capacity and high interest) - characterized by high 
investment in return infrastructure, a strong political commitment to enforce return and 
comparatively high return rates 

• Hampered enforcement regimes (low capacity and high interest) - show a political desire 
to increase returnees, but a lack the infrastructure to do so 

• Targeted enforcement regimes (low interest, selective capacity) – these countries enforce 
returns selectively, such as a focus on criminals. Overall enforcement interest is low. 

• Thin enforcement regimes (low capacity and low interest) – these countries have a tendence 
to quietly tolerate irregular migrants instead of enforcing returns. 

Table 1: Deportation enforcement Regimes 

-  Enforcement interest + 

-  
Enforcem

ent capacity 
+ 

Thin enforcement regime  

(Spain)  

(Italy) 

Hampered enforcement regime  

Belgium  

Denmark 

Targeted enforcement regime  

Germany  

Sweden 

Thick enforcement regime  

Netherlands  

Norway 

Source: Reproduced from: Leerkes and Van Houte, 2020. 
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A key element of this typology is the focus not only on the return rate and realized number of 
returns, but how states manage and tolerate irregular migrants or non-deportability – defned as 
“when irregular migrants do not leave the territory and are difcult to deport” (p. 320). This aspect 
goes beyond this quick scan and is not explored further, however, is noted as a signifcant compo-
nent of deportation regimes. 

Deportation regimes can be considered in this quick scan as the overall combination of the formal, 
informal, and voluntary regulatory instruments for return. Deportation regimes expand beyond 
these regulatory instruments, however, for the purposes of this quick scan the central importance 
is that diferent member states have diferent deportation regimes already in place. Therefore, 
the efectiveness of mobility partnerships in return is likely already infuenced by the existing 
deportation regime. 

The following sections aim to provide a short overview of the diferent main instruments of formal, 
informal, and voluntary return. 

Formal regulatory instruments in return: focus on readmission agreements 

The EU Returns Directive is the central regulation on return in the EU. It has 23 articles and focuses 
primarily on forced removals. However, it does explicitly express a preference for voluntary 
departure over an enforced return. The main policy tool to enforce returns are readmission 
agreements. Readmission is defned by the European Commission (2023) as an:

 “Act by a State accepting the re-entry of an individual (own national, third-country 
national or stateless person), who has been found illegally entering or being present 
in another State.” 

Readmission is facilitated by readmission agreements: 

“Binding bilateral or multilateral agreements between States that establish and facilitate  
the bases, procedures and modalities for one State to promptly and in an orderly manner 
return non-nationals who do not or no longer fulfl the conditions for entry or stay on its 
territory” (Carrera, 2016). 

Initial readmission agreements were frst concluded in the late 1980s and have signifcantly grown 
in scale since that time. In the EU three types of readmission agreements can be considered: 1) Intra 
EU readmission agreements between EU-member states; 2) bi-lateral readmission agreements 
between one EU member state and a third non-EU country; 3) EU Readmission Agreements (EURAs) 
between the EU and a third non-EU country. Concluding readmission agreements was a central goal 
of the EU in the late 2000s. The EU has concluded readmission agreements with 18 non-EU 
countries. The EU readmission agreement supersedes any national readmission agreement. In fact, 
once the European Council provides the mandate for the negotiation of a EURA with a third country, 
a member state is not supposed to conclude or negotiate any bi-lateral readmission agreements 
with the same country (Cassarino, 2024). 
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According to the Inventory of the bilateral agreements linked to readmission (Cassarino, 2024) 
EU member states had 690 readmission agreements as of January 2024, of which 443 agreements 
were with non-EU countries (Figure 2). Switzerland and France had concluded the highest number 
of readmission agreements. 

Figure 2: Number of Bilateral Agreements linked to Readmission stipulation by the 27 EU Member 
States (+Ireland, Norway, Switzerland, UK) (N=690, January 2024). 

Source: Inventory of the bilateral agreements 

Further analysis is available on 351 agreements with non-EU member states. Of the 351 agreements, 
36% are concluded with the Balkans, 14% Asia, 14% Africa, 12% Eastern Europe, 10% MENA 
countries, 7% with the Caucasus and 7% with the Americas (Cassarino, 2024). From these 351 
agreements, 150 are readmission agreements to implement the EURA. The remaining 201 are 
therefore considered independent bi-lateral readmission agreements of member states from the 
EU. Since the late 1980s, the scale of readmission agreements has increased signifcantly. However, 
the efectiveness of these agreements and the impacts have been topics of signifcant debate. 

