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Abstract 

This article takes an in-depth look at caseworkers at the European Union Asylum 
Agency in Greece. The agency’s increased role in asylum case processing and the emer-
gence of the called “integrated European administration” is an unusual but nevertheless 
critical case to study for scholars of European asylum bureaucracies. Previous research 
into member state’s national migration authorities has shown that discretionary 
decision-making is widely deployed by asylum caseworkers. Generally, street-level 
bureaucrats tend to ‘reinterpret’ policy and creatively make use of the legal framework 
of the Common European Asylum System in order to make their day-to-day operations 
run more smoothly and resolve ethical dilemmas. However, this article finds that in the 
case of the European Union Asylum Agency, the compartmentalized institutional 
arrangement and short-term contracts removes both the incentive and ability for case-
workers to creatively reinterpret policy and deploy discretionary practices. It is there-
fore argued that scholars of asylum bureaucracy in Europe must pay increased atten-
tion to how the bureaucratic configuration of migration authorities.

Keywords:  EUAA​, Greece, Asylum case processing, CEAS, Street-level bureaucracy, 
Discretion, Ethical dilemmas

Introduction
In light of the increased direct involvement of the European Union (EU) in proce-
dural elements of asylum case processing, there is a pressing need for academic inves-
tigation in this field. In Greece, the European Union Agency for Asylum (EUAA)1 has 
partly taken over responsibility for Refugee Status Determination from the Greek Asy-
lum Service (GAS), the national Greek agency tasked with processing asylum applica-
tions. Bearing in mind the EUAA’s key role in realizing the Common European Asylum 
System (CEAS) in practice, exclusive focus on national migration agencies is thus not 
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sufficient. Therefore, this study has been following EUAA operations in Greece between 
2019 and 2023, deploying a combination of street level bureaucracy (SLB) theory and 
neo-institutionalism. In comparison to findings from research on member state authori-
ties’ frontline staff, it seems that EUAA caseworkers have far less room for bureaucratic 
dissertation and ‘creative reinterpretation of policy’.

Previous research into ethical dilemmas in asylum bureaucracies in Europe has shown 
that, in line with SLB-theory (Lipsky, 2010), street-level bureaucrats tend to ‘reinterpret’ 
policy and through discretionary practices creatively make use of the complex, multi-
faceted and ambiguous legal framework of CEAS in order to resolve ethical dilemmas 
(Borrelli, 2018; Dahlvik, 2017; Dörrenbächer, 2017; Ioannidis et al., 2021; Vandevoordt, 
2018). Reoccurring findings suggest that since the asylum regulatory and policy frame-
work has both a European, national and sometimes also local dimension, the actors 
on the micro level can have major influence on how policy is implemented. Perhaps 
most decisively, Lisa Borrelli (2018) shows that this is true in a wide range of Schen-
gen Member States, and that creative reinterpretation of policy is central to explaining 
how migration is managed. The motivation behind these ‘creative strategies’ differs from 
case to case. Some frontline staff may have a political agenda (Ioannidis et al., 2021), try 
to resolve ethical dilemmas (Borrelli, 2018; Dörrenbächer, 2017) or indeed try to solve 
practical elements of the task at hand (Dahlvik, 2017). Far from operating with com-
plete impunity, caseworkers have to follow both laws and the bureaucratic norms of 
their institutions. However, the bureaucratic configuration these cases still do allow for 
discretionary practices, or as Ioannidis et al. argues: “whilst operating as vectors of the 
biopolitical power of states, caseworkers can also formulate their practices as resistance 
to border regimes” (2022, p. 3642).

However, this article shows that the EUAA’s increased role in asylum case processing 
fundamentally changes the conditions that makes discretionary decision making possi-
ble for frontline staff. Findings from field work in multiple locations in Greece between 
December 2019 and December 2022, suggest that there is little evidence of ‘creative use 
of policy’ and discretionary decision-making amongst EUAA caseworkers. It is argued 
that scholars of asylum bureaucracy in Europe must pay particular attention to how the 
organizational configuration of asylum bureaucracies is developed, in order to more 
adequality understood the dynamics of discretionary power and institutional habitus 
of the EUAA. Here, theoretical inspiration from organizational studies has proven use-
ful. As will be shown, the institutional configuration in place to handle asylum cases in 
Greece, in particular prior to 2020, is decidedly compartmentalized. EUAA Casework-
ers had little or no knowledge of how their work affects applicants later in the asylum 
process, and information-sharing between the Greek authorities and EUAA personnel 
is curtailed. This, in combination with temporary work-contracts and short-term per-
sonnel deployments, removes both the capacity and aspiration to use discretionary 
power, and thus also the ability to creatively use the regulatory framework. The study 
also allowed for a comparison between different Greek regions and bureaucratic changes 
over time. It is found, that the more compartmentalized the institutional arrangement 
is, the less room for discretion and creative reinterpretation of policy to resolve ethi-
cal dilemmas is possible for caseworkers. Ethical dilemmas are instead met with a range 
of coping strategies. Partly, ethical dilemmas are dealt with through what Paul du Gay 
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calls “trained indifference” (2000, p. 31). In these cases, caseworkers tend to think of 
themselves as neutral arbiters rather than holders of discretionary power and ignore the 
ethically challenging aspects of their work. Furthermore, many caseworkers’ reactions 
to ethical dilemmas can be explained with the exit-voice-loyalty model (Golden, 1992; 
Hirschman, 1970). Those experiencing ethical dilemmas either voice their concerns 
with the management (voice) or resign from their work for ethical reasons (exit). Some 
also fundamentally agree with the institution’s practices and therefore do not experi-
ence ethical dilemmas (loyalty). The bureaucratic configuration does not, as is the case 
in national bureaucracies, allow for reinterpretation of policy or the creative use of the 
legal framework.

