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Measuring Up?

Using monitoring and evaluation to make good on

the promise of refugee sponsorship

BY HANNE BEIRENS AND ALIYYAH AHAD

Executive Summary

By Spring 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic had ground
international protection operations to a halt around
the world amid travel restrictions and border clo-
sures. But this unexpected pause in day-to-day work
has a small silver lining: policymakers have a pre-
cious opportunity to revisit what they aim to achieve
with their programmes, and how to develop a sys-
tem that monitors progress towards these goals and
facilitates evidence-based improvements.

This forced hiatus comes at a critical juncture in

the development of many refugee sponsorship
programmes (also called community or private
sponsorship, or humanitarian corridors in some con-
texts). Private sponsorship emerged in Canada in the
1980s, but the model only gained traction in Europe
after the 2015-16 refugee crisis. Unlike in traditional
refugee resettlement, refugee sponsorship allows
communities and civil-society organisations to take
a hands-on role in supporting the settlement and
integration of refugees, with government authori-
ties retaining ultimate responsibility for the success
or failure of the programme. But there is relatively
limited evidence on how sponsorship programmes
are performing, whether they are fulfilling the high
expectations policymakers and the public hold for

them, where there is scope for improvement, and,
crucially, what impact they have on refugees, spon-
sors, and wider communities.

As uncertainty looms over whether and when coun-
tries that have been hit hard by the pandemic will
resume their protection programmes, refugee spon-
sorship, which operates outside of government-set
resettlement quotas in some countries, may become
an even more critical lifeline for refugees in regions
of displacement. A monitoring and evaluation (M&E)
system can help give decisionmakers the confi-
dence—and evidence—they need to launch or ex-
pand a sponsorship scheme. It also helps ensure that
challenges can be quickly identified and addressed
so that programmes are able to achieve their desired
impact, and makes programmes more accountable

to the public, refugees, and their sponsors.
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To get an M&E system off the ground and reap these
benefits, policymakers and other stakeholders must
consider:

What types of data are already available
and what data must be collected to best
capture a programme’s performance
against its objectives? A wide range of
process- and results-related considerations
warrant tracking through an M&E framework.
But the question on many policymakers’
minds is whether sponsorship programmes
live up to their claim of creating more
welcoming societies for refugees. While there
is only limited research in this area, there are
a few promising examples, such as work by
researchers at the University of Birmingham
in the United Kingdom on how M&E systems
could tackle this question. To date, many
evaluations of refugee sponsorship initiatives
have relied on qualitative methods, such as
in-depth interviews and focus groups, but

a smart set of alternative data collection
tools (including quantitative ones) merit
exploration to shore up gaps in analysis and
avoid overwhelming busy sponsors and
refugees.

How can policymakers secure the buy-

in of key sponsorship stakeholders and
coordinate an M&E system? Sponsorship
programmes are quintessential public-
private partnerships with many and diverse
stakeholders, such as national and local
governments, civil-society organisations,
international organisations, individual
volunteers, and refugees themselves. M&E
success therefore hinges on policymakers’
ability to gather all these stakeholders around
the table in order to agree on a programme’s
data needs and the role each actor will

take in collecting and analysing these data.
Moreover, the process of developing an M&E

system can help crystallise a set of common
objectives between these actors and ensure
these aims are reflected in the logic guiding
the sponsorship programme’s design. Making
sure that M&E findings are relevant and cater
to different stakeholders’ needs can help
secure and maintain their commitment to
both M&E and the sponsorship programme
itself.

Integrating M&E into refugee sponsorship systems
will build the evidence base on what does and does
not work at different stages in these programmes,
making them more resilient in times of unprece-
dented uncertainty. But in order for sponsorship
programmes to smoothly transition from being rel-
ative novelties to established features of countries’
protection portfolios, the current opportunity to im-
plement or beef up M&E systems must be seized—
and quickly.

1 Introduction

The coronavirus pandemic has forced a pause on
resettlement operations around the world. With an
estimated 1.4 million of the world’s refugees in need
of resettlement because return to their country of
origin or local integration in their first country of asy-
lum is not feasible, the timing could not be worse.!
But this pause also marks an unexpected and valu-
able opportunity for policymakers to reflect on the
objectives of their protection programmes and how
a (strengthened) monitoring and evaluation (M&E)
system could document progress towards these
aims and inform timely programme changes.

