
3© The Author(s) 2018 
J. Dahlvik, Inside Asylum Bureaucracy: Organizing Refugee Status 
Determination in Austria, IMISCOE Research Series, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-63306-0_1

Chapter 1
Introduction

In Austria, as in most European states, claiming asylum is one of the few possibili-
ties to enter the state legally for most non-European migrants who are not highly 
skilled (except for family reunification). In 2015, during the so-called refugee crisis, 
88,340 persons submitted asylum applications in Austria, adding to applications 
that were already pending (Bundesministerium für Inneres 2017). An asylum proce-
dure can last from a few days to several years. This empirical reality confronts a 
large number of actors in their everyday and working lives, including asylum claim-
ants, legal representatives, NGOs, and decision-making officials. Public officials’ 
work, their decisions – which impact these individuals’ lives – and their institutional 
embeddedness are at the center of this study. This book is the result of my research 
on social practices and processes in a governmental agency. It concerns the work of 
public officials employed at the former Federal Asylum Office (FAO), an adminis-
trative unit of the Austrian Ministry of the Interior in charge of processing asylum 
applications in the first instance. These officials decide whether an asylum claimant 
is granted or denied asylum or subsidiary protection or receives a residence permit 
on humanitarian grounds in Austria. In this book, I investigate the “what, how, and 
why” of a bureaucratic agency as an organization within a governmental system 
(Krause and Meier 2003).

The administration of asylum represents a field of public administration that has 
seen important development and change throughout recent decades as a conse-
quence and a part of societal, political and legal events and developments in the 
world, which are also related to the movement of people, among whom are refu-
gees. Nevertheless, the study of immigration bureaucracies has long been “con-
spicuously absent from the literature on public administration” (Wagenaar 
2004:643). Investigating the process of refugee status determination is a pressing 
need for several reasons. Despite the intrinsic importance of asylum adjudication in 

The original version of this chapter was revised.
An erratum to this chapter can be found at https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-63306-0_12

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-319-63306-0_1&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-63306-0_1
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-63306-0_12


4

the field of human rights and persistent concerns about the quality of the process, 
organizational practices have thus far been a comparatively neglected area of con-
cern for scholarship. Moreover, the decision-making process occurs in a highly 
 controversial political context. More than 15 years ago, Steiner (2000:1) found that 
“few issues in Europe today are as controversial as the granting of political asylum.” 
Asylum is still a key issue of state politics (Joly 2016), and the controversies over 
asylum seem to have increased in the wake of the so-called refugee crisis.

This book does not provide a legal or policy analysis or a media analysis of cur-
rent events and developments. Instead, the study focuses on the organizational con-
text of decision making in the asylum procedure and offers an analysis of the social 
practices of public officials in administering and deciding asylum claims. The title of 
this book refers to Downs’s (1967) “Inside Bureaucracy,” and some findings of this 
study are surprisingly similar to those in his investigation of the bureaucratic organi-
zation half a century ago. This study takes a close look at the governmental body, 
understanding the bureaucratic apparatus as the “belly” (Mountz 2010: xxxii) or the 
“heart” (Fassin 2015) of the state. In the recent past, other researchers studying 
bureaucracies in the field of migration and asylum have adopted similar inside per-
spectives (e.g., Hall 2010; Calavita 2010; Bosworth 2014; Eule 2014; Jubany 2017).

This investigation aims to gain a complex understanding of how the everyday 
work of decision makers is structured and which social practices and processes are 
involved in administering asylum applications at the FAO. The study started from 
the assumption that the legal and administrative parameters, which are the main 
sources defining the work of decision-making officials, have differing or competing 
objectives and logics, producing structural contradictions. Research on the work of 
public administrators has shown that in enacting policies, they are confronted with 
inconsistencies and “inherently contradictory sets of ideas” (Mountz 2010:88). 
“Bureaucratic work is internally conflictive” (Heyman 1995:264), even if this is not 
outwardly apparent because coherent narratives are constructed for the public. As 
Thomas (2011:48) notes, “asylum decision making is notoriously difficult, perhaps 
the most problematic adjudicatory function in the modern state.” I argue that public 
agents have to balance these structural tensions in their interactions with the other 
involved actors and develop individual strategies for dealing with the prevailing 
circumstances. Thus, it seems essential to critically analyze these “dilemmas of the 
individual in street-level bureaucracy” (Lipsky 2010[1980]) and to investigate how 
officials address these conflicting logics in everyday work.

Consequently, the main interest of this study is first to investigate the circum-
stances under which decision makers work at the Asylum Office and how those 
circumstances can be explained. I then aim to explore how decision makers deal 
with these circumstances, that is, the identified structural dilemmas, and how deci-
sion makers’ practices can be explained (through social theory). I briefly discuss the 
consequences of the observed social practices and possible ways forward. To that 
end, a set of more detailed questions needs to be investigated. What does the orga-
nizational context look like, and how does it inform officials’ work? How are offi-
cials socialized in the organization? With which actors do officials interact in the 
course of processing an asylum application, and what are their roles in the proce-
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dure? How can officials’ relations to and the interactions among these actors be 
characterized and explained? What role do artifacts play in decision makers’ every-
day work?

This approach offers an unprecedented view from the perspective of organiza-
tional sociology combined with a link to broader social theory, which surpasses 
traditional street-level bureaucracy approaches. I believe that this approach to theo-
rizing, which includes theories of social practice (Reckwitz 2002), structuration 
(Giddens 2011[1984]), and social construction (Berger and Luckmann (1975[1966]), 
and which has been neglected thus far, makes a necessary contribution to the exist-
ing literature. In this study, I am interested in structural aspects regarding institu-
tional, organizational and legal elements, which structure and contextualize the 
asylum procedure; however, I also examine aspects of agency, that is, the social 
practices and processes occurring at the front side and the back side of this admin-
istrative justice system. By studying action in its course, I aim to shed light on what 
is happening in this state agency and what is involved in deciding upon asylum 
applications. I investigate government action with qualitative and ethnographic 
methods and through sociological perspectives on organizational practice in the 
administration of asylum. Thus, the study responds to a call for more information on 
“what lower-level officials actually do in the name of the state” (Gupta 1995:376). 
While “it is puzzling that although human rights pervade nearly all actions that 
affect the public, so little attention is devoted to their administration” (Montgomery 
1999:323), in dealing with refugee status determination, this book offers insights 
into the administration of (human) rights. Studying decision makers’ everyday work 
is relevant because it not only affects a large number of lives but also provides 
insight into our contemporary society and how certain topics are organized through 
bureaucracy. It is important to understand how the state governs migration, that is, 
how the forces of structure and agency that affect each other to allow for a holistic 
diagnosis of the administrative situation; this understanding also facilitates the abil-
ity to act on and possibly improve that situation.

