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Abstract  

While considerable effort has been devoted to measuring international migration and enhancing 
data quality on migrant remittances, comparable data on forced returns remain fragmented and 
uneven across countries. To address this gap, we assembled administrative data from official 
governmental statistics in deporting countries and complemented them, where necessary, 
through freedom-of-information requests. The resulting dataset covers 42 deporting countries, 
including most OECD members, and reports returns by citizenship for 204 origin countries or 
territories, yielding approximately 7,200 unique pairs of deporting and origin countries, with 
varying temporal coverage and across different indicators related to enforcement regimes. This 
research note maps the landscape of enforced returns, highlights stylized facts of enforcement 
patterns at the level of countries, bilateral corridors, and over time, and discusses the limitations 
and challenges that arise when comparing data across jurisdictions. Finally, we distill themes 
and hypotheses from the literature on deportation regimes, laying the groundwork for a research 
agenda that seeks to explain the large spatial and temporal variation in deportation intensities 
observed at both the country and corridor levels. 
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I. Introduction 

Forced returns have come to dominate contemporary debates on migration. Across many 

destination countries, political leaders have pledged to increase the number of returns. Yet 

forced return is not a new phenomenon. It has long formed part of states’ migration control 

toolkits. Since the year 2000, the United States has forcible returned more than 6.6 million 

individuals, while countries of the European Union have issued more than 7 million orders to 

leave since 2008, and reported the return of more than 2 million over that same period. In some 

cases, the scale of forced return has been considerable: for the Central American countries of 

El Salvador and Honduras, the cumulative number of deportees from the United States since 

the year 2000 is equivalent to about 5% of their resident population; and in the Balkan country 

of Albania, the number of enforced returns reported from European Countries between 2014 

and 2022 amount to more than 5% of the country´s current population stock.  

Despite its prominence in the political discourse, forced return remains one of the least studied 

aspects of migration. We know surprisingly little about its drivers and consequences. On the 

one hand, deportation studies have few advocates. For enforcement agencies, deportees 

represent a resolved case; for immigrant advocates, a lost one. Deportees and their families 

frequently remain silent due to the stigma and social exclusion they face upon return, while 

policy makers tend to avoid the topic because it complicates one-sided narratives of migration 

control.  

On the other hand, a relative silence within the social sciences is rooted in the scarcity and 

inaccessibility of data. Considerable effort has gone into measuring international migration and 

improving data quality on remittances, yet comparable data on forced returns remain 

fragmentary and uneven across countries. To address this gap, we assembled administrative 

data from governmental sources in deporting countries, obtained both through publicly 

available statistics and, where necessary, through freedom-of-information requests. The 

resulting DepRisk database (Ambrosius and Luna 2025) consolidates data from multiple 

sources, and covers 42 deporting countries, including most OECD members, with varying 

temporal coverage. Returns are identified by citizenship for 204 origin countries or territories, 

yielding approximately 7,200 bilateral deportation corridors—defined as unique pairs of 

deporting and origin countries. 

Creating a dataset on forced returns faced two main challenges. The first was intransparency 

and lack of systematic data collections or reporting: many governments do not publish data on 



forced returns. In such cases, we submitted official data requests. In three OECD countries—

Israel, South Korea and Turkey —we were ultimately unable to obtain information (Ambrosius, 

Luna, et al. 2025). The second challenge was heterogeneity in definitions and procedures. The 

term deportation lacks a universal legal meaning and is used to refer to different administrative 

procedures and terms, including removals, expulsions, assisted return schemes and other returns 

following an order to leave. Recognizing these differences, we distinguish different types of 

return to facilitate comparisons across jurisdictions and to acknowledge the variety of 

mechanisms through which migrants are returned. 

The goal of this research note is twofold. First, we map the landscape of forced returns, based 

on the data introduced and described in the following section. The data mapping includes 

country level and regional level aggregates, as well as a description of the main bilateral 

corridors, and presents cross-sectional differences as well as aggregate trends at the regional 

level. In mapping the data, we also highlight limitations and challenges related to the data. 

Second, we identify and discuss possible venues for future research to make sense of the 

empirical puzzle: A considerable variation in enforcement intensities between countries, across 

bilateral deportation corridors and over time. We summarize the main arguments from the 

scattered literature on deportation regimes in section four and conclude with open questions 

and a research agenda.  

