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1 | INTRODUCTION
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| Annika Wallin®

Abstract

Consistency in civil servant decisions is paramount to upholding judicial equality for
citizens and individuals seeking safety through governmental intervention. We inves-
tigated refugee status decisions made by a sample of civil servants at the Swedish
Migration Agency. We hypothesized, based on the emotional demands such deci-
sions bring with them, that participants would exhibit a compassion fade effect such
that refugee status was less likely to be granted over time. To test this, we adminis-
tered a questionnaire containing brief presentations of asylum seekers and asked par-
ticipants to judge how likely they would be to give refugee status to the person.
Crucially the first, middle, and final case presented were matched on decision rele-
vant characteristics. Consistent with our hypothesis, we saw a significant decline in
ratings. These effects were accentuated by the amount of time a participant had
worked at the agency, consistent with depletion of affective resources, and attenu-
ated in workers with greater responsibility and additional training. We conclude that
active regulation of empathic and affective responses to asylum seekers may play a

role in determining the outcome in refugee status decisions.

KEYWORDS

asylum seekers, compassion fade, decision-making, emotion, organizations

In the following study, we investigated the consistency of
repeated refugee status decisions among civil servants at the Swedish

Equality before the law is an important concept in a just society, espe-
cially when an individual is subject to a decision or a judgment
(cf. article 20, Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union
2000/C 364/01; article 7, United Nations Universal Declaration of
Human Rights (1948); and article 14 and 26, International Covenant
on Civil and Political Rights). Upholding this ideal requires an impartial
and consistent application of relevant rules and regulations. A minimal
definition of consistency is that a decision-maker should reach the
same judgment or decision given the same decision relevant informa-
tion. Changes in extraneous factors to the decision, including the pas-
sage of time and the decision-maker's emotional state should not
affect its outcome. Thus, two legal cases should be decided equally if
their relative merits are the same.

Migration Agency. Refugee status decisions significantly affect the
future life of individuals seeking protection and may entail death or
severe psychological and physical harm. Understanding how pitfalls
and biases of judgment and decision-making affect civil servants mak-
ing refugee status decisions is an important step towards safeguarding
societal and legal norms. Ironically, the nature and importance of
these decisions increase also their emotional impact, something that
by itself may reduce consistency. Here, we investigate the interplay
between legal judgments, emotion regulation, and the maintenance of
due process.

The increased number of individuals seeking asylum in Europe
during the 2010s, with its peak during the “refugee crisis” of 2015,

has brought questions concerning migration and the functioning of
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migration boards to the forefront of popular and political debates.
Asylum decisions are difficult and involve evaluating the truthfulness
of the asylum seeker's account (Granhag, Stromwall, & Hartwig,
2005), the objective dangers of the seeker's country of origin, and
how this relates to relevant legal frameworks. In Sweden, individuals
seeking asylum do so at the Swedish Migration Agency, and each case
is handled by a case worker (“handlaggare”). The case worker meets
the applicant, gathers information, summarizes the case, and presents
it, together with a recommendation, to another, often more senior,
legal officer that, in turn, acts as a decision-maker (“beslutsfattare”).
The process has many steps, one of which is determining if the appli-
cant is a refugee by relevant international conventions and under
national law. This is typically the most important decision, as Swedish
law requires individuals given refugee status to be, at a minimum,
granted temporary residence.

A salient aspect of both case workers' and decisions makers' work
flow is that it concerns people in need. As such, affective and
empathic processes are likely to impact their decision processes, as
they are known to have considerable influence on judgments and
decisions (Damasio, 1994; Haidt, 2001; Lerner, Li, Valdesolo, &
Kassam, 2015). Empathic processes appear to be welcomed by the
Swedish Migration Agency. Empathy is, for instance, one of three key-
words selected to describe the agency's ethical values foundation (the
other two are courage and clarity) and is frequently mentioned in both
training materials and job advertisements.

There is considerable evidence that encounters with multiple vic-
tims or persons in need, compared with single individuals, change val-
uation processes during decision-making (Fetherstonhaugh, Slovic,
Johnson, & Friedrich, 1997; Jenni & Loewenstein, 1997; Kogut &
Ritov, 2005; Markowitz, Slovic, Vastfjall, & Hodges, 2013; Vastfjall,
Slovic, Mayorga, & Peters, 2014; Slovic, Vastfjall, Erlandsson, & Greg-
ory, 2017; for recent review, see Butts, Lunt, Freling, & Gabriel, 2019)
and that prolonged exposure to persons in need can lead to perma-
nent deficits in empathic capacities (Butts et al., 2019; Cocker & Joss,
2016; Figley, 1995; Sabo, 2006). The latter effect is known as com-
passion fatigue and the former as compassion fade. In one study
investigating compassion fade, some participants were faced with a
brief vignette describing the plight of a named child depicted in a pho-
tograph, whereas other participants were given similar information
about two children (Vastfjill et al., 2014). For both conditions, partici-
pants were asked to make donations that would benefit the
child/children described. More money was donated in the one-child
condition compared with the two-child condition, and participants
also reported feeling greater amounts of affect in the one-child condi-
tion. Similarly, iconic photographs (such as the ones depicting Aylan
Kurdi or Phan Thi Kim Phuc) appear to give rise to stronger reactions
in the general public than conventional news reports do (Slovic et al.,
2017).