Informal regulatory instruments in return 

Recognizing the challenges of frst concluding readmission agreements, and second their efective-
ness, has resulted in a shif towards informal agreements aimed at increasing returns. Informal 
readmission agreements are non-legally binding, ofen unpublished political or operational 
arrangements between the EU or its Member States and third countries, designed to facilitate 
return and readmission cooperation outside the formal frameworks. These agreements, typically 
framed as sof law, include MoUs, SOPs, Migration Deals (e.g., Joint Way Forward or EU-Turkey 
Statement), administrative arrangements (such as internal protocols), and migration partnerships. 

https://www.jeanpierrecassarino.com/datasets/ra/analysis/
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While politically expedient, the shif towards informality in return and readmission has raised 
signifcant concerns regarding transparency, democratic oversight, legal accountability, and human 
rights protections (Gonzalo 2023; Kassoti & Idriz 2022; Moreno-Lax 2024; Ot 2020; Cassarino 
2024). As Slominski and Trauner (2020) highlight, the post-2015 EU return strategy has increasingly 
relied on sof law instruments, which provide fexibility but undermine legal accountability and 
policy coherence. While these tools may expedite negotiations, their legal ambiguity means that 
compliance is ofen selective and symbolic. 

Migration partnerships have been central in the shif to informal agreements. Collet and Ahad 
(2017) note that migration partnerships are not a new development, having been widely utilized 
since the Global Approach to Migration and Mobility (2005), however, partnerships concluded since 
2016 can be dubbed as the ‘second-generation partnership approach’. Since 2016, the EU has 
signed informal agreements with “Gambia (Good Practices on Identifcation and Return, which 
entered into force on 16 November 2018), Bangladesh (Standard Operating Procedures, agreed in 
September 2017), Ethiopia (Admission Procedures, agreed on 5 February 2018), Guinea (Good 
Practices, in force since July 2017) and Côte d’Ivoire (Good Practices, in force since October 2018)” 
(Santos Vara and Pascual Matellán, 2022: p. 4). Further, the JWF with Afghanistan and EU-Turkey 
statement, both signed in 2016, were highly notable informal agreements. 

Assisted return and the question of voluntariness 

Assisted Return programmes have risen signifcantly in number, scale, and complexity in recent 
decades (Kuschminder, 2017; Lietaert, 2022). In a recently published mapping of EU AR pro-
grammes, Fuchs (2025) identifed 45 ongoing programmes across the European Economic Area 
(EEA) and provides a comparative overview of these programmes. Traditionally termed Assisted 
Voluntary Return or Assisted Voluntary Return and Reintegration, the literature since the 2010s 
increasingly recognizes the challenges associated with the voluntariness of these programmes and 
uses the terminology Assisted Return (AR). AR can be defned as “concrete political or humanitarian 
programmes developed by or on behalf of migrant hosting countries to support or facilitate 
migrants’ returns by typically ofering ‘counselling and administrative, logistical and/or fnancial 
support’ to migrants returning to their countries of origin” (Lietaert, 2022, p. 108). Lietaert (2022) 
demonstrates that AR programmes have two central components of pre-return programming, 
inclusive of counselling, administration, preparations and logistics prior to return, and post-return 
programming, inclusive of the various components in reintegration. 

The central logic behind AR programmes is that they are a more humane, efcient, and cost-
efective solution for return than forced removals. As stated in the Return Directive, the EU prefers 
voluntary over forced removals. A long-standing debate in this feld is the extent to which these 
programmes are actually voluntary. IOM considers that voluntariness is a prerequisite for partici-
pation in AR programs. IOM’s Thematic Paper on Assisted Voluntary Return and Reintegration 
(2021) states: 

“ A voluntary decision encompasses three elements: (a) freedom of choice, which is defned 
by the absence of any physical or psychological coercion; (b) an informed decision which 
requires the availability of accurate and objective information upon which to base the 
decision; and c) the legal capacity on the part of the migrant to make an informed 
decision (or their legal guardian in the event they are not capable of doing so).” 

AR programmes have long been criticized by academics regarding the ‘voluntariness’ of return 
(Blitz, Sales, & Marzano, 2005; Webber, 2011; Van Houte, 2014; Cassarino, 2014; Erdal and Oeppen, 
2022). The debate regarding the voluntariness of AR relates to three central arguments. First, the 
principle of non-refoulement. A central cornerstone of the 1951 Geneva Convention on Refugees is 
that states cannot expel- or return- refugees to a country where they would be “threatened on 
account of his [or her] race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political 
opinion”. AR is a policy that, in principle, is meant to target non-refugees, that is, individuals not 
granted international protection. However, many scholars argue that the division between refugees 
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and other migrants have become blurred (Crawley and Skleparis, 2018; Webber, 2011). 
Webber states: 

“But , increasingly, refugees are to be found not only among those who claim asylum,  
but also among those who prefer to remain undocumented and illegal rather than 
making a claim that could result in summary rejection and removal. Thus, the boundaries 
between refugees and undocumented migrants are blurred” (2011, p. 103). 

Therefore, a focus of AR being on asylum seekers, refused asylum seekers and irregularized 
migrants, the notions of voluntariness are questioned by several authors and actors in the feld. 
This is furthered by the arguments of faws in the asylum processes, such as in the UJ where the aim 
is “to reject rather than to protect” (Schuster, 2020, p.1372). Taken together, there are concerns 
regarding refugee protection and assurances of non-refoulement and the voluntariness of return. 