Theory and literature review
Bureaucratic configuration and the use of discretion

The core theoretical argument of this article is that scholars interested discretionary 
practices in asylum case processing must pay more attention to the bureaucratic con-
figuration. Within public administration the “discretion-debate” has been going on for 
decades (Evans & Harris, 2004; Meyers & Vorsanger, 2003; Winter, 2003). On the one 
hand, proponents of SLB-theory argue that caseworkers and other frontline staff crea-
tively interpret rules and regulations, in order resolve ethical dilemmas and contradic-
tory policy instructions inherited from higher levels of the administration (Lipsky, 2010). 
Others, argue that “all the substantive elements of [bureaucrats’] work are determined 
by others” (Howe, 1991, p. 204), either through direct orders from management or other 
policies, and therefore stems largely from legal or policy at the top (ibid).

Agency-oriented debates surrounding impartiality, subordination and political non-
alignment are central to both historical and contemporary discussions on bureaucrats 
in many public policy fields. Indeed, Weber’s original ‘ideal–typical bureaucrat’ (1999) is 
still echoed in contemporary public administration with regards to discretion. Paul Du 
Gay, for instance, maintains that “[t]he ethos associated with the development of formal 
rationality is certainly premised upon the cultivation of indifference to certain ultimate 
moral ends” (du Gay, 2000, p. 31). That is to say, the individual bureaucrat must be edu-
cated to develop “trained indifference” to certain moral and ethical questions, so that the 
official duties can indeed be carried out sine ira et studio. Another understanding of dis-
cretion is given by Hendrik Wagenaar, who understands the concept of discretion as the 
creation of common norms within an organization that determines how individuals act. 
Thus, discretion becomes the collective interpretation of rules and regulations, whereby 
individuals making discretionary decisions view their actions as taken for granted truths 
(Wagenaar, 2020). This can be connected to the much wider literature to organizational 
culture, and the internalization of norms and values by individuals within an organiza-
tional field (Meek, 1988).

Several scholars levelling critique at SLB-theory dispute one of the central underpin-
ning tenets of Lipsky’s theory, namely that bureaucrats have any discretionary decision-
making power at all (Evans & Harris, 2004, p. 880; Halliday et al., 2009, p. 424; Hjörne, 
et  al., 2010, p. 306). Although important contribution, these scholars speak in general 
terms and fail to contextualize their conclusions. Thus, an arguably more appropriate 



Page 4 of 17Ekstedt ﻿Comparative Migration Studies           (2023) 11:22 

position is taken by Ian Taylor and Josie Kelly, who argues that Lipsky was correct in the 
context he was writing, but that “inspection, target-setting, and accountability to line-
management (top-down pressure) and more localised forms of governance (bottom-up 
pressure)” can fundamentally change underlying conditions (Taylor & Kelly, 2006, p. 
630).

Furthermore, ‘compartmentalized’ institutional arrangements, in which different 
departments or units operate independent from one another within different ethical or 
contextual environments can have major impact on discretionary decision-making. As 
the moral philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre has argued, insulating different spheres of 
an organization from one another, makes evaluating the norms and values of one’s own 
sphere difficult from “some external point of view” and that “a type of social structure 
that warrants for those who inhabit it a plea of gravely diminished responsibility” (1999, 
p.325). That is to say, that compartmentalization is more than simply separating work-
tasks. It is separating the individual’s sense of moral responsibility over their own tasks 
and thus both the motivation and ability to act on ethical grounds.

In order to thoroughly understand discretionary practices and their impact on an 
organization, a wide range of conditions must thus be analysed. The development of 
‘trained indifference’, the formal bureaucratic power-structures, the development of 
organizational culture and control-mechanisms are all factors that need to be under-
stood. In short, it is critical for scholars analysing at discretionary decision-making to 
pay particular attention to the bureaucratic configuration that caseworkers operate 
within.