In countries that have refugee sponsorship pro-
grammes, these programmes are often relatively
new or still in the pilot phase. While the idea of
private sponsorship traces its roots back several
decades to Canada in the 1980s, it has been tri-
alled and transformed in Europe, the Americas, and
Oceania in the wake of the 2015-16 refugee crisis.?
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Uptake has been highest in Europe, with seven
countries on the continent having either piloted or
implemented sponsorship schemes.? Yet surprisingly
little evidence is available about how well such pro-
grammes are performing, their impact on refugees
and receiving communities, or how to invest smartly
to scale up operations. The relative youth of these
programmes could leave them more fragile after
the disruption forced by the pandemic, particularly
where they have been unable to attract or train new
sponsors, or where a political decision is needed to
scale up or continue a pilot programme.

BOX 1

What is refugee sponsorship?

Rather than a single type of programme, refugee
sponsorship is an umbrella term for initiatives that
share a common premise: that certain responsibili-
ties within refugee resettlement systems that have
traditionally been held by the government—such as
the selection of refugees to be resettled, the organ-
isation of their travel and reception, and support for
their integration after arrival—can be transferred to
nongovernmental organisations or private individu-
als.

This transfer or sharing of responsibilities aims to
increase the number of available protection places,
harness the support of local volunteers, and boost
integration outcomes by placing refugees directly
into welcoming communities. Different forms of
sponsorship, such as humanitarian corridors, special
family reunification schemes, and community spon-
sorship, have different levels of government involve-
ment and requirements for sponsors.

This issue brief looks at the added value that M&E
can bring to sponsorship programmes. It also high-
lights key challenges policymakers will need to tack-
le to get M&E mechanisms off the ground.

As protection regimes around the world begin to
think ahead to how they will bounce back from the
pandemic, sponsorship may become even more

of a critical lifeline for refugees in first countries of
asylum.* At the same time, the pandemic is affecting
core elements of sponsorship programmes as social
distancing measures limit interactions between
sponsors, refugees, and society more broadly. Com-
mon programme offerings designed to welcome
and ease the integration of newly arrived refugees—
such language and educational classes offered

by public authorities, or sponsors taking refugees
grocery shopping or for a visit to the local employ-
ment office—have in some cases been suspended
or changed in the face of the public health crisis, all
with unknown consequences. Seizing on the small
but growing interest in M&E within refugee sponsor-
ship and other protection pathways® is essential to
ensure that these programmes are resilient and that
they (continue) delivering on their objectives.

2 The Value of M&E for
Refugee Sponsorship

Unlike refugees who come to a country under tradi-
tional resettlement programmes, or asylum seekers
who arrive spontaneously, sponsorship initiatives
aim to provide refugees immediately with a wel-
coming and supportive community to help them
navigate their new environment. There is a plethora
of anecdotal evidence suggesting that, as a result,
sponsorship schemes yield positive integration out-
comes for refugees, and that sponsors benefit from
a rejuvenated sense of community and purpose.®
But without robust M&E, it is difficult to identify the
mechanisms through which sponsorship generates
these benefits and to test how well they work across
different profiles of refugees, sponsors, and hosting
societies.’
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An infrastructure for sharing best practices between
states, civil-society organisations, and sponsors

is beginning to take shape.t However, unless the
research base underpinning exchange efforts is
strengthened, countries will be left to find their way
through the design and implementation of sponsor-
ship programmes largely by trial and error. A stron-
ger evidence base could provide guidance on, for
example, which essential programme features merit
more investment. By carefully monitoring and eval-
uating the performance and impact of sponsorship
programmes, policymakers and programme design-
ers can expect three main benefits: increased politi-
cal commitment, accountability, and effectiveness.

BOX 2

What is monitoring and evaluation?

Monitoring is the continuous process of collecting
and analysing information to assess how well a proj-
ect, programme, or policy is performing and to fa-
cilitate quick interventions to solve problems. Moni-
toring can also track performance against expected
results, compare across programmes, and analyse
trends over time.

