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A B S T R A C T   

Vulnerable children’s experiences after (forced) return are understudied. Compared with the situation of adults, 
child-specific safeguards are necessary for their reintegration. The study aims to gain insight into the reinte-
gration and support experiences of vulnerable returnee children after a short and medium term of return in 
Kosovo. This study has a qualitative design and a thematic analysis was conducted. Thirteen children in nine 
families, who were part of an earlier support project, were interviewed three years later. All families still faced 
economic or housing problems after a longer period of return. Some families faced some more stability in living 
conditions. About half of the children had multiple reintegration-related difficulties (i.e., health problems, no 
connection with Kosovo, safety issues, poor well-being of parents, school drop-out, living isolated, difficult 
contacts with peers or society). The small-scale support that the children had received was not sufficient to 
alleviate their problems. A children’s rights view could help identify the necessary support and care for returnee 
children, to enhance their sustainable reintegration and quality of life.   

1. Introduction 

Many Western countries have a restrictive migration policy in which 
the return of rejected asylum seekers or irregular migrants is encouraged 
(Black & Gent, 2006, p. 16). Generally, government migration policies 
struggle to find a balance between immigration control and a welfare 
protection perspective (Bhabha, 2014). In 2019, around 740,000 mi-
grants applied for asylum in the European Union, Norway and 
Switzerland, of which 40 per cent received positive decisions (EASO, 
2019). According to the European Commission, the “effective return” 
rate of non-EU citizens who were ordered to leave dropped from 32 per 
cent in 2018 to 29 per cent in 2019. Of the people applying for inter-
national protection, 207,000 were under 18 years of age (European 
Commission, 2019). However, the actual number of minors who were 
returned to their countries of origin is unknown. 

The return experiences of migrant children remain largely unex-
plored even though they are regarded as a vulnerable group (Kienzler, 
Wenzel, & Shaini, 2019; Vathi & Duci, 2016), whose “needs [should be] 
fully assessed prior to return for sustainability and quality of life” (Carr, 
2014, p. 13). Such an assessment from a children’s rights perspective is 
highlighted in the Convention on the Rights of the Child and in the 

General Comment 14 of the UN Committee of the Rights of the Child. 
This means that an individual assessment is needed in all decisions 
involving children that ensures that their best interests are taken into 
account as a primary consideration. Furthermore, it means that the view 
of the child should always be taken into account (United Nations, 1989; 
United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2013). 

In order to know which needs should be assessed and focused on 
prior to return, we need more insight into reintegration issues for 
vulnerable children after return. A systematic review of the barriers to 
the sustainable reintegration of voluntary adult returnees shows that 
they can face difficulties with reintegrating into family life and the 
community, experience employment and financial problems, health is-
sues and difficult access to care, or continuing persecution or discrimi-
nation (Carr, 2014). Apart from the indicators for the reintegration of 
adult returnees (i.e., the social network, economic conditions and psycho-
social wellbeing; see Van Houte, 2014), additional conditions are neces-
sary for the reintegration of children. Young children are reliant on their 
parents or caregivers in the family context to safeguard their develop-
ment, such as adequate physical care, safety and an affective and sup-
portive environment. Adolescents develop in relation to the wider 
society context, with important conditions for their development being, 
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for instance, contact with peers, a social network, education and respect 
(Kalverboer and Zijlstra, 2006). These familial and societal conditions in 
the child’s living environment are thus important additional safeguards 
for the successful reintegration of returned children. 

This article aims to complement the gap in knowledge on the return 
and reintegration of children, focusing on the reintegration experiences 
of returned migrant children who proved to be particularly vulnerable in 
an earlier study in Kosovo (Zevulun et al., 2017). As a result, they and 
their families were selected for support. The aim of the study is to gain 
insight into the living environment of these vulnerable returnee children 
over a longer period of time (on average five years after return), 
including the experiences of their families and the actions they took to 
stimulate the resilience of the children. Knowledge about the reinte-
gration experiences and needs of children could inform strategies to 
support children both before and after return, with the purpose of 
enabling sustainability and quality of life. Our research question focuses 
on identifying the short- and medium-term reintegration experiences 
and needs of returned children from vulnerable families in Kosovo. In 
addition, we wish to learn about parents’ and children’s experiences 
with the support that the children received to alleviate their problems. 

We consider that this study is a valuable addition to the existing body 
of research as it provides insight into the situation of returnee children 
and families by applying a follow-up study to a previous cross-sectional 
design. As reintegration experiences and processes can vary over time 
(Lietaert, Broekaert, & Derluyn, 2017), this study provides new 
knowledge on return experiences based on two measurement moments 
(2014 and 2016), and it includes the families’ experiences of the support 
received. The outcomes of this study might contribute to more evidence- 
and practice-based reintegration programmes for children. Before we 
present the method and results of this study, we first recount the rein-
tegration experiences of migrant children and the context of migration 
in Kosovo. 

1.1. Reintegration experiences of child returnees 

In this study, we explore the experiences of returned children who 
migrated with their families due to the war, humanitarian reasons, or 
social and economic circumstances. The backgrounds of the returnees 
are heterogeneous; and they are not only related to the reasons for 
migration but also to the motives for return. The outcomes of the asylum 
procedure also influence the degree of voluntariness of return. Few 
families return not completely voluntarily, but return to their country of 
origin because of the rejection of their application for a residence 
permit. The most negative mode of return is forced return, where fam-
ilies are deported to their home country. Such return could be traumatic 
for children (Kienzler et al., 2019) and adds to the vulnerability of 
children who have spent multiple years in a host country (Bonhage- 
Talsma, Zijlstra, Post, & Kalverboer, 2020). 