Second to this is the access to fundamental rights of irregular migrants and conditions of destitu-
tion. In the United Kingdom, destitution is considered as “people who cannot aford to buy the 
absolute essentials that we all need to eat, stay warm and dry, and keep clean” (Fitzpatrick et al., 
2016). Webber (2011) thus articulates: 

“ Voluntary return is instead ofered as a less painful alternative to continued destitution 
followed by (inevitable) compulsory return, and it is generally impossible for the returnee 
to make an informed choice about the country to which they are returning” (p. 104). 

The EU has regulated fundamental rights be aforded to irregular migrants, however, there is 
signifcant variation in how these rights are delivered (see work of S. Spencer including Spencer and 
Triandafyllidou, 2020). For example, it has been argued that refused asylum seekers in the 
Netherlands were placed in conditions of destitution in an efort to entice them to choose AR 
(Kuschminder and Dubow, 2022). The 1998 Benefts Entitlement Act, or ‘Linking Act’ excluded 
irregular migrants from accessing social benefts such as housing, supporting the national govern-
ments position that irregular migrants must be excluded from social benefts in order to persuade 
them to return. However, this led to homelessness and destitution, and Dutch Municipalities 
responded by ofering ‘bed, bath, and bread’ shelters to irregular migrants arguing that they are 
upholding their duty of care and maintaining public safety (Van der Leun and Bouter 2015). 
The clash between the national government and municipalities has been a heated topic in Dutch 
politics, with the national government demanding that all ‘bed, bath and bread’ centres be closed. 
An agreement was reached where fve centres stayed open but were limited to migrants who 
agreed to start a return process within the next two weeks, thereby forcing a choice between return 
or destitution (Kuschminder and Dubow, 2022). In mid-2019, afer continued debates, centres were 
converted into Landelijke Vreemdelingen Voorzieningen, that allowed for longer term stay and aimed to 
provide permanent solutions. The previous conditions would arguably challenge the frst condition 
set by IOM in their defnition of voluntariness as destitution could be viewed as a form of coercion. 

This leads to the third argument regarding the conditions of choice within AR. It is well recognized 
that the choice and voluntariness of AR, only exist with the threat of an enforced removal for 
migrants whom do not have the right to stay. Leerkes et al.(2017) thus consider AR as a form of 
‘sof-deportation’ as most participants in AR programmes would likely have to preferred to stay in 
the host country if given the right to do so. Cassarino (2008) considers AR as a form of ‘compelled’ 
return – wherein migrants return because compelled to do so by some unfavourable circumstances 
(Cassarino, 2014). This difers from a decided return, which occurs when a migrant “decides on his 
own initiative to go back to his country of origin without any form of pressure” (Cassarino, 2014). 
Lietaert (2016) refers to the choice given to migrants in AR as a notion of ‘constrained choice’ 
stressing previous arguments that AR limits the spectrum of rights and agency available to the 
migrant. 

The resulting question of voluntariness in assisted voluntary return programmes has led to several 
suggestions for a terminology change to assisted return. Norway uses the term “Assisted return” 
instead of “Assisted voluntary return” as it is recognized that return is not a choice: 



11 Bijlage 11 - Literatuuronderzoek: Return policy

“Asylum seekers who are not entitled to protection, will not be granted a residence permit 
in Norway and must return home. Through the assisted return scheme, migrants are given 
help and money to return home and resetle in their home country. Assisted return is an 
alternative to staying in Norway without legal residence and risk being forcibly returned 
by the police (external website) and expelled from the Schengen area.” (UDI, 2023). 

The debates regarding voluntariness in AR programs remain unresolved, and recent debates go 
beyond voluntariness in AR. Fuchs (2025) stresses that the fndings of his mapping “reinforce trends 
of AR becoming a tool of migration control” (p. 3). Concerns regarding targeting of vulnerable 
migrants without status and false positive branding from IOM regarding so-called voluntary returns 
have increased (Fuchs, 2025; Fine and Walters, 2022). As mentioned above, AR is considered within 
the literature by many leading authors as a central part of the deportation regime (Leerkes, 2017; 
Cassarino, 2008). 

Finally, despite the increasing prevalence of AR, there is consensus within the literature regarding 
the scarcity of independent empirical data and rigorous scientifc research in AR (Te Wildt et al., 
2015; Fuchs, 2025; Kuschminder et al., forthcoming). Efectiveness is mostly commonly considered 
as sustainable reintegration for AR programmes. A recent review of the literature concluded: “there 
is some evidence that these programmes are efective for certain returnees in certain contexts to 
enable sustainable reintegration” (Kuschminder et al., forthcoming). However, the review also 
notes that further independent and comparable data is necessary to be able to draw any larger 
conclusions. Considering the scale of investment into AR programmes across the EU, the resulting 
efectiveness is spoty at best. 