The prototypical compassion fade effect is elicited by comparing
how participants respond to single persons in need compared with
groups of varying sizes. When refugee status is judged, civil servants
handle a single individual at a time, even if that person is seeking refu-

gee status together with their family, and thus, the typical contrast

between individuals and groups cannot be implemented in our sample
without compromising the representativeness of the stimuli. Instead,
we hypothesized that sequentially encountering multiple affective
targets—asylum seekers—over a short period of time could engender
the same need to downregulate empathic processes (cf. Cameron &
Payne, 2011; Keysers & Gazzola, 2014; Zaki, 2014). If so, this would
generalize the compassion fade effect temporally. We therefore opted
for a repeated measures design by creating a questionnaire containing
practically identical cases at the beginning, middle, and end. We
hypothesized that if empathic regulation was a factor for our partici-
pants, their judgments approving of refugee status would decline over
time, an effect comparable to what has been seen in earlier studies on
compassion fade.

Compassion fatigue affects people who regularly interact with
persons in need or who are traumatized. Examples are individuals in
clinical professions such as caregivers and nurses as well as emer-
gency service personnel (Cocker & Joss, 2016; Figley, 1995). It shows
itself as lower levels of empathy, or compassion, over time. There is
also evidence that immigration judges in the United States have high
levels of secondary posttraumatic stress symptoms, indicative of com-
passion fatigue (Lustig et al., 2008; Lustig, Karnik, Delucchi, & Ten-
nakoon, 2008). It has been argued that legal judgments have a
particularly strong effect on compassion fatigue, partly due to the
requirement to act impartially (Saakvitne, Pearlman, & Abrahamson,
1996). Unlike compassion fade effects, compassion fatigue is, by defi-
nition, difficult to elicit in a controlled study. However, although we
did not directly measure compassion fatigue in our sample, we
operationalize it through longer work experience at the Migration
Agency. If workers at the agency do experience compassion fatigue,
we hypothesized that this would translate to greater observed incon-
sistencies in judgments in our study because those individuals would
be quicker to downregulate their empathic responses during the
repeated exposures to asylum seekers that our questionnaire entailed.
In addition, we asked participants to self-report experienced compas-
sion and effort at the end of the questionnaire. We reasoned that dif-
ferences in such ratings might provide clues to empathic processes. If
empathic down regulation increases inconsistencies, inconsistencies
should be smaller for individuals with more self-reported compassion.
Similarly, they should be smaller for individuals with less self-reported
effort.

Expertise in a relevant domain is known to mitigate biases in judg-
ment and decision-making (Kirk, Harvey, & Montague, 2011; Smith &
Kida, 1991), and it is possible that compassion fade effects are miti-
gated by involvement and knowledge with the case at hand
(Markowitz et al., 2013). In one sense, all the civil servants in this
study were experts, because they were employed at the Migration
Agency and worked with asylum decisions. Nevertheless, decision-
makers at the Migration Agency are typically granted extra training
and are given larger responsibility than case workers. Legal skill or
other similar qualifications is also a reason for experienced case
workers to be promoted to decision-makers. Note that legal training is
otherwise not a requirement to work at the Migration Agency.

Because the judgments and decisions made by the civil servants of
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the Agency involve interpretations of statutes and legal conventions,
this selection and extra training provide additional subject matter
expertise to decision-makers relative to case workers. In the context
of this study, we operationalize this as expertise and hypothesize that
decision-makers will be less inconsistent compared with case workers.
However, an alternative operationalization of expertise could be work
experience at the agency, leading to a competing prediction to the
one outlined in the previous paragraph. Another possibility is that
work experience affects decision-makers and case workers differently,
perhaps due to differences in organizational roles and perceived con-
trol at the workplace, factors known to affect the emergence of com-
passion fatigue (Newell & MacNeil, 2010).

