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Executive Summary

Irregular migration remains a pressing challenge for
the European Union. Strategies to date have centred
on preventing irregular entry via border manage-
ment and returning those found to be staying irreg-
ularly within Member State territory. Heightened
pressure on European governments to show results,
however, has led policymakers and practitioners to
consider other instruments, with a budding interest
in outreach and counselling for irregular migrants
living in or transiting through EU countries. Vari-
ous actors have, unevenly, experimented with new
methods to connect with this hard-to-reach popula-
tion, particularly those who are not in contact with
authorities, and to inform them about pathways out
of irregularity—including assistance available to
those who voluntarily return to their origin country,
as well as in some cases options to regularise their
status in the host country. Some initiatives take a
broader approach, seeking to connect irregular
migrants with essential services for which they are
eligible, in part due to recognition that individuals
have more capacity to plan for the future when their
basic needs are met.

The diversity of approaches in outreach and counsel-
ling—Iled by diverse stakeholders, targeting different
groups, and with varying modes of operation—
stems from the complex realities of irregular migra-
tion and fluctuating societal and political attention
to this issue. The heterogeneity of irregular migrants
(a group that includes people with a rejected asylum
claim and a leave order, those who overstayed a visa,
and unaccompanied minors, among others) has
meant that many different actors have encountered
or been mandated to work with this group. This in-
cludes national and local governments, civil-society
organisations, and service providers, some of whom
have adopted or developed strategies to connect
and work with irregular migrants. Practices range
from information provision via leaflets or posters,

to setting up walk-in information centres, offering
counselling services in emergency shelters, or run-
ning mobile outreach teams. Which tools are used
and with which target audience reflects the—often
very different—mandates of the organising entities.
In turn, these varying target populations, approach-
es, and mandates, along with differences in case
resolution options across Member States, often lead
to a lack of coordination among stakeholders active
in this space.

This patchwork of initiatives has led to uneven cov-
erage and inconsistent results, with some groups
overlooked while others are targeted by multiple, at
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times overlapping, services. Addressing these issues
is challenging not only because of the fragmented
nature of the field and lack of stakeholder coordina-
tion but also the dearth of evidence on which strat-
egies are most effective, for whom, and under what
conditions. Some of the most pressing knowledge
gaps relate to the sociodemographic characteris-
tics, migration trajectories, and needs of irregular
migrants overall and of key subgroups. Additionally,
there is a lack of data on which practices are best
suited for reaching different migrant profiles and for
advancing different aims. Many factors contribute
to these knowledge gaps, not least the difficulty of
collecting data on a highly mobile population that
often avoids contact with authorities, and the lack
of common definitions in this field and of metrics for
what constitutes ‘success’

For outreach and counselling efforts to better reach
their goals—whether rooted in migration manage-
ment, migrant welfare, or other concerns—policy-
makers and practitioners should prioritise invest-
ments in the following areas. First, improving data
collection about the target population, including
their demographics, migration motivations, and spe-
cific needs is essential to crafting tailored interven-
tions for this diverse population. Pooling data from
various stakeholders, with strict privacy protections
in place, could help in this regard. Second, clarifying
programmes’ goals, expected outcomes, and met-
rics of success and establishing robust monitoring
and evaluation frameworks will be critical for doc-
umenting the impact of initiatives and upgrading
systems or procedures. These efforts should also
capture information on key aspects of service deliv-
ery to better understand how the design of services
shapes their results. Lastly, fostering peer learning
and collaboration among stakeholders, including
both nongovernmental and government entities,

can facilitate the dissemination of best practices. By
investing in these areas, the field can develop more
humane and effective strategies that help countries
address irregular migration and help irregular mi-
grants navigate the often-challenging situations in
which they find themselves.

BOX 1

Who are irregular migrants?

There is considerable variation in the terminology
used to describe irregular migration and irregular
migrants, including between country contexts and
types of actors or institutions. Another common
term is ‘undocumented; as in the name of the Reach-
ing Undocumented Migrants (RUM) project this
study is part of.

According to the EU Return Directive, irregular
migrants are non-EU citizens (i.e., third-country
nationals) who are present in an EU Member State
without meeting the conditions outlined in Article

5 of the Schengen Borders Code or other entry, stay,
or residence requirements. This definition highlights
the fact that there are various reasons someone may
lack immigration status and, thus, be an irregular
migrant. For example, they may enter an EU country
without the necessary travel and entry documents,
have an asylum claim rejected, overstay a visa, or
lose their legal status (e.g., because they lose their
job and hence their status as a labour migrant). Ad-
ditionally, some non-EU citizens may have status in
one Member State but travel through or settle in an-
other without authorisation, at times with the inten-
tion of applying for asylum or moving elsewhere.

Sources: ‘Directive 2008/115/EC of the European Parliament and
of the Council on Common Standards and Procedures in Member
States for Returning lllegally Staying Third-Country Nationals’,
Official Journal of the European Union 2008 L348/98 (24 December
2008); International Organisation for Migration, ‘Key Migration
Terms, accessed 30 October 2024; Return and Reintegration Fa-
cility, ‘Reaching Undocumented Migrants; accessed 30 October
2024.
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1 Introduction

Tackling irregular migration to the European Union
has been a priority for many years now, and it re-
mains at the forefront of the EU agenda. Especially
since the influx of mixed migration of irregular mi-
grants and asylum seekers to the European Union
in 2015-16, this topic has consistently shaped EU
migration policies, fuelled political discussions, and
captured public attention across Member States.'
The strategies proposed and adopted for addressing
this issue have evolved over time and encompass
an increasingly diverse set of tools. These include
strengthened border controls, voluntary and forced
return efforts, new legal pathways to offer alterna-
tives to irregular movement, and regularisation pro-
cedures.

