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Humanitarian-Security trade-off in Asylum System

How to provide shelter to those fleeing persecution without
jeopardizing national security?
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How do asylum officers balance these conflicting considerations when
deciding over applications?

Humanitarian considerations and strategic interests explain
country-level acceptance rates
Rottman et al. (2009), Rosenblum and Salehyan (2004), Keith et al. (2013),
Neumayer (2005), Holzer et al. (2000)

Relationship between terrorism activities and asylum decisions
Avdan, 2014; Holmes and Keith, 2010; Rottman et al., 2009; Brodeur and Wright
(2019)
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The refugee crisis of 2015–2016

Asylum applications in the EU

Dead and Missing in the Mediterranean

Asylum applications in France

Terrorist attacks in Western Europe



Question & Findings

Did migrant shipwrecks and terrorist attacks affect asylum
decisions in France during the refugee crisis of 2015–2016?

Findings:
Asylum officers are more generous following a shipwreck.
They are also less generous following a terrorist attack but only
for asylum seekers from Syria and Iraq.
Effects are very short-lived lasting only a day.
Suggestive evidence that tragic events affect the extent to which
asylum officers value security versus humanitarian concerns
when making their decisions.
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Contributions

Do terrorist attacks also affect immigration policy?
Bove et al., (2021), Choi (2021), Helbling and Meierrieks (2020a)

Are decision-makers affected by tragic events other than
terrorist attacks?
Slovic et al. (2017), Sohlberg et al. (2019)

Are they primarily affected by the events themselves or
news coverage about tragic events?
Philippe and Ouss (2018); Spirig (2021)

Why? Top of the mind? Emotions? Racial bias? Cognitive
bias?
Philippe and Ouss (2018), Brodeur and Wright (2019)
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Asylum decision process in France



Data (2015-2016)

34,678 asylum applicants interviewed in 2015 and 2016
(French asylum office)

214 migrant shipwrecks in Europe (IOM’s Missing Migrant
project)

63 terrorist attacks in France (Global Terrorism Database)

1,460 synopses of daily prime time news broadcasts (TF1
and France 2) (National Audiovisual Institute)



Empirical strategy

Research design: Unexpected Event Study Design

Identification assumptions:
▶ Treatment should be ignorable, i.e. potential outcomes should be

independent of the timing of the interview
Date of interview is set weeks in advance
Timing of events is unexpected

▶ Treatment should be excludable – i.e. it should not affect the
outcome through another variable

Using multiple events
Proxy for compliance using news coverage of events
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Empirical strategy

yi ,t = τEventt−1 + X
′
i β + γjAsylum Officerj + ϵijt if Eventt = 0

With
yi,t = 1 if applicant i interviewed on day t was granted asylum, 0
otherwise
Eventt−1 = 1 if an event happened on day t − 1, 0 otherwise
X

′

i is a vector of applicant characteristics
country of origin, age, gender, marital status, year, month and day of the week of
the interview

Asylum Officerj are asylum officer fixed effects
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Results

Events
News

reports
(1) (2) (3) (4)

All Reported
Not

reported All
Shipwreck t-1

0.008 0.044** -0.005 -0.000
(0.009) (0.021) (0.009) (0.007)

Observations

32,044 33,286 32,461 30,276

N of treated units

1,557 411 1,226 3,096

Mean of DV

0.214 0.214 0.214 0.214

Difference (3) - (2)

-0.050

Standard error

0.023

Attack t-1

-0.013 -0.026* -0.005 -0.009
(0.009) (0.014) (0.012) (0.006)

Observations

31,809 32,814 32,698 24,184

N of treated units

1,777 884 1,034 4,731

Mean of DV

0.213 0.213 0.213 0.212

Difference (3) - (2)

0.021

Standard error

0.019

***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1
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Effects are short-lived

(a) Shipwrecks
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Mechanisms

▶ Racial bias: Terrorist attacks could affect asylum
decision-making by exacerbating asylum officers’ in-group
bias

▶ Emotions: Shipwrecks and terrorist attacks may therefore
influence asylum decisions via the negative emotional
shock they trigger

▶ Top-of-the-mind: Events like attacks and shipwrecks could
momentarily shift the weight asylum officers attach to each
consideration in their evaluation by changing what they
perceive to matter most.
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Racial bias?

Observable implication: We would expect terrorist attacks to have a
stronger effect for applicants from Muslim-majority countries.

Attacks
in the news

Islamist Attacks
in the news

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Muslim-
majority
countries

Excl.
Muslim-
majority
countries

Muslim-
majority
countries

Excl.
Muslim-
majority
countries

Event t-1 -0.040** -0.018 -0.022 -0.030
(0.019) (0.019) (0.030) (0.032)

Observations 19,216 13,598 19,435 13,826
N of treated units 459 421 210 161
Mean of DV 0.244 0.171 0.243 0.172
Difference 0.022 -0.008
Standard error 0.026 0.043
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Emotions?
Observable implication: We should observe that events besides
attacks and shipwrecks that have the potential to trigger an emotional
shock should also affect asylum decisions.

Full sample June 2016 - July 2016
(1) (2) (3) (4)

Difference
in means

Main
specification

Difference
in means

Main
specification

France lost t-1 0.012 -0.052 -0.011 0.023
(0.074) (0.079) (0.077) (0.087)

Observations 34,133 33,703 1,586 1,577
N of treated units 32 32 32 32
Mean of DV 0.214 0.214 0.236 0.236
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Top-of-the-mind?

Observable implication: Applicant characteristics that signal
vulnerability (or threat) will weigh more heavily in their decisions
after a shipwreck (or an attack).

▶ I expect a stronger effect of shipwrecks among single
women than among married women

▶ I expect a stronger effect of attacks among Syrians and
Iraqis than among others
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Summary

I analyze the effect of migrant shipwrecks and terrorist attacks
on asylum decisions during the refugee crisis of 2015 in France.

I leverage non-publicly available data from the French asylum
office on a representative sample of 34,678 asylum applications
to analyze the effect of these “irrelevant” events using an
Unexpected Event Study Design.

I find that asylum officers are more generous following a
shipwreck, but also less generous following a terrorist attack
though only for asylum seekers from Syria and Iraq.



Contributions

Bring new evidence to a long standing political science question.

Straightforward policy implications as low cost intervention
could go a long way in mitigating the influence of these events
on decisions they should have no bearing on.

Contribute more largely to the study of fairness in judicial
decision-making.