Research concerning returned children is challenging. Perhaps for 
this reason, the number of studies dealing only with experiences of 
returnee children who lived in Europe (sometimes unaccompanied) is 
scarce. Such research has been conducted in Afghanistan (Bowerman, 
2017), Western Balkan countries (Zevulun et al., 2017; Hasanović, 
Sinanović, & Pavlović, 2005; Kienzler et al., 2019; Vathi & Duci, 2016) 
and Armenia (Bonhage-Talsma et al., 2020). In other research, the sit-
uation of returned children is a “bycatch” in studies concerning adults – 
such as in Iraq (Riiskjaer & Nielsson, 2008), Morocco (De Bree, Davids, 
& De Haas, 2010) and Bosnia (Lie, 2004). Although these studies are 
heterogeneous in methodology, sample size and characteristics of chil-
dren, the outcomes overall showed that returned children have an 
increased risk of developmental problems. At the same time, they also 
showed that some children were able to cope to a certain extent with the 
circumstances after return. 

Studies into returned children report social-emotional problems after 
return (Hasanović et al., 2005; Kienzler et al., 2019; Zevulun et al., 
2017) and a lack of mental health care to address these problems 

(Bowerman, 2017; Kienzler et al., 2019, Lie, 2004). Loneliness, confu-
sion (Vathi & Duci, 2016), problems with building friendships, bullying 
(Kienzler et al., 2019; Lie, 2004), a lack of social support and weakened 
social networks (Bowerman, 2017; Hasanović et al., 2005) were also 
mentioned. In one study, parents suggested that a lack of common 
memories about the war was an obstacle to making friendships (Lie, 
2004). The predictive factors for children’s social-emotional problems 
after return are children who did not have a stable residence permit in 
the destination country, who were older adolescents, and those who 
belonged to the Roma or another minority group (this concerned Kosovo 
and Albania; Zevulun et al., 2017). 

Inadequate living circumstances for children after return have also 
been mentioned, such as living in poverty (Bosnia and Herzegovina; 
Hasanović et al., 2005), a lack of basic necessities (Armenia; Bonhage- 
Talsma et al., 2020), parents who are emotionally less available 
(Armenia; Bonhage-Talsma et al., 2020) and difficulties finding work 
and housing (Afghanistan; Bowerman, 2017). Insufficient living cir-
cumstances is not a factor on its own but is related to the lack of a 
residence permit in the host country and being a member of a minority 
group (Kosovo and Albania; Zevulun et al., 2017). Children who appear 
to be most protected from the profound consequences of a forced return 
grow up in stable families, with parents being able to act in the best 
interests of the children, and have strong bonds with the family in the 
country of origin. In addition, they gain support from the social network 
of the host country after return and have fewer concerns about housing 
and nutrition (Armenia; Bonhage-Talsma et al., 2020). 

Feeling unsafe after return has been reported in studies in Bosnia, 
Armenia and Afghanistan (Bonhage-Talsma et al., 2020; Bowerman, 
2017; Lie, 2004). Due to the general insecurity and vulnerability of re-
turnees, the safety of returnee youth in Afghanistan is a critical issue. 
This was also noted in a study about returned families in Iraq (Riiskjaer 
& Nielsson, 2008). Moreover, access to appropriate education after re-
turn has proven to be quite problematic (Bonhage-Talsma et al., 2020; 
Bowerman, 2017). Difficulties relating to adjusting to a different school 
system (Bosnia and Herzegovina; Hasanović et al., 2005; Kosovo and 
Albania; Zevulun et al., 2015) and school problems due to language 
difficulties and/or school drop-out (Kosovo; Kienzler et al., 2019) are 
issues with which returned children also struggle. 

In addition, cultural factors affect the experiences of children after 
return. Children have reported feeling like strangers in an unknown 
country (Riiskjaer & Nielsson, 2008). Adolescent returnees in Morocco 
experienced the return as a shock and felt uprooted after the return. Life 
after return was particularly difficult for second-generation women who 
grew up in the Netherlands and now led isolated lives that contrasted 
with the values they grew up with abroad (De Bree et al., 2010). The 
perceived “westernization” of unaccompanied children returned to 
Afghanistan and the stigma of being “a returnee” (which was seen as 
failure or associated with criminality) affected their reconnection with 
family and their ability to find work and housing (Bowerman, 2017). 
Parents of returned children have reported their concerns with regard to 
the future prospects for their children in Bosnia (Hasanović et al., 2005) 
and the problems with their children’s sense of belonging after return 
(Lie, 2004). Finally, it was found that children who had a good mastery 
of the language of the country find it easier to build contacts with peers 
(Bonhage-Talsma et al., 2020). 

In conclusion, these studies indicate that children can face various 
problems with reintegrating after return, such as social-emotional 
problems, language difficulties, feeling uprooted or being strangers in 
the country of their parents’ origin. Access to education, difficulties with 
adjusting to a different school system, dropping out of school, difficult 
contacts with peers, bullying and inadequate living circumstances seem 
to be significant issues in their return experience. 