II. Enforcement Data 

Lacking a legal definition, the term “deportations” is often employed colloquially as a broad 

category to describe different procedures and types of return. Here, we distinguish between 

several categories of return to facilitate systematic comparisons across jurisdictions. 

Enforced Returns. We define enforced returns as cases in which individuals have reportedly 

been removed through state enforcement measures. Such measures may include detention prior 

to return, police or escorted removal, physical coercion, or compulsory transport arranged by 

authorities. However, many forms of return that directly or indirectly relate to state enforcement 

are not captured in this indicator. First, official data frequently omit “quasi-deportees”—such 

as family members who accompany deported relatives but who have not themselves been 

formally deported (Hamilton et al. 2023) - or returns that occur preemptively in anticipation of 

enforcement or in response to threats of deportation. Second, the category of enforced return 

does not include returns via assisted or voluntary return programs in which migrants formally 

consent to repatriation, often supported by financial or logistical assistance such as Assisted 



Voluntary Return Programs – often with support by the International Organization for Migration 

(IOM) - or via national or multinational return programs. For us, restricting this indicator to 

instances only where state or police force has been applied serves as a definitional distinction 

from other forms of returns. It does not solve the general conceptual difficulty of classifying 

returns on a voluntary-involuntary dichotomy1. 

Other Returns. We include an additional category, other returns, to capture cases not classified 

as enforced returns. This group primarily consists of returns under assisted return schemes 

where individuals formally consented to repatriation and no physical coercion was applied. For 

countries reporting to Eurostat, this category refers to cases in which return was reported 

following an “order to leave” but did not classify as an enforced return following the above 

definition. This indicator also includes returns resulting from the revocation of residence 

permits (for instance due to criminal conduct not related to immigration status), when it did not 

lead to enforcement action in the sense of “enforced returns”. It is important to note that this 

indicator of “other returns” reflects differences in both reporting practices as well as in return 

procedures. For one, depending on reporting practices, not all those who return without state 

enforcement actions are registered, reflecting the difficulty of countries to keep track of a 

mobile population (Wahba 2022). Second, country-specific return procedures and 

classifications matter. The fact that some countries report a larger share of migrants as 

“voluntary returns” may reflect countries’ priority for ‘softer’ deportations; but these are often 

backed up by the threat of coercive measures if migrants fail to consent to an assisted or 

consented return. 

Refusals of Entry. The variable refusals of entry refers to the number of individuals denied 

admission at a country’s border, whether by air, land, or sea. While enforced returns and other 

returns concern removals from within a territory, refusals of entry relate to cases where entry is 

prevented at the border. The indicator includes all individuals returned prior to entry, regardless 

of the underlying reason. Certain cases blur this distinction. For example, during the COVID-

 

1 See, for instance, Leerkes et al. (2017), Kalir (2017) or Cleton and Chauvin (2020) for a critical discussion of 

dichotomous distinction of voluntary and involuntary return schemes. Migrants’ agency in the return process is 

often constrained through varying degrees of coercion, making “voluntariness” a relative or gradual, rather than 

absolute, condition. 

 



19 pandemic, the United States activated Title 42 procedures, allowing for the summary 

expulsion of migrants on public-health grounds, some of which were executed at the border and 

others after having entered the US territory. For the U.S., therefore, refusal-of-entry figures 

include Title 42 expulsions for fiscal years 2020–2022, although some of these have been 

executed from inside the U.S. and should, according to the definition applied above, be 

classified (see the discussion in Section III and Figure 2 below). 

Orders to Leave. The variable orders to leave captures the number of individuals formally 

subject to an administrative or judicial decision obliging an individual to depart from the 

territory. This variable is not available for all countries, as an order to leave is not always a legal 

prerequisite for enforcement actions. In some systems, removals may be executed directly under 

other legal provisions. 

All indicators are provided on an annual, country-by-country basis. The term deporting country 

refers to the state issuing an order to leave or conducting an enforcement action, while country 

of citizenship refers to the state to which the individual is returned. In most cases, the country 

of citizenship coincides with the country of return. The variable year corresponds to the 

calendar year in which the return occurred; for the United States, data are reported by fiscal 

year2. Temporal coverage varies by indicator and country, for most countries and indicators the 

first available year is 2008; for some that data goes back to the year 2000. 

Primary data sources include Eurostat, complemented by administrative statistics and official 

releases from national immigration and interior ministries, as well as responses to freedom-of-

information requests submitted by the authors. Details on data sources, definitions, and 

decisions in the construction of variables are documented in Ambrosius et al. (2025). 