Research on CEAS and discretionary decision‑making
Understanding the relationship between discretion and ethical dilemmas of individual 
actors is a central question for scholars studying migration management (Eule, 2014; 
Good, 2020; Lahav & Guiraudon, 2006; Vetters, 2022). In the academic literature on 
asylum casework in Europe today, the SLB-perspective dominates. Lipsky’s theory on 
frontline bureaucrats lends itself to the study of European migration bureaucracy for 
several reasons. Firstly, there are many positions within the field of migration manage-
ment that can be described as ‘frontline bureaucrats’, including asylum case officers, 
border guards, reception service personnel, deportation specialists, and so on. As Julia 
Dahlvik argues, the “structure is flexible and dynamic and thus change in the migra-
tion regime is possible at different levels—through the individual agent, the organisa-
tion, and the state” (2017:382). Asylum law is multi-layered, in the sense that national, 
European, and sometimes even regional law can diverge. In such systems, bureaucrats 
tend to assess which law they themselves find most legitimate. That is to say, frontline 
bureaucrats often have some room for interpretation of regulations (Dörrenbächer, 
2017). What is more, decisions made by frontline bureaucrats can have a tremendous 
impact on individuals’ lives. According to Dörrenbächer (2017), the ethically complex 
nature of migration policy can be a strong motivation for bureaucrats to act on any dis-
cretionary power they may have, and selectively decide when to motivate decisions with 
EU law and when to use national law. Another form of normative deliberation amongst 
frontline bureaucrats is expressed by those who view themselves as gate-keepers 
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“protecting the nation”. Looking at the visa departments of French consulates, Alpes 
and Spire (2014) found that consular staff first and foremost act on the belief that they 
must defend French national interests. Indeed, all decisions made by bureaucrats are 
political in nature. However, the case offered by Alpes and Spire shows that frontline 
bureaucrats’ decision-making can relate to fundamental questions of meta-policy, con-
nected to grand notions such as ‘national interest’. In an almost reversed sense, Ioan-
nidis et  al. (2021, p. 3) show how caseworkers in Greece (at GAS, not EUAA) with 
strong left-leaning political opinions “attempt to resist those exclusionary forms of 
power that they themselves address as ‘Fortress Europe’ through a variety of practices 
and discourses. In short, scholars using SLB-theory have witnessed multiple different 
ways in which bureaucrats in the field of migration management are highly motivated 
to act on their discretionary powers due to personal ethics or political opinion. Further-
more, as Borrelli’s (2018) work on the topic demonstrates, national agencies in Den-
mark, Sweden, Lithuania and Switzerland all show a remarkable similarity. She finds 
that national migration bureaucrats have “an active role in shaping policy implementa-
tion” and that “creativity and improvisation can therefore be understood as strategies 
to close the gaps produced by the structural deficiencies of migration control” (ibid:61). 
A somewhat different conclusion is drawn by Laura Affolter (2021), who focuses on 
the ‘institutional habitus’ through which a shared set of norms within the Swiss Secre-
tariat for Migration determines how caseworkers evaluate the credibility of an asylum 
case. Unlike most scholars using SLB-theory, she does not focus on how caseworkers 
selectively interpret rules and regulations, but rather how certain interpretations of the 
legal framework are internalised and taken for granted (ibid). Her analysis is interest-
ing, in that deployed a bottom-up neo-institutionalist perspective with strong focus on 
the institutional culture of the organization, and the implications of this to the develop-
ment of shared discretionary practices.

It is easy to see that the conditions at the EUAA’s asylum casework offices should be an 
example of where SLB-theory ought to hold. The fact that EUAA caseworkers work in 
an ethically complex environment and operate in a multi-layered policy field character-
ized by legal ambiguity, overall fits the conditions relevant to using SLB-theory. How-
ever, after following closely the developments at the EUAA between 2019 and 2023, this 
hypothesis was put into question. As will be shown, the overall conditions at the EUAA 
field offices were simply not conducive to ‘creative reinterpretation of policy’ and discre-
tionary decision-making. As we shall see, the bureaucratic configuration of the EUAA 
in the field limits both the ability and motivation for bureaucrats to act on discretionary 
powers. Therefore, it is pertinent to deploy a different theoretical lens for EUAA offices 
in Greece. Owing to the lack of viable avenues for caseworkers to exercise discretionary 
power, they are left with other strategies to deal with ethical dilemmas. As the empirical 
analysis will show, the framework of Hirschman (1970) and Golden (1992) have proven 
particularly relevant. Bureaucrats experiencing ethical dilemmas can voice their con-
cerns with management (voice), resign from their position on ethical grounds (exit), or 
do not simply experience ethical dilemmas as they fundamentally accept the nature of 
the institutional environment (loyalty). In order to fully understand this argument, some 
background is needed.
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The history, structure and function of the EUAA​
Asylum as a policy area is deeply ingrained in the EU’s institutional framework. In 1993, 
the Treaty of Maastricht formalized already ongoing cooperation and in 1999 the Treaty 
of Amsterdam gave the EU legislative authority in the area of asylum law. It was estab-
lished, that the EU “shall frame a common policy on asylum, immigration and external 
border control, based on solidarity between Member States” (Treaty on the Function-
ing of the European Union, §67(2), 2012). Crucially, as the Treaty of Amsterdam gave 
the EU legislative power in the area of asylum, it also granted the Court of Justice of the 
European Union jurisdiction over asylum legislation and a mandate to ensure uniform 
application of the law across the EU (ibid, §263).

Prompted by the Treaty of Amsterdam, the Tampere Program was adopted later in 
1999, and proclaimed that “the European Council is determined to develop the Union 
as an area of freedom, security and justice by making full use of the possibilities offered 
by the Treaty of Amsterdam” (European Parliament, 1999). Over the following years, a 
long list of EU regulations, pacts, directives and programmes were established in order 
to realize these policy goals. These amount of the EU’s asylum acquis and regulate prac-
tically every legal aspect of the asylum processes. Asylum has also been continuously a 
part of the EU’s strategic planning programs, such as the Hague Program, which aims at 
“strengthening freedom, security and justice in the European Union” (European Council, 
2005) and the Stockholm Programme (European Council, 2010). However, in accord-
ance with the well-established subsidiarity principle, implementation of these laws and 
policies remain a Member State competency. Even after the Treaty of Lisbon in 2009, 
which generally expanded the power of the EU’s institutions, the EU’s competency 
remains adopting legally binding ‘minimum standards’ on issues of immigration policy, 
but the member state authorities execute these polices (Neframi, 2011).