More recently, EU countries have also sought to en-
hance outreach and counselling for specific groups
of irregular migrants, for various reasons. These
include return counselling, which aims to inform
irregular migrants about return and reintegration
support available for those who opt to voluntarily
return to their origin country. In some contexts, out-
reach and counselling efforts have extended beyond
a sole focus on return to emphasise pathways out of
irregularity more broadly (including through asylum
claims and regularisation options, where they exist)
and other relevant topics, such as access to certain
essential services. Behind these initiatives are vari-
ous goals (related to migration management, public
order, and migrant rights and welfare, among oth-
ers) and an equally diverse set of actors, both within
and outside governments.

As interest and investments in this area grow, so
does the need for robust evidence to inform both
policy development and programme operations.
However, to date, the impact of outreach and coun-
selling practices and the processes that underpin
them are not well documented, making it challeng-

ing to assess their effectiveness and sustainability.
Unpacking the field’s varied motivations, stakehold-
ers, and modes of operation will be essential to un-
derstanding the current patchwork of initiatives and
to guiding progress in the future.

This issue brief takes a first step towards making
sense of practices in the field of outreach and coun-
selling for irregular migrants. As part of the Return
and Reintegration Facility’s Reaching Undocument-
ed Migrants (RUM) project, it aims to stimulate fur-
ther discussion of existing practices, their impacts,
and options to scale up promising efforts. This
analysis is based on a thorough literature review;
interviews with government and nongovernmental
stakeholders in eight European countries (Belgium,
Denmark, France, Italy, the Netherlands, Spain, Swit-
zerland, and the United Kingdom); and discussion
among public officials, local administrations, civil-so-
ciety actors, and nongovernmental organisations
(NGOs) at roundtables in July and October 2024
organised by the Migration Policy Institute Europe
(MPI Europe) as part of the RUM project.

2 Growing Attention to
and EU Investment in
Addressing Irregular
Migration

Irregular migrants make up a small fraction of all
migrants in the European Union, despite often being
at the centre of public and policy scrutiny. Accurate
data on their numbers are limited, though recent
research indicates that the overall population of
irregular migrants in the European Union has re-
mained relatively stable in size over the last decade.?
However, a more complex story lies beneath such
topline estimates. Available figures suggest that
irregular entries into EU countries fluctuate over
time,? but the fluctuations captured in such data

MIGRATION POLICY INSTITUTE EUROPE | 3



NO ONE-SIZE-FITS-ALL: OUTREACH AND COUNSELLING FOR IRREGULAR MIGRANTS

may reflect changes in enforcement practices, mi-
gration routes, and patterns of movement for certain
groups of migrants, rather than clear increases or
decreases in flows. For example, Frontex recorded
380,227 detected irregular border crossings in 2023
(about 17 per cent higher than encounters in 2022
and the highest figure since 2016),* but detected ir-
regular border crossings decreased by 42 per cent in
the first nine months of 2024 compared to the same
period in 2023.> At the same time, available data on
return rates suggest a minority of irregular migrants
ordered to leave the European Union do so.5 Accord-
ing to Eurostat, for example, the European Union
issued 484,160 leave orders to non-EU citizens in
2023, and less than one-quarter of these individuals
left the European Union.” Finally, because there are
multiple ways to become irregular (e.g., irregular
entry, visa overstay) and to resolve irregularity (e.g.,
voluntary or forced return, obtaining a regular sta-
tus), and these processes occur simultaneously, the
characteristics of the irregular migrant population
may change over time even if the topline numbers
remain stable.

Concerns about irregular migration into the bloc as
well as persistent gaps between return orders issued
and actual returns have placed increased pressure
on EU policymakers to improve the effectiveness of
return policies. This has led to a range of return-fo-
cused initiatives, including the introduction of as-
sisted voluntary return and reintegration (AVRR) pro-
grammes in most EU Member States, the adoption
of new EU policies or strategies, and the earmarking
of (larger) budgets, all paving the way for more EU-
wide cooperation. The European Commission’s first
Action Plan on Return in 2015, its updated plan in
2017, and the expansion of Frontex’s mandate on
returns in 2019 have all aimed to enhance return
operations.t Notable EU-level efforts also include the
2020 Pact on Migration and Asylum'’s reiteration of
the need for effective return policies,® the creation
of the Joint Reintegration Service in 2022 (now the
European Union Reintegration Programme),’® and

the Commission’s intensified efforts since 2021 to
promote voluntary returns (over forced returns),
launching the first EU Strategy on Voluntary Return
and Reintegration.' Earlier initiatives, such as the
Reach Out 1 and 2 projects implemented by the
French Office for Immigration and Integration (OFII)
and the Belgian Federal Agency for the Reception
of Asylum Seekers (Fedasil) through the European
Return and Reintegration Network (ERRIN), sought
to develop effective approaches to engage irregu-
lar migrants and identify trusted stakeholders who
could support them.’?> More recently, the Return and
Reintegration Facility (RRF) has supported EU Mem-
ber States and partner countries as they strengthen
their return and reintegration systems and foster
collaboration among stakeholders.'® At the national
level, pressure to increase returns has also driven
legislative reforms, new government structures, up-
dated operational strategies, and new reintegration
programmes.' These measures have, however, had
mixed results and return rates remain relatively low.

One aspect of return programmes that has gained
increased attention in recent years is how to effec-
tively reach irregular migrants and inform them
about available support for return and reintegration.
Although a few outreach and counselling initiatives
have been in place for some years, especially those
targeting migrants with a return decision with infor-
mation about AVRR programmes, attention to such
programmes has increased—albeit unevenly and

in some places more than others—in recent years.
This reflects, in part, a growing understanding of the
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importance and challenges of reaching migrants
who are not in contact with authorities and who are
unaware of available pathways out of irregularity."
This can be seen in how the EU Strategy on Volun-
tary Return and Reintegration encourages Member
States to reach out to irregular migrants as early as
possible to inform them about return options,'® the
EU Framework on Return Counselling’s guidance to
Member States on such efforts,’” and various nation-
al and local governments’ exploration of different
methods for reaching this group in a more construc-
tive and supportive way.