The average citizen cannot be expected to know much about the asylum proce-
dure since reports on institutional practices and processes are rare and often do not 
provide a comprehensive picture. This lack of knowledge can be attributed to the 
fact that these administrative procedures are not public and occur behind closed 
doors. If anything is communicated to the outside at all, responsible officials will 
“craft a unified, coherent narrative for public consumption” (Mountz 2010:58). A 
focus on the “street-level bureaucrats” (Lipsky 2010[1980]), the front-line workers 
who interact with their “clients” on a daily basis, and their everyday activities and 
taken-for-granted routines is not only able to help demystify and explain institu-
tional practices and processes at the FAO; it can also contribute to making the asy-
lum procedure more transparent.

Change is a constant in the field of asylum, which might be related to the contro-
versiality of the topic. This field is characterized by permanent modifications at both 
the legal level and the organizational-structural level. In recent decades, numerous 
political and legal changes have been undertaken at national as well as European 
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Union levels. In Austria, the most recent institutional change was implemented in 
2014 when the former FAO, established in 1992, was incorporated into the newly 
established Federal Office for Immigration and Asylum (FOIA) and the Asylum 
Court, established in 2008 and representing the second instance in the asylum pro-
cedure, was incorporated into the new Federal Administrative Court.

While reorganization is partly related to new (distribution of) responsibilities, the 
practices and processes involved in the administrative asylum procedure seem more 
resistant to change. Considering research findings on the bureaucratic everyday 
from this and other current studies as well as those from half a century ago (e.g., 
Downs 1967; Lipsky 2010[1980]), key patterns of practice and structure – and the 
dilemmas involved – are remarkably similar independent of the local context and 
the issue of administration. Hence, structural dilemmas and officials’ practices will 
likely remain much the same even if certain organizational processes are modified. 
Some of the theoretical implications made and drawn upon in this study are charac-
teristic of any street-level bureaucracy; others seem particularly relevant to the asy-
lum procedure. The findings suggest that if the procedure itself is not dramatically 
changed, its specific problems and dilemmas will very likely continue to exist. 
Therefore, it is interesting and important to better understand decision making in the 
context of asylum. This book examines how caseworkers address the dilemmas that 
confront them and how the stability of their practices can be explained against the 
backdrop of constant (structural) change.

Structure of the Book
The book is divided into four parts: (I) Claiming asylum in the twenty-first century, 
(II) Setting the scene, (III) Performing the maneuver, and (IV) Conclusion and pros-
pects. In the remainder of the first part, I sketch the social, political and legal context 
in which the asylum procedure is situated. I then discuss the contemporary amalga-
mation of migration and asylum and provide background information on the devel-
opments of the last few decades in the field of asylum and immigration control in 
Europe. Following this, the research approach is outlined, including the theoretical 
and methodological approaches in this case study. The second chapter provides 
additional contextual information regarding the legal and institutional framework of 
refugee status determination. After presenting the relevant international and supra-
national law, I briefly outline the legal and institutional developments in the Austrian 
asylum system. For a better understanding of the legal procedure, I then explain 
how a person can be granted asylum (or subsidiary protection) in Austria.

The second part of the book, Setting the scene: the context and circumstances of 
work at the FAO, presents empirical findings. Chapter three explores the organiza-
tional context of refugee status determination with a focus on structure, environ-
ment and socialization at the FAO. The chapter addresses topics such as management 
and control, formal and informal requirements for the job, socialization and the 
development of routines, the ideal-typical workflow, and the logics of New Public 
Management (NPM). The next chapter examines the asylum interview as a magni-
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fying glass for key issues such as conflicting norms, power struggles, and actors’ 
strategies. The analysis of interviews revolves around the implementation of admin-
istrative norms and human rights standards and the related clash of logics, power 
relations in the interaction and differences in actors’ intentions and expectations. 
Additional focus is placed on the role of interpreters and the importance of the writ-
ten word in the legal procedure, as exemplified by the interview transcript.

Performing the maneuver: handling four dilemmas in everyday asylum bureau-
cracy, the third part of the book, continues with the discussion of empirical findings 
and examines the structural contradictions that characterize public officials’ day-to- 
day work. A chapter is dedicated to each of the four identified dilemmas: regulation 
versus room for maneuver (Chap. 5), definitiveness versus uncertainty (Chap. 6), 
the human individual versus the faceless case (Chap. 7), and responsibility versus 
dissociation (Chap. 8). The chapter progression follows the logic of my arguments. 
First, I argue that caseworkers develop individual strategies and approaches, high-
lighting the role of the subjective dimension of decision making in the asylum pro-
cedure. Thus, chapter five explores the tension between a highly regulated field of 
action and decision makers’ room for maneuver in implementing the different 
norms, with a focus on officials’ individual approaches, attitudes and strategies. 
Second, I hold that decision makers’ practices include the construction of facts, 
artifacts (in particular, documents) and incredibility; from an organizational per-
spective, these can be understood as practices that transform informality into for-
mality. The following chapter is therefore dedicated to the fact that a definite 
decision needs to be made despite the asylum procedure (almost) always being 
characterized by uncertainty. Third, caseworkers make extensive use of categoriza-
tion; this not only reduces the complexity of everyday work but also allows them to 
address both the requirements and consequences of NPM such as efficiency and 
various pressures. Hence, chapter seven illustrates the dilemma between a focus on 
the individual or on the “masses” – the human individual versus the faceless case. 
Fourth, officials show different practices in dissociating and delegating responsibil-
ity; officials’ practices of assuming or delegating responsibility are thus explored in 
chapter eight in combination with the issues of emotions and ethics.