It is in the light of this, that Regulation (EU) No 439/2010, was adopted, which estab-
lished EUAA (then EASO) as an agency of the EU. With the motto “Support is our 
Mission”, the agency’s core function was to help EU member states implement CEAS. 
Originally, it was first and foremost supposed to develop training tools for national agen-
cies bureaucrats, research country of origin information, give technical assistance, and 
strengthen cooperation between Member State national agencies (Regulation (EU) No 
439/2010).

The first two countries where EUAA’s de facto role changed were Italy and Greece. In 
practice, EUAA personnel have since 2016 conducted entire asylum interviews and writ-
ten so called ‘opinions’ that are handed over to national migration authorities’, who then 
in turn make asylum decisions solely on dossier. Under the banner of ‘operational sup-
port’, the EUAA has similar operations in several European countries, including Greece, 
Italy, Cyprus Malta and Bulgaria. As Tsourdi argues, this has led to the emergence of 
an “integrated European administration” in which the EUAA is directly involved in asy-
lum case processing (2020). Other than the final asylum decision, EUAA personnel have 
since 2016 been given the authority to undertake all aspects of the asylum procedure, 
which in practical terms means exercising discretion over how the asylum interview 
is conducted, and which elements of the asylum seekers’ story should be emphasized 
(ibid:517). Some scholars argue that the EUAA has been operating at the very limits 
of their mandate (Ripoll Servent, 2018; Schneider & Nieswandt, 2018; Tsoudri, 2020; 
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Tsourdi, 2022). Adriana Ripoll Servent argues that EUAA increased responsibilities but 
lack of official mandate and insufficient autonomy has made the agency’s role ambigu-
ous, and incapable to operate with full independency (2018). In an attempt to clarify 
the agency’s role and strengthen its authority, the European Commission in 2016 pro-
posed the transformation of EASO into the EUAA, with an enhanced mandate to oper-
ate autonomously in the Member States. The goal was to give the agency a mandate to 
provide “the necessary operational and technical assistance to Member States” and “ena-
bling convergence in the assessment of applications for international protection across 
the Union” (European Commission, 2016: 2). Although the European Parliament and the 
European Commission came to an agreement to adopt the proposal in late 2017, it was 
never implemented, due to both an unwillingness to secede power by Member States 
and unresolved disagreements between the European Commission and the Permanent 
Representatives Committee of the Council of the European Union (ibid:92). With the 
New Pact on Migration and Asylum presented by the Commission in September 2020, 
the transformation of EASO to the EUAA was given new attention, and the agency 
changed name on January 1st 2022. As argued by Tsourdi, the adoption of the EUAA 
Regulation (2021) which replaced the EASO Regulation (2010) meant few fundamental 
changes, since the updated legal mandate only “reflects better, but not fully, the agency’s 
enhanced role on the ground” (Tsourdi, 2022, p. 119). In short, whilst the stated objec-
tive to transform EASO into the EUAA was to create a more integrated CEAS, little has 
changed in practice on the ground. Nevertheless, it is critical for scholars to monitor 
how the EUAA’s mandate is interpreted in practice and pay attention to how the legal 
framework develops in the years to come.

The bureaucratic configuration of EUAA in Greece

The EUAA’s operations in Greece have undergone major change over the past decade. 
Between 2015 and 2022, the EUAA continuously expanded their operations and had at 
their peak a workforce of around 690 personnel, out of which around 180 were asylum 
caseworkers (EASO, 2020, p.19). Due to the decreasing number of refugee arrivals and 
increased capacity of the Greek national authorities, this number of caseworkers as of 
2023 have decreased, and will according to interviews in this by the end of the year be 
around 25. Overall, the system is designed to be flexible, and the number of casework-
ers reflects the number of asylum seekers that arrive in Greece. Therefore, an increased 
number of lodged applications would presumably result in the recruitment of more 
personnel.

The EUAA has deployed two different categories of staff as caseworkers in Greece. 
Firstly, there have been so called “member state experts”. These individuals are sent 
from national agencies of other EU Member States on a short-term basis, typically 
2–4  months. This category of caseworkers is a diverse group of people, with varying 
degree of. Typically, however, they work within asylum case processing in their home 
countries and often have several years work experience in this field.

The second personnel category is so called “interim caseworkers”. They are, techni-
cally speaking, not EUAA Staff but are recruited through private temping agencies. In 
essence, interim staff can be viewed as locally recruited manpower, with less advanta-
geous terms and conditions than staff employed directly by the EUAA (Mouzourakis, 
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2019, p. 4). This is fundamentally different from other public sector employments, that 
are characterized by a high level of job security and a clear path to professional progres-
sion. Interim caseworkers have various educational backgrounds and various experience 
from the field of migration management. Typically, they have a university degree in law 
or social science, and many have previously worked for either some civil society actor, 
IOM or the UNHCR. Some interim personnel also had previous experience from other 
EUAA operations, in for example Italy.

From January 2020, the EUAA in Greece stopped employing member state experts, 
and began to rely exclusively on interim personnel. Furthermore, the operational lan-
guage changed from English to Greek, which meant that all non-Greek speaking interim 
staff was laid off. Before January 2020, interim personnel were recruited from all over the 
EU, whereas the change in operational language meant that virtually all interim staff after 
2020 were Greek nationals. These changes were prompted by a change in the operational 
structure, whereby EUAA personnel were seconded by GAS. The EUAA activities in 
Greece are governed by so-called Operational Plans, agreed upon annually between the 
EUAA and the Greek Ministry of Migration and Asylum. In particular, the Operational 
Plans tend to specify the relationship between the EUAA and Greek national authorities. 
In the Operational Plans from 2021 onward, a so called ‘embedded approach’ was imple-
mented, where EUAA caseworkers began working much more closely with GAS (EASO, 
2021). As we shall see in the next section, great ambiguity arose amongst EUAA interim 
personnel as to who their actual employer is, as it could be seen as either the EUAA, the 
intermediate temping agency or GAS.