Measuring efective returns 

There are multiple ways to measure ‘efectiveness’ in returns, which have also evolved over time. 
Quantitative indicators used to measure ‘efectiveness in returns and readmission’ have included: 
• The number of returns – raw numbers, ofen separated by forced and voluntary 
• Number of readmission agreements concluded- common indicator used by EU institutions with 

the assumption that more agreements lead to more cooperation and thus more efective 
returns policy. 

• EU Returns Rate and Readmission Rate- most common indicator used in the EU to evaluate 
return efectiveness 

• The number of readmission requests accepted by the third country as a percentage of the 
number of such requests submited to it. 

The most common quantitative indicator used to demonstrate efectiveness is from the returns 
rate. The return’s rate “measures return efectiveness as the share of TCNs (Third Country Nationals) 
who leave a MS afer receiving an OTL (Order to Leave) (numerator) over the number of TCNs 
receiving OTLs from the MS (denominator)” (Belmonte, Sermi and Tarchi, 2021: p.5). Further, the 
readmission rate is “calculated as the share of nationals from that TC who leave the EU afer 
receiving an OTL from all MSs (numerator) over the total number of nationals from that TC receiving 
OTLs from all MSs (denominator)” (Belmonte, Sermi and Tarchi, 2021: p. 5-6). 

The EcoA Report Annex (2021), the Joint Research Centre (Belmonte, Sermi and Tarchi, 2021), 
Maliepaard et al. (2022) have all provided an overview of EU indicators for measuring return 
efectiveness. All of these sources, in addition to academic authors (Stutz and Trauner, 2022), 
conclude that the returns rate is an inefective indicator and highly problematic for measuring 
returns. 

https://www.politiet.no/en/services/residence-permits-and-protection/repatriation-and-returns
https://www.politiet.no/en/services/residence-permits-and-protection/repatriation-and-returns
https://www.udi.no/en/word-definitions/expulsion/
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Belmonte, Sermi and Tarchi (2021) highlight four key challenges with the returns and readmission 
rates: 
• OTLs are not always enforceable, and no disaggregation is available to distinguish the enforce-

able from the non-enforceable ones. Further return orders vary signifcantly by member states 
that have diferent ‘tolerated stay’ processes. 

• The number of persons retuned cannot be systematically monitored. 
• The formula of the return and readmission rate is based only on the number of persons ordered 

to leave and leaving, while it disregards other factors (such as nationality) that may be relevant 
to assess the efectiveness of return. 

• Finally, return efectiveness is afected by elements that can be hardly captured in a one-
incognita formula. 

Maliepaard et al. (2022) also reveal that despite the 2008 Return Directive’s atempt to harmonize 
Member States’ policies, countries vary signifcantly in implementation, afecting both data 
comparability and calculated return rates. Maliepaard et al. (2022) identify several fundamental 
issues with the Eurostat Enforcement of Immigration Legislation (EIL) data used to calculate return 
rates. 

The study highlights that national registration systems difer signifcantly across EU countries, with 
some Member States counting orders to leave rather than persons, and others including returns 
of people who never received formal orders to leave. The data structure itself is problematic as it’s 
not cohort data, making it impossible to track individuals over time, a core reason leading to return 
rates that may exceed 100% when returns occur in a diferent year than when return decisions were 
issued. Further, some Member States issue return decisions to TCNs apprehended at borders who 
are immediately returned, artifcially boosting their return rates, while others issue decisions to 
people whose whereabouts are unknown or who lack documentation, reducing their rates. 
An additional challenge is that unregistered (unassisted) voluntary returns are not consistently 
captured in the data. Maliepaard et al. (2022) note that this leads to systematic underestimation of 
return rates, as TCNs who return of their own accord without ofcial assistance aren’t counted as 
having returned, yet they’re included in the count of those ordered to leave. 

As shown by the EcoA (2021) Eurostat and Frontex data on returns shows very diferent numbers 
for the same indicators. Thus, the lack of reliability in returns data further compounds challenges 
of measuring efectiveness quantitatively. 

Maliepaard et al. (2022) recommend several improvements to increase data validity and reliability: 
creating a complete overview of country policy diferences in Return Directive implementation; 
providing more comprehensive metadata about registration practices; collecting more detailed 
data that distinguishes between types of return (forced, assisted voluntary, and unassisted 
voluntary); and developing cohort data to track individual trajectories through the system. 

Researchers have also proposed several methodological approaches to revise the returns rate. 
Maliepaard et al. (2022) suggest a ‘deviation method’ that focuses on relative diferences from 
a Member State’s average return rate rather than comparing raw rates across countries. Another 
approach involves using rejected asylum applications rather than return decisions as the denomi-
nator for specifc countries of origin where most returnees are failed asylum seekers (Van Houte & 
Leerkes, 2019). Despite these measurement and data issues, the returns rate remains to be the most 
commonly used indicator for assessing efectiveness in return enforcement as will be seen in the 
next sections of this quick scan from the literature. 
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4. Findings: return efectiveness 

1. To what extent are readmission agreements effective in increasing enforced returns? 
There is consensus amongst the sources reviewed that readmission agreements have limited to 
no effectiveness on return rates. Carerra (2016) notes that readmission agreements often serve EU 
externalization goals on enhancing cooperation with third countries of origin and transit on return 
more than return outcomes. 