In some cases, outreach and counselling efforts have
shifted beyond a sole focus on return, emphasising
case resolution more broadly and exploring alter-
native pathways out of irregularity. This growing
diversity of initiatives, as well as of the actors and
programme models involved, are discussed in the
next two sections.

3 Outreach and
Counselling: A diverse
field, in more ways than
one

The terms ‘outreach’and ‘counselling’ refer to activi-
ties aiming to reach and inform a target audience—
in this case, irregular migrants—about information
relevant to their lives. In the context of irregular mi-
gration, this includes sharing information about mi-
grants’ rights (including access to certain services),
legal obligations, and possible pathways out of
irregularity (including options to regularise their stay
or to return to their origin countries).” To do this,
outreach counsellors typically seek to identify and
establish contact with migrants who lack legal status
in the country and work to building a relationship of
trust that will enable them to share information to
help the migrants make informed decisions about

their future, filling in knowledge gaps and counter-
ing misinformation they may have received from
smugglers, peers, or other sources.

In recent years, numerous initiatives have been put
in place at the EU, national, and local levels aimed
at enhancing outreach and counselling for irregular
migrants. Yet there has been no cohesive strategy
guiding these efforts. Instead, what has developed
is a patchwork of approaches, each designed to
address different subgroups within this broad and
heterogeneous population. This patchwork also
stems from the diversity of stakeholders involved,
each operating with distinct interests and methods
and within different contexts.” Finally, this lack of a
unified approach reflects the absence of consensus
and robust evidence on promising strategies, which
have meant many actors learn what works through
trial and error.

This section takes stock of the wide range of ap-
proaches to outreach and counselling for irregular
migrants. It focuses on four key dimensions in which
these initiatives differ: the stakeholders driving these
efforts, their target groups, and the setup and scope
of the outreach and counselling offered.

A. Leading actors

A wide range of actors engage in outreach and
counselling initiatives targeting irregular migrants.
This includes national and local governmental ac-
tors, NGOs, civil-society groups, and sometimes,
international organisations and local service provid-
ers. National and local authorities sometimes take

a direct role in offering counselling services, often
linked to their roles in migration management (in-
cluding returns), the preservation of public order,
and health-care systems. For example, the Dutch
Repatriation and Departure Service is responsible
for state-run counselling in the Netherlands and has
developed a standard methodology, in which its
counsellors use one-on-one or small-group sessions
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to encourage migrants whose asylum claims have
been rejected to voluntarily leave the country with
government support.?® In many other instances,
NGOs, local civil-society groups, or the Internation-
al Organisation for Migration (IOM) step in to offer
information and guidance, motivated by humani-
tarian concerns, and/or to help bridge the trust gap
between migrants and government-affiliated coun-
sellors.?' Additional efforts come from legal advisors,
psychologists, and emergency shelter staff, who may
refer irregular migrants to specific services or pro-
vide specific support.

In many cases, these different stakeholders work in
parallel and siloed. However, some multistakeholder
partnerships have been introduced to improve coor-
dination and referral processes. For example, in Fin-
land, cities have formed specialised teams to assist
irregular migrants by fostering collaboration among
city officials, civil society, and NGOs.? Similarly, Fe-
dasil has established coordination structures in Bel-
gium to facilitate cooperation among national and
local authorities, along with civil-society groups.?®

In Milan, a multistakeholder network has expanded
the outreach of the NGO Associazione Franco Verga,
enabling referrals from hospitals, municipalities,
and prisons for irregular migrants seeking return or
counselling services.?*

While this diversity of stakeholders reflects the grow-
ing interest in and varied reasons for conducting
outreach or counselling, it also inevitably leads to a
patchwork of approaches. The actors involved oper-
ate at different levels, with different capacities and
goals, and often seek to reach distinct subgroups
within the irregular migrant population (as dis-
cussed in the next subsection). The resulting dynam-
ic landscape can be both a strength and a limitation.
On one hand, stakeholders' different competencies
and networks increase the likelihood of reaching
different subgroups. On the other hand, the lack of
coordination can result in fragmented or duplicated
efforts, gaps in service delivery, and hinder the ex-

change of information about the target population
that could lead to more impactful initiatives.

B.  Target groups

Another way in which outreach and counselling ef-
forts differ relates to the groups they aim to serve.
While all part of the broader irregular migrant pop-
ulation, differences in individuals’ reasons for being
irregular, mobility profiles, sociodemographic char-
acteristics and risk factors, and origins can produce
distinct challenges and call for different types of
outreach or counselling.

Forms of irregularity: The situation that has
led someone into irregularity (e.g., a negative
decision on an asylum claim or visa overstay)
will in some cases influence whether the
person will encounter and be eligible to
access a particular outreach service. For
example, in Denmark, the government has
focused on reaching rejected asylum seekers,
with the goal of increasing returns, while

the Swiss municipality of Zurich primarily
targets individuals who are not in touch with
government systems (a group that does not
include rejected asylum seekers) to ensure
they can access essential services.?®

Mobility profile: Some outreach efforts
target both migrants staying in a country
(whether because they have settled there

or because they are stranded) and those in
transit (for instance, those travelling from
countries such as Belgium or France to the
United Kingdom). Others focus on one of
the two—an approach that can (and should)
shape not only the information shared with
migrants but also the format of outreach
efforts. For instance, reaching transit migrants
often requires mobile outreach teams rather
than stationary services.
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Sociodemographic characteristics

and risk factors: Irregular migrants are
diverse in terms of their sociodemographic
characteristics and vulnerabilities, including
subpopulations such as children and

youth (some of whom are unaccompanied
minors), rough sleepers, and individuals
facing mental health issues or substance use
disorders. These characteristics shape why
and how outreach efforts reach these groups,
including to assist them in accessing legal
assistance and essential services.