1.2. Context of migration and return in Kosovo 

From a European return-policy perspective, Kosovo is a relevant case 
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because of the large proportion of asylum applications in EU countries, 
the high number of returns to Kosovo and the share of children who are 
involved in return. During the war in 1998 and 1999, over 850,000 
Kosovars fled to neighbouring countries (UNHCR, 2000). Migrants from 
Kosovo still made up a large proportion of the asylum caseload in EU 
countries during the period of this research (2012–2016). On average, 
around 20,000 Kosovars per year applied for asylum in European Union 
countries between 2009 and 2018 (Eurostat, 2019).1 

Studies by the European Asylum Support Office (EASO) have found 
that Kosovar citizens leave their country due to the high unemployment 
level and difficult access to the labour market, the lack of social services 
and health care, education-related problems and societal problems such 
as discrimination or ethnic violence. In addition, some Kosovars claim 
asylum for humanitarian reasons, such as escaping blood feud practices 
(EASO, 2013, EASO, 2015). A study about the push factors for Kosovar 
migrants who arrived in Germany in 2014 and 2015, found that “col-
lective pessimism” and “dissatisfaction with the current political situa-
tion, poor governance of the state, and a lack of prospects in life” were 
core reasons to leave Kosovo (Möllers, Arapi-Gjini, Herzfeld, & Xhema, 
2017, p. 10). 

Kosovo is generally regarded as a safe country of origin by EU 
member states, meaning that return is in line with the principle of non- 
refoulement, and that there is no torture, inhuman or degrading treat-
ment, no punishment and threat by reason of indiscriminate violence, 
and protection against persecution (EU Asylum Procedures Directive, 
2013). Due to the very low chances of asylum being granted on grounds 
of social and economic marginalization, Kosovar asylum seekers face 
low recognition rates of their asylum applications (EASO, 2013, EASO, 
2015). As a result, 15,934 Kosovar migrants returned to Kosovo from 
2010 until the first half of 2013 – with a majority of 64 per cent by force. 
Of all the returnees in this period, 19 per cent were younger than 
17 years old (Republic of Kosovo, 2013, pp. 8-9). 

Generally, the repatriated Kosovars have few resources after return 
and often depend on social benefits. They encounter reintegration dif-
ficulties related to personal documentation and certification problems, 
the health system, housing problems, and difficult access to education 
for children due to a lack of certificates or poor Albanian language skills. 
The Kosovar government supports returnees during the first year with 
material assistance, such as housing, food packages, wood for heating 
during the winter, medical treatment or support with establishing 
businesses (Republic of Kosovo, 2013).2 

2. Methodology 

This study has a qualitative design and is a follow-up of a study 
which was part of a larger European project – the Monitoring Returned 
Minors (MRM) project – that ran from 2012 to 2014 (see also Zevulun 
et al., 2017).3 In the MRM project, German, Dutch and Kosovar pro-
fessionals – who worked with migrants in destination countries and with 
returnees in the Western Balkans – developed a monitoring toolkit. This 
toolkit aimed to gain insight into children’s wellbeing and living situa-
tion after a return decision, with the idea of contributing to well- 

informed return decisions in which the best interests of the children 
are taken into consideration. 

The project focused on Kosovar and Albanian families who lived in 
European host countries and returned between 2008 and 2013. Up to 
two children between 11 and 18 years of age per family were included. 
Municipalities and regional officers in Northern Albania and Kosovo 
were approached for contact information on returnees. In total, 150 
children and their parents participated in the MRM project (Zevulun 
et al., 2017). 

Towards the end of the MRM project, the Kosovar professionals 
selected 32 vulnerable children who were experiencing difficulties, such 
as experiencing very poor living conditions; having no friends, social 
network, or opportunities to undertake activities of their liking; growing 
up in a tense atmosphere within the family; having language difficulties, 
school problems or dropping out; conducting child labour; or being in 
poor health and having no adequate access to treatment. These children 
were provided with small-scale support that aimed to alleviate these 
problems.4 Some of these vulnerable children were included in this 
follow-up study, which took place in 2016. 

2.1. Selection research sample 

The focus in the current study is on vulnerable children who received 
small-scale support during the MRM project. Therefore, our sample was 
based on the 32 children (in 24 families) who were given this support. 
Due to financial and time constraints, it was impossible to include all of 
these children. Instead, we aimed to have ten case studies of families 
based on in-depth interviews. 

We attempted to trace all children using their old contact details. 
Eight children could not be found, as the contact details were no longer 
correct. Of the 24 children who were traced, we aimed for a maximum 
variation in cases by including children who had different types of dif-
ficulties and had received different types of support. We also wanted to 
have an equal number of boys and girls, and children of different ages. 
Another variable used to make our selection was whether the children 
were going to school or not. Finally, we also aimed to include children 
from all regional districts in Kosovo. 

Ultimately, one case was excluded because of the health issues faced 
by the child. As a result, 13 children in 9 families participated in the 
study. The sample characteristics are presented in Table 1. 

Table 1 shows that the children were – on average – 16 years old 
during the interviews and had been back in Kosovo for around four to six 
years (five years on average). On average, children stayed abroad for 
almost five years. However, the duration of stay in the host country 
varied a lot: three children were born in the host country, one boy left 
during the war in 1998 and others left Kosovo between 2007 and 2010. 
The children returned to Kosovo between 2010 and 2013. They lived 
with their families in different EU destination countries (such as Austria, 
Belgium, France, Germany, Hungary, Italy or Sweden). Three children 
were returned by force to Kosovo. The other families decided to return 
voluntarily; for instance, because they saw no opportunity to stay after 
rejection of the asylum application in the host country. Due to these 
circumstances, the return did not feel ‘completely voluntary’ for them. 