Overall, in a trend analysis examining the returns rate and readmission agreements, Stutz and 
Trauner (2022) fnd that readmission agreements do not necessarily enhance the returns rate. 
The reasons for this are multiple. In addition to the above challenges with data and measurement 
to gain accurate numbers, once readmission agreements are signed, they are not necessarily 
efective. Partner countries have the ability to pause the agreements or to limit compliance. 

Regional and country level diferences are also important in the efectiveness of readmission 
agreements. Stutz (2024) fnds that return rates are consistently higher in the Western Balkans due 
to long-standing political alignment, EU accession incentives, and visa facilitation, while countries 
in Sub-Saharan Africa and parts of Asia exhibit low return rates despite formal agreements. 
Similarly, Trauner (2019) argues that readmission efectiveness is shaped less by the presence of an 
agreement and more by broader geopolitical relationships, with agreements functioning beter 
where the EU has strong leverage or positive bilateral ties. This relates to so-called ‘easy to return’ 
nationalities that typically come from safe country designations and countries with higher coopera-
tion on return. These fndings reinforce that readmission cooperation is not uniform but highly 
context-dependent, which is noted by several authors (EcoA, 2021; Cassarino, 2023; Stutz and 
Trauner, 2022). 

To increase compliance with existing readmission agreements, the EU implemented measures in 
the 2019 revision of the Visa Code Regulation that enable visa facilitation or restriction depending 
on the overall relationship (Cassarino, 2023). Cassarino (2023) found that there was no clear 
evidence of efectiveness of the visa facilitation changes. Therefore, functional readmission 
agreements could possibly be considered as limited to the Western Balkans. 

Leerkes et al (2022) created a dataset from Eurostat return data (2008-2019) based on dyad 
relationships – meaning the destination and origin country in the return relationship – resulting 
in 57,163 usable observations. This analysis showed that return frameworks do not necessarily lead 
to higher return rates. Notably, bi-lateral readmission agreements were the only instruments that 
had a statistically signifcant efect on increasing enforced return by approximately 5-10 percentage 
points. EURA and all informal return instruments did not increase enforced return. 

In 2021, the European Court of Auditors Special Report on EU Readmission Cooperation with third 
countries found that “The difculty of cooperating with migrants’ countries of origin is one of the 
reasons for low returns of irregular migrants” (p. 4). The report concluded that although actions of 
the European Commission have been relevant, they have “yielded limited results”. The challenges 
of cooperation, return migrants’ agency, and lack of desirability for readmission amongst partners 
have hindered their efectiveness. According to the EcoA, readmission is more efective from 
member states with dedicated return units and streamlined return procedures. 

Janmyr (2015) provided an analysis of the effectiveness of Norway’s bilateral readmission agree-
ments with Iraq (signed 2009) and Ethiopia (signed 2012) based on the number of realized returns. 
Janmyr (2015) finds that the agreement with Iraq was temporarily effective in increasing the 
number of returns. This was largely attributed to the fact that Norway had already identified a large 
caseload of individuals for return, and once the agreement was in place was able to enact these 
returns, thus leading to an increase in the realized number of returns. However, once this initial case 
load was completed, cases for return became more complicated for return (such as families and 
youth) and realized returns lowered. In addition, Janmyr (2015) notes that the agreement included 
both the Government in Baghdad and the Kurdish Republic. While cooperation with the 
Government in Baghdad declined, the Kurdish republic was more cooperative in returns. 
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2. To what extent are informal agreements effective in increasing enforced returns? 
Amongst the small number of studies that have explored informal return agreements post-2016, 
there is a consensus that informal return agreements have low to limited effectiveness to increase 
returns and readmission (Kefale, Brekke and Brochmann 2025; Sha’ath and Raach 2024; 
Stutz 2024). As stated above, the analysis conducted by Leerkes et al. (2022) found no statistical 
significance in enforced return rates from informal EU-level return agreements. 

Kefale, Brekke and Brochmann (2025) highlight the ‘power shift’ in return migration management, 
stressing that the country of origin gains more power than the EU or MSs in return. Interestingly, 
both Kefale, Brekke and Brochmann (2025) on the case of Ethiopia and Sha’ath and Raach (2024) 
findings on the case of Tunisia show that both countries view themselves in compliant with the EU 
return and readmission agreements. What is viewed by the EU as resistance to return is viewed by 
Tunisia as the prioritization of domestic interests; Tunisia’s refusal to prioritize a national asylum 
law and procedure is due to its concerns of becoming a disembarkation hub for the EU (Sha’ath and 
Raach 2024). In both cases, returns did not significantly increase with the informal agreements, 
reflecting issues of migration diplomacy. 