Evaluation, by contrast, is the assessment of an on-
going or completed programme or policy in terms of
whether its objectives were met and how or why it
was (not) successful. It examines the relevance of the
intervention, along with its efficiency, effectiveness,
impact, and sustainability. An evaluation should pro-
vide information that is credible and useful, allowing
lessons learnt to be incorporated into the future
decision-making processes and operations of both
implementing partners and donors.

Sources: Paul J. Gertler et al., Impact Evaluation in Practice, 2nd
ed. (Washington, DC: World Bank Group and Inter-American
Development Bank, 2016); Organisation for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD), Development Assistance
Committee, Glossary of Key Terms in Evaluation and Results-Based
Management (Paris: OECD, 2002).

A. Strengthening political

commitment to sponsorship

Political commitment and public buy-in are essential
to get sponsorship programmes off the ground and
make them sustainable. Getting it right—and being
seen as getting it right—is particularly important for
policymakers who stick their necks out to advocate
for the testing of these innovative programmes.

For example, after Ireland launched its community
sponsorship pilot in December 2018, the minister
responsible for immigration and integration made

a direct appeal to‘communities across the country
to extend the hand of friendship to a refugee family
and work alongside government to make this a real-
ity.® Before rolling out the scheme across Ireland, the
government commissioned an external evaluation
to help determine the value of the pilot and, if con-
tinued, how it could be scaled up.'® Sponsorship pro-
grammes that can provide evidence of their success
can even become a calling card for political leaders
on the international stage. The former immigration
minister in Canada, John McCallum, is said to have
proudly remarked to counterparts from around the
world that Canada is the only country that could not
get refugees fast enough to meet the demand and
generosity of sponsors."

Evaluations can also help boost political capital by
protecting sponsorship programmes from unpre-
dictable external shocks. In Germany, for example,
the COVID-19 pandemic struck just after the coun-
try’s pilot sponsorship programme started admitting
its first refugees, testing the patience of sponsors
and refugees, and possibly limiting the success
stories its political supporters will be able to tell.

If an evaluation, such as the one underway by the
German Federal Office for Migration and Refugees,
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demonstrates that the pilot brought value, despite
this unforeseen challenge, it could help insulate the
programme from the frustrations and disappoint-
ments that might otherwise influence a decision on
the programme’s future.

B.  Ensuring the accountability
of programme design and
implementation

Compared to traditional protection pathways, such
as resettlement, sponsorship programmes repre-
sent a sea change in terms of how responsibility

for refugees is divided between the government,
civil-society organisations, and private individu-

als. They can require sponsor groups to arrange
housing, transportation, school enrolment, and
orientation activities for newcomers, making these
programme significantly more reliant on the invest-
ments of civil-society organisations and the goodwill
of the public. But lay persons are often less familiar
with the needs and rights of (sponsored) refugees
and the landscape of services available to them.
And because sponsorship takes place in private in
living rooms and community spaces, rather than
government-funded reception centres or under the
watchful eye of care professionals, issues may not be
identified as quickly and government support in ad-
dressing them can be more complicated to provide.
The shifting of tasks to sponsors may also trigger
concern that the government is shirking its respon-
sibilities or using this as an opportunity to further
an unstated ambition to reduce its protection-re-
lated costs. For example, prior to the launch of the
German pilot sponsorship programme, Neustart im
Team (NesT), several German nongovernmental or-
ganisations expressed such concerns.'? It is therefore
critical for the government to retain oversight over
this process, in order to intervene when necessary
and ensure nongovernment actors are delivering on
their responsibilities.

M&E can help programme designers strike the deli-
cate balance between public oversight, accountabil-
ity, and micromanagement, and between structure
and flexibility. It can also focus attention on the
areas of a programme that most need it, and help
prevent arduous administrative requirements from
unnecessarily blocking or discouraging capable
would-be sponsors. For example, the University of
Birmingham conducted a formative evaluation early
into the launch of the UK sponsorship programme in
order to quickly identify and address challenges in
the programme’s design. Through strong feedback
loops that channelled findings back to programme
designers, the researchers were able to alert the
Home Office to the fact that sponsors found re-
quests for detailed inventories, such as everything
that would be put in the kitchen of a home to pre-
pare it for a refugee’s arrival, overly burdensome and
unnecessary.'* Feedback loops can also help inform
the training that sponsors receive to ensure they are
able to perform their roles while avoiding common
mistakes.