III. Mapping Deportation Risk 

The following section maps patterns in different enforcement regimes/intensities. The first 

section focuses on country and regional aggregates; and the second section on the main bilateral 

pairs of deporting and receiving countries.  

 

2 Fiscal year in the U.S. ranges from October 1st to September 30th. 



Country-Level Variation in Deportation Risk 

Most of the total numbers of deportations covered in the data are originating in the U.S. and 

Europe; with the U.S. clearly dominating total numbers. Figure 1 shows trends in the number 

of enforced returns from the U.S. (all those classified as “removals” under U.S. reporting) and 

compares these numbers to an aggregate of EU countries, obtained from Eurostat. Only after 

2014 is data usually given separately for „enforced returns” and distinguished from other return 

schemes (assisted return schemes or others returning after having received an order to leave); 

and not all countries report consistently over all these years. Figure 1 therefore provides 

aggregated trends for enforced returns for a subset of 13 European countries (Belgium, 

Bulgaria, Germany, Denmark, Spain, Estonia, France, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Poland, Portugal, 

Sweden) and for the period starting in 2014. The total population size of both these groups is 

similar: 347 million in the U.S.; and approximately 357 million for the group of EU-13. In 

addition, we also report data on total returns, including the registered return of all persons who 

have previously been given an order to leave. This data covers 27 European countries 

(approximately 450 million people, EU-27). 

Several patterns in Figure 1 are worth highlighting: First, enforced returns from the U.S. – and, 

for this matter, enforced return in the entire dataset presented here – are dominated by only four 

corridors. The dark blue area refers to all removals towards Mexico, equivalent to 69% of all 

enforced returns from the U.S. between 2000 and 2022. On top, a slightly lighter shaded area 

refers to the sum of three other large corridors from the US towards the countries of Northern 

Central America: El Salvador, Honduras and Guatemala. The latter three made up 21% of all 

the forced returns (removals) from the U.S. over the period. 

Second, U.S. removals outweigh enforced returns from European countries by a large margin:  

Forced returns from the U.S. peaked at 432 thousand in 2013 during the Obama administration. 

Forced returns from the U.S. then declined. In Europe (EU-13), enforced returns were highest 

in 2015 with 59 thousand annual enforced returns; and lowest in 2023 with less than 3 thousand. 

Total reported returns peaked at 139 thousand in 2016 in the same group. In both the U.S. and 

Europe, enforced returns registered a drop during the pandemic years and rose again after. Data 

for the second Trump administration had not been available at the time of data collection and 

are not included.  



Figure 1: Trends in Enforced and Total Reported Returns, U.S. and E.U. Countries 

 

 

While Figure 1 refers to persons returned from within countries’ territories, Figure 2 shows 

refusals of entry at external borders for the United States and the EU-27. In the EU-27, refusals 

declined up to 2015 and then increased through 2019; they dropped sharply in 2020 with the 

onset of COVID-19 restrictions, whereas the U.S. series does not show a comparable decline 

because, beginning in March 2020, the government implemented “Title 42” expulsions under 

the Public Health Service Act (42 U.S.C. § 265) via CDC orders. Under Title 42, border 

authorities summarily expelled individuals on public-health grounds without processing them 

under immigration law or providing standard asylum screening. By contrast, removals shown 

in Figure 1 occur under “Title 8” (the Immigration and Nationality Act) and involve formal 

removal orders with attendant consequences such as multi-year re-entry bars and possible 

criminal penalties for unlawful re-entry. Although many Title 42 expulsions occurred after 

individuals had already crossed into U.S. territory, they were not processed as removals; we 

therefore treat them as refusals at entry rather than enforced returns. Also, the data does not 

distinguish whether individuals had already entered U.S. territory or not. The dotted U.S. line 

excludes Title 42 expulsions to show refusals at entry absent these public-health expulsions; 

Title 42 ended on May 11, 2023 with the termination of the COVID-19 public-health 

emergency.  
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Figure 2. Trends in Annual Refusals to Enter, U.S. and E.U. Countries 

  

The barplot in Figure 3 shows annual average numbers of enforced returns for all countries for 

which this data is available; and over the period 2014 to 2022. Color schemes depict regions 

(North America without Mexico; Latin America; Europe and Others). As already evident from 

Figure 1, absolute numbers are dominated by the U.S. case: Between 2014 and 2022, total 

annual average enforced returns from the U.S. were 272 thousand. We include a broken axis for 

better presentation of the U.S. case next to the 2nd largest value for Germany, with 11,600 annual 

average enforced returns over the same period (approximately 5% of the annual numbers of the 

U.S. case)3. 