Individual differences in information processing and reflexivity
might also affect consistency. One common measure of this is the
cognitive reflection test (CRT; Frederick, 2005; Bialek & Pennycook,
2018). CRT correlates with performance on multiple tasks and mea-
sures, including bullshit detection (Pennycook, Cheyne, Barr,
Koehler, & Fugelsang, 2015), recognition of manipulation one's own
prior attitudes (Strandberg, Sivén, Hall, Johansson, & Parnamets,
2018), and a host of indices related to analytical thinking (Pennycook,
Fugelsang, & Koehler, 2015). In our second wave of data collection,
we added the CRT as an exploratory measure. We reasoned that par-
ticipants with higher CRT scores—individuals less prone to following
their “gut feelings” and more prone to analytic reflexivity—might also
be less likely to exhibit inconsistencies in our task.

If civil servants at the Migration Agency are like most other peo-
ple, we should expect inconsistencies in judgments. Any such incon-
sistencies are, however, a challenge to legal certainty. It is therefore
important to find and adjudicate possible sources of inconsistency.
We attempt to single out and identify emotionally regulative influ-
ences on the legal judgments of experts, by looking at how work
experience, expert knowledge, and involvement affect the consistency
in judgments of practically identical refugee status cases.

In sum, we hypothesized that participants would be less likely to
grant refugee status for matched cases the later in the questionnaire
they encountered them. We expected these effects to be attenuated
as a result of reported compassion at the end of the task and accentu-
ated for participants who experienced the task to be effortful. We
hypothesized that decision-makers would exhibit smaller inconsis-
tencies compared with case workers and explored if workplace expe-
rience moderated any effects observed. Finally, we expected
participants with higher CRT scores to exhibit smaller inconsistencies
compared with participants with lower CRT scores.

2 | METHOD

2.1 | Participants

The Swedish Migration Agency is organized into units—or teams—of
about 15-20 individuals. Each unit consists of both case workers and
decision-makers and is relatively specialized when it comes to the

cases they handle. In collaboration with the agency, we singled out

units suitable for the study (e.g., units that handled the type of cases
used in the stimulus). These were visited in two waves. The first wave
of data collection was conducted between March and April 2017, and
the second wave was conducted between November 2017 and
January 2018. Participants were recruited from units located in south-
ern and western Sweden.

In the first wave, we visited four Migration Agency units. A total
of 74 participants (14 males, 60 females) completed the questionnaire.
Thirty-nine participants worked as case workers and 35 worked as
decision-makers. In the second wave, we originally targeted 150 par-
ticipants, based on simulations of results from the first wave. How-
ever, due to reorganizations at the Agency resulting from the sharp
decrease in asylum seekers during the period of our study, this was
not possible. The second wave of data collection was slightly delayed
due to this reorganization. Eight units were visited in the second wave
of data collection, and 88 participants (24 males, 64 females) com-
pleted the questionnaire. Sixty-one participants worked as case
workers and 27 as decision-makers.

All participants were at the time of participation employees of the
Swedish Migration Agency. Participation took place during weekly
staff meetings. All participation was voluntary, and workers who did
not want to participate were asked to hand in a blank questionnaire
to protect their anonymity to the group. No compensation was given
for participating in the study.

The study was approved by the Lund University Ethics board, D.
nr. 2017-815.

22 | Materials

The questionnaire consisted of eight fictional scenarios, each
depicting an individual or a family seeking refugee status in Sweden
with a length of around 300 words. Scenarios were developed
together with experts at the Migration Agency with the aim to be as
realistic as possible.

The critical comparison in our study is between Scenarios 1, 5,
and 8. Scenarios 1 and 8 were counterbalanced between participants
(see Figure S1). The scenarios were constructed to be as similar as
possible. Features that are irrelevant to judging refugee status were
altered in each scenario, such as name, age (adult), and hometown of
the persons presented. The persons depicted in the scenarios came
from regions in the same country (Afghanistan) that our experts (and
the Migration Agency's expert institution for legal and country of ori-
gin information, Lifos) at the time of the study considered to be
equally (un)safe. Finally, although all scenarios involved violent perse-
cution, some details were varied to ensure that participants would not
react to reading the same story. All details varied were such that
experts at the Migration Agency judged that the legal merits of the
cases were not affected by the changes. The experts worked with the
agency's competence development center and did not take part in the
study.

For the remaining scenarios, a similar procedure was followed.

Some filler scenarios depicted individuals, and some individuals
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arriving with minors were described as families. The people depicted
were described as coming from Iraq and Somalia. Order of presenta-
tion (families or individuals) was counterbalanced.

All scenarios were paired with a photograph. Photographs were
sourced online using Google Image Search and manipulated in an
image editing program to standardize size and to remove any back-
ground information. Photographs were included to increase the real-
ism of the questionnaire and to maintain methodological similarity
with previous work on compassion fade. Photographs for Critical Sce-
narios 1 and 8 were counterbalanced between participants and texts.
The full list of the resulting questionnaire versions (eight in total), is
given in Figure S1.