In the last part, Conclusion and prospects: theorizing public officials’ practices 
and practical ways ahead, I first explore how street-level bureaucracy and organiza-
tional theories and the theoretical perspectives of structuration and praxeology help 
explain social practices at the FAO. Finally, I argue that more attention needs to be 
paid to ethics in public administration and in the context of international protection. 
Thus, the final chapter discusses practical implications for handling the structural 
dilemmas and possible ways to improve the asylum procedure. Bringing the book to 
a conclusion, I call for a stronger focus on procedural justice and decision makers’ 
ethical competence. The book closes with a short outlook on future research 
avenues.

1 Introduction

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-63306-0_5
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-63306-0_6
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-63306-0_7
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-63306-0_8


8

1.1  The Decision-Making Context: The Confusion 
Over Asylum and Immigration Control

Since the late 1980s, asylum has increasingly been “treated as an immigration rather 
than a humanitarian issue” (Morris 2002:23); it “is now deemed a vector of immi-
gration” (Kobelinsky 2015:87). Whereas certain scholars agree that asylum should 
be considered a form of migration and that refugees1 can therefore be conflated with 
other immigrants, other scholars contend that voluntary and forced migration should 
not be confounded. There is a trend to discuss “asylum migration” (Böcker and 
Havinga 1998; Borjas and Crisp 2005; Castles and Loughna 2005; Koser and Van 
Hear 2005; Keogh 2013; Barthel and Neumayer 2015); similarly, the notion of “the 
migration-asylum nexus” has been established in academia (Borjas and Crisp 2005; 
Castles 2007; Mingot and de Arimateia da Cruz 2013). Although these approaches 
address the blurring of voluntary and forced or economic and political migration, 
they also seem to partly contribute to it.

Several authors suggest that traditional distinctions are no longer valid in the 
contemporary world. Castles (2007:39) argues that “complex and ongoing emer-
gencies may cause people to move between migration categories.” Although “the 
distinction between migrant and refugee [is] in some sense the whole point of the 
Convention” (Gibney and Hansen 2005:92), Westra et al. (2015:2), along with other 
scholars, argue that the Geneva Convention and its Protocol are “totally inadequate 
to deal with both the quantity and the quality of asylum seekers” for a number of 
different reasons. Today, asylum claimants’ suffering is often not the result of direct, 
deliberate persecution; instead, the causes of flight include internal conflicts, the 
impact of the Western industries on the global climate and “macroeconomic opera-
tions” (ibid:3) in the global South.

While the distinctions between migrants and refugees in principle relies on the presence of 
a coercive element in the movement of the latter, the reality is often far more ambiguous. 
Increasingly, there are overlaps and complex dynamics at play in identifying the “volun-
tary” or “forced” nature of human mobility (Türk 2013: xii).

According to Brochmann (1999a:2), “the traditional distinctions between ‘eco-
nomic’ and ‘political’ migrants became increasingly problematic in the 1980s and 
the 1990s.” The two concepts, which had previously been separate, merged with the 
fusion of the concepts in the public and political spheres (Gibney and Hansen 2005). 
This intermingling went hand in hand with the politicization of asylum and a prolif-
eration of policy reforms in this regard as asylum applications were sharply increas-
ing and states started to aim to prevent, deter and limit the number of asylum 
seekers.

1 The law differentiates among asylum claimants (those seeking protection), recognized refugees 
(those granted protection) and other categories (such as subsidiary protection and humanitarian 
grounds). From a more philosophical point of view, those seeking protection may of course also be 
regarded as refugees, defined as individuals fleeing their countries of origin for reasons such as 
wars or persecution.
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The events of the late 1980s and early 1990s – the fall of the Iron Curtain and the 
war in the former Yugoslavia – led to increased numbers of immigrants and refugees 
and thus constituted a significant marker for a more restrictive asylum policy. 
Immigration regulations started to become closely linked to asylum, and the latter 
was often used synonymously for irregular migration (Kraler 2011). Today, asylum 
is still often constructed as a “threat” or a “problem” that can be solved with 
increased restriction or control (Squire 2009; Jubany 2017). Although the framing 
of asylum as a security or criminal “threat” is used to legitimize the extension of 
restrictions (Huysmans 2006; van Munster 2009), it can be argued that many of the 
“problems” associated with asylum are actually “produced or aggravated by restric-
tive controls” (Squire 2009:9–10).

To formulate and implement immigration control policies that correspond to normative 
obligations, while at the same time taking care of the “interest of the state” – all within a 
context of uncertain prognoses and insufficient information – may be said to constitute the 
current major dilemma of European governments (Brochmann 1999a:4).

Current developments in Europe demonstrate that almost 20  years later, the 
above observation still holds true. Refugee protection belongs to the field of human 
rights, but it has increasingly become an issue of border control, discarding the right 
to seek protection (Brochmann 1999b:312). The mechanisms of immigration con-
trol, that is, “the rules and procedures governing the selection, admission and depor-
tation of foreign citizens,” (Brochmann 1999a:9) can be understood as “mundane 
practices of exclusion” by which “states enact violence” (Walia 2013:5). Today, 
seeking asylum has become one of the few ways through which so-called third 
country nationals can legally enter an EU country. Hence, a critical gap can be 
observed between the importance of asylum as a means of protection for refugees 
when it was established more than six decades ago and the role of the concept today 
as an instrument allowing entry to a territory for a selected few, thereby functioning 
as a tool for collective exclusion. Additionally, the exclusionary politics of asylum 
have “become both discursively sedimented and institutionally embedded at the 
political, popular, public, and technical levels” (Squire 2009:185).

Immigration control even represents “one of the defining features of the modern 
sovereign state” (ibid:5). In the context of globalization, transnationalism and neo-
liberalism, immigration control contributes to the constitution of a territorial order 
with regard to state governance and national belonging (Bartelson 1995). “The 
long-term targets of immigration control are generally determined by perceptions of 
national interests and national identities” (Bauböck 1999:98). Immigration bureau-
cracies are thus involved in the process of nation building, which is “embedded in 
its institutions, manifested in its policies and practices, and organized through state 
bureaucracies” (Basch et al. 1994:37). Civil servants contribute to this nation build-
ing through their daily practices of exercising discretion and deciding who belongs 
and who does not (Heyman 1995).