2.2. Procedure 

In October 2016, the nine families were visited for interviews. These 
visits lasted between two to three hours. Each interview started with a 
conversation with both the parents and the children. If possible, the 

1 More than 10 per cent of Kosovo’s population is estimated to have 
emigrated between 2012 and 2017 (Republic of Kosovo, 2017a, p. 11). There 
were particularly large influxes of migrants in 2014 and 2015. In 2014, 37,890 
Kosovars, and in 2015, 72,480 Kosovars, requested asylum in one of the 28 
European Union countries (Eurostat, 2019). The children who migrated during 
that specific migration wave are not part of this study. 

2 After this study, a new regulation on the reintegration of repatriated per-
sons came into effect in 2017, paying more attention to the situation of 
vulnerable children and the best interests of the child (Republic of Kosovo, 
2017b).  

3 The methodology and findings of the MRM project are elaborated on in our 
previous article (Zevulun et al., 2017). 

4 The support amounted to €300 per child and consisted of: 1) material 
support (i.e., food, clothes or computer), or 2) education and development of 
skills (foreign language courses or schooling support), or 3) facilitating hobbies 
(membership sports and arts clubs), or 4) medical equipment, or 5) a combi-
nation of material support with one of the other types of support. 
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parents and children were then interviewed separately to provide 
enough space for the children to tell their own stories. The interviews 
were semi-structured around topics that related to the reintegration of 
adults and children: the economic and housing conditions of the family, the 
wellbeing of the children and family members, and the familial and so-
cietal conditions in the child’s living environment. In addition, questions 
were asked about the differences in the living situation and the experi-
ences with the small-scale support that was provided three years earlier. 
The interviews were conducted by the first author in English and 
translated into Albanian by a Kosovar co-researcher. The interviews 
were audio-recorded. 

2.3. Ethical considerations 

The Ethics Committee for Pedagogical and Educational Sciences of 
the University of Groningen approved the research design for this study. 
All of the parents and children were informed about the research 
verbally and were made aware that their answers would be confidential, 
that their participation in the research was voluntary, and that they 
could stop the interview at any time. Both the parents and the children 
signed informed consent forms. Following each interview, the families 
received €20 for their participation in the research, which they were not 
informed about before participating. 

2.4. Data analysis 

The data in this study consist of the verbatim transcripts of the in-
terviews with the parents and children. We conducted a thematic 
analysis (Ryan, Benson & Dooley, 2008) to answer questions regarding 
the reintegration experiences of the returned children. The transcripts of 
interviews with parents and children were analysed through a combi-
nation of inductive and deductive analysis techniques using Atlas Ti 
version 7. A codebook was developed with deductive or ‘theory-driven’ 
codes (DeCuir-Gunby, Marshall, & McCulloch, 2011). These deductive 
codes were based on the dimensions of reintegration after return – 
‘economic,’ ‘social’ and ‘psychosocial’ (cf. Van Houte, 2014) – and on 
dimensions from the Best Interests of the Child Model (Kalverboer and 

Zijlstra, 2006), with codes related to ‘child-rearing,’ ‘education’ and 
‘adequate physical care.’ The codebook was further updated with 
inductive or ‘data-driven’ codes (DeCuir-Gunby et al., 2011). These 
inductive codes often better explained specific situations (e.g., the code 
of ‘collecting food and waste (metal or plastics)’ as comprising a liveli-
hood strategy). 

To enhance inter-subjectivity, two researchers coded two transcripts 
based on the codebook and compared the codes they assigned to specific 
segments in the transcripts. In the case of differences, consensus was 
reached through discussion and the codes were mutually defined. After 
coding all of the transcripts, axial coding took place to establish re-
lationships between the coded segments in the transcripts and to study 
and compare the themes from the interviews. During reflection discus-
sions with the research team, the themes emerging from the data were 
finally defined. In addition to the themes, two cases are presented as 
illustrations in the results. 

3. Results 

The findings showed that the children faced different challenges in 
their living situations, which are elaborated below. Children who 
experienced relatively fewer problems were usually part of a family who 
left Kosovo due to poverty or social reasons (instead of humanitarian 
reasons) and lived for relatively shorter periods of time in the host 
country (two to three years). During the follow-up, some of these fam-
ilies had experienced minor improvement in their economic situation 
and the children had built some friendships. 

Overall, there was no difference regarding the general feeling of 
disappointment with their situation: all of the families expressed nega-
tive opinions regarding their circumstances after return to Kosovo. As 
their reintegration assistance had stopped, several families stated that 
their living situation was more difficult than at the previous assessment. 
Some expressed the wish to migrate again if the possibility arose. In fact, 
one of the parents had left Kosovo again during the high migration wave 
in 2014 and 2015 but was repatriated soon after. Others felt they had 
been lied to because of unfulfilled promises that were made before their 
return, and they advised other asylum seekers in the destination coun-
tries not to return. 

3.1. Economic situation and housing 

Nearly all of the families still relied on social benefits three years 
later. One family had no social benefits or income at all and relied on 
food left at their door by neighbours. The living circumstances and 
wellbeing of one family had improved remarkably because its income 
had increased and the children were going to school. Another family had 
more economic problems than before, as the food reintegration assis-
tance from the government had stopped. They were living on social 
benefits, potatoes collected from fields that had already been harvested 
for food, and they were selling plastics that they collected from garbage. 

Five families still lived in rental accommodation after three years. 
Renting a house was associated with instability and insecurity, and led 
to more stress. For two families, their rental contract was expiring very 
soon and they had not yet found a new place to live. One family lived in a 
home provided by other family members. Two other families were able 
to build a house using their savings. However, despite owning a house, 
the parents only had irregular day jobs and both families were still 
struggling to provide for the basic needs of their children. One of the 
girls reported experiencing periods of time in which they did not have 
enough food. Her mother explained: 

Compared to other families which maybe even … they do not own 
the house, we are … we have this house, even [if it’s] a small one. 
And now the main problem is how to maintain or how to keep [it], 
and how to take care of the children (mother of 15-year-old girl, 
translated into English, verbatim). 

