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Refugees, bureaucrats, 
and identity conflicts
Policy implementation when dealing with transboundary crises requires 
understanding of micro-level dynamics argues Katerina Glyniadaki 

Imagine you are a case worker deciding on asylum applica-
tions. You have the situation of a young Syrian man who 
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who have high chances for asylum recognition, versus those 
who come from the so-called ‘safe countries’. 

Social group identity, generally referring to the sense of self 
deriving from the membership in a particular social group 
(see Tajfel and Turner, 1979: 33–7), could translate to a range 
of potential conflicts for today’s service providers. Think of 
a feminist activist who is called to serve a family whose sons 
enjoy more rights than their daughters, a Jewish NGO’s em-
ployee seeing their services being rejected by Palestinian asy-
lum seekers, or a homosexual lawyer who finds out that their 
client has highly homophobic attitudes.  

Occupational identity, describing the particular role specifica-
tions and expectations, also comes with a number of potential 
dilemmas. How would a judge, who is expected to make fair 
decisions, deal with the case of an applicant who claims to 
having a mental health disorder but not enough time to prove 
it due to the new accelerated procedures directive? Or, what 
about a social worker caring for minors, some of whom exhib-
it delinquent tendencies, but if reported they could be jailed or 
deported?

As shown here, each of these categories of identity conflicts 
incubates a wide range of dilemmas, and an even wider range 
of coping strategies one may employ to resolve them. Need-
less to say, these categories are not mutually exclusive but 
exist in conjunction. That is, there could be a politically con-
servative, of migrant-background judge, a humanitarian, ho-
mosexual case worker, or an anarchist, upper-class volunteer. 
Not only are the grey areas facing each individual increasing, 
so is the array of dilemmas.

For the study and practice of transboundary crisis manage-
ment, thus, it would be useful to enhance our understanding 
of the diverse nature of street-level service providers and the 

multiple dilemmas occurring in their day-to-day practices. 
Through their responses to such challenging situations, they 
substantially determine policy implementation, as well as the 
overall policy ‘success’ or ‘failure’. Navigating the range of 
dilemmas is of course not just reserved for the workers at the 
street level, but it deserves wider recognition and debate. 
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