Despite the existence of the framework of the Common European Asylum 
System, these decisions on international protection differ widely among the EU 
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member states (Eurostat 2016; AIDA 2017).2 The political choice of specific policy 
instruments is influenced not only by legal traditions and a country’s political regime 
but also by its international position and orientation (Zincone et al. 2011). The vary-
ing recognition rates suggest that asylum decision making is not only a human 
rights issue but that it is also linked in practice to immigration control policies. The 
EU’s harmonization goal can therefore be labeled more appropriately as “condi-
tional convergence” due to “variation in national traditions in immigration policies 
and practice and, partly as a consequence of this, opposing interests on the side of 
the governments” (Brochmann 1999b:333). Policy transfer in the EU is thus a chal-
lenging process; this is also true in the context of refugee policy (Lavenex 2002). 
Nevertheless, Kraler (2011:53) notes that a proliferation of transnational policy 
communities can be observed in the field of migration and integration, and “it is 
likely that their influence on policymaking will increase in the future, especially in 
the EU context” (ibid).

1.1.1  Recent Developments in the Field of Asylum

Almost two decades ago, Brochmann (1999a:27) stated that “the EU and its member 
states are on the brink of a crisis with respect to their driving principles, insofar as key 
social institutions are being shaped by conflicting and contradictory forces.” Eventually, 
the crisis manifested itself, and a tension of contradictory forces still shapes the work 
of decision-making officials in the asylum administration. Morris (2002:158) shows 
that the area of migration rights and controls “is one of compromise, made inevitable 
by the management of contradiction.” This is equally valid for the street-level bureau-
cracy at the FAO. To some extent, this study thus replies to Morris’s (ibid) call for 
more attention on “the nature of such compromise and its costs.”

In 2015, European countries were confronted with a relatively sudden increase in 
refugees arriving mainly from the Middle East; indeed, Europe faced the largest 
refugee movement since World War II. These events were eventually labeled a “ref-
ugee crisis.”3 Close to 1.3 million individuals applied for asylum in the EU-28 in 
2015, amounting to twice as many applications as 2014 (627 thousand) (Eurostat 
2016). In 2015, 51% of all EU-28 first instance asylum decisions resulted in positive 
outcomes, that is, grants of refugee or subsidiary protection status, or an authoriza-
tion to stay for humanitarian reasons (ibid). According to the UN High Commission 
for Human Rights (UNHCR) (2016), more than one million people arrived in 
Europe by crossing the Mediterranean Sea in 2015. Austria has been a major receiv-
ing country for asylum applications throughout the recent past. A UNHCR (2015) 
report identified Austria as one of the top 15 receiving countries in the last 15 years 
among 44 industrialized countries worldwide and as one of the top ten since 2012. 

2 For example, recognition rates across Europe for Iraqis differ in the following ways: Germany, 
70.2%; Belgium, 54.4%; Sweden, 45%; Finland, 24.1%; Norway, 18.4% (AIDA 2017).
3 For a critical discussion of this notion, see, for example, Bade (2016).
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Applying the per capita measure, Austria also ranks in the top ten for the period of 
2010–2014 in contrast to the major receiving countries in absolute terms, Germany 
and the US. (UNHCR 2015). Within the EU, Austria ranked third on a per capita 
basis and among the top ten countries receiving asylum applications in absolute 
numbers in 2014 (European Commission 2015).

Looking at concrete numbers, Austria has seen an increase in asylum applica-
tions from 11,012 in 2010 to 28,064 in 2014 and to 89,098 in 2015; in 2016, the 
number was more than halved to 42,285 applications (Bundesministerium für 
Inneres 2011, 2015, 2017). In recent years, most claimants have been from the con-
flict regions of Afghanistan, Syria and Iraq. In Austria, 22,307 individuals were 
granted asylum in 2016, whereas 13,124 persons received a negative asylum deci-
sion. Subsidiary protection was granted to 3699 persons, whereas 4180 negative 
decisions were issued. In the scope of the asylum procedure, 1546 residence permits 
were granted on humanitarian grounds, and 9396 claims were denied 
(Bundesministerium für Inneres 2017).

From the perspective of administrations, the 2015 crisis was a challenge in terms 
of capacity and routine practices. For the Austrian case, Gratz (2016) provided an 
analysis of the management of the refugee crisis between August 2015 and February 
2016, which he calls a “transit crisis” and an “asylum crisis.” He notes weaknesses 
in the organization of the state administration. Similar to the situation in Germany 
(Bogumil et al. 2016; Hahlen and Kühn 2016), the federal and provincial states had 
conflicting aims, and the different provincial states reacted heterogeneously to the 
crisis. In sum, disputes about responsibilities as well as ill-defined double responsi-
bilities largely impeded quick and efficient crisis management. In addition to the 
enormous pressure to increase the number of decisions, the recruitment of only 
poorly trained staff is mentioned as a major reason for a massive decline in the qual-
ity of asylum decisions (Lobenstein 2017). Beyond that, Mountz (2010:168) notes 
that states take advantage of crises “to advance enforcement agendas that exclude 
those in search of refuge.” The legal steps that were taken in reaction to the crisis are 
briefly discussed in Chap. 2.

1.2  Investigating State Practices of Governing Asylum

“The state is a concrete and situated reality” rather than an abstract and neutral 
entity (Fassin 2015:3). The FAO thus represents one of the institutional sites, such 
as the police or the justice system, where the state is (re)produced. This (re)produc-
tion is based on the individual and collective actions of civil servants embedded in 
a specific legal framework, organizational culture and ideological orientation that 
inform the objectives of the institution. Due to their “specific space where action is 
produced at the intersection of the national and the local, institutions allow for the 
theoretically delicate and methodologically uncertain operation of interconnecting 
the macro-sociological and micro-sociological levels” (ibid:7). As Cicourel (1981) 
notes, micro- and macrostructures are not separate; instead, they always interact 
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with each other. Whereas the macro level often seems too distanced from empirical 
practices, the focus on the micro level is perceived as ignoring structural conditions. 
Thus, a promising way to include both perspectives and investigate social practices 
at the intersection of the micro and the macro is to take the institution as a point of 
departure. Ethnographic approaches, such as “stategraphy” (Thelen et al. 2014) or 
“anthropology of the state” (Sharma and Gupta 2006), counter the abstraction of 
states suggested by Durkheimian and Weberian analyses of “the state as an impar-
tial and dispassionate institution” (Fassin 2015:8) by investigating the practices and 
attitudes of public officials and thereby demystifying the power of the state. The 
state is often conceived as a unified decision maker; instead, it should be understood 
as a set of institutionally arranged social practices and conceived in terms of the 
individuals who act in the name of that state in everyday work. “Mapped ethno-
graphically, the state is an idea that is imagined, shared and performed by a set of 
institutional actors with powerful material consequences” (Mountz 2010:xxiii).