 

3 For Germany, we use data reported in response to a parliamentary inquiry. These figures are disaggregated by 

country of return rather than by citizenship. We exclude returns directed to signatories of the Dublin Regulation, 

assuming that these correspond to transfers under safe third-country arrangements rather than to returns to 

countries of citizenship. 
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Figure 3: Annual Average Enforced Returns, By Country, Period 2014-2023 

 

 

Figure 4 shows the average annual number of returns for the same period (2014 to 2022), but 

for the indicator of “other reported returns”. This indicator refers to all the returns that have 

been reported but that are of a less coercive nature and do not fall under the definition of 

enforced returns in Figure 3. These numbers may include voluntary return after having received 

an order to leave; or assisted return schemes. Two countries report numbers of return under this 

category that are significantly larger than the rest; and we use broken axis for the purpose of 

presentation: The U.S. and Mexico. In the U.S., these are typically cases where residence 

permits have been revoked (for instance due to criminal conduct) and led to a process of 

“administrative returns” distinct from a “removal procedure”; hence no detention and no 

physical force was applied. Mexico reported the second highest numbers of annual average 

returns over this period (119 thousand), classified as consented return. More than 95% of the 

annual average returns from Mexico were directed towards three countries of Central America 

that are also among the top targets of enforced returns from the United States: Honduras 

(49,873), Guatemala (46,415) and El Salvador (17,704). Almost all these returns were realized 

in the years 2020, 2021 and 2022. This illustrates important challenges in terms of how returns 

should be compared and assessed across countries: It raises questions, on the one hand, with 

respect to what constitutes “voluntariness” and the choices being available to those counted as 
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assisted or consented returns. If migrants fail to consent, the default coercive threat is often an 

enforced return. In that case, the numbers for “consented return” mask what may otherwise turn 

into an enforced return. A strict dichotomy between “enforced” and “voluntary” or consented 

forms of return is therefore hard to defend. Rather, migrants face different degrees of 

coerciveness or capacities to resist return, that shape selection into categories of return (Leerkes 

et al. 2017; Kalir 2017; Cleton and Chauvin 2020). Second, it raises question to how countries’ 

administrative rules and procedures affect classification into “assisted” or “voluntary” schemes; 

and how the lack of consent are dealt with in each country. 

For the case of European countries, rankings notably differ in Figure 3 (enforced returns) 

compared to Figure 4. In all three European countries that rank highest in terms of “other 

returns” (United Kingdom, Sweden and Poland), average numbers for “other returns” are larger 

than the numbers reported as enforced returns. This reflects country differences in terms of 

selection of returns into either enforced schemes, or into assisted or voluntary schemes. It may 

also respond to differences in reporting practices, because not all actual returns are necessarily 

registered and reported, reflecting countries’ difficulties of tracking mobile populations (Wahba 

2022). 

Figure 4: Average Annual Number of Other Reported Returns, By Country, Period 2014-2022 
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Figure 5 shows what has been coined as enforcement gaps in the litearature (Gibney 2008; Stutz 

and Trauner 2022): the relation of enforced returns relative to orders to leave, over the years for 

which data is available. Here, we only report countries who emit and report an order to leave 

prior to an enforcement action. This allow us to compare those who have been targeted for 

return to those who have been forced to return. The numerator only includes those who have 

been exposed to an enforcement action, i.e. it does not include those who returned voluntarily 

after having received an order to leave; or those who returned under assisted schemes. The gap 

between ordered and enforced returns varies widely from almost 0.6 in the case of Japan 

(leaving aside the case of Liechtenstein which reported less than 7 orders to leave per year) and 

less than 0.1 in Mexico, Belgium, Portugal, Bulgaria, Poland and the Czech Republic. 

 

Figure 5: Enforced Returns relative to Orders to Leave, Period 2014 to 2022 

 

 

Main Deportation Corridors 
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we limit the analysis to our main indicator of “enforced returns”; and we restrict the section to 

a description of cross-sectional variation in corridors, not on their temporal dimensions. 