The day-to-day work duties of an EUAA caseworker in Greece can differ depending 
on the locality they are deployed to. In most cases, EUAA caseworkers perform almost 
identical duties as GAS officers, other than officially making the final decision in an asy-
lum case. Whether or not a case is allocated by a GAS or an EUAA caseworker is not 
determined by any particular criteria. The most common type of work for EUAA per-
sonnel is Refugee Status Determination. The caseworker undertakes an asylum interview 
with an applicant for international protection, typically with the help of an interpreter. 
The caseworker here follows a template of questions, referred to the “Standard Operat-
ing Procedures”. The Standard Operating Procedures is designed to reveal all the aspects 
of the applicants claim and make it possible to determine whether the applicant should 
be granted refugee status, subsidiary protection or be rejected. During the Refugee Sta-
tus Determination interview, the EUAA caseworker is also responsible for undertaking 
a credibility assessment, through which the applicant’s story is evaluated. A caseworker 
typically has around eight to ten individual cases a week. The interview undertaken by 
the EUAA caseworker is recorded and transcribed, and the file is then handed over to a 
randomly selected GAS officer, who makes the final decision sur dossier. The GAS case-
worker thus never actually meets the applicant.

When applying to asylum in Greece, the case is first registered by either an EUAA or 
GAS registration officer. Which procedure an asylum seeker then is subject to depends 
largely on where they first arrive in Greece. If they arrived on one of the islands in the 
Eastern Aegean, they are subject to the so-called Border Procedure, which means that 
their claims are processed rapidly and with fewer legal safeguards in comparison with 
the regular procedure on the mainland. In these cases, EUAA caseworkers undertake a 
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so called ‘admissibility assessment’. This is a shorter investigation, which is designed to 
determine if the applicant should be sent back to Turkey under the EU-Turkey statement 
of 2016. In these procedures, the asylum seeker’s claims are not investigated vis-à-vis his 
or her country of origin, but rather if there are any particular circumstances that makes 
it dangerous for the applicant to be sent back to Turkey. As in the case of an asylum 
investigation, the file is handed over to GAS, who make the final decision. The EUAA 
caseworker is also responsible for writing a so-called “opinion”, which argues for a cer-
tain outcome in the case.

GAS has the right to modify or completely disregard the EUAA caseworker’s opin-
ion on an asylum case, and there is no systematic way for EUAA caseworkers to know 
to what degree EUAA opinions are followed by GAS. The only way to find out, is to 
have a personal relationship with a GAS official, who has access to the IT-system which 
registers case-decisions. In the interviews conducted for this article, all caseworkers 
expressed different ideas regarding this. Some thought that the acceptance-rate of opin-
ions were up to 100% whereas some caseworkers were unsure if GAS even read their 
opinions at all. The key fact here, is that EUAA caseworkers generally do not systemati-
cally register to what degree their opinions are followed, which constitutes a clear case of 
compartmentalization.

The physical work environment for EUAA caseworkers also differs greatly. Since 
2020, and the introduction of the ‘embedded approach’ EUAA caseworkers generally 
have begun to work more closely to GAS. In some offices in the hotpots in the Eastern 
Aegean, GAS and EUAA work in the same building but on different floors. In offices in 
Athens, they are fully integrated and work side by side in the same office space. In some 
offices in northern Greece, they have completely independent offices all together and 
only ever have contact via phone or email. Overall, the caseworkers that work in the 
completely integrated offices in Athens therefore seems to have a clearer idea of how 
GAS interpretates their opinions.

According to the EUAA Regulation, operational support to a member state is to be 
given where the asylum system is under “disproportionate pressure” (Regulation (EU) 
2021/2303, Article 1 §3). Their operations are therefore by nature supposed to be flex-
ible and temporary, with the possibility to change deploy and remove personnel on short 
notice. As mentioned above, member state experts from other member states would 
typically have deployments of 2–4 months in Greece. For interim personnel, contracts 
typically vary from a few months up to a year. Some caseworkers interviewed for this 
article had worked for up to 5  years under such shot-term contracts. This, of course, 
causes great stress with regards to job security and is fundamentally different than civil 
servant in most nation states. Furthermore, due to Greek civil servant hiring regulations, 
there is little chance of former EUAA caseworkers to be given employment at GAS, even 
though they have several years of working experience ‘embedded’ with that agency.

Note on methodology
The empirical material for this paper consists of information gathered through four 
field research periods from December 2019 to December 2022. The core material con-
sists of 20 recorded and transcribed semi-structured interviews with EUAA personnel, 
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including interim caseworkers, team leaders, member state experts and one administra-
tive assistant. Great attention was given to interviewing a wide variety of staff. Thus, the 
material includes responses from caseworkers of different genders, on different types 
of contracts, a variety of nationalities and persons operating in different parts of the 
country.