Table 1 
Characteristics of the children included in the case studies (N = 13).  

Characteristics at time of the case studies N = 13 
Mean (SD) 

Child characteristics  
Age 16.5 (1.6) 
Child’s stay in EU destination country (in years) 4.7 (3.9) 
Duration since return (in years) 5.3 (0.8)  

n (%) 
Gender  

Boy 7 (54) 
Girl 6 (46) 

Ethnicity  
Albanian 9 (69) 
Roma 4 (31) 

Living area after return  
Rural 6 (46) 
Urban 7 (54) 

Support during MRM project  
Material support 7 (54) 
Education and development of skills 1 (8) 
Both educational and material support 1 (8) 
Facilitating hobbies 2 (15) 
Both facilitating hobbies and material support 1 (8) 
Medical equipment 1 (8) 

Education  
Child goes to school 8 (62) 
Child does not go to school 4 (31) 
Child finished high school and dropped out of college 1 (8) 

Family composition  
Child(ren) raised by both parents 10 (77) 
Child(ren) raised by single mother 3 (23)  
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The parents in the other family also mentioned being concerned 
about everyday needs and about their future, “… like always feeling 
insecure about tomorrow” (parents of 15-year-old boy, verbatim). 

3.2. Supportive networks and connections 

Different children and their parents mentioned a lack of a supportive 
social network, which made them feel isolated and uncared for, or 
insecure because they did not have an extended family to offer them 
protection. The care of an extended family is important for reintegra-
tion, as the case of one of the families demonstrated. The father in this 
family said that they had sold all their belongings before migrating and 
returned with only a pair of blankets. After their return, the family was 
offered a house to live in by their extended family. The father stated that 
they could not have survived the repatriation without their family by 
their side, on whom they relied for everything: “If not for them, what 
else could we do besides committing suicide?” (father of 20-year-old girl 
and 18-year-old boy). 

Some children said they had no support from wider society or the 
state. One boy stated that Kosovar society and the government perceived 
them as ‘foreigners’ or immigrants, and therefore as if they were wealthy 
and needed no support or care. Some parents also mentioned experi-
encing bureaucratic problems and corrupt practices, or felt that they 
could not progress or find a job in Kosovo because of a lack of appro-
priate connections. As one father explained: “… if you are not con-
nected, you cannot find anything, and it is a very difficult life in Kosovo” 
(father of 16-year-old girl). 

3.3. School, inclusion and contact with peers 

Three children had dropped out of school since the previous assess-
ment. Another girl was still enrolled at school at the time of the inter-
view; however, her results had deteriorated and she was skipping more 
and more lessons each day. The reasons for stopping their education 
included not being able to pay for school materials or transport to 
school, the aggressive behaviour of peers and difficulties with the 
Albanian language. These children spent their days in the house and 
lived socially isolated, having little contact with peers or no friends at 
all. They spent their time housekeeping, playing computer games, 
drawing, or studying by themselves on the computer. The girls generally 
did not go out alone. 

The children reported feeling isolated and experiencing a lack of a 
future perspective. One girl felt that “… every plan, every wish and 
every dream is being stopped now, knowing that I’m not going to 
school.” Another girl summed up her life, saying: “… all the things that I 
did in these two years: eating, sleeping, sitting at the computer.” She 
talked about the impact of such an isolated life and compared it to her 
life in the destination country, where she was born and had spent the 
most part of her life: 

You know when I was to [country X], I have the life. Then when my 
father say we have to go to [country Y], I abandoned my friends. Then 
we go to [country Y] I have a new friend. And then too I have 
abandoned my friend. And then to [country Z], then… all the time the 
same thing (…) [One moment] you have a friend; you have school, 
friend, all… And then after one year, two: you have nothing. That’s 
not good, you know, you are alone. And that [does] not feel so good, 
you know? (16-year-old girl, speaking in English, verbatim). 

Some children mentioned having friends in the neighbourhood and 
at school. Although some of them were bullied when they first returned 
and were shocked by the violent behaviour of peers in Kosovo compared 
with the destination country, they now felt more accepted in their 
neighbourhoods than during the previous assessment. These children 
often returned to the same area as they had lived before the migration; 
they still knew people and in most cases returned to the same school or 

class. As part of the assistance project, one girl followed a course in the 
language of the host country and during the course she made friends 
with another girl who had returned from the same host country. Their 
shared experiences connected them, she said: “I understood their 
worries and their difficulties, because they have experienced the same as 
we did.” 

Feeling disrespected in their neighbourhoods was mentioned by 
some of the children. Three children felt stigmatized for reasons of 
ethnicity, gender or disability. One girl blamed this on the region that 
they had moved to, where strict gender-related norms persist. When she 
had lived in another region in Kosovo, she had not experienced any 
exclusion. Three children had been bullied and involved in fights after 
their return. One boy was bullied in the beginning and was still some-
times called names for being a Roma, but after three years he had more 
friends and often played football with them. He said that hope was what 
kept him going and not giving up in the past years. 

3.4. Children’s connection with Kosovo before and after the return 

Children who were born abroad or lived outside Kosovo for more 
than five years before being repatriated struggled with social-emotional 
problems. They did not have strong connections to or memories of 
Kosovo when they returned. Some did not feel at home because the 
family did not own their ‘own house,’ or they felt that they did not 
belong in Kosovo. 