Figure 6 shows average annual enforced returns for a selection of top corridors all as average 

annual rounded values between 2014 and 2021. The top 4 corridors from the U.S. to Mexico, 

El Salvador, Honduras and Guatemala have already been included in Figure 1 (with time 

variation) and are therefore excluded from Figure 6. For the sake of comparison: The rounded 

annual average number of enforced returns in these Top 4 corridors are 176 thousand (Mexico), 

33 thousand (Guatemala), 23 thousand (Honduras) and 16 thousand (El Salvador). Their joint 

numbers of average annual returns are more than 6 times the combined annual average enforced 

returns of all the 20 corridors shown in Figure 6 (41 thousand). Leaving aside these Top 4 

corridors, bilateral pairs between deporting countries and countries of citizenship show a 

relatively diverse pattern. The Top 10 corridors in absolute average numbers include, in addition 

to these four, Spain-Morocco (6,210), Greece-Albania (3,190), Colombia-Cuba (2,600), USA-

Colombia (1,940), Germany-Albania (2,210) and US-Dominican Republic (1,940). 

 

Figure 6: Flow Chart of Average Annual Enforced Returns along the Main Corridors, excluding 
the Top 4 Corridors from U.S. to Mexico, Honduras Guatemala and El Salvador 
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So far, all data presented has been in absolute terms, giving greater prominence to larger 

countries and corridors. One way to visualize their relative importance is to express the numbers 

relative to the size of each country’s diaspora—measured as the foreign-born population from 

each origin country residing in each destination in 2020, based on the World Bank’s Global 

Bilateral Migration Matrix—and relative to the origin-country population size in 2020, based 

on population numbers from the World Development Indicators. Although the foreign-born 

population does not distinguish by legal status and therefore provides limited insight into the 

deportation risk of migrants, it allows us to place the absolute numbers into perspective. 

Figure 7 plots the 200 largest corridors of enforced returns according to these two indicators. 

The vertical axis shows the average annual number of enforced returns (2014–2022) relative to 

the foreign-born population, while the horizontal axis relates them to the origin-country 

population size. Circle sizes are proportional to the absolute size of the deportation corridors 

(the smallest depicted correspond to around 100 annual enforced returns). For clarity of 

presentation, both axes are shown on a logarithmic scale, which compresses differences 

between the largest corridors (positioned at the top and to the right) and the rest. Selected 

corridors are labeled, and the colors of the dots indicate the region of the deporting country. 

The graph reveals that the largest corridors in absolute size (the top four) also dominate in 

relative terms, with the notable difference that the three small Central American countries stand 

out when measured relative to their origin-country populations. The corridors with the highest 

ratios of enforced returns per origin-country population are El Salvador, with an annual average 

of 270 enforced returns per 100,000 persons of that nationality, followed by Honduras (260) 

and Guatemala (228). It should be noted that these figures relate annual flows to population 

stocks. To gauge the cumulative scale of forced returns: the total number of enforced returns 

reported from the United States to El Salvador between 2000 and 2022 (approximately 360,000) 

corresponds to more than 5 percent of the country’s current population of 6.3 million. 

Enforced returns to Central America are followed in relative importance by three corridors from 

European countries to Albania—specifically from Greece, Germany, and France. Combined, 

enforced returns along these three corridors are larger relative to Albania’s population than 

those from the United States to El Salvador or Honduras, amounting to 290 enforced returns 

per 100,000 Albanians at origin. The cumulative total of all enforced returns to Albania since 

2014 (around 130,000) likewise represents more than 5 percent of its current population of 2.4 

million. 



The largest corridors relative to diaspora size (i.e. relative to those born in the origin country 

but living at destination) are from the USA to Mexico, followed by Greece-Albania, Spain-

Morocco, Costa Rica-Nicaragua, USA-Guatemala and from Norway to Afghanistan, Albania, 

and Nigeria. The latter highlights that for corridors that are of relatively small absolute size, 

deportation risk can still be large relative to the underlying populations potentially vulnerable 

to enforced returns. 

 

Figure 7: Top 200 Corridors of Enforced Returns, Relative to Diaspora Size and Origin Country 
Population, Logarithmic Scale 

 

 

Summary of Key Patterns and Puzzles 

Two main observations emerge from the mapping of enforcement intensities. First, comparing 

deportation data across jurisdictions remains challenging. The relative importance of returns 

classified as consented differs substantially, as do the administrative procedures behind return 

processes. In one case—Mexico—“voluntary” or “assisted” returns far outnumber those 

classified as “enforced returns,” while in several EU countries, the share of “other returns,” 

which are less coercive, also varies widely in comparison to enforced ones. These differences 
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reflect distinct policy choices but also raise important questions about the comparability of 

indicators across contexts. 