Nationality and geopolitical
considerations: Some outreach initiatives
strategically target specific nationalities,
driven by particular goals, the size of the
nationality group, and/or geopolitical
considerations. For example, return-focused
programmes may concentrate on nationals
of countries where there is no perceived
risk associated with repatriation or where
the destination and origin countries have

a strong working relationship that would

facilitate a smoother voluntary return process.

This heterogeneity has prompted the creation of
outreach strategies tailored to different groups’
characteristics and needs, rather than a one-size-
fits-all approach. Such tailored approaches can help
initiatives meet their specific aims, but this popula-
tion heterogeneity—coupled with the lack of coor-
dination in the field—can also mean some irregular
migrants are left without sufficient support while
others are targeted multiple times.

C.  The setup of initiatives

Counselling and outreach can be conducted in dif-
ferent ways to accommodate different migrant pro-
files and the goals and capacity of the stakeholders
involved. For instance, many irregular migrants shy
away from contact with government offices, fearing

detention or deportation, and prefer to interact and
access assistance in more informal settings. Others
may be apprehensive of being seen by smugglers or
peers within their community who are sceptical of
engaging in any type of counselling, and particularly
return-related services. And still others, especially
rough sleepers or people with mental health issues
or substance use disorders, may first need help with
addressing their immediate survival concerns before
engaging in conversations about their future. As a
result, the setup of outreach and information-shar-
ing initiatives varies, including in terms of location,
mode of communication, and the institutional
frameworks within which they take place.

Location: Counselling may be available in
indoor settings in certain locations, including
in reception centres, humanitarian assistance
hubs, and fixed information hubs for the
broader migrant population. Examples
include Barcelona’s SAIER (Service Centre

for Immigrants, Emigrants, and Refugees)
and Germany's Welcome Centres, which
provide centralised legal, social, and return
counselling services.?® Similarly, return

help desks exist in some Belgian cities.

These initiatives, however, rely on migrants
taking the initiative to visit, which can be a
significant barrier for many. To overcome this
barrier and actively reach specific groups

of migrants, some initiatives use outdoor
strategies to connect with people where they
are. This includes the mobile teams in France
and Belgium that engage migrants, including
those who are on the move or sleeping
rough, in public spaces such as parks, train
stations, and informal camps.?’ In some cases,
organisations use a mix of approaches.?® This
can help to lower the accessibility threshold,
with outdoor outreach establishing initial
contact and building trust, followed by more
structured support in indoor settings.?
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Communication format: Information
provision can take many forms, including
written materials such as brochures,
posters, leaflets, and websites.>® Social
media platforms and apps have also
become important tools for disseminating
information, with platforms such as TikTok
emerging as key resources for reaching
specific (often younger) sociodemographic
groups.' Video calls (for instance, with
previous returnees or origin-country
stakeholders) and in-person meetings with
government authorities or civil-society
groups have also been used to build trust and
share information with irregular migrants.*?
Finally, phone-based information hotlines
are available in some places, for instance
Belgium’s return desks.?

Institutional framework: The institutional
structures within which outreach and
counselling take place often reflect

the stakeholders and goals involved.
Governments may collaborate with trusted
civil-society stakeholders and individuals with
relevant lived experience (such as former
outreach recipients, diaspora members, or
intercultural mediators) when seeking to
reach individuals who may otherwise be
hesitant to engage with the authorities. For
example, under the Reach Out project, the
French and Belgian national governments
worked with mobile teams—often
multilingual civil-society workers—who acted
as first points of contact to reach the target
group.®* Under the Conex project in Belgium,
Fedasil also works with local partners—
mainly cities but also civil society—and
international organisations such as IOM to
facilitate information-sharing and referral
mechanisms for irregular migrants.® In
Ireland, authorities work in partnership with
diaspora groups and community leaders to
leverage their trusted roles within migrant

communities to enhance information
dissemination and support.3® And in Belgium,
the Netherlands, and the United Kingdom,
Project Barka engages with irregular migrants
who formerly struggled with substance use
to conduct outreach to others in a similar
position, using their experiences to help
connect migrants with assistance.’”

Each of these setups has strengths and weakness-
es. For example, anecdotal evidence highlights the
effectiveness of in-person meetings over written
materials and emphasises the importance of invest-
ing in trust-building and of implementing firewall
mechanisms to prevent service providers and other
actors engaged in outreach from having to report
the irregular status of service beneficiaries to immi-
gration authorities.?® Additional research is needed,
however, to shed light on how these dynamics may
vary in different settings or with different groups.*®

D.  The scope of initiatives

In addition to their setup, outreach and counselling
efforts also differ in the scope of their operations
and their approaches to connecting irregular mi-
grants with appropriate services. In some cases,
outreach or counselling is offered as a standalone
service, while in others, it forms part of a broader
support package. The first model often focuses pri-
marily or exclusively on establishing contact with
irregular migrants and referring them to other enti-
ties for specialised services such as health care, legal
assistance, or return counselling. In these cases,
counsellors adopt the role of facilitator, serving as a
bridge to services without directly offering extensive
support themselves.