The agency of migrants and their decision-making processes have been studied 
in the context of research on transnationalism, especially in the last two decades 
(Silvey and Lawson 1999; Bauböck and Faist 2010). In contrast, only a few scholars 
have analyzed the agency of the state in controlling migration; however, that agency 
can be considered “an essential aspect of the ‘state-ness’ of states” (Torpey 2000:3). 
To ensure that the state and its units are no longer perceived as “disembodied insti-
tutions” (Mountz 2010:xxx) and to make policies and decision making less obscure, 
conceptual models of migration must also include the state and its bureaucracy, its 
institutions and its actors. One recent stream of research that considers this perspec-
tive, and in which the present study can be situated, works with the concept of 
“migration regimes” (Horvath 2014; Pott et al. 2014) or “asylum regimes” (Morris 
2002). This concept allows us to explore the interplay of political decision making, 
legal frameworks, and institutional configurations in the regulation of migration by 
providing a helpful framework for exploring the contested and complex dynamics 
of current migration politics from a sociological perspective (Horvath 2014). This 
approach allows us to examine “the internal mechanisms that shape the regime,” 
including the individual and institutional actors who “manage migration to their 
favor” (Wolff 2013). While not explicitly referring to the concept of migration 
regimes, scholars are increasingly investigating (administrative) state practices in 
the field of migration in Europe and North America, often with a focus on decision- 
making processes. However, most of these studies do not focus on the administra-
tion of asylum but on immigration more generally, on specific programs (Calavita 
2010; Eule 2014), including visa application (Infantino and Rea 2012), or on issues 
such as deportation (Ellermann 2009; Welz and Winkler 2014) and detention 
(Bosworth 2014).

As asylum becomes a more complex topic and legal instruments are refined, 
scholars have also developed a critical understanding of how European states act in 
the field of asylum. A growing number of studies on asylum law and policy in 
Europe and North America have emerged in the last three decades. Whereas legal 
(Guild 2012; Peers et  al. 2012; Cornelisse 2016) and political science (Lavenex 
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2001; Geddes 2003; Toshkov and De Haan 2013) analyses are widespread, socio-
logical investigations in the field of asylum, especially from an institutional per-
spective, are still rare (Morris 2010; Liodden 2015; Tomkinson 2015; Lahusen 
2016). Specifically, work on asylum adjudication, which is particularly represented 
in the UK (Thomas 2011; Gill et al. 2015; Campbell 2016) and US (Ramji-Nogales 
et al. 2011; Schoenholtz et al. 2014), often focuses on courts and judges rather than 
the administrative level. This focus may be the result of easier field access – both to 
the institutions and to court decisions and other legal documents that are publicly or 
easily available. Other studies tend to take a quantitative approach (for the US, e.g., 
Schoenholtz et al. 2014; Miller et al. 2015). The issues on which studies regarding 
refugee status determination often focus are credibility and discretion (Johannesson 
2012; Wikström and Johansson 2013; Gray and Mcdowall 2013).

Due to the rather recent increase in interest in the topic, ethnographic research on 
the asylum procedure has not yet developed a long tradition. Partly driven by and 
parallel to important developments and changes in the European asylum system, the 
administration and adjudication of asylum have been investigated from various 
angles only since the turn of the century in different European countries, especially 
in Germany (Scheffer 2001; Probst 2013; Schneider and Wottrich 2017), France 
(Spire 2007; Kobelinsky 2014), and the UK (Gibb and Good 2014; Jubany 2017) as 
well as Norway (Fuglerud 2004; Liodden 2015), the Netherlands (Wagenaar 2004), 
and Switzerland (Affolter 2017). In 2014, a group of young scholars from various 
disciplines founded the International Research Network on Asylum Procedures. 
Following an ethnographic approach, the network members investigate everyday 
decision-making practices in state institutions, including administrative agencies 
and courts.

1.3  Old and New Theoretical Approaches: Street-Level 
Bureaucracy and the Theories of Social Practice 
and Structuration

While existing studies provide valuable insights into the dilemmas of officials’ 
everyday work, sociological examinations of state actors in the field of migration 
and asylum and the practices in the organizational context of those actors are still 
rare; thus far, research has often lacked a link to broader social theory beyond the 
specific context. Thus, a key contribution of this book lies in the theoretical perspec-
tive used to explain the observed practices of decision-making officials, their rea-
soning and the consequences of their decisions, including the circumstances under 
which those decisions are realized. This approach surpasses classical street-level 
bureaucracy (Lipsky 2010[1980]), primarily by drawing on practice theory 
(Reckwitz 2003), social construction and structuration theory (Giddens 2011[1984]) 
as well as through a focus on artifacts (Latour 2010) and texts, which accompanies 
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the institutional ethnography approach (Smith 2006). The book will show that these 
theoretical perspectives are not mutually exclusive but rather complement each 
other. The study thus relates to a small strand of research that applies social theory 
to the context of front line work.

Street-level bureaucracy research traditionally focuses on contradictions as a 
characteristic of bureaucratic working conditions (Maynard-Moody and Musheno 
2003; Taylor and Kelly 2006; Collins 2016); administrators’ key dilemmas were 
identified in the standard works of Prottas (1979) and Lipsky (2010[1980]). In par-
ticular, scholars have investigated issues of discretion in the process of decision 
making (Brodkin 1997; Hupe 2013; Buffat 2015); agents’ behaviors, identities, nar-
ratives, and strategies (Maynard-Moody and Musheno 2000; Dubois 2010; Durose 
2011; Piore 2011); the role of agents role in law enforcement (Loyens 2015) and 
implementing – or making – policy (Brodkin 2011; Meyers and Lehmann Nielsen 
2012); and the responsiveness of street-level bureaucracies (Jewell 2007; du Gay 
2008). Another relevant topic is management issues, especially the consequences of 
New Public Management and alternatives to it, such as public value approaches 
(Alford and O’Flynn 2009; Benington 2011; Brodkin 2011; Rathgeb Smith 2012). 
According to Maynard-Moody and Portillo (2010), “future research needs to focus 
more directly on how discretion is nested within rule-based systems” as well as on 
officials’ agency and issues such as judgment, justice, and accountability. This 
study follows Maynard-Moody and Musheno’s (2012:S16) approach, questioning 
“the dominant implementation-control-discretion narrative” and focusing on “the 
concepts of agency and pragmatic improvisation.”