Second, deportation risk varies considerably. Enforcement intensities fluctuate over time and 

differ markedly across countries and bilateral corridors. Four U.S.–Latin American corridors 

dominate all others in terms of volume: enforced returns to Mexico, Honduras, Guatemala, and 

El Salvador from the United States account for 67% of all annual enforced returns captured in 

our dataset, on average, during the period 2014–2022 (248,000 annual average enforced returns 

out of a total average of 371,000 annual enforced returns captured across all countries with 

available data). Albania is the only other origin country for which returns reach a similar 

magnitude relative to its population size, though not in absolute terms. When measured relative 

to the foreign-born population at destination, several other corridors with smaller absolute 

numbers stand out as having comparatively high enforcement risks. In terms of temporal 

variation, Figure 1 illustrates shifting dynamics for the United States, but changes in 

enforcement intensities over time can also be observed for other countries and corridors. 

IV. What explains Variation in Enforcement Intensities? 

The variation in the intensity and types of enforcement between countries, for different 

corridors within countries, and over time, poses a puzzle. While a systematic analysis across 

many cases and periods remains scarce, case studies and comparative research has proposed 

explanations at three analytical levels: the profile of migrant populations, the characteristics of 

the deporting state, and the cooperation of origin states (Trauner 2018; Sinnige et al. 2025)  

Migrant Profiles: The profile of migrants – legal status, nationality, age or gender -  affects 

their likelihood of being selected into enforced returns through several mechanisms. On the one 

hand, undocumented migrants or those with expired, denied or revoked residency permits 

constitute the pool of potential deportees; and the likelihood of qualifying for refugee status, 

visa programs or residence permits overlaps with migrants’ citizenship and demographic 

profiles. In addition, research has pointed to discriminatory or selective practices in 

enforcement, showing that deportation regimes disproportionately target certain nationalities 

and racialized groups, making some migrants more visible and politically expedient targets than 

others (Golash-Boza and Hondagneu-Sotelo 2013; Menjívar et al. 2018). On the other hand, 

citizenship and demographic profiles also affect the likelihood of implementing measures of 

enforced return. Deporting states may delay or suspend enforcement when returnees would face 

persecution, insecurity, or inhumane treatment, suggesting that human-rights considerations—



often mediated by the democratic accountability of the deporting state—shape enforcement 

decisions (Stutz and Trauner 2022); and these consideration interact with demographic profiles 

(age, gender and family status). In cases where demographic data is available, the profile of 

deportees is often dominated by younger male adults (e.g. Amuedo-Dorantes and Pozo 2014; 

Bandiera et al. 2023; Sinnige et al. 2025). At the same time, economic and political conditions 

at origin also influence migrants’ willingness or resistance to return, affecting selection into 

types of return i.e. whether removal occurs through assisted or forced channels. Individuals who 

categorically reject return are less likely to participate in “voluntary” or assisted schemes and 

are therefore more likely to appear among enforced removals (Leerkes et al. 2017; Sinnige et 

al. 2025).  

Characteristics of deporting states: Regarding the characteristics of deporting states, Leerkes 

and Van Houte (2020, 321) distinguish between enforcement interests and enforcement 

capacities of countries. Enforcement interests concern how forced returns relate to core 

promises of liberal states—security, welfare, and the rule of law—and whether those exposed 

to deportation risk are perceived as an economic burden, a security threat, or a challenge to 

national sovereignty. 

Declared priorities, however, often reflect dominant migration narratives rather than empirical 

realities. In the United States for instance, enforcement intensity rose in counties with higher 

unemployment during the Global Financial Crisis in 2007, when anxieties about labor-market 

competition with migrants increased (Barrera and Felegi 2025). Yet empirical evidence suggests 

that undocumented migrant labor supports economic recovery (Borjas 2001; Cadena and Kovak 

2016) and that deportations may harm native workers because immigrant labor complements 

rather than substitutes native employment (East et al. 2023; East and Velásquez 2024).  

