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The University of Ottawa Refugee Hub continued its Research Colloquium on Refugee Sponsorship 
with a fourth workshop held on October 28, 2021. The Colloquium is made up of a series of 
workshops and symposia held in 2021-2022, drawing upon expertise from many disciplines and 
around the globe, and is organized with partners from the University of Ottawa, the Institute of 
Research into Superdiversity (IRiS) at the University of Birmingham, the Centre for Refugee Studies 
at York University, and the University of Toronto. The Colloquium is funded by the Alex Trebek 
Forum for Dialogue and the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council.  

This workshop focused on the different roles that community sponsorship can play in developing, 
building out and adapting complementary pathways to protection for refugees, with a focus on 
education pathways, pathways for humanitarian admission, and economic and labour pathways. 
‘Complementary pathways’ are safe and regulated avenues that admit refugees to a country, and that 
offer a durable pathway to permanent residence in that country. They are ‘complementary’ in terms 
of their relationship to refugee resettlement: in that they do not substitute protection offered to 
refugees through resettlement.  

The event was moderated by Kate Hooper, Policy Analyst at the Migration Policy Institute, and 
featured a five-member panel of experts:  

• Mustafa Alio, Managing Director of R-SEAT (Refugees Seeking Equal Access at the Table), 
co-founder of Jumpstart Refugee Talent; 

• Giulio di Blasi, Head of Global Operations at the Refugee Hub, and Director of GRSI 
Europe; 

• Susan Fratzke, Senior Policy Analyst at the Migration Policy Institute’s International Program; 

• Fiona Kendall, European and Legal Affairs Advisor, Federation of Protestant Churches in 
Italy (FCEI) - Mediterranean Hope; 

• Michelle Manks, Senior Manager of Durable Solutions for Refugees at the World University 
Service of Canada. 

Below, we synthesize key themes, findings and reflections made during the workshop.  

 

1) Implementing Sponsorship: Adaptability, Creatively & Flexibly 

 

Panelists discussed the need for community sponsorship models to be adaptable, creative, and 
flexible. These qualities have so far been key to the success of sponsorship initiatives, notably in 
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Canada, but increasingly around the world. Panelists stressed that initiatives should respond to the 
realities of a particular country and adapt to their pre-existing pathways for employment, education, 
or humanitarian admission.   
 
Adaptability means that sponsorship can be incorporated at different stages of complementary 
pathways. For instance, panelists noted that different forms of sponsorship are already incorporated 
in many complementary pathways at the nomination stage. For example, in Canada, like in many 
countries, applications for student or work visas must be preceded by selection and support from 
either an educational institution or an employer. Another option is to implement sponsorship after 
arrival—at the welcome and integration stage—to provide tailored support for new arrivals. For 
example, in the US, Afghans admitted through the Humanitarian Parole stream can be matched, if 
they wish, with US sponsors for support.  
 
Creativity is also useful when seeking to design employment and education pathways for refugee 
movement. For employment pathways, this can include not only engaging and partnering with large 
companies, but also with specific networks and sectors.  For education pathways, this could mean 
working with university administrations, since they generally have the power to control acceptance, 
funding, and aspects of student involvement. Students are also important partners, since they can 
lobby their institutions or, as in the case of the World University Services of Canada model, fund 
and support the sponsorship of refugee students.   
 

2) Refugee Leadership & Participation:  

 

Panelists discussed the importance of centering refugee leadership and participation in sponsorship. 
They noted that sponsorship programs have traditionally started with refugees on the ground. 
However, as programs scale, refugees tend to be excluded from decision-making. Refugee leadership 
and participation should still be engaged at all stages.  
 
Refugee leadership and participation has proven benefits. In a 2018 study conducted by Alexander 
Betts in Kenya, more than 92% of refugees said they go to refugee-led organizations first when they 
have a problem, yet it is still rare to find international NGOs willing to collaborate with refugee led 
organizations. Panelists noted that refugees have the information, perspectives, experiences, and 
skills needed to improve program outcomes, and positive program outcomes are essential to the 
long-term sustainability of programs. In this context, sponsorship can also play a critical role in 
empowering refugees, as refugees arriving through sponsorship programs can continue to participate 
in advocacy, and in some contexts (such as Canada) they can sponsor refugees themselves.  