C. Improving programme
effectiveness

In many countries, policymakers and the public hold
lofty expectations for sponsorship programmes.
M&E can help identify whether sponsorship ini-
tiatives are in fact meeting these high hopes, and
why or why not. For example, policymakers may be
interested to know whether sponsorship is effective
in improving community cohesion, and whether
refugees are better off than they would have been if
they were admitted under another protection path-
way, such as traditional resettlement. More M&E, in
this and other protection pathways, is needed to im-
prove understanding of whether and which groups
of refugees benefit from sponsorship. For this rea-
son, evaluations of the Canadian private sponsorship
programme published by Immigration, Refugees,
and Citizenship Canada also incorporate an analysis
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of the other programmes within its protection port-
folio, including its traditional government-assisted
refugee resettlement programme. This has high-
lighted divergences between the programmes, in-
cluding in terms of the profile and characteristics of
refugees under the different tracks, the support they
receive, and programme outcomes, with sponsored
refugees having higher employment and earnings,
and lower reliance on social assistance.’

With public and private funds for humanitarian as-
sistance and resettlement in short supply and insuf-
ficient to meet global needs, it is crucial that these
limited funds be spent effectively. M&E can help by
identifying which activities and processes are the
best value for money, such as by comparing the
impact of an intervention (e.g., in language learn-
ing or economic empowerment) against a control
group. For example, the Netherlands is piloting an
algorithmic matching tool, based on demographic
and preference-ranking surveys, to match refugees
under the traditional resettlement scheme with vol-
unteer groups. The tool, called Pairity, also includes
an M&E mechanism to gather information on the
impact of matching on integration outcomes such
as labour market participation, language skills, and
community engagement, which could be compared
to data on the outcomes of ‘unmatched’ refugees.’
Such an approach could also be applied to assess
sponsorship.

The question of whether sponsorship costs govern-
ments less than other protection pathways is also
ripe for the kind of further investigation that M&E
can support. Historically, one of the principles of

sponsorship is that since private actors absorb many
of the costs normally paid for by the government
(e.g., for refugees’ housing), the number of places
offered can be additional to rather than part of gov-
ernment quotas for refugee admissions. While this

is the case in some programmes in Europe, as in the
United Kingdom and Germany, these models also
frequently include extensive government-funded
supports for sponsored refugees. A solid analysis

of costs associated with sponsorship programmes,
and with other protection programmes, would help
stakeholders make informed decisions about the
true resources needed when launching or scaling up
these protection pathways.

In sum, sponsorship is unique in its approach to
engaging nontraditional actors in offering refugees
protection and in building meaningful relation-
ships between community members and refugee
families. But these same features that contribute to
programmes’ success also increase their reliance on
the personal qualities and actions of sponsors and
sponsored refugees. M&E can help policymakers
and programme designers make sense of whether
and how their goals are being realised, and how

the design and implementation of programmes is
affecting their performance. The benefits of this may
extend even beyond sponsorship programmes, as
good practices and factors that support success can
be distilled and incorporated into other protection
pathways, such as for resettled refugees and sponta-
neous arrivals who seek asylum.

4 How to Conduct
M&E in Sponsorship
Programmes
As policy circles increasingly acknowledge the myr-
iad potential benefits of integrating M&E systems

into refugee sponsorship schemes, policymakers
and programme designers may find it possible to
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build the momentum needed to get them off the
ground. Unlike with traditional refugee resettlement,
which is managed by ministries of interior or refugee
agencies that may not have an established M&E cul-
ture, refugee sponsorship schemes benefit from the
co-direction of civil-society organisations, many of
which already depend on M&E to attract funders or
conduct communications campaigns. And with the
coronavirus outbreak slowing refugee resettlement
and sponsorship operations around the world, these
key stakeholders have an unexpected opportunity
to start laying the foundation of an M&E framework.

A.  Accessing or generating the
desired data

There are a number of important questions that M&E
can help answer, but one is particularly burning:
does sponsorship make societies more welcoming
towards refugees? The success of sponsorship pro-
grammes is often defined not only by how well ref-
ugees fare after resettlement, but also by the sense
of satisfaction and achievement that sponsors and
the broader receiving community are left with. This
rather intangible goal is crucial to the long-term sur-
vival of a programme as it is important that sponsors
feel motivated to renew their commitments or share
their enthusiasm with others.