Due to the controversial nature of European asylum policy and the hierarchical struc-
ture of Greek bureaucratic institutions, the subject-group researched for this article can 
broadly be described as inaccessible. For example, several interviewees felt hesitant to 
talk, due to fear of reprisals from their superiors. However, saturation of information 
was achieved through these 20 interviews, as the same information was given repeatedly 
by the interviewees. Saturation was achieved through Malterud et aI.’s (2016) method 
of ‘information power’ which states that a limited sample is sufficient, if the quality of 
dialogue in each interview is high and the theoretical framework is adequality developed 
in advance. Given the high level of education and deep familiarity with the questions 
hand, all interviewees had a clear and analytical responses to the interview questions. 
Secondly, as will be seen bellow, the research questions were developed using a theo-
retical framework tailored specifically the unique conditions facing asylum casework-
ers in an ethically complex field. Lastly, the respondents were not found exclusively 
through ‘snowballing’, but instead approached and selected independently from one 
another, which avoids the information saturation being a result of a limited network of 
caseworkers.

The study also employs a face-to-face survey component with the interviewees, 
designed to collect codifiable responses from a small but representative number of 
frontline bureaucrats whilst simultaneously analysing the respondents’ follow-up ques-
tions, reactions and behaviours. In these surveys respondents are asked to quantify a 
statement on a Likert-scale form 1 to 7. This allows for a clear but complex comparative 
analysis (Neuman, 2012:7). Particular attention was also given to source criticism and 
the validity of the responses. The risk of receiving copy-paste answers derived from the 
organisations’ official narrative is considerable. Several strategies are deployed in order 
to counter this, both in terms of ensuring that interview subjects feel comfortable giving 
honest answers and to be attentive to template responses. Attention to body language 
and tone of voice is also useful when determining the authenticity of the responses. Like 
Catherine Riessman (2014), I understand the responses during interviews as “perfor-
mances” and they should therefore be analysed as narratives rather than the presenta-
tion of facts (Gubrium & Holstein, 1995).

Interview and survey analysis
In the interviews conducted, it was made clear that the bureaucratic values and institu-
tional structure of the EUAA disincentivises “creativity and improvisation” with regards 
to policy implementation. In general, the system in place removes both the ability and 
motivation to discretionary decision-making, in particular as a mechanism to resolve 
ethical dilemmas. A few of caseworkers do showcase both motivation and ability to 
influence procedural elements of refugee status determination. However, the unique 
compartmentalized bureaucratic structure of asylum case processing in Greece largely 
renders these practices difficult.
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As can be seen in the survey responses (see Table 2), most caseworkers feel some 
level of ethical apprehension in their work. The most common example given in the 
interviews, is writing asylum case opinions that recommend a rejection, in particular 
in cases where the caseworkers have been under heavy time pressure. From an SLB 
theoretical standpoint, we can expect to see the creative interpretation of policy and 
the regulatory framework is deployed to resolve ethical dilemmas. The best exam-
ple of this was given by a caseworker with a high legal understanding of both Greek 
and international law. This caseworker argued that the main area that an EUAA case-
worker can have influence over a case, is in the credibility assessment. And an asy-
lum seeker’s story seems unreasonable to the caseworker, the asylum seeker may be 
rejected:

“Let’s say that each caseworker can be more or less harsh on this. And I believe this 
is also affected by political opinions. How you approach the applicant. Do you start 
from the presumption that he is telling the truth or you start from the presump-
tion that that he’s there to lie? [...] In my experience when I wanted to motivate [my 
positive opinions] on credibility, I had to work much more to convince my superiors. 
When instead that I believed the applicant was not credible or even if credible, he 
didn’t need international protection according to the legal standards, I hardly had 
any discussion. Instead, when I wanted to motivate credibility and on a positive out-
come, sometimes I really had to push a lot. Sometimes I even refer to the help desk, 
to basically have an external opinion. The helper is in an EASO office in Athens”
(Interim caseworker 1)

This is a good example of how SLB-theory is applicable to EUAA casework. In the face of 
institutional pressure to make a restrictive judgment with regards to credibility, the case-
worker creatively makes use of the framework, with the help of the specialized remote 
EUAA helpdesk in Athens and legal reasoning. This example, however, is an excep-
tion. Most interviews indicate that caseworkers quickly internalize the value-narrative 
of being ‘Weberian bureaucrats’ without any ability or motivation to make use of the 
framework to resolve such ethical dilemmas. A characteristic response was given by an 
interim caseworker:

“So, I think for most of us when we start the first rejections are very difficult because 
we are in front of someone who almost risked his or her life to get to Europe or to get 
a better life. And we have the responsibility to write an opinion that says ‘this person 
doesn’t deserve protection’. This means that this person in theory would be illegal 
on the European territory. And this means that this has consequences on the life of 
this person that are not positive at all. The first weeks were very hard because I only 
wrote rejections, and rejections and rejections for people who looked like “OK” some-
how… [short apprehensive laugh]. The thing is that the more I was going ahead and 
the more I understood, that OK this protection-status is kind of a very prestigious 
trophy that is not given to anybody like this [quick finger snap]”
(Interim Caseworker 2)
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Thus, this caseworker explains a rapid process of value-internalization. In a matter of 
weeks, the concept of asylum has been given a new ethical meaning. At first a rejec-
tion was considered wrong because it caused harm to an individual, but then the rejec-
tion become ethically permissible because they realized it is a “prestigious trophy” only 
given a select deserving few. At the same time, this caseworker later in the interview still 
expressed a need to rationalize the ethically difficult aspect of the job and emphasised 
that the final decision to reject is made by GAS. Here, the effect of compartmentaliza-
tion on resolving ethical dilemmas becomes evident:

“I always try to do my work properly and to write the opinion correct following 
the rules. Following the framework, following the guidelines. Then I cannot go 
beyond. If it was a decision [instead of an opinion] maybe I would be even more 
under pressure. Since the final decision is made by GAS makes us being, at least 
me, a bit like, ‘OK, I don’t take the decision they do it’” 
(Interim caseworker 2)

Thus, the combination of value internalization and the compartmentalized decision-
making process removes agency from the EUAA caseworkers, and thus also the need 
to resolve ethical dilemmas through creative reinterpretation of policy.

