
 

                                                                                      

 

Call for Papers 

Seminar: New Perspectives on the Study of Decision-

Making in Migration Offices 

24th September 2015 Radboud University Nijmegen 

Centre for Migration Law and the Europal Platform 

 

 

Ten years after the first common European norms on migration entered into force, the topic of 

migration law and policy has received wide scholarly attention from a range of disciplines that 

examine the development and formation of migration policies. The bulk of research has adopted a top-

down approach, looking at how law and policies develop at the national and European level (e.g. 

Boswell & Geddes 2011; Ferguson Sidorenko 2007; Kaunert 2009; Peers 2012; Peers & Rogers 2006; 

Lutterbec, 2006; Block & Bonjou, 2013; Strik 2005, 2008). Legal studies in the EU context have 

addressed the question to what extent harmonization and convergence can be observed, and added a 

normative perspective to examine if transposition is in line with EU obligations (e.g. Baldaccini, 2010; 

Givens & Luedtke 2004; Thielemann 2004). These top-down studies provided valuable insights into 

the variation, and contends of national migration laws and policies.  

 

What remains understudied so far is how similar migration laws are put into practice in individual 

countries. Yet knowledge of this is highly relevant, as the way these laws are applied determines to a 

large extent the daily lives and opportunities of migrants. Additionally, from a European perspective it 

provides insights into policy outcomes as well as the level of actual harmonization of migration 

policies across countries. This seminar will contribute to the discussion of what happens at the 

working floor of immigration offices, alien polices and embassies? Several researchers have started to 

take a bottom-up look at the frontlines of decision-making in migration law (De Hart 2003; Ellermann 

2005; Eule 2014; van den Leun 2006, Infantini 2014). Researching frontline decision-making is 

approached from a range of disciplinary angles (law, political science, sociology, anthropology, 

sociology of law and public administration). Each discipline brings fruitful methodological and 



 

                                                                                      

theoretical perspectives to this field, but also often struggles with similar challenges in examining 

decision-making at the frontline of migration law. With this seminar we want to stimulate exchange of 

insights and debate over best practices across disciplines.  

The aim of this seminar is:  

a. Bringing together researchers from a wide range of disciplines with a common interest in decision-

making processes at the frontline of migration law;  

b. To discuss the theoretical and methodological challenges involved in the bottom-up study of 

decision-making processes in migration law;  

c. Exploring different approaches to address these challenges.  

 

We invite papers on the following three key issues:  

 

I. Decision-making as an object of study.  

Prior research has emphasized the importance of national agencies as a key actor responsible for 

divergence in policy outcomes (see Spire 2005; Calavita 2000; Armenta 2012, Fuglerud 2007; Wells 

2006, Calavita 2000; Armenta 2012, Gilboy 1991). The frontline of migration law may involve very 

different types of actors (immigration offices, alien police, embassies, civil registrars) in divergent 

bureaucratic contexts. They do not only have very different decision-making powers, but also 

divergent room for manoeuvre. To what extent are decision-making processes comparable across 

different national contexts? How does the formalization and institutionalization of migration law 

matter? How do national and institutional contexts matter for decision-making power?  

 

II. Methodological challenges of empirical research on decision-making processes. Researchers 

interested in decision-making practices at the frontlines of migration offices are confronted with a 

range of methodological challenges. Which methods of data gathering is most suitable to investigate 

decision-making? The most common methods used (interviews, document studies, discourse analysis, 

focus groups and participant observations) each have their own challenges and limitations and can 

only provide a partial view of reality. They may provide in-depth insights into the mind set of 

decision-makers and the context in which they operate, but do they reveal the ‘truth’ about decisive 

factors in the decision-making process? Can less common methods such as (vignette) surveys and 

experiments address some of these challenges?  

 

III. Discretion and other theoretical issues in studying decision-making in migration law Theory 

development is still a major challenge in the field. There is a large literature of street-level 



 

                                                                                      

implementation behaviour (Evans 2009; Hupe 2012; Keiser 2009; Kim 2009) in public administration 

and political science, which has been used to explain decision-making in migration offices (Alpes & 

Spire 2013; Ellermann 2007). There is also a literature in law and sociology of law (Lipsky 1980; 

Hawkins 1995) that deals with frontline discretion. Different disciplines use seemingly similar 

concepts such as discretion in highly divergent ways (see Hartmann 2012). Overall, when examining 

decision-making, theories of different disciplines often remain unconnected. More importantly, there 

is still limited theory driven research that compares decision-making across different implementation 

systems. This session aims at triggering a discussion of how to enhance theory development when 

studying decision-making in migration offices.  

 

These issues will be addressed with paper presentations and discussants in three sessions. The seminar 

should provide a platform for discussion between senior and junior researchers in the field to share 

new perspectives on common challenges, pitfalls and struggles that might emerge during the research 

process. We invite papers addressing one of the key issues, from junior researchers with diverse 

disciplinary backgrounds and from different national contexts, at different stages of their research.  

 

Keynote by Tobias Eule Lecturer at the Institute for Sociology, University of Bern, Switzerland.  

He will talk about his book Inside Immigration Law. Migration Management and Policy Application 

in Germany (Ashgate 2014), which analyses the practice of implementing immigration law, examining 

the different political and organizational forces that influence the process. Based on unparalleled 

academic access to the German migration management system, this book provides new insights into 

the ‘black box’ of regulating immigration, revealing how the application of immigration law to 

individual cases can be chaotic, improvised and sometimes arbitrary, and either informed or distorted 

by the complex, politically laden and changeable nature of both German and EU immigration laws. 

Drawing on extensive empirical material, including participant observation, interviews and analyses of 

public as well as confidential documents in German immigration offices, Inside Immigration Law 

unveils the complex practices of decision-making and work organization in a politically contested 

environment.  

 

Abstracts  

Please provide an abstract (ca 400 words), no later than May7th to n.dorrenbacher@fm.ru.nl. Please 

indicate which of the three sessions you want to present your paper in. Full papers for the Seminar 

shall be submitted by September 1st (ca 8000 words) 