While there is relatively limited conclusive evidence
on the impact of refugee sponsorship on receiving
communities, there are several promising examples
of how such a question could be included in an
M&E system. The University of Birmingham found
through its evaluation of the UK scheme that the
impact of community sponsorship went beyond its
immediate effects on refugee families and sponsor-
ship groups.’ The volunteers within the sponsor
groups created networks across the local commu-
nity, which played a role in managing local tensions
and addressing misconceptions about refugees. In
Canada, meanwhile, an impact evaluation of a refu-

gee student sponsorship scheme by the World Uni-
versity Service of Canada found that 74 per cent of
volunteers reported increased engagement in glob-
al issues following their participation.'” Innovative
research approaches, such as social media analysis,
could offer new tools for illuminating changes in
public opinion. The UK Home Office analysed geolo-
cated Twitter posts to test whether attitudes towards
Syrian resettled refugees changed in the time before
and a year and a half after launching its resettlement
scheme.® Positive sentiments far outweighed neg-
ative views expressed at the idea of refugees being
resettled in the United Kingdom. But more work
needs to be done to isolate the impact of resettle-
ment or sponsorship schemes on these attitudes, as
opposed to that of other contributing factors.

A programme that is primarily run by (a small group
of) volunteers, and that unfolds in private homes
and communal spaces, poses a unique set of chal-
lenges for M&E experts. Compounded with the limit-
ed evidence base on sponsorship, many evaluations
within this domain have tended to use exploratory
qualitative research methods, such as in-depth inter-
views. For example, the evaluation of New Zealand'’s
2018 pilot community sponsorship programme was
based primarily on in-depth interviews with spon-
sored refugees, sponsors, representatives of the min-
istry responsible for the scheme, and United Nations
High Commissioner for Refugee (UNHCR) staff, al-
lowing them to capture a detailed and diverse range
of perspectives."”

While interviews and other qualitative methods,
such as focus groups, can be incredibly useful in ex-
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ploratory research—that is, when seeking to gener-
ate insights on a topic about which there is relatively
little existing information—they also have draw-
backs. Sponsors and refugees may experience inter-
views and focus groups as (emotionally) intrusive or
time consuming. M&E teams may wish to reconsider
whether and how these methods are used, especial-
ly where the information collected will quickly be-
come redundant (such as due to a planned change
in policy or programme design), where there is lim-
ited scope to address the issues that are raised, and
where the emotional and time burdens of participa-
tion outweigh the perceived value of the generated
insights. For example, Reset, the body responsible
for recruiting and training sponsors in the United
Kingdom, is taking advantage of the pause in opera-
tions forced by the COVID-19 pandemic to carefully
think through the monitoring activities sponsors are
required to participate in after refugees arrive and
how to best collect essential data without inducing
‘interview fatigue'?°

Determining what data already exist on a sponsor-
ship programme is therefore a prerequisite for build-
ing an M&E system that is not overly burdensome
and that is sustainable over time. The administrative
data that public authorities collect on the services
they offer is a useful starting point. For example,
interior ministries and asylum agencies may have in-
formation on the demographic and socioeconomic
profile of sponsored refugees; health-care service
providers on their medical and psychosocial wellbe-
ing; institutions of lifelong learning on the language
or vocational classes that refugees complete; and
public employment agencies on refugees’ efforts

to enter the labour market. Similarly, civil-society
organisations that coordinate the work of sponsors
may have data on the gender, age, socioeconomic
characteristics, professional background, and reli-
gious or cultural heritage of their sponsors.

In both cases, accessing these existing data (in an
anonymised form) may enable researchers to gen-

erate a group picture of the sponsors or sponsored
refugees, which can then be expanded upon, if need
be, in individual interviews. Accessing these data
may also offer a state lens on sponsored refugees’
integration trajectory, or an organisational lens on
the recruitment of sponsors, which can complement
the perspectives that refugees and sponsors offer in
their private interviews.