Ethiopia and Norway signed a bilateral agreement in 2012, and there was no significant increase in 
returns after this deal was signed. In 2017–2019 there was an increase in returnees from Norway to 
Ethiopia, which authorities attributed to a brief increase in cooperation (Kefale, Brekke and 
Brochmann 2025). The authors consider this may have been because the Ethiopian authorities were 
focused on the war and less on resisting returns, or also the increase simply could have been due to 
a significant increase in asylum claims from Ethiopia in Norway in 2016 Kefale, Brekke and 
Brochmann 2025). By 2020 the return numbers had again declined, indicating that the return 
numbers were not attributable to the EU-Ethiopia agreement signed in 2018. 

Leerkes et al. (2022) found in a comparative analysis of return strategies between Norway and 
the Netherlands with Afghanistan, Iran and Iraq, that key elements for implementing return 
instruments were ‘goodwill’ and interpersonal relationships. 

3. How do migrants make decisions for voluntary returns in destination countries? 
That is, what increases uptake into voluntary return? To what extent, do specific policies 
increase uptake into voluntary return? 
A key policy question of the past decade has been ‘who selects for/ participates in voluntary 
return’? This question is derived from the ambition to increase voluntary returns and to understand 
policy levers/ incentives that can increase uptake into AR. 

Black et al (2004) led a guiding study on decision making for return that was funded by the UK 
Home Office to understand return decision making of asylum seekers and refused asylum seekers. 
Black et al (2004) developed the model of factors determining the decision to return (see Figure 3). 
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Figure 3: Factors Determining the Decision to Return 

Reproduced from: Koser and Kuschminder, 2015, Original from Black et al., 2004. 

Black et al.’s (2004) model shows that individual atributes and social relations are core inputs into 
the return decision and that information is then received on conditions in the country of return, 
conditions in the country of destination, and policy incentives and disincentives. As a whole these 
factors determine the return decision. 

Koser and Kuschminder (2015) further tested the model in a study of decision making for AR across 
15 countries. Koser and Kuschminder (2015) found: 
• Conditions in the origin country were not an important infuencing factor 
• Conditions in the destination country may strongly infuence the return decision – in particular 

the inability to work and secure legal status 
• Key factors infuencing the decision were beyond the scope of policy interventions, such as 

family ties and family decision-making 
• Policy interventions – including the AR assistance- were not a major infuence in the decision 

to return 

Several studies have taken a more focused approach to understand uptake into AR programmes. 
Using registrar data from Norway, Brekke (2015) examined uptake into IOMs AVR program in 
Norway from 2002-April 2014. Brekke found: 
• “Using multivariate analysis, we found that the odds for a rejected asylum seeker to choose 

assisted return were lower for women, for unaccompanied minors and for persons from 
Afghanistan or Ethiopia.” 

• “The odds of actually going back once a person had applied for assisted return were similar 
for women and men, and lower for unaccompanied minors, families and those that applied 
while residing in a reception center.” 
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Brekke’s (2015) fndings uniquely highlight the role of gender in return decision making. Research 
has demonstrated that return migration is a gendered process (King and Lulle, 2022) with female 
returnees ofen facing greater challenges in the reintegration process (Kuschminder and 
Kholmatova, forthcoming). Most return policies, however, fail to have gender specifc consider-
ations, which leads to increased vulnerabilities for female returnees (Kuschminder and Kholmatova, 
forthcoming). 

Leerkes et al (2017) examined uptake into the Netherlands AVR programme for refused asylum 
seekers who made a frst claim in the Netherlands between 2005-2010. This data was matched 
with IOM AVR participants. The analysis showed that two policies were important in update: frst, 
deportation risk has a signifcant positive efect on AVR use, and second, native counsellors had a 
signifcant positive efect on AVR use. Native counsellors refer to IOM AR staf members that are 
from the same country as the nationality for return. 

Brekke (2015) also notes that reception centre staf stressed the importance of forced removals in 
encouraging decision making for AR. There thus appears to be consensus regarding the ‘stick and 
carrot’ approach to AR (Black et al, 2004), wherein the ‘voluntary’ decision making and uptake into 
AR is dependent on the threat (stick) of the forced removal. In addition, the fnancial component of 
the reintegration assistance does not appear to be a primary decision-making factor for return. 

Finally, Schmit, Biterwolf and Baraulina (2019) found similar results in decision making for return 
from Germany in the StarthilfePlus programme. The most frequent decision making factors for 
return were to be closer to family and friends and limited opportunities in Germany. Interestingly, 
Schmit, Biterwolf and Baraulina (2019) found that return counselling was more infuential in the 
return decision making process than the fnancial motivation of the reintegration assistance. 

Policies to increase uptake into assisted return can be broken down into diferent components. 
First, ‘perceived legitimacy’ or the threat of deportation. Leerkes (2017, 2024) has shown that 
perceived legitimacy, meaning the legal option of assisted return versus deportation, increases 
uptake into assisted return. Similar fndings have been noted by Dubow (2023) in Albania and 
Larruccea et al. (2021) in Afghanistan and Iraq. This research demonstrates that migrants choose 
for assisted return because they will not receive an entry ban in their passport, meaning they have 
the opportunity to try to migrate legally to the EU in the future. 