The compartmentalized nature of the system is made even more evident by the fact 
that EUAA caseworkers do not know if the decision they recommend is indeed fol-
lowed GAS. When asked, most caseworkers thought that at least the majority of rec-
ommendations were followed, but many had no idea whatsoever to what degree. The 
most telling answer to the question if they knew what happened to their cases after 
they hand them over to GAS was that “this is a mystery somehow”. Another case-
worker even expressed doubt if their opinions were read at all by GAS. When asked 
how much influence they have over cases, this caseworker answered:

“Not much. If I have to be honest. Not much. Because the opinion is just a file 
on the on the case[…] it’s like a supportive document. So, from my experience, 
because I know many case workers from the Greek Asylum Service, some of them 
don’t even read it”
(Interim Caseworker 3)

The survey also shows that there is here a very clear relationship between casework-
ers thinking that their opinions are followed by GAS and experiencing ethical dilem-
mas. Those caseworkers that think of their opinions as “supportive documents” or 
having little or no influence over the asylum case, generally also experience fewer eth-
ical dilemmas (see Table 1).

Table 1  Caption for table

How much influence do you have over an asylum seeker’s asylum case? (1–7) Does your work require you to 
make ethically difficult decisions? 
(1–7)

Caseworkers that answered between 1 and 3 Average: 2.5

Caseworkers that answered between 4 and 7 Average: 5.5
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For the member state experts that were deployed until 2019, the system was extraor-
dinarily compartmentalized and their contracts very short. And indeed, they also 
tended to experience fewer ethical dilemmas (see Table 2). All member state experts 
interviewed compared their experiences in Greece to their home countries. In all cases, 
they found that their room for discretionary decision-making was far lower at EUAA 
than when working for a national migration agency. They understood that the proce-
dural elements of the case were important but found that the interview templates and 
framework was strict and left less room for manoeuvre. Both an EUAA Team Leader 
and all member state experts verified this in the interviews. The clearer routines and 
rules are, the less time caseworkers need coaching before working by themselves. Thus, 
the diversity of experience amongst member state experts and the short deployments, 
meant that rules and instructions had to be very strict. The interim personnel follow 
the same operating procedures, even though they have slightly longer job contracts. 
Since the system is designed in a way that accommodates a rapid expansion and reduc-
tion of the operations, meaning that contracts are temporary and personnel, regardless 
of status, must be able to begin work quickly and without too much training. The tem-
porary work contracts for interim personnel also causes a great deal of stress for these 
individuals with regards to job security, which in and by itself hinders creative use of 
policy and discretionary practices that may cause conflict with superiors.

In the interviews, member state experts also tended to showcase a stronger sense of 
being ‘guests’ in the Greek system, in particular compared to the interim staff of Greek 
origin who worked in the ‘embedded approach’. This is also reflected in the face-to-face 
survey, in which member state experts generally considered themselves to have less 
influence over asylum cases than interim caseworkers (see Table 3). To a large degree, 
this is due to member state experts comparing their experiences in Greece with their 
experience from their home country. Furthermore, when asked about how much influ-
ence they have over asylum cases, the member state experts tended to have slightly more 
legal approach. For example, one member state expert answered that:

“EASO’s mandate does not include to have impact on a case. But you have to respect 
the host country’s own laws and rules. And their sovereignty in the asylum pro-
cess[...] so we’re not there to decide in cases”
(Member State Expert 1)

Table 2  Caption for Table

Does your work require you to make ethically difficult decisions? (1–7)

Interim personnel Average: 5/7

Member state experts Average: 3/7

Table 3  Caption for Table

How much influence do you have over an asylum seeker’s asylum case? (1–7)

Interim personnel Average: 5/7

Member state experts Average: 3/7
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This can be compared to a caseworker from one of the Athens offices, that worked 
side-by-side with GAS for several years. On the same question of influence, the response 
was strikingly different: “I have influence for sure! It’s how you listen, and how you ask 
the questions. You can do it in a better or worse way in general.” When asked if it would 
make a difference to work for EUAA or GAS, this person simply responded that “but it’s 
not really a sperate organization, that’s the fact. And all that is good and what is bad that 
comes with that” (Interim caseworker 4).