Each scenario had the same two questions for the participant at
the bottom of the page. The first was the judgment of refugee status:
“How likely is it that you would deem X to be a refugee?,” where X
was the name of the person presented in the scenario. This question
was formulated to capture one of the important parts of the asylum-
seeking process in Sweden—determining if the person is a refugee.
Finding that the person is means that laws and convention governing
refugees are applicable. Hence, this would be a type of judgment that
participants would be familiar with in their work. The second was a
judgment about the participants' colleagues: “Do you think that your
assessment conforms with those of your colleagues at the migration
unit?”.! Both questions were answered through a visual analog scale
stretching the width of the questionnaire paper. The scale was
anchored in both ends with “not likely at all” and “very likely.”

Following the eight scenarios, participants were asked for some
demographic information. Participants were also asked to indicate
how much compassion they felt with the persons depicted in the sce-
narios and how effortful they felt responding to the questionnaire.
Both questions were answered using a visual analog scale. The com-
passion question was anchored with (in Swedish) “No compassion”
and “A great amount of compassion,” whereas the effort question was
anchored with (in Swedish) “No effort at all” and “Very effortful.” In
the second wave of data collection, an additional 3-item standard cog-
nitive reflection test (Frederick, 2005) was added.

2.3 | Procedure
Each session started with the experimenter giving verbal information
about the project. The members of the unit visited read the consent
form and signed. Participants were told that they would not be
allowed to communicate with one another during the session. They
were asked to read the instruction page carefully and to base their
answers on the information found in the scenarios.

Each participant was given 3 min to address each scenario and
was told that they were not allowed to progress to the next page of
the questionnaire until instructed to do so. The experimenter

1As can be seen in Figure S5, some participants appeared to have interpreted the question as
“How likely is it that your colleagues would deem X to be a refugee?” as given by the many
responses identical to the participants' own response. We therefore do not analyze
responses to this question further. The data are available from our OSF page.

informed the group when 30 s remained on each scenario. Addition-
ally, participants were instructed not to go back in the questionnaire
to reread scenarios or change responses. This was implemented to
ensure that no participants compared the critical scenarios with each
other. The whole procedure took no more than 30 min, which was the
time allotted for the experiment.

24 | Analysis

All responses from the visual analog scales were converted to 0-100
scales to facilitate comparison. We compared ratings to the first (S1),
fifth (S5), and final (S8) scenario. Because the scenarios contained the
same decision relevant information, consistent participants should
judge the scenarios equally, and systematic average deviation would
reveal inconsistencies in judgments.

Analyses were carried out using hierarchical regression models
and Bayesian estimation as implemented in the package brms
(Birkner, 2017) in the statistical language R (R Core Team, 2018).
Weakly informative, zero-centered priors were used and are given in
the supplementary methods. For all models, all slopes and intercepts
were varied by participant ID and questionnaire ID, thus fitting
the maximal group-level varying structure (Barr, Levy, Scheepers, &
Tily, 2013).

2.5 | Open science practices

The data presented in this article, analysis code, and stimulus materials
can be found at the Open Science Framework: https://osf.io/62ua8/?
view_only=916b09db425f4belba4e86e5bb196ca8.

3 | RESULTS

3.1 | Analysis of ratings
We first compared participants' ratings on the three critical scenarios
to evaluate if ratings systematically changed over time. We combined
our two waves of collection to maximize precision. An analysis of the
first and second data collection wave data separately yielded similar
results and conclusions and are reported in the supplementary results.
Average ratings on the first scenario (S1) were M = 52.6, SD = 26.6,
on the fifth scenario (S5) M = 43.4, SD = 24.1, and on the final sce-
nario (58) M = 40.7, SD = 22.3, see also Figure 1a. To assess if these
changes were statistically robust, ratings were analyzed using Bayes-
ian multilevel regression, with S5 and S8 dummy coded. We found
that participants reliably declined in their willingness to assign refugee
status from the first to the fifth scenario (b = —8.5, SE = 2.2, 95% Crl
[credible interval] = [-12.8, —4.1]) and likewise from the first to the
final (eighth) scenario (b = —11.1, SE = 2.3, 95% Crl = [-15.4, —6.5],
see Figure 1b). Although the difference appeared to increase between
S5 and S8, the magnitude of this change was small (bgifr = —2.7, 95%
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FIGURE 1 (a) Ratings of likelihood to grant refugee status to all scenarios of the questionnaire. The three critical scenarios are colored red.