Simultaneously, the perspective of organizational sociology is used to under-
stand officials’ practices. Based on Brodkin’s (1997) “structural logic of street-level 
work,” Jewell and Glaser (2006) developed a framework for studying how the orga-
nizational setting mediates between policy goals and the behavior of front-line offi-
cials, which includes the following factors: authority (impact on others), role 
expectations, workload, client contact, knowledge and expertise, and incentives 
(rewards and sanctions). These elements are also considered in the analysis of the 
FAO’s organizational setting. Most of the abovementioned issues are also explored 
to some extent in this study, but additional explanations can be found in broader 
social-theoretical frameworks.

In this study, I draw on the theories of social practice and structuration in particu-
lar. Praxeological approaches to street-level bureaucracy (Thorén 2008; Penz et al. 
2017) are as rare as structurational approaches.4 Sandfort (2000), for example, 

4 Some scholars aim to incorporate the complex relationship between structure and agency into 
migration theory (Lamba 2003; Bakewell 2010; Jones 2012). However, the present study cannot be 
situated in that debate for several reasons. First, I do not investigate processes of migration as such 
(the movement of individuals) but rather the state action related to these processes. Second, as 
argued above, the general issue of migration is distinct from the specific focus on international 
protection. While being embedded in the migration and asylum regime, the application of struc-
turation theory in this study relates to organizational processes in a government agency.
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draws upon ethnographic data and a body of social theory to demonstrate that indi-
viduals both create and are constrained by social structures in a street-level bureau-
cracy. He uses this approach to explain a disjuncture between management 
frameworks and everyday front-line work. Following a similar approach with a 
focus on social practices, I examine how the system of asylum administration is 
organized, executed and maintained and how it is lived by government agents who 
directly interact with the asylum claimants. Thus, the study explores the institu-
tional processes that structure the lives of persons who have been forced to seek 
protection in a different country.

Practice theory is not a single coherent theory; instead, according to Reckwitz 
(2003), the central elements of this perspective are based on distinct but overlapping 
theoretical approaches, such as Bourdieu’s praxeology (1972, 1997) and Giddens’s 
structuration theory (1979, 2011[1984]), the social philosophy of authors such as 
late Wittgenstein (1984[1969]) and Schatzki (2002), and ethnomethodology, post-
structuralism, and cultural studies as explored by authors such as Butler (1990) and 
Latour (1994). In the debate over the social scientific “practice turn,” Schmidt 
(2012) includes Goffman’s (1966) and Mead’s (1947) sociology of interactions as 
well as Elias’ (1970) figuration theory.

Practice theories are neither individualistic nor holistic; they do not depend on 
presumptions about the primacy of individual choice or action or on a holistic notion 
of culture or societal totality. Despite their differences, practice theoretical 
approaches converge in the analytical decision to examine sociological questions by 
focusing on social practices in their situatedness, their material anchoring in bodies 
and artifacts, and their dependence on practical know-how and implicit knowledge. 
The social is located in practices, and according to Goffman (1971), the focus is less 
on individuals and their situations than on situations and their individuals. Practice 
analyses concentrate on the processual, repetitive creation of social phenomena—
that is, on the processes of creating social order. A practice can thus be understood 
as “a routinized way in which bodies are moved, objects are handled, subjects are 
treated, things are described, and the world is understood” (Reckwitz 2002:250). 
According to Shove et al. (2012:14ff), “practices emerge, persist, shift and disap-
pear when connections between” materials, competences, and meanings “are made, 
sustained or broken.”

Reckwitz (2003) identifies three main features of the theory of social practices: 
the materiality of practices as dependent on bodies and artifacts; the “informal,” 
tacit logic of practices and the location of the social in practical understanding and 
know-how techniques; and the tension between routinization and the incalculability 
of social practices. These topics will be explored in Chap. 3, which addresses the 
circumstances of work in the organization. Understanding and exploring adminis-
trative work as practice allows us to explore the knowledge and know-how public 
officials possess, embody, or enact in administering and deciding upon asylum 
applications. Similar to Wagenaar’s (2004:643) approach in analyzing the Dutch 
Immigration Office, this research also focuses on “the almost unthinking actions, 
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tacit knowledge, fleeting interactions, practical judgments, self-evident understand-
ings and background knowledge, shared meanings, and personal feelings that con-
stitute the core of administrative work.” In sum, contextuality, acting, knowing, and 
interacting  – the four core elements of administrative practice identified by the 
author  – constitute a unified account of practical judgment in an administrative 
 environment characterized by complexity, indeterminacy, and the necessity to act 
on the situation at hand (ibid). Although uninformed outsiders might think that 
administrators operate in a well-ordered bureaucratic world, organized according to 
fixed rules, stable routines, and dependable procedures, the everyday work situa-
tions of administrators are full of complexity, indeterminacy, and unpredictability.

The praxeological approach to the set of social practices described as “working 
as a decision maker at the Federal Asylum Office” can explore the implicit under-
standing of what it means to deal with a case in a way that is distinct from other 
fields of public administration (e.g., communication in a shared language is not 
possible). This approach also considers the knowledge of schemes of procedure 
concerning the written decision (e.g., which kinds of arguments are accepted) and 
the routinization of certain motives and emotions (e.g., moral indifference or psy-
chological burden). The practices reveal which symbolic orders structure work at 
the FAO, such as codes of administrative efficiency and of responsibility or the 
symbolic distinction from inappropriate behavior (based on Reckwitz 2003).