As EUAA gradually over the course of 2020 became more integrated with GAS and 
the operational language changed to Greek, caseworkers overall seem to behave more 
similarly to national staff and in line with SLB-theory. Above all, these interviewees 
expressed a need to undertake their work-tasks more diligently in order to feel that they 
have done everything they can, ethically speaking, to write permissible opinions. Inter-
estingly, some offices in Greece remained totally separate from GAS and never deployed 
the so-called “embedded approach”. In these interviews, fewer examples of creative use 
of the policy framework were evident. When asked if the work-tasks are ethically diffi-
cult, one caseworker in such a non-embedded office responded:

“I feel sometimes that there is not enough time given to the applicant and I don’t 
know… Apart from the time there are also issues regarding the interpretation some-
times. So I don’t know, I would not feel comfortable with the procedures as they are 
sometimes. To have to make a decision on someone’s application, keeping in mind 
these difficulties and these shortcomings of the actual process. So I’m quite happy I 
don’t have to make a decision. And if someone is not happy with the interview due 
to the difficulties that I encountered, they are welcome to invite the applicant again 
or… I don’t know. Yeah. I wouldn’t want to be in the position of making the decision”
(Interim Caseworker 5)

Again, the compartmentalized structure removes the perception of an ethical dilemma 
experienced by the caseworker. This caseworker knows that issues of time pressure and 
poor-quality interpreters is negative to the applicants claim and feels that this is an ethi-
cal issue, but "it’s not up to me, so that helps”. Thus, the incentive to reinterpret policy or 
creatively make use of the regulatory system to resolve these dilemmas are fundamen-
tally removed.

This last point can be understood as what du Gay calls “trained indifference” (2000, 
p. 31). Similarly, the member state expert who stated that “we’re not there to decide 
in cases” and that that “EASO’s mandate does not include to have impact on a case” 
suggests that these bureaucrats fundamentally view their roles as natural arbiters. 
Not all interviewees had this perspective. Examples from Hirschman’s (1970) exit-
voice-loyalty model were present in several interviews. From the sample, there were 
two individuals who, during the course of this study, resigned from the EUAA on 
conscientious grounds (exit). Also, several caseworkers gave examples of when they 
loudly declared their disapproval (voice) to the management within the organization, 
typically in the form of letters to superiors or within the scope of formal feedback 
sessions.
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Concluding discussion
This paper set out to research EUAA operations in Greece using a SLB-theory lens, 
similar to many other migration scholars (Borelli, 2018; Dahlvik, 2017; Ioannidis et al., 
2021; Vandevoordt, 2018). These findings suggest the unique bureaucratic configura-
tion of EUAA is a particularly challenging case for SLB-theory. Overall, it was found that 
these conditions have produced a system in which ethical dilemmas are dealt with either 
through so call-called “trained indifference”, “voice” or “exit”. For some caseworkers, 
ethical dilemmas were dealt with through simply understanding their role as unimpor-
tant or formally void of responsibility (trained indifference). Others, who saw their role 
as decidedly important but felt unable to change the system, decided to quit the EUAA 
on conscientious grounds (exit). Lastly, there was also examples of caseworkers loudly 
raising their concerns in various forums inside the organization (voice). In contrast to 
national migration bureaucracies, the highly compartmentalized nature of the bureau-
cratic work in combination with short-term working contracts systematically removes 
both the ability and incentive to act on their discretionary power in a way that can be 
characterized as ‘creative reinterpretation of policy’.

Compartmentalization has two main effects in this regard. Firstly, dislocating the pro-
cedural elements of asylum cases from the decision, removes a major source of ethical 
tension. As the final decision is not taken by the person who conducts the interview, 
the caseworkers seem to feel less personal responsibility for the outcome. Or as one 
caseworker put it, “I don’t take the decision, they do it”. As could be expected, a this 
is less pronounced amongst caseworkers working in embedded GAS/EUAA offices, 
in which the organizational structure is ambiguous and EUAA personnel almost feel a 
part of GAS. When EUAA caseworkers have day-to-day interaction with GAS staff, we 
can observe practices and reasoning more in-line with SLB-theory. For member state 
experts, compartmentalization has more or less the same effect as for interim personnel. 
However, their reasoning tends to be somewhat different. The sense of not being part of 
the Greek system at all, but rather guests invited to perform a concrete supportive task, 
also removes the ability and incentive to discretionary practices.

Short term contracts also have a major impact on the ability for caseworkers to make 
creative use of policy. The interviews clearly revealed that the system of member state 
experts being deployed for less than four months necessitated stringent routines and 
clear guidelines, in order not to waste any time. Although interim caseworkers often 
had far longer contracts, the bureaucratic configuration is designed to facilitate the fast 
expansion and reduction of the operation, depending on the number of asylum seekers 
arriving. Furthermore, even though interim personnel often had contracts longer than 
four months, they very rarely had several years of experience and none of them have 
permanent contracts. Thus, the temporary nature of the operation necessitates stringent 
routines, produces less experienced caseworkers, and deter individual caseworkers from 
coming into conflict with superiors. As such, the system in place is highly inconducive to 
creative reinterpretation of policy and discretionary practices.

Even though the EUAA was on paper transformed to a ‘fully fledged asylum agency’ 
with a stronger mandate and more permanent contracts, there has thus far not been any 
fundamental changes to the methods or work undertaken by the agency. However, it is 
crucial for scholars using SLB-theory to monitor this development. It seems likely, that 
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frontline staff conducting procedural elements of asylum cases in such an organization 
would behave be more similar to national migration agencies. The nature and scope of 
EUAA operations differ widely from country to country, and the specific findings of the 
study are not generalizable to other member state contexts. Nevertheless, the system of 
deploying member state experts on short term missions to “manage situations of dis-
proportionate pressure” is likely to be expanded, as the EUAA Regulation of 2022 puts 
particular emphasis on this mechanism (Regulation (EU) 2021/2303, p. 5). As such, it is 
critical for scholars looking at European asylum bureaucracy to pay acute attention to 
the administrative practices and bureaucratic configuration in EUAA operations.
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