Each point represents ratings from a single participant. Box plots depict median (large circle), 25th and 75th quantile (box edges) values, as well as
1.5%interquartile range (hinges). (b) Density plots of posterior samples for the regression coefficients estimating the population-level effects
contrasting S5 and S8 ratings to baseline (S1) ratings [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

Crl = [-7.6, 2.3]). Another way of gauging the practical significance of
the decline in ratings from S1 to S8 is to convert them into binary
decisions, taking the midpoint of the scale as a cutoff—although we
emphasize that there are no guarantees that this choice of cutoff cor-
responds to how participants used the scale. Using this metric, we
found that 57.4% of decisions to S1 granted refugee status, whereas
38.9% of decisions to S8 did the same—a decline of 18.5%.

An unpredicted aspect of our data, as evident from Figure 1a, was
the great dispersion of ratings for each individual scenario. To better
understand the sources of this variation, we examined the estimated
variance of the group-level intercepts and slopes from the same
regression model as above. Consistent with the observed dispersion,
the estimated standard deviation was large for the by participant
intercepts (estimate = 19.7, SE = 1.5, 95% Crl = [16.9, 22.6]). The vari-
ation for the effects of each scenario were however much smaller
both for S5 (estimate = 4.1, SE = 2.8, 95% Crl = [0.2, 10.4]) and for S8
(estimate = 3.2, SE = 2.5, 95% Crl = [0.1, 9.4]), indicating that although
participants varied strongly in their baseline estimates, there was con-
siderably less variation in the effects of subsequent scenarios. The

variation attributable to questionnaire ID was considerably smaller for

the intercepts (estimate = 2.1, SE = 1.6, 95% Crl = [0.8, 6.1]) and of
similar size for the S5 (estimate = 2.6, SE = 1.9, 95% Crl = [0.1, 7.2])
and S8 (estimate = 3.0, SE = 2.1, 95% Crl = [0.2, 7.7]) slopes. Impor-
tantly, the low estimates for the questionnaire ID terms suggests that
the variation in order of scenarios mattered little for the observed
responses.

We additionally conducted an exploratory analysis to control for
participants' ratings to the filler scenarios (52-S4 and S2-54 & S6-S7,
respectively for S5 and S8). The motivation for this was that the
observed decline in ratings could be the result of a compensatory
mechanism such that participants who had given high ratings earlier in
the questionnaire gave lower ratings on the critical scenarios. We
added the mean filler rating, standardized, to the regression model
together with the crucial interactions with the S5 and S8 indicators.
The results indicated very small compensatory effect. For S5 the pos-
terior probability was 80.0% of a moderating effect, estimated as
b= 1.8, SE = 2.2,95% Crl = [-2.5, 6.0]. For S8, the posterior probabil-
ity was 84.0% of a moderating effect, estimated as b = 2.2, SE = 2.3,
95% Crl = [-2.3, 6.7]. In both cases, even for highly outlying partici-
pants, the estimates were not sizeable enough to completely reduce
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the main effect of scenario, further indicating the robustness of our
findings.

Finally, having found declines in ratings on our critical scenarios,
we explored if average ratings differed for our four noncritical filler
scenarios depending on position. These four scenarios, in positions
2/6 and 3/7, appeared early or late in the questionnaire for different
participants, making between-subjects comparisons of average ratings
possible. We found that the mean differences were directionally in
line with our hypothesis in three of four cases—lower ratings for later
compared with early presentations: Asad,? Maige = —1.4; Zainab,
Mg = —11.0; Sayyid, Mgir = 2.8; and Geesi, Mgy = —5.8. Next, for
these four scenarios, we regressed on ratings including a dummy vari-
able indicating if the scenario was presented in the first half (early) or
second half (late) of the questionnaire. Intercepts and slopes varied
both by participants and by scenario ID. The results indicated that
there was a small decline in ratings when comparing ratings for late
scenarios to ratings for early ones (b = -3.70, SE = 2.3,95% Crl = [-8.2,
1.0]), with the posterior probability of a negative change in ratings
from early to late scenarios being 95.0%.

In sum, we found that participants were inconsistent in their refu-
gee status decisions for identical scenarios and that this inconsistency
took the form of a decided decline in willingness to grant refugee sta-
tus, as predicted by a compassion fade framework. Participants were
highly variable in their overall ratings but demonstrated less variability
in the lowered ratings between earlier and later scenarios.