Programmes that go beyond offering essential in-
formation and referrals and provide certain forms of
assistance directly vary in the types of support they
offer. This may include social-legal support, access to
shelter and meals, mental health services, and guid-
ance with the complex process of navigating out of
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irregularity, such as through asylum applications,
regularisation, or voluntary return. For example,
efforts targeting more vulnerable groups such as
rough sleepers and irregular migrants with mental
health issues have sometimes adopted a broader
approach by integrating counselling and essential
services such as accommodation and health care

to help individuals attain stability. For instance, the
‘bed, bath, bread’ model in the Netherlands and the
similar ‘shelter and orientation’model in Belgium
provide irregular migrants with temporary housing
and basic services, and counselling is embedded
within these facilities—addressing immediate needs
first before engaging in discussions about the future.
Similarly, the pilot National Immigration Facilities
(Landelijke Vreemdelingen Voorzieningen) intro-
duced in the Netherlands in 2023 offer temporary
housing and counselling for long-term solutions.*
And the Finalisation du Trajet Migratoire (Finalisa-
tion of the Migration Journey) initiative launched

in Brussels in 2023 involves the publicly mandated
nonprofit Bruss'Help partnering with several Public
Centres for Social Action and Welfare to provide
outreach and counselling alongside urgent medical
care. Eligible irregular migrants receive cards that
enable them to access free medical services, along
with social assistance and legal advice, including
assessment of their migration status and options for
regularisation or voluntary return.*' In other instanc-
es, outreach and counselling efforts can even en-
compass social integration support in the host coun-
try, such as assistance with finding employment, or
social reintegration support for migrants who return
to their country of origin, including through family
mediation.*?

This diverse landscape reflects the adaptive nature
of actors in this field as they work to respond to the
varied situations and needs of specific target groups.
However, it also raises important questions regard-
ing which services are offered, in what combination,
and to whom. Should all irregular migrants receive
the same level of support, or should more intensive,
long-term interventions be reserved for the most
vulnerable populations? To what extent are these
decisions shaped by policy and programme goals or
by the characteristics of target groups?

4  Understanding the Goals
Behind Outreach and

Counselling

Understanding the goals and priorities that drive
different stakeholders to engage with irregular mi-
grants—whether ensuring access to basic services,
facilitating voluntary return, or otherwise helping
them find a pathway out of irregularity—is key to
making sense of the diversity of practices and ap-
proaches in the field. It is also an important first step
for any effort to bring greater coordination to this
work (e.g., via multistakeholder partnerships) and to
address gaps in support.

A. Ensuring access to basic

services and support

One motivation for developing outreach and coun-
selling programmes is to ensure that irregular mi-
grants know about and have access to basic services,
such as health care, shelter, and food assistance.
These initiatives aim to reduce immediate vulnera-
bilities and address critical gaps in service delivery,
either by connecting irregular migrants with other
stakeholders or services through referrals or by di-
rectly providing assistance, especially in situations
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where these individuals may otherwise be over-
looked.

NGOs (e.g., those active in emergency shelters) and
local government entities that regularly encounter
this group are among those that conduct outreach
and counselling to facilitate service access. Often,
this is driven by a commitment to human rights

and the belief that all individuals, regardless of their
legal status, should have their basic needs met. In
other cases, outreach related to service access stems
from a mandate to safeguard public order or public
health. For example, during the COVID-19 pandemic,
vaccination-related outreach programmes for hard-
to-reach groups, including irregular migrants, played
a vital role in preventing wider outbreaks and safe-
guarding public health. Similarly, access to harm re-
duction services, such as supervised drug consump-
tion rooms, have sometimes been made available to
irregular migrants dealing with substance use disor-
ders. These services help local governments balance
multiple priorities, promoting healthier outcomes
for irregular migrants while addressing public safety
concerns for the broader community by reducing
risks related to a highly contagious virus or public
drug use.

Local authorities and civil society have experiment-
ed with different approaches to attain this goal.
Many initiatives have focused on enhancing refer-
rals to specific services, securing irregular migrants’
access to these services, and/or raising awareness
about available support. In Belgium, for example,
Project Lama operates two mobile teams that work
in public spaces such as streets, metro stations,
and informal camps in Brussels to connect irregu-
lar migrants who use drugs with social and health
services.” In Spain, the city of Barcelona has played
an active role in encouraging irregular migrants to
register in the local population register (the padrén
municipal), including by facilitating the registration
of even those without a fixed address, to ensure
anyone can access basic services and support.*

Similarly, the city of Ghent has sought to spread the
word among irregular migrants that they can get

a medical card that grants free access to essential
health-care services.”

B. Increasing voluntary return

rates

Another driver behind many counselling and out-
reach programmes is the aim of increasing voluntary
return rates among hard-to-reach irregular migrants,
in line with the EU Return Directive, the EU Strategy
on Voluntary Return and Reintegration, and national
policy priorities.** Recognising the role of effective
outreach and counselling in tackling irregularity,
many national governments (and in some cases, oth-
er actors) have sought to inform irregular migrants
of their options for voluntary return and reintegra-
tion support, notably through AVRR programmes,
including what financial assistance may be available.

Such initiatives frequently come from a legal per-
spective, primarily driven by national governments’
view of counselling as a mechanism for maintaining
control over who remains within their territory and
improving compliance with both national and EU
return policies. For example, the Dutch Repatriation
and Departure Service has focused on designing
counselling sessions that encourage people whose
asylum claims have been rejected to return vol-
untarily to their origin countries with government
assistance.”” Similarly, Denmark has invested in tai-
lored, early-stage return counselling, providing re-
jected asylum seekers with information about avail-
able support and encouraging them to participate in
the return process.*®

Across EU Member States, the translation of this goal
into practice has occurred in different ways. In some,
public authorities (e.g., police) have taken on the
leading role, whereas in others, the government has
worked with NGOs or other actors. The emerging
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evidence in this field suggests that trust is critical for
the messages communicated to land and for them
to lead to behavioural changes.* It is in part for this
reason that countries such as Belgium and the Neth-
erlands have engaged NGOs (e.g., Caritas) or previ-
ous returnees (as done, for instance, by IOM in the
Netherlands) in return counselling efforts.>®

C. Advancing case resolution by
considering multiple ways to
address irregularity

Recognising that limiting counselling efforts to only
promoting return (or any other single solution) can
hinder trust and engagement, some initiatives have
taken a broader perspective by helping migrants
consider multiple paths out of irregularity.>' This
broader approach to case resolution may include
helping those with protection needs apply for asy-
lum or navigate ongoing asylum procedures, explor-
ing other options for regularising their status, volun-
tarily returning to their origin country, or relocating
to another country through available legal immigra-
tion channels.