After return, some children also experienced difficulties with the 
Albanian language. Some were unable to read or write in it at all, they 
said they felt ‘illiterate’ and that they experienced problems at school. 
One of the children could still only communicate in English when 
outside, and spoke Italian or Romani with the family members at home. 
Children who lived abroad for shorter periods of time – between two to 
three years – also experienced some difficulties in reading and writing in 
Albanian after their return. However, they still spoke the Albanian 
language within the family and had some memories of life in Kosovo 
before they returned. Nevertheless, they had felt sad when they found 
out that they had to return, and all of the children expressed the wish to 
return to the destination country one day. 

3.5. Health concerns and parents’ wellbeing 

Some children were struggling with social-emotional problems such 
as sadness and loneliness. Of the children who had social-emotional 
problems, nearly all left Kosovo for humanitarian reasons, such as the 
war, escaping a blood feud or for medical treatment for the child – in 
addition to adverse social and economic circumstances. Three children 
and some of the parents still experienced health problems after the re-
turn, the treatment of which remained difficult due to their poor 
financial circumstances. Some children were very emotional during the 
interview. 

The everyday struggle to fulfil basic needs also impacted on the 
wellbeing of parents. One mother reported having suicidal thoughts and 
waking up each morning wondering whether her child would have 
anything to eat that day. For another family, the repatriation was so 
stressful for the family that the father had a nervous breakdown and 
became violent towards the mother and children. The parents were 
divorced shortly after their return and the children had lost contact with 
their father. 

Apart from their poor living situation, one family’s main concern at 
the moment of the interview was the safety of the father and son, who 
were involved in a blood feud and at risk of being injured or killed in 
retaliation. The mother stated that she had experienced headaches and 
migraines ever since their return to the family’s property. The father 
explained that he had spent most of his life “… escaping as far as possible 
from here because the enemies are waiting at the door.” He felt as if he 
had ended up in the worst possible situation; everyday he feared he 
would be killed, feeling as if he was “… living in the trees, like a no-way- 
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out situation.” The father referred to struggling with feelings of guilt for 
not being able to take good care of his children, and for forcing them to 
lead unsafe lives: 

“I’m disturbing them; I’m sitting in front of them. I get mad with 
them, I yell at them. Once I have troubles in my head – unable to 
afford what they are asking for, what they need (…) When I have 
these feelings of sadness and worthlessness I just get out, walk 
around the garden, I smoke a cigarette, that like using… so the only 
reply to my daughter, to the request of my children is ‘you can see 
yourself,’ ‘you are experiencing it,’ ‘you know I don’t, I cannot’… 
This is a heart that might explode.” 

3.6. Support from assistance programmes 

Although all of the families appreciated the support that the children 
had received during the small-scale assistance project three years 
earlier, it was not sufficient to alleviate their reintegration difficulties. It 
seemed to have been too narrowly focused on one gap in their needs, 
while the children and their family members often experienced varying 
and multiple reintegration struggles. 

The assistance consisted of material support (laptops, tablets, food, 
clothing) or access to education programmes and leisure time activities 
(language, drawing school, football). The children could use a laptop or 
tablet to help them in their studies, for homework or to practice their 
language skills through an online language course. Some children were 
enrolled in a language course or a drawing school, which also gave them 
the opportunity to make friends. One boy received a tablet to study 
Albanian. Not all material support was succesful. For instance, two 
children received a tablet or laptop to study Albanian but the device 
broke down within a couple of days. One girl received an exercise bike to 
prevent the deterioration of her physical impairment. While she was still 
using it three years later and she appreciated this support, it was not 
enough to improve her physical condition. Two boys had been registered 
in a football team and received a football uniform during the assistance 
project in 2013 in order to foster their football talents and meet new 
friends. While this had helped them to continue the same activities they 
had pursued in the host country, they were sorry that the membership 
had only lasted for a year. 

4. Case illustrations5 

4.1. Besim and Agim’s family 

Besim and Agim were 13 and 11 years old when they returned in 
2011, after a stay of almost two years in the host country. They were 16 
and 18 years old at the time of the interview. They had migrated with 
their parents and sister because of social-economic circumstances, and 
their parents were looking for a better future for their children. They had 
been living close to other Roma families in a city. 

At the time of the previous visit, the father’s income had not been 
sufficient and Besim and Agim had to collect scrap metal at waste sites, 
which had led to Agim being injured. Three years later, they were not 
collecting scrap metal as often. Agim worked one day a week, thereby 
increasing the family’s income. The family was still renting a home, 
which made them feel insecure regarding the future. The father said, 
“we are never sure, maybe tomorrow the owner might come (…). If I pay 
I can stay, if not he can throw me out.” Despite these worries, there was a 
happy atmosphere in the family. 

During the previous assessment, Agim could not enrol in school 
because he lacked certificates from the host country. The issues with the 
certificate had been resolved and he was now going to school on the days 

that he did not need to work. Besim had returned to the same class of 
peers and friends that he knew before migration. The boys felt accepted 
in their neighbourhood, and during the interview friends came by and 
waited for them outside. The family received three months of food 
support during the small-scale support project. They appreciated this 
help, which assisted them through the winter at that time, but it was not 
enough to make a lasting difference. 