Administrative data sources, however, often come
with strict rules about who can access them and

for which reasons, particularly if the findings of an
evaluation will become public. Some governments
may also feel caught in a bind, wanting their spon-
sorship programmes to flourish but not to outshine
other government-run protection programmes for
resettled refugees and asylum seekers. Developing
a relationship of trust between programme design-
ers, the research team, and other stakeholders is
therefore essential to promote data sharing and re-
sponsiveness to feedback. This trust should be built
on the basis of clear communication regarding the
information needs of programme designers and a
firm understanding of the potential benefits of M&E
for their work.

Even if an M&E team can secure access to adminis-
trative data, these existing sources may not satisfy
all of their data needs. For example, administrative
databases may not be designed to allow users to
discern which language course participants or
mental-health patients are (sponsored) refugees,?'
especially where they are a very small slice of the
service population.? In other cases, public author-
ities may sit on a goldmine of raw data, such as the
educational, employment, and family history infor-
mation on the applications submitted by sponsors
nominating refugees for resettlement and on the
Resettlement Registration Forms used by UNHCR.
Some level of prep work may be needed before an
M&E team can mine this data; for example, the data
may need to be anonymised, or the researchers may
need to seek approval from a data protection or
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ethics committee. Still, it is a worthwhile long-term
investment to contact public authorities and explore
with them what data they collect, which datasets
could be immediately used for M&E, and what fur-
ther conditions would need to be fulfilled to access
others. If it is possible to overcome these hurdles,
administrative data can offer a varied set of continu-
ous data streams and, ultimately, validate and enrich
evaluation exercises. Canada and Sweden, for exam-
ple, have publicly available longitudinal administra-
tive data on refugees, strengthening understanding
in particularly of their labour market integration
outcomes (e.g., via employment rate and earnings
data).?

Data collection methods must also take into account
ethical and other best practices for researching
vulnerable populations. Evaluators who work with
sponsors and/or refugees will have to respect gen-
eral principles for quality research (e.g., no leading
guestions) and data ethics (e.g., guaranteeing ano-
nymity and confidentiality, soliciting participants’in-
formed consent). They must also be prepared to refer
participants to support organisations if they notice
that (psychosocial) help is needed. Furthermore,
evaluators should engage in data collection at a time
and place of preference/convenience to the sponsor
or refugee and adopt other measures that convey to
participants that they care about their wellbeing and
comfort—elements that are key to securing their
trust and full (ongoing) participation. For example,
the Building a New Life in Australia project, com-
missioned by the Australian Department of Social
Services, is a longitudinal study on the difficulties
refugees face in accessing programmes and services.
During the first three waves of the study, the project
provided clear information on how the data collect-
ed would be used ethically and issued annual news-
letters summarising insights for participants, sharing
email and telephone contact details for the project
team, and steering respondents towards useful web-
sites on the services available to refugees through
the Department of Social Services.? This meaningful

engagement allowed the project to maintain 79 per
cent of its respondents between the first and third
waves of the survey.”

If the perspectives of sponsors and refugees are to
be fed into the M&E system on a continuous basis,
the frequency of interviews (e.g., every six months)
will have to be carefully considered alongside oth-
er, less burdensome data collection tools. Written,
picture, or video diaries; minutes or summaries of
sponsor or refugee meetings (anonymised and with
written consent); and other means of gathering
information could be employed, as could mini ques-
tionnaires focused on particular areas of interest,
such as whether updates to certain public services
have affected refugees or their sponsors. For exam-
ple, a 2018 evaluation of the humanitarian corridors
programme in France used online and telephone
questionnaires to collect data on the profile and
experiences of sponsors and refugees involved in
the programme.?® This more anonymous and easily
aggregated format can lent itself to asking poten-
tially sensitive questions, such as whether sponsored
refugees have previously tried to reach Europe irreg-
ularly; in the French study, less than 6 per cent of re-
spondents reported doing so. These less traditional
methods require further exploration and testing.

B.  Securing buy-in and

coordinating stakeholder input

A further challenge for those who design and imple-
ment M&E systems within sponsorship programmes
is the sheer number and diversity of stakeholders.
These stakeholders may be geographically dispersed
or operating from remote locations (e.g., sponsor-
ship groups in rural communities) and spread across
different governance levels (e.g., national, regional,
local); policy domains (home affairs, employment,
education, health); and types of organisations (civil
society, religious organisations). Yet securing their
buy-in and coordinating their input are crucial steps
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if the M&E system is to be a success and its added
value felt by all.