Local governments and NGOs have played a major
role in developing this multifaceted focus on case
resolution, often motivated by a commitment to
meeting irregular migrants where they are and
providing practical solutions that help them exit
irregularity and actively contribute to their commu-
nities. This locally driven approach often prioritises
individualised case management and tangible im-
pacts, rather than focusing solely on securing legal
status or increasing return numbers. Such approach-
es have emerged, for instance, in multiple cities in
the Netherlands and Spain.>? At the national level, a
similar shift has also taken place. Some national gov-
ernments have embraced case resolution strategies
based on growing evidence that approaches centred
on comprehensive counselling rather than return

alone are more effective in reaching and engaging
irregular migrants. In Belgium, for example, counsel-
ling efforts have focused on getting people off the
street and resolving as many cases as possible.*

In practice, this broader focus means that various
kinds of information are shared during counselling
sessions, including not only information on volun-
tary return options and the risks associated with
irregular stay but also information about pathways
to legal residency for which migrants may qualify.>
In Antwerp, for example, the General Welfare Cen-
tre operates a Migration Advisory Centre that has

at some points offered social and legal assistance

to anyone with questions about residence options
and procedures in Belgium, including the asylum
procedure, humanitarian regularisation, refugee
recognition, and more.>® Their approach emphasised
accessible reception, individualised follow-up, and
tailored counselling. Similarly, the Goedwerk Foun-
dation in the Netherlands concentrates on providing
future-oriented support to help individuals identify
realistic and sustainable solutions that are adapted
to their specific circumstances.*®

The diverse motivations driving outreach and coun-
selling initiatives—whether rooted in concerns
about public order, migrants’ well-being, or specific
migration policy objectives—shed light on both the
complex realities of irregular migration and what
moves government and nongovernmental stake-
holders to action, as illustrated in Figure 1. What has
been less well documented is the extent to which
the approaches these stakeholders adopt effectively
serve these purposes and have the desired impact.
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FIGURE 1

What motivates different actors to conduct outreach and counselling for irregular migrants?
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5 Knowledge Gapsin a
Growing Field

Despite growing interest in outreach and coun-
selling for irregular migrants, investments in these
activities remain fragmented across the European
Union. A relatively small number of local authorities
and national governments are driving this trend,
and efforts are unevenly distributed and often lack
coordination. This patchwork of approaches has
resulted in significant knowledge gaps, with limited
data collection and a weak evidence base, making it
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difficult to determine what works best and in which
contexts.

There is some anecdotal or project-specific evidence
that points to the positive impact of outreach and
counselling efforts. For example, early findings

from a survey conducted by the Mixed Migration
Centre with irregular migrants in Brussels and Paris
suggest that those in Brussels—where significant
investments have been made to reach out and raise
awareness about AVRR options—are better informed
about the possibility of receiving AVRR support and
what that entails, compared to those in Paris.” And
in the city of Utrecht in the Netherlands, outreach
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and counselling initiatives with a broader focus on
case resolution that operate under the framework
of the National Immigration Facilities have yielded
impressive results, supporting the resolution of
cases for about 75 per cent of participants (whether
through reapplying for asylum, regularising their
status through other means, or agreeing to return to
their origin country).?®

Still, the wider, cross-programmatic gaps in knowl-
edge in this field limit the capacity of policymak-

ers and practitioners to deliver targeted, effective
interventions and to do so in a resource-efficient
manner. Critical questions include: Who is missing in
outreach efforts? What do success and progress look
like across different goals? And how can the most ef-
fective approaches be identified and scaled up? This
section explores these major evidence gaps, some
efforts underway to help address them, and areas
where more work is needed.

A. Understanding migrant

profiles and needs: The key to
tailored support

One of the most glaring gaps in the field is the lack
of knowledge about the target population.>® Esti-
mates of the number of irregular migrants in most
EU Member States are incomplete, inaccurate, and
fragmented.®® Data are similarly scarce on these
migrants’ sociodemographic characteristics and
needs (such as the prevalence of medical conditions,
mental health disorders, and substance use).®’ There
is also little information on how these and other
factors influence migrants’ mobility decisions, the
sources they most trust for information, engage-
ment with counselling initiatives, and familiarity
with voluntary return and reintegration support.®

These data gaps are especially problematic given
the diversity within this population, which includes

individuals with different backgrounds, experiences,
and reasons for lacking a regular migration status.
Without a more detailed understanding of this di-
versity, it is difficult to know who is and is not being
reached by outreach and counselling efforts, and
how to design interventions to effectively address
each group’s unique needs. For instance, outreach
strategies that work for single adults may not be
suitable for families with children or for individuals
with serious health issues. Accurate data on the
prevalence of mental health issues could, for exam-
ple, signal the need to include mental health profes-
sionals in outreach teams, significantly enhancing
their impact. Similarly, understanding migration
trajectories and how they may lead to experiences
of violence, exploitation, or substance use is key to
tailoring communication and building trust with af-
fected groups.®® Targeted approaches facilitated by
better population data hold the potential to not only
improve outcomes for migrants and resolve more
cases but also to make resource allocation more effi-
cient and effective.