3.2 | Self-rated effort and compassion

We tested if the self-rated effort of filling out the questionnaire, or
the self-rated compassion felt towards the persons presented in the
scenarios, moderated changes in ratings. We hypothesized that effort
should increase inconsistencies and compassion decrease them. Small
and variable effects along these lines were found (see also Figure 2).
The interaction between effort and S8 difference in ratings had 90%
posterior probability of negative direction and was estimated as
b = -27, SE = 2.1, 95% Crl = [-6.8, 1.6]. Similarly, the interaction
between compassion and S8 difference in ratings had a more modest
81.5% probability of positive direction and was estimated as b = 1.9,
SE = 2.2, 95% Crl = [-2.5, 6.2]. For all model coefficients see supple-

mentary results.

2The names refer to the person depicted in each scenario.

T
40 60

80 100 estimate [Colour figure can be viewed at

wileyonlinelibrary.com]

compassion

We report additional analyses investigating the relationship
between compassion and the magnitude of ratings in the supplemen-
tary results, finding that participants who on average gave higher rat-
ings over all scenarios also rated their compassion higher, but that this

correlation was not observed for Scenarios 1 and 8 specifically.

3.3 | Effect of role and work experience

We next investigated if expertise moderated the effects described
above. We tested two possible predictors: role at the Migration
Agency (“case worker” or “decision-maker”) and time working at the
agency. These were entered into a multilevel regression model
together with indicators for S5 and S8, as well as their interactions.
The resulting model coefficients are plotted in Figure 3a. Although the
results are not conclusive, several effects emerged that warrant atten-
tion. Overall, the posterior probability that decision-makers gave
higher ratings compared with case workers was 96.8%, with the dif-
ference between the roles estimated as b = 6.7, SE = 3.6, 95%
Crl = [0.4, 13.6]. Decision-makers' ratings at S8 exhibited less decline
compared with case workers, with a posterior probability of 88.5% for
a positive effect, which was estimated as b = 4.0, SE = 3.3, 95%
Crl = [-2.5, 10.4]. Ratings declined more with longer work experience.
Each extra year worked was estimated to increase the difference to
baseline by b = —2.0, SE = 1.1, 95% Crl = [-4.1, 0.3], with a 95.8%
posterior probability of a negative effect.

The regression results presented as the difference between S8
and S1 are visualized in Figure 3b. For example, for participants with
12 months of work experience, the model predicts an average differ-
ence of —=9.0, 95% Crl = [-14.3, —3.9], with the difference between
case workers and decision-makers estimated as 0.6, 95% Crl = [-8.3,
9.5]. After 48 months, the average difference is instead estimated as
—15.0, 95% Crl = [-20.5, —9.1], with the difference between case
workers and decision-makers being —7.5, 95% Crl = [-15.7, 0.8] (neg-
ative numbers indicate more decline in case workers).

We performed several additional analyses to better understand
the relationship between work experience and change in ratings.
These analyses are reported in full in the supplementary results. First,
to check that work experience did not just make employees more
likely to grant or refuse refugee status in general, we explored if expe-
rience correlated with responses to each scenario rather than just

with the change in ratings to the critical scenarios. This was not the
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FIGURE 3 (a) Coefficients from model (a)

estimating effects of work experience and role on gg i E 1 E 1
ratings. Points represent the posterior mean, thick Role x Exp
bars the standard deviation of the posterior, and SZSXXIS‘@ 1
thin bars the 95% credible interval. Posterior S5 x Exp
mean and credible intervals are printed in the right S5 x Role
margin. (b) Scatter plot depicting rating difference Expenel‘qnoclz 1
between final (S8) and first (S1) scenario for all 2&; -

participants as a function of work experience
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case (see Figure S2). Second, we found that work experience corre-
lated with expressed effort and compassion, but that the effect of
experience on rating change was not mediated by these variables (see
Figures S3-54).

To summarize, we found that longer work experience tended to
mean larger inconsistencies between S1 and S8, and that working as a

decision-maker attenuated the inconsistency effects observed.

3.4 | CRT scores

CRT scores were evenly distributed, 23% of participants scored
0, 30% scored 1, 26% scored 2, and 21% scored 3. Because CRT was
only part of the questionnaire in the second wave of data collection,
and some participants did not complete the CRT questions, 73 partici-
pants were included in the following analyses. Despite this reduced
sample, the analysis indicated that the there was a likely moderating
effect of CRT scores on a S8 difference to S1 in the predicted direc-
tion. This with an 82% posterior probability of a positive sign, which
was estimated as b = 2.5, SE = 2.8, 95% Crl = [-3.0, 7.9] (see Figure 4,
full regression table reported in supplementary results). In practice,
the model predicted a change in S8 ratings compared with S1 for a
participant with a CRT score of 0 to be —15.0, 95% Crl = [-26.0,
—5.0]. For a participant with a CRT score of 3, the model predicted
the change to be -7.8, 95% Crl = [-18.7, 8.9d], resulting in an esti-
mated difference between those participants (CRT 0-CRT 3) of —7.5,
95% Crl = [-23.7, 8.9].