4.2. Stefan and Aferdita’s family 

Stefan was 11 years old and Aferdita 9 years old when they returned 
to Kosovo. At the time of the interview they were 16 and 15 years old, 
respectively. The parents left Kosovo during the war and had a limited 
stay permit in the host country. Stefan and Aferdita were both born in 
the host country. The return was so stressful for the family that the father 
had a nervous breakdown and became violent towards the mother and 
children. The parents were divorced shortly after the return and the 
children lost contact with their father. At the moment of the interview, 
Stefan and Aferdita lived with their mother and two younger siblings 
close to other Kosovar Albanians in an urban area. 

The family had no social benefits or income at all and were in a worse 
economic situation than in 2013. The mother had received unemploy-
ment benefits, but this support suddenly stopped when she was caught 
working, earning a small amount of extra money. The family relied on a 
small amount of support from family, and neighbours sometimes left 
food at their door. They lived in a house provided by the municipality, 
but their rental contract was expiring within a couple of weeks and they 
had not yet found a new place to live. The uncertainty regarding the 
living situation, and when and from whom they would receive some-
thing to eat caused great stress. 

Aferdita and Stefan were very emotional during the interview and 
Aferdita barely answered questions. When asked about the things that 
they like to do or any happy moments they had experienced, they could 
not recall anything. When asked whether they had someone with whom 
they could talk to about their feelings, Aferdita said she had to “keep it 
all in her head.” During the previous assessment they were both going to 
school, but they now spent their days inside the house and were socially 
isolated without much contact with peers. Aferdita had no friends at all 
and did not go out of the house alone. She was still enrolled in school; 
however, her results had deteriorated and she was skipping more and 
more lessons each day. Stefan had dropped out of school since the pre-
vious assessment due to difficulties with Albanian and the aggressive 
behaviour of other pupils. He had been severely bullied, with fights 
occurring everyday at school. This made him feel inferior and an 
outsider. He suggested that he felt as if no one cared about them in 
Kosovo, and saw no future perspective for himself in Kosovo: 

“No changes will ever happen in this place, and the only solution 
would be going back. I know my father and my mother are Alba-
nians. But it was me born there [in the destination country]. So 
nothing is here, nothing is ‘me’ here, nothing feels [‘me’] here (…) 
[Home] it’s the place where everybody respects you, and I’m not 
bullied. There I had friendships, I went out with them, all the time, 
everyday almost. (…) [Kosovo], it’s a place where even you don’t 
like to sit, to stay.” 

During the assistance project three years earlier, Stefan and Aferdita 
received a laptop on which they could practise their Albanian language 
skills through an online language course. In addition, they received food 
and clothing. Although they appreciated this support, it was not enough 
to make a lasting difference regarding their situation. According to the 
mother, the most beneficiary aspect of the support was that someone 
visited them, showed interest and asked how the children were doing. 
She said that for Stefan and Aferdita the laptop became a symbol of 
someone out there who cared about them. 

5 All names are fictitious to protect the identity of the participants. 
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5. Discussion 

This study explored the reintegration experiences of a group of 
vulnerable returned children and their families in Kosovo in the short 
and medium terms. The study adds further evidence to the existing body 
of knowledge which suggests that reintegration of children and families 
is a long-term and individual process (Kuschminder, 2017; Lietaert 
et al., 2017). This research showed that vulnerable returned children 
may experience an accumulation of risk factors in their living situation, 
their vulnerability persists over time and small-scale material support 
does not meet their needs. 

Difficulties related to health, feelings of belonging, education, lan-
guage, friendships and acceptance by peers were also identified in pre-
vious studies about children’s return experiences (Bonhage-Talsma 
et al., 2020; Hasanović et al., 2005; Kienzler et al., 2019; Lie, 2004; 
Vathi & Duci, 2016). As corroborated by other studies about adult re-
turnees (Toscani et al., 2007; Von Lersner, Elbert, & Neuner, 2008), 
poverty-related difficulties are a significant determinant of how re-
turnees fare. Returnees often sell all their property and belongings to pay 
for their migration and their social networks may be weakened due to 
their stay abroad (Ruben, Van Houte, & Davids, 2009). In Kosovo, this 
can be especially problematic, as “the extended family and the social 
network function as a ‘safety net’ to take care of each other and ensure 
survival” (Zevulun et al., 2015, p. 506). In this study, such social and 
economic difficulties did not diminish over time. The results indicate 
that an accumulation of reintegration-related problems might lead to 
chain reactions, through which already vulnerable children may face 
long-lasting problems. In the worst cases, they can end up leading rather 
isolated and ‘invisible’ lives after return. 

However, in addition to the vulnerability of returned children, in line 
with other studies, we found factors which may enable resilience in 
children (Daud, Klinteberg, & Rydelius, 2008). These factors can be 
found at the child level (such as motivation for educational pro-
grammes), the family level (affective family bonds, stability in housing 
and income) and the societal level (support from social network, contact 
with peers). These resilience factors may reduce the vulnerability of 
returned children and protect them against the accumulation of risk 
factors and a chain reaction as a consequence of insufficient living cir-
cumstances during and after the migration process (Zijlstra, 2018). 

5.1. Strengths and limitations 

This study offers insight into the lives and reintegration experiences 
of an understudied and ‘invisible’ group in migration research. It con-
cerns a highly relevant context, as Kosovo generally is considered to be a 
“safe country of origin”; Kosovar asylum seekers in the EU thus face low 
acceptance rates. Although the discrepancy between migration policies 
and children’s rights after return has not received much attention in 
academic research, it is increasingly being addressed in other domains, 
such as in documentary filmmaking.6 

This study focused on a small number of children from families who 
already faced difficulties in their living situation during a previous 
study. By selecting a maximum variation of cases within this specific 
group, we aimed for representative findings regarding the types of ex-
periences that vulnerable families may face after return. However, the 
findings are not representative for all returnee children and families in 
Kosovo. Furthermore, it is impossible to fully differentiate between 
problems caused by the return migration experience and other factors. A 
longitudinal design and the inclusion of control groups (children in the 

country of origin who did not migrate or children in host countries) 
could provide more insight into the specific impact of the return in these 
children’s lives. 