To make sure this diverse set of stakeholders is on
board and involved, different types of coordina-
tion are needed. First, M&E ‘champions’ within the
government agency responsible for a sponsorship
programme must get stakeholders to agree on what
their programme is working to achieve and what
would indicate success (i.e., conceptual coordina-
tion). To do so, it can be useful to construct a theory
of change with the main stakeholders of the spon-
sorship programme. In short, a theory of change
captures what the stakeholders aim to achieve
with their initiative (i.e., the change they want to
instigate), what measures they have or will put in
place to pursue these aims (i.e., the activities), and
why they think these measures can generate the
desired change (i.e., the rationale underpinning the
initiative).” The very process of designing an M&E
framework can help crystallise the main strategic
objectives of a programme among policymakers,
programme designers, and other stakeholders, en-
suring that it has a coherent underlying logic and a
system to track progress on key targets.

Sponsorship programmes rely on the continued
commitment and investment of both government
and nongovernmental actors, each of which may
come with a different set of explicit and implicit
goals.?® For example, some stakeholders may view

a sponsorship programme as a way to express soli-
darity with countries of first asylum that are hosting
large numbers of refugees.? But knowing whether
these objectives are being realised could require
more monitoring (e.g., of whether first asylum coun-

tries value the programme as an effective form of
solidarity or whether they favour other types of
engagement, such as humanitarian or development
funding to assist the refugees they host). Further-
more, a deeper understanding of which factors
(such as solidarity, volunteerism, and community
cohesion) motivate which profiles of sponsors could
help develop more inclusive and diverse recruitment
processes, spreading the experience and benefits of
sponsorship.

A second type of coordination concerns the collec-
tion and analysis of data. With a variety of actors col-
lecting data and a diversity of data streams feeding
into the M&E process (see Section 3.A.), it is import-
ant to have a single entity responsible for coordi-
nation (i.e., institutional or organisational coordina-
tion). In the case of a one-off evaluation conducted
by researchers external to the sponsorship pro-
gramme, the contractor performs that coordinating
role (e.g., the University of Birmingham in the United
Kingdom,** Montbretia consultancy in Ireland). If the
evaluation is conducted internally, or if a long-term
M&E system is built up, designating an in-house unit
as responsible for supervision and execution is im-
portant. The Research Centre on Migration, Integra-
tion, and Asylum within the German Federal Office
for Migration and Refugees,*' and the Evaluation
Division within Immigration, Refugees, and Citizen-
ship Canada,*> have conducted evaluations for their
respective countries’ resettlement and sponsorship
programmes. The evidence basis that these admin-
istrative entities have built over time shows the
tremendous benefits of having an in-house research
body, one that is staffed with M&E experts and has
an ongoing work programme and budget that new
government-funded projects can tap into.

A final type of coordination within M&E systems
needs to occur at the stage of dissemination and
(programme or policy) learning. Close lines of com-
munication between the M&E team, programme
partners, and the political hierarchy can make a
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world of difference to the sponsorship programme,
its performance, and (continued) political viability.
For example, the collaborative relationship between
University of Birmingham researchers and the Home
Office during the formative evaluation of the UK
sponsorship programme resulted in most of the
researchers’ recommendations being adopted even
before their final report was published.?

Itis also important that the findings of the M&E
system are shared in suitable formats. Indeed, M&E
outputs, such as annual reports, internal briefs, and
infographics, should be tailored to stakeholders’am-
bitions, such as strengthening a training programme
for sponsors, smoothing the application process for
potential sponsors, or improving the information
and referral procedures for sponsored refugees.
Having all stakeholders on board from the very be-
ginning will up the chances of an M&E system being
able to do exactly that.

4  Conclusions and
Next Steps

The many actors that contribute to sponsorship pro-
grammes—national and local governments, civil-so-
ciety organisations, and volunteer sponsors—are
continuously observing what works and what does
not, and they often share these valuable insights
with their peers and operating partners. This may do
the trick when a programme is new, small in scale,
and benefits from high staff retention. But as the
programme grows and staff come and go, this large-
ly informal approach to programme learning can
quickly become inadequate. By systematically track-
ing a sponsorship programme’s progress towards its
objectives, a formal M&E framework can help formal-
ise this learning and make it easier to share lessons
with other interested stakeholders (both within
countries and internationally).