Multiple interconnected factors contribute to the
limited availability and poor quality of data on irreg-
ular migrants. Among these are the national and lo-
cal contexts in which data collection occurs.®* Many
EU Member States exclude irregular migrants from
official data-gathering processes such as census-
es, while some service providers adopt a universal
approach in which they do not ask about or record
individuals’immigration status in order to promote
broad service access. Both approaches limit the
gathering of data on the size and specific charac-
teristics of this population, as does many irregular
migrants’ hesitancy to engage with authorities and
institutional structures due to fears that doing so
could lead to detention and deportation.®® Another
challenge is the lack of consensus on what consti-
tutes migrant irregularity, leading to inconsistent
definitions and measurements across contexts and
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stakeholders and to associated data comparability
issues at the local, national, and EU levels.®¢

Some EU and national actors do collect certain data
on irregular migration and irregular migrants. For in-
stance, Frontex and Eurostat collect data on irregular
border crossings and the number of people found
to be illegally present in the European Union. Addi-
tionally, Member States maintain records on people
whose asylum claims have been rejected and those
who have been issued leave orders. However, be-
cause these datasets are compiled as part of specific
operational processes (e.g., border management),
they only cover a portion of the irregular migrant
population (e.g., those who receive leave orders). In
addition, they often do not include certain details
and are not broken down in ways that would sup-
port the design of effective, targeted outreach and
counselling efforts.®’

Some cities have taken steps to address this knowl-
edge gap through localised data collection. In Brus-
sels and Milan, for example, authorities have con-
ducted counts of specific groups, such as irregular
migrants staying in emergency shelters or sleeping
rough.®® Although helpful for gaining insights into
these vulnerable groups, such efforts nonetheless
only capture a segment of the irregular migrant pop-
ulation. Zurich has gone a step further by passing a
referendum to introduce the Ziri City Card, which
grants all residents, regardless of their immigration
status, access to municipal services—an initiative
that will allow the city to collect basic data on ir-
regular migrants who register for a card.®® Similarly,
Ghent provides irregular migrants with cards that al-
low them to receive health-care services without be-
ing billed directly, facilitating the collection of some

information on this population.”” While these local
initiatives have generated useful data, they often
rely on irregular migrants voluntarily engaging with
official systems, which some likely remain wary of
doing due to fears of detection. As a result, the data
these efforts collect, though helpful, still present
only a partial view of their city’s irregular migrant
population and may over- or underrepresent certain
groups. For example, a study in the city of Vienna
found that irregular migrant women are more likely
to access health services while men are more likely
to access legal advice about labour relations and ac-
commodation services—findings that suggest data
collection via such services may not be representa-
tive of the gender breakdown of the overall irreqular
migrant population.”

Another significant problem is that, because these
data-gathering efforts are rarely coordinated, they
produce a fragmented picture of irregular migrants
across different regions. In addition, much of the in-
formation they produce is scattered across different
administrative databases and registries,”? and data
sharing between actors is minimal, often due to pri-
vacy concerns. For instance, NGOs and civil-society
groups may be reluctant to share information on
the irregular migrants with whom they work, fearing
that it could be used for enforcement purposes rath-
er than for functions they prioritise (e.g., providing
assistance and support). This limited data-sharing
exacerbates the already siloed nature of data col-
lection” and further hinders the development of

a more comprehensive understanding of irregular
migrant populations and interventions to connect
with them.”

B.  Identifying effective
programme models: What

works, when, and why

Another critical gap relates to understanding how
different outreach and counselling approaches func-
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tion in practice. While various methods have been
employed, there is scant documentation of the exact
practices implemented, including who is responsible
for these initiatives, how services are delivered and
operate, and the rationale (goals) behind the deci-
sion to adopt a particular method or practice.

This leaves important questions unanswered, includ-
ing how different types of engagement or counsel-
lor profiles influence the outcome of outreach and
counselling sessions. This lack of evidence means
practitioners often find themselves operating by
trial and error, with learning slow and reactive rather
than proactive. This can contribute to frustration and
burnout among those leading outreach and create
gaps in service delivery, ultimately undermining the
effectiveness of these efforts. It can also result in the
inefficient use of resources.”

Better evidence on the various outreach and coun-
selling models that exist would help inform deci-
sions regarding which approaches and practices to
adopt in specific contexts. It would also empower
programme implementers to make strategic in-
vestments and inform discussions about scaling up
promising models across cities and countries.” For
example, if evidence indicates that counsellors with
relevant lived experiences excel at building trust
with certain subgroups of irregular migrants, this
information could guide outreach strategies. Addi-
tionally, understanding the impact of different coun-
selling settings (such as mobile teams versus fixed
locations) could result in more tailored services that
connect with irregular migrants in the manner most
effective for different subgroups (such as transit
migrants and long-term residents). Furthermore, un-
derstanding the effectiveness of different informa-
tion tools in reaching different target groups could
inform engagement strategies; for example, digital
platforms may be helpful in reaching young and
tech-savvy migrants, while other approaches may be
needed for those with limited digital literacy.

C. Defining success: Aligning
goals and impact metrics

Measuring impact and identifying promising prac-
tices in outreach and counselling are crucial for as-
sessing whether interventions are achieving their in-
tended purpose, for guiding necessary adjustments
and investments, and for fostering peer learning in
the field. However, few initiatives have undergone
robust evaluation.” This often stems from inade-
guate time and resources being set aside for the sys-
tematic analysis of programme operations or from a
lack of understanding of what should be measured
and how. The latter issue is rooted in a deeper chal-
lenge: how to define success in a field where dif-
ferent actors have different, sometimes conflicting
goals. At times, assessments reduce the concept of
‘success’ to a single metric, such as the number of re-
turnees, which fails to capture an initiative’s broader
impacts and whether these align with the initiative’s
core goals.

A clear understanding of objectives and success cri-
teria is essential for determining what data should
be collected and what metrics should be used to as-
sess progress and impact. For example, in the Neth-
erlands, the pilot National Immigration Facilities
have reported high case resolution rates for irregular
migrants, with 60 per cent of cases resolved on av-
erage by July 2022 and even higher rates in some
cities (e.qg., 75 per cent in Utrecht). However, whether
this constitutes ‘success’ depends on one’s perspec-
tive. Stakeholders concerned primarily with returns
may consider the initiative less successful since only
about 10 per cent of those counselled decided to
return to their country of origin.”® The definition of
counselling effectiveness in terms of return numbers
is relatively common among national authorities,
but other stakeholders, especially NGOs, frequent-

ly adopted a broader definition of success—even
when still focused on supporting voluntary re-
turn—considering factors such as increased migrant
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willingness to engage in a conversation with coun-
sellors or cooperate with authorities, knowledge of
available AVRR support, or successful engagement
throughout the return process.”” And in some cases,
success may be defined as people finding a way out
of irregularity more broadly (whether through re-
turn, a successful asylum claim, or regularisation) or
accessing basic services for which they qualify.