4 | DISCUSSION

We investigated repeated judgments of refugee status among civil
servants at the Swedish Migration Agency. The judged likelihood of
granting refugee status declined for matched cases by position in the
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FIGURE 4 Violin plots depicting rating difference between final
(S8) and first (S1) scenario for participants who completed the CRT
split by their CRT scores. Thick line depicts the mean posterior
regression estimate, and thin lines show 150 draws from the posterior
distribution of regression lines, indicating uncertainty around the
mean estimate [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.
com]

survey. This decline over time was moderated by expertise and work
experience. Finally, we found some indications that individual differ-
ences in perceived effort and compassion expended during the sur-
vey, as well as differences in cognitive reflection ability, moderated
these effects. Our findings broadly support a compassion fade frame-
work, where empathic and affective engagement in a task is a scarce
resource that is downregulated during intensive decision-making.

Our primary aim was to investigate repeated judgments, where
the outcome of the judgment was normatively expected to be the
same. We hypothesized that our participants would become less likely
to grant refugee status as the questionnaire progressed. This is pre-
cisely what we observed. The effect sizes were notable, with an aver-
age difference of 11/100 points on the rating scale. We also observed
large, nonhypothesized variability in responses between our partici-

pants, suggesting little agreement on how to judge the cases in the


http://wileyonlinelibrary.com
http://wileyonlinelibrary.com
http://wileyonlinelibrary.com

¢ | WILEY

PARNAMETS ET AL.

first place. This dovetails with findings from a recent investigation
comparing the approval rates of officers at the Regional Asylum
Offices in the U.S. Department of Homeland Security. Here, large dif-
ferences in approval between officers was observed although cases
are assigned to them at random (Ramiji-Nogales, Schoenholtz, &
Schrag, 2009). Nevertheless, those data cannot inform the inconsis-
tency of judgments within each officer that we observe.

Why do we find inconsistencies? Although we designed our
investigation based on hypotheses derived from theories of affec-
tive regulation based on compassion fade, a possibly competing
explanation might be gleaned by considering order effects. Order
effects occur when judgments or decisions are altered through the
sequence of presentation of options and have been observed in
both experimental and naturalistic contexts (Bruine de Bruin, 2006;
Bruine de Bruin & Keren, 2003; Page & Page, 2010; Wilson,
1977), including legal judgments (e.g., Englich, Mussweiler, & Strack,
2006). It has been proposed that the direction of comparison, that
is, whether new options have primarily positive or negative fea-
tures, determines if order effects take the form of gradually
increasing or decreasing judgments over time (Bruine de Bruin &
Keren, 2003).

We interpret our findings to primarily support an explanation
based on compassion fade rather than direction of comparison. A key
reason is that compassion fade yields straightforward directional pre-
dictions consistent with our observations. As the questionnaire pro-
gresses, judgments are expected to become harsher, which is what
our data show. By contrast, predictions from other mechanisms, such
as direction of comparison are not clearly directional. Although it is
common to observe positive correlation between judgments and serial
position (Bruine de Bruin, 2006), negative correlations are also possi-
ble (Li & Epley, 2009), depending on if new objects of judgments are
evaluated primarily on negative or positive characteristics (Bruine de
Bruin & Keren, 2003). It is possible that individual differences in evalu-
ation style gives rise to some of the variation in the effects we
observe, and further work is necessary to fully account for our
findings.

Another related finding in the literature is the time-order effect
documenting that decision-makers change their decisions depending
on the amount of hours spent working (Danziger, Levav, & Avnaim-
Pesso, 2011; but see Glockner, 2016; Persson, Barrafrem, Meunier, &
Tinghog, 2019). One recent study found that orthopedic surgeons
were 33% less likely to assign a patient to surgery if they met them at
the end of their day compared with the start of the day (Persson
et al., 2019). The precise cause of this effect is not entirely under-
stood, but it is hypothesized that it is partially caused by willpower
depletion leading decision-makers to revert to selecting default
options. In the case of surgeons, the default (and less cognitively tax-
ing) option is to send patients home rather than refer them for sur-
gery. Our data cannot rule out a time-order explanation. The
prediction from depletion theory regarding our participants would
depend on what the relevant default is for civil servants at the Migra-
tion Agency. This will be an important question for future work to

gauge.