Once stakeholders are convinced of the added value
M&E can bring to their sponsorship programme and
have examined what information is most important
to track and how, there are three main practical is-
sues to consider before getting an M&E system off
the ground.

Securing the needed human and financial
resources. The availability of funding and
personnel inevitably plays a strong role in
defining the timing, scope, and methodology
of an M&E system. Particularly where
sponsorship places are offered in additionality
to the government’s quota for refugee
admissions, it raises the question whether
funding for the sponsorship programme’s
M&E should come primarily from the public
purse, or from nongovernmental sources
such as private philanthropy, universities,
and research councils. One rationale behind
the additionality principle is lowering the
cost of protection for taxpayers, and making
the government financially responsible

for M&E may offset this somewhat. In Italy,
researchers from the University of Notre
Dame partnered with Caritas to conduct a
five-year longitudinal study of the country’s
humanitarian corridors initiative.3* While
external funding is desirable, there is still

a strong case to be made for governments
investing directly in the development of M&E
systems. Refugee sponsorship programmes
are public-private partnerships, but
governments remain the ultimate authorities
and safeguards. They also have a huge stake
in sponsorship programmes’ success—when
sponsorship arrangements break down, they
are forced to pick up the pieces, and the tab,
for ensuring refugees’ welfare.

Finding the right moment to kickstart
M&E. While there is never a bad time, per se,
to start an M&E programme, an opportune
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moment may present itself to initiate the
conversation within an organisation’s
hierarchy and eventually to generate the
necessary political will. The people who
champion M&E within their sponsorship
programmes should identify organic launch
points that can help move the needle, such
as the introduction of a new programme
element (e.g., working with unaccompanied
children). In December 2019, the Swedish
Migration Agency (SMA) received orders from
the government to develop a predeparture
cultural orientation programme for refugees,
after running its resettlement programme
without one for three years. To help guide the
design of this orientation programme, SMA
commissioned the Migration Policy Institute
(MPI) Europe to conduct a literature review,
interviews with municipal representatives,
and focus groups with resettled refugees, all
under the framework of the European Union
Action on Facilitating Resettlement and
Refugee Admission through New Knowledge
(EU-FRANK) project. As part of this process,
MPI Europe is advising the SMA on how to
tie an M&E component to the programme,
including via feedback loops between
refugees, receiving municipalities, and the
agency.

Cooperating across borders. Tricky
questions, such as those related to the

impact of refugee sponsorship on receiving
communities, require more investment

and methodological exploration. But with

all sponsorship countries (and even some
without a sponsorship programme) interested
in finding the answers, there may be scope

for more joint investment and cooperation
on such topics. There is already a growing
community of practice, such as the European
Asylum Support Office (EASO) Resettlement
and Humanitarian Admission Network?* at the
EU level, and the Global Refugee Sponsorship
Initiative*® and joint UNHCR-International
Organization for Migration (IOM) Sustainable
Resettlement and Complementary Pathways
Initiative (CRISP)*” at the international level.
Strengthening engagement between trained
qualitative and quantitative researchers

and policymakers could also help countries
capitalise on emerging lessons rather than
having to reinvent the wheel.

For refugee sponsorship to make the transition from
an innovative policy pursued by a handful of states
to a sustainable and evidence-backed model that
can be replicated and scaled up around the world,
much more must be done to develop the knowledge
base on what works, for whom, when, and why. In
short, proponents of sponsorship programmes need
to take the value of M&E to heart. If the assump-
tions and anecdotal evidence around the benefits of
sponsorship prove true, these insights can be used
not only to improve sponsorship programmes, but
also to rethink how some of their central elements
(e.g., the principles of public-private partnership and
emphasis on volunteerism) could enhance other
protection programmes—and community cohesion
initiatives more broadly. And with the coronavirus
pandemic wreaking significant economic and social
havoc in countries across the world, these insights,
especially on building resilient and supportive com-
munities around the most vulnerable members of a
society, could not come soon enough.
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