Second, reintegration assistance or the package of funding, can be viewed as a policy aimed to 
increase returns. There was litle evidence that this package itself was efective in motivating 
returns, however, degressive funding schemes implemented over the past decade have been 
viewed as efective by several states. Fuchs (2025) recent mapping of AR in Europe, shows that 
several EU member states now use degressive funding schemes for reintegration assistance. 
Degressive means “people receive less support depending on when they opt for a return.” (p. 13). 
In Norway, the funding amount declines to 1/3 if applied for more than 2-3 weeks afer asylum 
refusal. According to policy makers this change in policy signifcantly increased applications for 
voluntary return (Noyon and Cui, 2022). 

Third, and fnally, specifc approaches to return counselling have been considered as a policy 
intervention to increase return, although, limited to no evaluations have been conducted specifcal-
ly on the role of counselling and experts have noted that given the multiple variables involved in 
return decision making it is difcult to isolate the role of counselling (EMN, 2019). Regardless, 
signifcant efort has been placed on improving the efectiveness of return counselling. Leerkes et al 
(2017) fnding that the use of ‘native counsellors’ led to a signifcant increase in returns provides 
evidence for the ‘messenger efect’ – meaning that it maters who shares the message (Noyon and 
Cui, 2022). It is unclear if it is the ‘messenger efect’ or the role of returning counselling in general, 
as Schmit et al (2019) found that return counsellors was signifcant in increasing returns. Perhaps it 
is both the counselling that maters and who completes the counselling as well. 
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5. Conclusion 

This quick scan has highlighted the complexity of returns policy, the diferences in regulatory instru-
ments for return, the challenges of data in measuring returns and assessing efectiveness, and some 
of the central debates and contentiousness in return policy. Return policy is a central policy issue with 
the EU that is expected to continue to increase. The efectiveness of return policy in increasing the 
number of returns from the EU has been evaluated to be of limited to low efectiveness. This conclu-
sion can be considered across all three regulatory instruments of formal, informal and assisted return 
policies. 
At the same time, the fndings show that it is challenging to make defnitive conclusions regarding 
the extent to which migration partnerships have contribute to the forced or voluntary return of 
migrants to their country of origin due to poor data quality and a lack of evidence. The analysis 
demonstrates that it is difcult to disentangle the unique efect of migration partnerships within 
the overall deportation regime. Return regulatory frameworks are layered in the member states, 
refecting EU level policies and national policies, and the diferent instruments in return policy 
focused on formal, informal, and assisted returns. Together, this all creates diferences in deporta-
tion regimes in each member state, as shown by Leerkes and van Houte (2020). Furthermore, 
reliable quality data and independent, rigorous evaluation is scarce, making defnitive conclusions 
regarding efectiveness dubious. 

Leerkes et al (2022) have arguably conducted the most robust analysis of this question through their 
dyad analysis of return frameworks. This analysis showed no direct efects of ‘European mobility 
partnerships’, noting a lack of data to be able to assess bilateral mobility partnerships. Thus, with 
the current data available, the evidence demonstrates a lack of efectiveness of mobility partner-
ships to increase returns. 

To efectively evaluate this question poses itself many challenges. A frst step is: how to disentangle 
migration partnerships as a unit of analysis? Arguably, a quantitative assessment is a frst step 
examining return rates (for lack of an alternative measurement) afer the implementation of a 
mobility partnership. However, this would need to be supported by signifcant qualitative inter-
views to validate the fndings and isolate that any efect was actually due to the mobility partner-
ship. None of the studies in this review have conducted such a mixed-method approach to validate 
and confrm fndings of policy efectiveness. 

Moving forward there are several considerations: 

1. Data on returns and revised metrics for analysis – there is a stark need for improved and 
comparable data on returns within the EU. This is coupled with the need for improving metrics 
to assess the efectiveness of returns (see suggestions in Belmonte, Sermi and Tarchi, 2021 and 
Malipaard et al., 2022). 

a. New metrics are necessary for a revised approach to the returns rate that can accurately 
measure return. 

b. There is a clear need to move beyond the returns rate (even a revised returns rate) as the 
sole measure of efectiveness in return policy. Investments should be made to develop 
alternative metrics for defning, measuring, and evaluating efectiveness. This should 
include measurement of returns from transit countries as part of EU externalization 
policies. 

2. Improved Monitoring and Evaluation of Return Policies – this quick scan highlights the lack of 
robust and comparable monitoring, research and evaluation of return policies, their instru-
ments and return programmes. Given the substantially projected future investment in this 
space more robust evaluation and research is deeply needed. 

3. Gender sensitive and informed policies – The majority of return policies are currently gender 
blind. There is a need to incorporate gender responsiveness into return and migration policies. 