Practice theory and structuration theory are complimentary; in combination, they 
are helpful for understanding and explaining organizational processes and public 
officials’ actions. The “duality of structure” (Giddens 2011) describes the recursive 
relationship of agency and structure, implying the repetitive and routine character of 
most human activity. In contrast to the concept of structure in which the subject is 
absent, social systems include the situated activities of agents. Systems, in which 
structure is recursively implicated, consist of reproduced relations between actors or 
collectivities organized as regular social practices. The concept of structuration 
describes the conditions governing the continuity or transmutation of structures and 
thus the reproduction and alteration of social relations and practices across time and 
space. “In summary, structuration theory accounts for the primacy of subjectivity 
without relapsing into a subjectivist view and grasps the structural components of 
social institutions that outlive single agents without seeing in them the ‘forces’ 
determining their conduct and, eventually, human history” (Broger 2011:12). 
Human conduct is conceived as recursive since agents reproduce, in and through 
their activities, the conditions that make certain activities possible. Instead of being 
a subject-independent, external, or internalized “force,” structure is understood as a 
set of rules of conduct and resources to which actors purposively resort in their day- 
to- day activities.

The theoretical approach to structuration conceptualizes rules in a complex 
together with resources. Formulated rules such as laws or bureaucratic regulations 
are codified interpretations of rules rather than rules as such. Rules simultaneously 
enable and constrain action, and they are transformational since they are responsible 
for the constitution of meaning as well as for the sanctioning of human conduct. 
Rules of conduct can be shallow or intensive, tacit or discursive, informal or formal-
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ized.5 Resources, in contrast, are used for the generation of power and categorized 
into allocative resources and authoritative resources. According to structuration 
theory, power is inherently tied to the exercise of agency as the human capacity to 
intervene in the world, that is, to “act otherwise” and “make a difference” (Giddens 
2011:14). Allocative resources are conceived as material, including the natural envi-
ronment and physical artifacts, and derived from human dominion over nature. In 
contrast, authoritative resources are non-material and derive from the capability of 
harnessing the activities of humans; they result from the dominion of actors over 
other actors. The meshing of rules and resources allows actors to develop strategies 
to change or reproduce the existing system of domination and advance their own 
strategic autonomy. Rules and resources are not only the medium but also the out-
come of the practices they recursively organize (ibid:25).

To analyze the processes involved in the reproduction and change of practices 
and social systems as bundles of social relations, Giddens (ibid:29) divides the 
structural realm into three interrelated analytical dimensions: signification, domina-
tion, and legitimation. These structural dimensions are related to the knowledgeable 
capacities of agents by “modalities” that can be invoked by actors in interactions. 
Interpretive schemes, for example, link communication as an interactional dimen-
sion to the structural dimension of signification. In contrast, facilities, or resources, 
link the structural dimension of domination with power on the interactional level. 
Legitimation, the third analytical dimension of structure, is linked to sanctions on 
the level of interaction by means of norms. The dimensions of interaction – com-
munication, power, and sanction – thus connect to the main dimensions of the dual-
ity of structure through interpretative schemes, facilities/resources, and norms.

Structuration theory can also be applied to social action in organizations, thus 
providing a theoretical framework for the analysis of decision-making officials’ 
actions within the organizational context of the FAO. From this perspective, organi-
zations are understood as systems of organized action that reproduce themselves 
beyond the action of individual actors. Organizations are characterized through 
organizational practices, recurringly practiced forms of action in organizations, 
rather than through formal structure or communications and decisions. According to 
Ortmann et al. (2000), organizations are the social systems within which action is 
controlled and coordinated by means of reflection on its structure. Through their 
actions, actors (re)produce the organizational structures – the structures of significa-
tion, legitimation and domination – and thus the existing rules and resources (ibid).

1.4  Data Generation and Analysis in This Case Study

To find answers to my research questions, I conducted a case study at a branch of 
the former FAO. The study builds on the “crystallization” (Richardson 2000) of 
three qualitative methods: (i) participant observation of office life and asylum 

5 See, for example, Piore (2011) on tacit rules among street-level agents.
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interviews, (ii) semi-structured in-depth interviews as well as quasi-normal conver-
sations (Honer 1994) with decision-making officials and other institutional actors, 
and (iii) artifact analysis, particularly of asylum claimants’ records. The observation 
data were generated during a research internship in 2010; the interviews were sub-
sequently conducted from 2010 to 2012. The files of asylum claimants analyzed in 
the scope of this research were obtained in 2013.

Although there is a lack of consensus concerning the definition of case study 
research, Yin’s definition (2009:14) is widely accepted and understands the case 
study as “an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in 
depth and within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phe-
nomenon and context are not clearly evident.” Case studies are also useful for deal-
ing with “broad, familiarizing questions about a social process” (Swanborn 
2010:25). Such questions are likely to prompt more specific questions during the 
research, which can be explored in the case study. The case study is thus a useful 
approach for exploring the relatively broad questions that guide this research. First, 
under what circumstances do decision makers work, and how can these circum-
stances be explained? Second, how do decision makers deal with these circum-
stances, and how can their practices be explained? In this exploratory case study, I 
aim to provide a nuanced and holistic account of the practice of refugee status deter-
mination through the example of the Austrian FAO.

The case study is inspired by the institutional ethnography approach (Smith 
2006), designed for the investigation of institutional processes through informants’ 
experiences. The aim is to investigate social relations, which realize and coordinate 
organization and control in the sense of “relations of ruling” (Smith 2006). The 
approach focuses on the experiences of individuals whose everyday activities con-
stitute and are shaped by the institutional relations that are being studied. 
Intermediary actors who are in direct contact with clients, such as decision-making 
officials at the FAO, are crucial to the research “because they make the linkages 
between clients and ruling discourses, ‘working up’ the messiness of an everyday 
circumstance so that it fits the categories and protocols of a professional regime” 
(DeVault and McCoy 2002:760). Against this backdrop, the study aims to explore 
the (rule-based) “procedures of people who make decisions and who thereby manu-
facture things and facts and statuses,” which Prior (2004:350) characterizes as an 
important research topic for most organizational settings.