Likewise, heightened immigration enforcement has often been publicly justified as a response 

to crime; however, studies by Miles and Cox (2014) and Hines and Peri (2019) find no evidence 

that enforced returns reduced local crime; and foreign-born have a lower incarceration rate than 

natives (Abramitzky et al. 2023). These findings from the U.S. case suggest that a main 

motivation behind intensifying enforcement is political signaling—a means to project 

toughness on immigration—rather than policy responses to objective crime or labor-market 

dynamics. In line with this interpretation, migration and border control policies have long been 

described as symbolic or performative responses to native publics’ anxieties about migration 

(Andreas 2022; De Genova 2013). This logic extends to deportations, which have been 

characterized as spectacles of displaying sovereign enforcement, control, and power 



(Mainwaring and Silverman 2017). Deportations thus serve also political purposes, functioning 

as visible demonstrations of the state’s ability to control mobility and uphold the authority of 

borders (Gibney 2008; De Genova 2010; Leerkes and Broeders 2010). These political 

incentives to display strength may explain differences between countries, but they may also 

change over time in response, for instance, to economic variables or a change in political cycles 

and coalitions. 

Next to political signaling, the implementation of enforced returns depends on bureaucratic 

capacities and the organizational logics of the agencies tasked with enforcement, which can 

differ across countries (Leerkes and Van Houte 2020) as well as for different subnational units 

within countries (Leerkes et al. 2013). Bureaucratic actors also have their own interests and 

routines, which can constrain or amplify political goals. As Ellermann (2005; 2009) shows, 

variations in enforcement outcomes often depend on how insulated bureaucracies are from 

political influence and how they mediate between top-down directives and bottom-up pressures, 

such as local resistance. Migration enforcement is therefore not merely the product of political 

will or electoral incentives, but also of the institutional infrastructures that sustain, translate, 

and sometimes resist those directives (Wong 2015). In the U.S., federal programs such as Secure 

Communities and 287(g) have expanded bureaucratic capacity and coordination between 

federal and local actors, producing sharp increases in forced returns where implemented (Cox 

and Miles 2013; East et al. 2023). 

Agency of origin states: Finally, the agency of countries of origin plays a decisive role in 

explaining enforcement outcomes. Deportation is not a unilateral act but a two-sided process 

requiring cooperation between deporting and receiving states. The effectiveness of deportation 

regimes thus depends on the willingness of origin countries to readmit their nationals (Gibney 

2008; Ellermann 2008; Zanker and Altrogge 2022; Kefale et al. 2025; Zanker 2023). This 

cooperation is far from automatic: origin states often exercise agency by resisting or delaying 

enforcement to protect citizens abroad or to extract political or material concessions. While 

outright refusals to accept deportation flights—such as those by The Gambia in 2019 (Zanker 

and Altrogge 2022) or Colombia in summer 2025 —represent visible forms of opposition, 

subtle modes of resistance are more widespread. As Zanker (2023) shows, many governments 

employ bureaucratic non-compliance, for example by withholding the identification documents 

necessary for repatriation operations. Such practices constitute forms of bureaucratic resistance 

or “weapons of the weak” (Qadim 2014), slowing down deportations, increasing enforcement 

costs, and transforming administrative obstruction into a bargaining tool. Through these tactics, 



origin states can leverage cooperation on returns to obtain side payments or policy concessions, 

such as development aid (Ambrosius 2025) or visa facilitation. These dynamics situate 

deportation enforcement within a broader field of migration diplomacy—the strategic use of 

countries’ control over human mobility as instruments of foreign policy (Adamson and 

Tsourapas 2019; Tsourapas 2017). Within this framework, migration management intersects 

with other domains of interstate relations, and origin states—far from being passive 

recipients—actively shape outcomes through negotiation, delay, and selective cooperation. 

These three dimensions to explain variation in enforcement intensities – migrants’ profiles, 

deporting state features and origin country cooperation - are interrelated. For instance, migrant 

profiles are related to the declared or perceived interest of states in enforcement action, because 

certain migrant profiles are portrayed as posing a larger burden or threat, and the same holds 

true to for bureaucratic agency and public opinion within destination countries. Likewise, the 

behavior of origin states in cooperating—or resisting—return operations is not independent of 

the behavior or dominant narratives deporting states or the sociodemographic profile of migrant 

populations who are often important economic pillars for origin countries. Hence, these 

variables should not necessarily be seen as independent or competing explanations, but part of 

complementary drivers of enforcement intensities.  