4. Origin country perspectives and governance – mobility partnerships with origin countries 
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should account for multi-level governance dynamics and priorities within origin countries. 
Reintegration policies are increasing in number rapidly in origin countries and exist at the local, 
regional and national level (see Reintegrate project). This creates possible opportunities for 
bilateral cooperations and local level collaborations. 
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Appendix 1: Overview of Sources for Synthesis 

Author(s) Title Year Type of 
Publication 

Return 
Instruments 

1 Ambrosini & Ince-Beqo FAiR Policy Brief: Alternative to Return Policies 2024 Grey literature Formal, Informal 

2 Belmonte, Sermi & 
Tarchi 

How to Measure the Efectiveness of Return? 2021 Grey literature Formal 

3 Brekke Why go back? Assisted return from Norway 2015 Grey literature Assisted 

4 Carrera Implementation of EU Readmission Agreements 2016 Grey literature Formal 

5 Caselli, Kadio & Rizzo Assisted Voluntary Return & Reintegration Policies and  
Programmes in Four EU Countries 

2022 Journal article Assisted 

6 Cassarino Investigation of a post-mandate agreement above suspicion:  
the July 2018 MoU on readmission between Belgium and Tunisia 

2024 Journal article Informal 

7 Cassarino, Gabrielli & 
Perrin 

Cooperation on Readmission in the Euro-Mediterranean Area and 
Beyond 

2023 Grey literature Formal, Informal 

8 European Court of 
Auditors 

EU Readmission Cooperation with Third Countries 2019 Grey literature Formal 

9 Fuchs, L. Assisted return programmes across Europe – 
Mapping an increasingly obscure landscape 

2025 Journal article Assisted 

10 Gonzalo The EU’s Informal Readmission Agreements with Third Countries 2023 Journal article Informal 

11 Janmyr The Efectiveness of Norway’s Readmission Agreements with Iraq 
and Ethiopia 

2015 Journal article Formal 

12 Kasoti & Idriz The Informalisation of the EU’s External Action in the Field of 
Migration and Asylum 

2022 Grey literature Informal 

13 Kefale, Brekke & 
Brochmann 

The Power Switch in Bilateral Return Migration Management 2025 Journal article Formal, Informal 

14 Koser & Kuschminder Comparative Research on the Assisted Voluntary Return and 
Reintegration of Migrants 

2015 Grey literature Assisted 

15 Kuschminder Taking Stock of Assisted Voluntary Return from Europe 2017 Grey literature Assisted 

16 Larrucea, Lindberg & 
Asplund 

Those Who Were Sent Back: Return and Reintegration of Rejected 
Asylum Seekers 

2021 Grey literature Assisted 

17 Leerkes & Van Houte Beyond the Deportation Regime 2020 Journal article Formal, Informal 

18 Leerkes, Maliepaard & 
Van der Meer 

Intergovernmental Relations and Return: Part 2 2022 Grey literature Formal 

19 Leerkes, Van Os & 
Boersema 

What Drives ‘Sof Deportation’? 2017 Journal article Assisted 

20 Leerkes, Van der Meer, 
Paasche & Brekke 

Intergovernmental Relations and Return: Part 3 2022 Grey literature Formal, Informal 

21 Maliepaard, Van der 
Meer, Leerkes & 
Ramdin 

Intergovernmental Relations and Return: Part 1 2022 Grey literature Formal, Informal 

22 Moreno-Lax EU Constitutional Dismantling through Strategic Informalisation 2024 Journal article Informal 

23 Nicolosi Refashioning the EU Visa Policy 2020 Journal article Formal 

24 Ot Informalization of EU Bilateral Instruments 2020 Journal article Informal 

25 Sahin-Mencütek The Role of Return Preparedness, Assistance and Networks in 
Reintegration 

2023 Grey literature Assisted 

26 Scaletaris & Gubert Return Schemes from European Countries: Assessing the 
Challenges 

2019 Journal article Assisted 

27 Sha’ath & Raach Cooperation within Reason: Tunisia’s Approach to Asylum and 
Readmission 

2024 Journal article Formal, Informal 
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Author(s) Title Year Type of 
Publication 

Return 
Instruments 

28 Sinnige, Cleton & 
Leerkes 

Determinants of Enforced Return 2025 Journal article Formal 

29 Slominski & Trauner Reforming Me Sofly: How Sof Law Has Changed EU Return Policy 2020 Journal article Informal 

30 Strand et al. Programmes for Assisted Return to Afghanistan, Iraqi Kurdistan, 
Ethiopia and Kosovo 

2015 Grey literature Assisted 

31 Stutz Unpacking EU Readmission and Return Policy with Non-EU 
Countries 

2024 Grey literature Formal, Informal 

32 Stutz & Trauner The EU’s Return Rate with Third Countries 2021 Journal article Formal 

33 Te Wildt et al. Study on the Results and Impact of EU Development Cooperation 
in Voluntary Return 

2015 Grey literature Assisted 

34 Trauner Return and Readmission Policy in Europe 2019 Journal article Formal 

35 Wessel Normative Transformations in EU External Relations 2021 Journal article Informal 
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