To gain access to the FAO, I asked about the possibility of doing an internship, 
explaining my aim of writing a doctoral thesis about the work of decision-making 
officials in the FAO. After explaining my approach and assuring anonymity, I was 
accepted as an intern for one day per week for a three-month duration. By partici-
pating in the agency’s everyday working life, I was able to investigate the adminis-
trative asylum procedure, which otherwise occurs behind closed doors. In addition 
to the investigated FAO branch, another unit concerned with asylum applications 
was included in the research: one of the initial reception centers (IRCs) where asy-
lum applications are examined for admission (before the procedure at the FAO). 
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There, I conducted interviews with officials, the deputy head of the department, a 
police officer, an official and an assistant as well as a head of a division and two 
officials of the “Dublin division”; however, I was not given access to participate in 
on-site interrogations. Data generated at the IRCs were not included in the detailed 
analysis since the focus of the book remains on work at the FAO. Access to and 
inspection of files for scientific purposes are not allowed in the asylum procedure. 
Thus, instead of granting access to files, the Asylum Court offered an interview with 
a judge, which I accepted. With the help of a colleague working with an NGO, I 
later received the written authority of three asylum claimants to inspect their files, 
archived at the respective FAO branches at which the applications had been 
processed.

The three applied methods provide insight into different areas of interest: 
“Different methods used in qualitative research furnish parallel datasets, each 
affording only a partial view of the whole picture” (Barbour 2001:1117). Participant 
observation permits the researcher to gain access to discursive as well as non- 
discursive practices. The primary aim of my observations was to study officials’ 
practices in dealing with asylum claimants and their claims in the asylum interview, 
but I was also interested in communication among colleagues and superiors, discus-
sions of cases, and chats during breaks in the kitchen. By contrast, through in-depth 
interviewing, I aimed to explore officials’ working environment as well as their 
attitudes and perceptions toward their work. The interview guidelines included key 
questions regarding (i) the organizational structure and its environment, (ii) the 
work process in general and the decision-making process in particular, (iii) attitudes 
toward the job and the required job competences, (iv) the asylum interview situa-
tion, and (v) perceptions of and attitudes toward asylum claimants. The interview 
sample includes a gender balance of three women and three men, aged from their 
late twenties to mid-fifties. Two officials had a law degree, four officials had already 
been employees to the Ministry of the Interior before they came to the FAO, and 
three of them had been police officers. Before conducting the interviews, I had par-
ticipated in an asylum interview with all officials at least once. In addition to the 
scheduled interviews, I talked with the FAO head and vice head of the department, 
a head of a division, assistants, interpreters and other actors during my presence in 
the field. Most interviews were conducted at the Asylum Office, which had the 
advantage of allowing interviewees to illustrate what they were describing with 
concrete examples. For instance, one official provided me with a short introduction 
to the online data documentation system of the Interior Ministry, whereas another 
decision maker showed me an Excel table to demonstrate how he proceeds with his 
work on a daily basis. Additionally, during one of the interviews, an official scrolled 
through her emails and showed me an email conversation with her assistant to illus-
trate their communication with each other. These “interruptions” of the interview 
gave me further insight into the working procedures at the FAO.

The findings from interviews and observations were analyzed following the 
approaches of grounded theory (Strauss and Corbin 1991) and interpretive social 
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research (Froschauer and Lueger 2003). Whereas the grounded theory approach 
provides an overall impression of the key topics and their interrelations, the inter-
pretive system and microstructure analyses go deeper into the issue by suggesting 
four levels of interpretation that correspond to four different levels of meaning: (1) 
the manifest content (everyday meaning), (2) the conversation context (subjective 
meaning), (3) the structural conditions (objective meaning), and (4) the system 
dynamics (practical meaning). Group interpretations and discussions represent a 
precondition for this method and were therefore vital for the identification of key 
issues within the data.

For the analysis of asylum records, I developed a method that I call the recon-
structive process-oriented analysis of records. Internal documents were subject to a 
more general content analysis. Although documentation forms a cornerstone of mod-
ern – and organizational – life, writing and written traces are often undervalued in 
social science when compared to the spoken word (Prior 2004:345). However, what 
eventually counts is what is “spatialized and rendered visual: recorded, filed, and 
placed on a docket” and what is “embodied ‘by the paper’” (Ewick and Silbey 
1998:8), especially in legal-administrative procedures such as the asylum procedure. 
It is thus vital to consider the power of texts (Turner 2001). Whereas document anal-
ysis usually adopts methods such as content or discourse analysis (Wolff 2008; Glenn 
2009), my approach to records goes in the direction of artifact analysis as developed 
by Froschauer (2009), investigating the circumstances of production, the use and the 
purpose of the artifact. In addition, the investigation of artifacts as actants6 (Latour 
2010) enables us to understand more about an organization and to learn something 
about the functioning of the asylum administration in the context of the FAO.

The analysis of a record reveals communication patterns as well as power rela-
tions and the channels and borders of social influence. The circulation of documents 
that eventually constitute a record also defines the limits of the organizational net-
work that, as we will see, includes governmental and non-governmental actors as 
well as national and international actors. While also considering the materiality of 
the record, the strategy that I applied focused on the actors contributing to the emer-
gence of the artifact as well as those involved in the procedure more generally and 
their roles and actions within the asylum procedure. Instead of focusing on the 
details of the content, on language use or the choice of pens and markers – which 
can also produce interesting results – I investigated the “career” of the record by 
analyzing who contributed to it and to what effect. Due to this perspective, this 
approach can to some extent be regarded as a form of network analysis, which may 
be reinforced by its graphic illustration (see Chap. 3).

Overall, the analysis of the different sets of data followed a “crystallization” 
approach based on the idea of the crystal that “combines symmetry and substance 
with an infinite variety of shapes, substances, transmutations, multidimensionalities 

6 Latour’s (2005:71) concept of non-human actants refers to objects becoming active mediators: 
“any thing that does modify a state of affairs by making a difference is an actor – or, if it has no 
figuration yet, an actant.”
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and angles of approach … Crystallization provides us with a deepened, complex, 
thoroughly partial understanding of the topic” (Richardson 2000:934). Unlike trian-
gulation, crystallization presupposes “that no truth exists ‘out there’ to discover or 
get close to, but only multiple and partial truths that researchers co-construct” 
(Ellingson 2009:22). Whereas triangulation aims at discovering a more definitive 
truth, “crystallization problematizes the multiple truths it presents” (ibid). This 
approach to analysis considers the complementarity of different research methods 
and aims for comprehensiveness rather than internal validity (Mays and Pope 2000).
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