Generally, complementary pathways allow governments or sponsors to identify and select refugees 
for specific programs or pathways. Panelists noted that complementary pathways could also be 
designed to consciously transfer agency to refugees by allowing refugees to self-identify or self-apply 
for pathways. For example, refugees can directly apply to the University Corridors for Refugees 
Program (UNICORE) in Italy.  
 

3) Upscaling Complementary Pathways:  
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The panel noted that broad surveys across Europe have indicated that 20-30% of residents would be 
willing to form a sponsor group. Yet participation in sponsorship schemes remains at a much lower 
rate. The task is to reduce the gap between willingness to get involved, and actual participation. The 
panelists suggested three broad ways this can be done: 
 
Formalizing Frameworks 
Panelists agreed that most countries would benefit from having a more formalized, legal framework 
that connects complementary pathways with sponsorship. Building this legal framework would 
provide a number of benefits, including clarifying many aspects of eligibility and participation for 
both refugees and sponsors and increasing the diversity of groups of citizens involved in welcoming 
refugees, thereby extending the positive impacts of sponsorship.  
 
Formalizing legal frameworks is also an important step towards long term sustainability of 
complementary pathways. Though a number of complementary pathways are available due to the 
efforts of collaborative civil society initiatives (for example, student visas made available to refugee-
identifying students through the efforts of refugee focused NGOs), in the longer term, formalizing 
and streamlining the requirements of these pathways, and making them easier for refugees to access 
in terms of documentation and other requirements would create certainty for refugee-centered 
organizations, would make pathways more accessible and flexible to the needs of refugees, and 
would increase the number of refugees eligible for such programs. It would also likely empower 
smaller actors who currently do not have the capacity to interface with governments.  
 
Speed  
Panelists suggested that operational friction should be addressed by reducing processing times and 
simplifying/removing bureaucratic processes. For employment pathways, certain partners, especially 
business partners, cannot be engaged unless processing times for applicants are significantly reduced 
or—at the very least—predictable. For humanitarian pathways, sponsors may not be retained if lack 
of predictability (or extensive administrative delays) contributes to a negative experience. 
 
Support 
Panelists recommended that significant thought should be given to who will prepare and support 
sponsors. The implementation of sponsorship seems to have a very positive effect, in the long term, 
on improving perceptions of refugees and building public support for resettlement. However, in 
order for this to happen, sponsors need to have positive experiences with the programs. Key to this 
is managing expectations surrounding sponsorship and providing support throughout the life of the 
sponsorship. Support should also extend to providing refugees with back-up support if their 
sponsorship breaks down.  
 
4) Challenges for Upscaling Complementary Pathways:  
 
Panelists noted a number of barriers to refugees accessing complementary pathways. These include 
difficult application requirements and systems or even lack of awareness and information about the 
pathways. Some employment and education pathways are designed to operate as immigration 
pathways, and their requirements are onerous and complex, and often insurmountable for refugee 
applicants. Incorporating sponsorship into these pathways might make them more navigable and 
would involve actors in receiving countries working to overcome barriers. However, the lack of 
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formal structures (in terms of how sponsorship programs operate with employment or educational 
visa pathways, for example) can place a heavy burden on civil society, limit long term sustainability, 
and disempower refugees in choosing their own pathways.  
 

Panelists agreed that complementary, non-refugee focused pathways may also not offer the kinds of 
protection and supports that can be accessed through resettlement pathways. The provision of 
durable status is important; it confers stability, the right to work, increases health care accessibility, 
allows refugees to plan their futures, and is empowering. As noted above, many complementary 
pathways currently being used by refugee applicants are not custom designed to offer durable 
protection and full social and political rights. This is problematic for refugee applicants who arrive in 
country through such pathways, and then have a difficult journey to permanence, which resettled 
refugees do not have to navigate,  
 
Lastly, panelists noted that some governments view sponsorship as a tool to discharge their 
humanitarian responsibilities onto civil society. This phenomenon has been observed in Canada and 
the UK, and now in Italy, where more and more people are starting to get involved in sponsorship. 
Though it is essential to continue to foster civil society’s goodwill and enthusiasm, key actors 
(including NGOs working to support the design of complementary pathways) will need to be 
thoughtful about distributing the social, cultural, and financial responsibilities of receiving and 
settling refugees arriving through complementary pathways. This consideration will become even 
more significant as pathways begin to scale.  
 

 

 