V. Conclusions and a Research Agenda 

Despite its prominence in policy debates, enforced returns are an understudied theme within 

migration research. Quantitative analysis for a large number of cases has been rare, due to a 

lack of comparable data. Recognizing this limitation, this research note is part of an effort of 

advancing quantitative research on forced returns. As a first step within a larger research 

agenda, we have been mapping available data and identified promising research venues.  

While both the consequences and the drivers of forced returns are under researched, the data 

presented here is more suitable to study deportations as an outcome variable rather than as an 

explanatory variable. The reason is that for most countries, aggregate deportation numbers are 

relatively small, making it difficult to identify effects of enforced returns at the aggregate level 

of countries. Instead, recent quantitative literature on broader deportation consequence has 

typically used subnational variation in enforcement intensities for cases where such strategies 

are feasible and has been limited to the study of deportation corridors from the U.S. to Latin 

American countries. This literature has found unintended outcomes both in the deporting 

country (the United States) as well as in migrants’ countries of origin (Mexico and El Salvador). 



For instance, East et al. (2023) find negative effects on the employment of natives for the case 

of the U.S. because undocumented migrants are a complement rather than substitute to native 

labor, hitting in particular those reliant on this work such as middle class women who rely on 

care work provided by migrants (East and Velásquez 2024). Regarding origin country effects, 

the difficult post-deportation trajectories of migrants has been well documented in the 

qualitative literature (Brotherton and Barrios 2009; Silver 2018; Schuster and Majidi 2013; 

Mojica Madrigal 2017; Khosravi 2017). However, research has yet to come to a clear consensus 

regarding broader impacts in migrants’ communities of origin; an endeavor which has been 

limited by the availability and quality of data4.  

Country and corridor-level data presented here lends itself to studying the determinants of 

deportations along the variables and levels of analysis that have been outlined in the previous 

section. So far, most of the literature has focused on single case studies or the comparative 

analysis of a small number of cases. The data presented in this research note provides an 

opportunity to test arguments summarized in the previous section on a broader scale; to identify 

cross-national regularities in return enforcement; and to explain the puzzle that comes from the 

data mapping: What explains countries’ different enforcement intensities; why are some 

corridors within countries characterized by larger deportation risks than others; and what 

explains temporal dynamics of enforcement intensities? 

Quantitative approaches, however, face two main challenges. First, comparability: indicators of 

enforcement often differ across jurisdictions due to variations in legal definitions, 

administrative procedures, and data collection. The data presented here makes a first – though 

imperfect – effort of bringing different sources together in one consolidated data set. It is limited 

 

4 Recent quantitative evidence for Mexico and El Salvador has examined three outcomes of deportations: crime, 

schooling, and labor. In these two cases, crime rose with deportations (Rozo et al. 2021; Ambrosius 2021; Sviatschi 

2022; Ambrosius 2024), attributed to the precariousness that comes with enforced returns in context of limited 

opportunities, weak states and strong criminal networks. Labor effects are heterogeneous: Wages seem to fall 

where returnees compete for a limited supply of labor (Pearson 2022; Bandiera et al. 2023; Ambrosius, Quigua, et 

al. 2025), yet other research has found that firms and communities may also gain from human or physical capital 

brought back by returnees (Bucheli and Fontenla 2022; Diodato et al. 2023; Osuna Gomez and Medina-Cortina 

2023). Research for schooling results in Mexico give a mixed picture: Caballero (2022) finds that the loss of 

income from migrant remittance raises dropouts (Caballero 2022), while others find a positive effect on schooling 

indicators from higher deportation risks (Bucheli and Fontenla 2022; Gehrke 2024).  



by the data being provided in terms of quality and scope. Many important countries and 

corridors are omitted, including those between countries of the Global South, due to inexistent 

or undisclosed administrative data. 

Second, like all causal analyses, a quantitative analysis of enforcement intensities requires 

creative research designs capable of isolating cause-and-effect relationships.  Return dynamics 

are shaped by a multitude of social, political, and economic factors that create endogeneity of 

explanatory variables with respect to enforcement: For instance, economic and political factors 

at both origin country and the deporting country may affect the size of the deportable 

populations due to its attractive or repelling forces; but these same factors are also related to 

the enforcement regimes and policies. Disentangling these mechanisms remains an important 

task for future research—especially as enforced return is likely to stay a permanent feature of 

migration policy toolkits yet remains an underexplored topic in migration studies.  
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