The specific sample also gave rise to ethical concerns, which we 
addressed by asking for informed consent at various moments and by 
being “sensitive to youths’ subtle, non-verbal expressions of discomfort 
or need for clarification” (Schelbe et al., 2015, p. 513). We adopted a 
respectful and empathic attitude to provide space for the child and 
parents to tell their stories, and we conducted the interviews with a local 
co-researcher, who functioned both as a cultural mediator and a trans-
lator. The co-researcher’s profession as a psychiatrist enabled us to 
establish trust and provide culturally specific interpretations of chil-
dren’s answers (Van Os et al., 2018). 

4.2 Implications for policy and practice 
This study adds to the discussion about the need for a common un-

derstanding of children’s rights in migration law and policy as well as in 
the behavioural sciences (Van Os, 2018). Governments need to find a 
balance between the interests of the state and society in regulating the 
numbers of migrants and controlling immigration on the one hand (De 
Genova, 2002; Geddes & Scholtes, 2016), and the rights of children on 
the other (Bhabha, 2014; Van Os, 2018). While in other fields of policy 
and law, such as child protection law and juvenile justice, there is 
consensus about the meaning of the best interests of the child and the 
protection of children’s development, this is not the case in the field of 
migration. Therefore, more common ground is needed to ensure the 
implementation of the principle of the best interests of the child and 
children’s rights in migration policy and procedures (Kalverboer et al., 
2009; Van Os, 2018). This is emphasized with the findings of a study by 
Pobjoy (2017), which showed that children are not considered in 
migration policies. 

Applying a children’s rights view would be helpful for identifying the 
areas of support and care required for returnee children. When deter-
mining a child’s interest, a decision and its outcomes should be evalu-
ated and balanced “in the light of the specific circumstances of each 
child” (Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2013, para. 48). These 
specific circumstances consist of the child’s views, identity and vulner-
ability, and the social-cultural context of the child (i.e., family envi-
ronment and relationships; care, protection and safety; and the right to 
health and education). In addition, the consequences of a decision on the 
child’s development – both in the short and long terms – should be taken 
into account (Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2013). If, after 
assessing and balancing all the above-mentioned elements, it is decided 
that a child can return safely to the country of origin, support that en-
sures the child’s rights and improves the quality of the child’s living 
situation, as well as their resilience and development opportunities after 
return, should be tailored to the child’s specific circumstances. 

The knowledge gained from this study is important for policymakers 
and professionals who are striving for the sustainable reintegration of 
returnees into their countries of origin. The finding that some of the 
children encountered multiple reintegration problems long after return 
is a particular point of concern. Additional care and support could 
enhance stability in their living situation and might improve the quality 
of life and wellbeing of the children after return. A systematic moni-
toring system for child returnees could inform professionals and poli-
cymakers about the conditions for sustainable return and identify the 
vulnerable families who are in need for support. 

At the moment of writing, mechanisms for the identification of the 
support needs and care objectives for returnee children are generally 
lacking. Assessment of the needs of returned families could be under-
taken, firstly, through employing a systemic and contextual approach 
and taking into account all the family members. To make parents better 
‘equipped’ to offer good quality child-rearing, the family’s needs related 
to housing, food, employment, social networks, health and psychosocial 
realities after return should be identified (Carr, 2014; Lietaert, Derluyn, 
& Broekaert, 2013; Ruben et al., 2009). 

Secondly, the specific circumstances of the child and their expected 

6 Various documentaries have visualized the deportation of children to their 
country of origin and their living circumstances after return (e.g., Hamedullah 
by Sue Clayton; Uitgezet [Deported] by Sinan Can, Thomas Blom and Floris Jan 
van Luyn; De Trek: de gedeporteerde [The Migration: the deportee] by Bram 
Vermeulen; and Weg van Belgie [Away from Belgium] by Phara de Aguirre). 
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reintegration difficulties should be assessed. Our findings indicate that 
there are problems that are specific to being ‘a returnee child,’ such as 
acculturation difficulties, language problems, barriers to enrolling or 
staying in education, and problems related to establishing friendships 
and contacts with peers. Furthermore, after having experienced a 
different standard of living and education in the destination countries, 
despondence about the abrupt change in living circumstances and future 
prospects can make it more difficult to accept and become accustomed 
to the poor circumstances and lack of prospects after return. 

All the issues that may negatively impact a child’s reintegration 
should be identified, made explicit and targeted in a well-reasoned re-
turn plan that focuses on neutralizing the expected family- and child- 
specific reintegration difficulties (for examples of questions and the 
counselling process; see CoMensha, 2016). After return, this plan should 
be followed up by professionals over a longer period of time to meet the 
possible evolving changes in wellbeing after return. If needed, the return 
plan should be adjusted to meet the post-return experiences and enhance 
the child’s reintegration, the child’s rights and their quality of life. 
Unfortunately, such specific child-oriented reintegration programmes 
are still lacking; however, knowledge of the needs and support experi-
ences of returnee families, complemented by existing knowledge about 
reintegration programmes of other groups of vulnerable children, could 
provide input for the development of such a programme (e.g., Weine 
Brahmbatt, Cardeli & Ellis, 2020). 
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