This absence of a clear and consistent definition of
success is somewhat inevitable, given the various
actors involved in outreach and counselling and
their different motivations. However, it contributes
to the tendency to simplify ‘success’ to a single met-
ric and to the fragmented nature of the evidence
base in the field. Going forward, it will be important
for individual projects and stakeholders to reflect on
how to best align their goals, impact metrics, and
assessment practices, and to consider using multiple
Criteria to measure project impacts.

6 Recommendations and
Conclusion

As European policymakers at the local, national, and
EU levels grapple with mounting pressure to tackle
the issue of irregular migration, outreach and coun-
selling initiatives for irregular migrants are increas-
ingly important tools. These initiatives can play a
crucial role in connecting with segments of this pop-
ulation that may otherwise be unaware of available
pathways out of irregularity—including, but not lim-
ited to, assisted voluntary return options—or who
may struggle to engage in future planning without
support meeting basic needs such as for medical
care.

Interest and investments in this field have grown
over the past decade, albeit unevenly, with most
experimentation driven by cities, NGOs, and a few
national governments. This fragmented landscape—
with different initiatives driven by different objec-

tives and targeting different groups—has hindered
opportunities for peer learning and collaboration.
Compounding this issue is the weak evidence base,
highlighted by a lack of comprehensive, EU-wide
mapping of who is doing what, where, and how in
the counselling and outreach space, alongside insuf-
ficient data on the impact of such projects to date.

To move the field forward, it will be crucial to
strengthen this evidence base. Policymakers and
programme designers need reliable information to
make smart decisions about the models they adopt
and how they allocate (often limited) resources, and
to potentially convince more national authorities
and other stakeholders to engage in these efforts.®°
To achieve this, robust knowledge-building efforts
should focus on three key pillars:

Enhancing understanding of the

irregular migrant population. Given the
heterogeneity of this group, counselling

and outreach programmes’ monitoring and
evaluation efforts should seek to capture
detailed data on participants—including their
sociodemographic characteristics; migration
trajectory and what led them to irregularity;
and medical, mental health, or substance
use challenges—in order to tailor practices
effectively and to identify gaps in outreach.
Furthermore, coordinated data collection
and sharing efforts, backed by strong privacy
protections, could enhance data accuracy by
pooling information from different entities
active in the field. Additionally, broader
policy efforts, such as issuing identity or
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health-care cards to all residents of a locality
or conducting inclusive population counts,
could present opportunities to gather
information about the irregular migrant
population in an area, with appropriate
firewall mechanisms in place to encourage
participation without fear it will lead to
detention or deportation.

Documenting the impact and progress

of existing outreach and counselling
efforts. Monitoring outcomes is crucial to
documenting a programme’s operations,
assessing its effectiveness, and to helping
policymakers and implementers finetune
their approach. Key starting points are
clarifying goals and expected impacts,
ensuring that success metrics go beyond

a single indicator, and putting in place a
process for tracking progress towards these
goals over time.®" Additionally, gathering
information on the costs associated with
different initiatives could help decisionmakers
evaluate the cost-effectiveness of their
methods, while information on the factors
behind certain practices’ success could
inform discussions about their scalability and
transferability.

Mapping the diversity of outreach and
counselling mechanisms. Beyond assessing
individual programmes’impacts, it will

also be important to build understanding

of operations across the field of outreach

and counselling for irregular migrants by
documenting key aspects of service delivery.
This issue brief has outlined some of the
major axes along which initiatives differ (their
lead actors, modes of operation, and goals,
for example), but a more comprehensive
mapping and ongoing, systematic
monitoring of approaches are needed to
determine what works best, for whom, under

what conditions, and with which goals in
mind. Additional factors also merit attention,
including how referrals to other services
function.®2 By considering these programme
elements alongside participant profiles and
outcomes indicators, it will become easier to
identify which methods—such as one-on-
one sessions, helpdesks, or social media—are
most effective for reaching different groups of
irregular migrants. Data on poor programme
outcomes or procedural gaps can offer
equally useful insights, such as why some
individuals may disengage from counselling
(e.g., due to delays in legal counsel or lack of
family mediation procedures).

Such knowledge-building efforts are essential in

this growing field, but they also require resources.
To ensure programme leaders and staff are not
overwhelmed, it will be important to explore ways
to streamline and ease the burden of data collec-
tion. This could include digital tools or standardised
frameworks, such as the monitoring and evaluation
framework being developed as part of the Reaching
Undocumented Migrants (RUM) project. Sufficient
funding is also necessary not only for data collection
but to support feedback mechanisms and coordina-
tion structures designed to ensure monitoring and
evaluation findings inform programme design and
implementation. For instance, reqular meetings to
review data and ongoing analysis could help identify
gaps and prompt necessary adjustments. Peer-learn-
ing opportunities for NGOs, governments, and other
stakeholders, such as those available through the
City Initiative on Migrants with Irregular Status in Eu-
rope (C-MISE) and the RUM community of practice,
can help further enhance the evidence base and col-
laboration in the field. Together, these investments
hold the potential to help outreach and counselling
efforts more fully meet their objectives at a time
when addressing migrant irregularity is a high priori-
ty across Europe.
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Strand et al., Programmes for Assisted Return to Afghanistan, Iraqi Kurdistan, Ethiopia and Kosovo: A Comparative Evaluation of
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