It is also possible that affective processes, like the ones hypothe-
sized here, contribute to time-order effects. There are also additional
reasons, we argue, for preferring a compassion fade interpretation of
our findings. We found correlations between self-rated effort and
compassion matching our predictions; participants who experienced
the questionnaire as more effortful were also less consistent, and par-
ticipants who report experiencing more compassion at the end of the
questionnaire were more consistent. Jointly, these effects can be
accounted for within a compassion fade framework, which predicts
that effort should translate into larger fading effects and maintained
compassion into smaller fading effects. Finally, although our sample
was more limited for the analysis of CRT scores, those findings indi-
cate that participants higher in reflective abilities were more consis-
tent. It is possible that these participants had alternate strategies
available to them, perhaps relying less on affective response alto-
gether in their decision-making, and that this enabled them to be
more consistent in their judgments.

The compassion fade framework suggests two related mecha-
nisms that explain changes in participants' judgments: identifiability
and empathic concern. As participants progress through the question-
naire, they displace previously encountered information about the
persons presented with novel information. This likely leads to each
subsequent case standing out less, hence becoming less identifiable,
which in turn shifts participants' judgments (cf. Jenni & Loewenstein,
1997; Kogut & Ritov, 2005). Relatedly, decreasing identifiability as
well as the taxing process of encountering repeated cases affects the
empathic resources participants are willing to utilize. Each case pre-
sents a person in plight and under dire circumstances. Empathizing to
the same degree with the last case as with the first may be difficult or
undesirable. Instead, we argue, in line with an emerging view in the
affective sciences, that empathy is a motivated process amenable to
direct regulation ( Cameron & Payne, 2011; Keysers & Gazzola, 2014;
Zaki, 2014). We see participants as rationally downregulating their
empathy somewhat analogously to how downregulation of empathic
concern can arise from encountering larger victim group sizes in the
standard elicitations of compassion fade phenomena (cf. Butts et al.,
2019).

The declines in likelihood of granting refugee status that we
observed were moderated by expertise and work experience. We
found that participants who had been employed longer were more
inconsistent, even if the effect size was relatively modest. This finding
is in line with an emotion regulation explanation assuming that case
workers with long-term exposure to highly emotional cases are more
prone to quickly downregulate their emotional responses. In this case,
the downregulation affects consistency of their judgments. This effect
might be similar to the so-called compassion fatigue effect that is well
documented in professions such as nursing (Cocker & Joss, 2016;
Figley, 1995; Newell & MacNeil, 2010; Sabo, 2006). However, the
relationship between compassion fatigue and time working is not
straightforward. Results are mixed for research concerning healthcare
professionals. Some work, reports, or negative relationship between
time working and measures of compassion fatigue or burnout (Ray,
Wong, White, & Heaslip, 2013; Thompson, Amatea, & Thompson,
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2014), whereas other work indicated a positive relationship (Lasalvia
et al., 2009; Rossi et al., 2012). In legal professionals—judges—Jaffe,
Crooks, Dunford-Jackson, and Town (2003) report higher levels of
vicarious trauma with increasing work experience. Additional work
specifically designed to target this question will be necessary to
address the relationship between work experience and compassion
fatigue at the Migration Agency and its role, if any, in explaining
inconsistencies of the kind reported here.

We also found that decision-makers were less inconsistent com-
pared with case workers. This suggests that expertise might mitigate
some of the risks arising from emotion regulation (cf. Markowitz et al.,
2013). It is difficult to say what factor is responsible for this latter
effect. It could be due to the extra training decision-makers receive,
perhaps providing them with judgment tools that are less emotionally
taxing. However, another possibility is that decision-makers tend to
have a lower day-to-day involvement with persons seeking refugee
status. This should lead them to experience less day-to-day emotional
strain and make emotion regulation less central for their well-being, as
well as generally lower the risks of compassion fatigue. Decision-
makers also have greater workplace responsibility that may shield
them from organizational factors affecting workplace stress, including
compassion fatigue (Newell & MacNeil, 2010).

Although the effects reported are a cause for concern, the find-
ings are not without their limitations. We were not able to gather
enough participants to meet our original sample size target. This
means that the evidence for many of the moderating factors we
investigated is more limited than would have been desirable. Similarly,
our measures were adapted to the real-time constraints of running
the study. Future work will want to use more developed self-report
measures of effort and compassion, coupled with trait measurements
and, ideally, physiological measurement (cf. Vastfjall et al., 2014).
Additionally, civil servants at the Migration Agency must make binary
decisions about refugees and not graded ones as employed here.
Although employing a continuous scale likely increased the probability
of observing an effect, this choice somewhat reduced the external
validity of our findings. Future work should attempt to replicate our
findings using more naturalistic decision categories. The scenarios we
used were developed with experts to make them as realistic as possi-
ble. Nevertheless, they contain much less information about the per-
sons seeking refugee status than would normally be available, and it is
possible that providing richer life histories accentuates or attenuates
the effects observe here.

To conclude, using a sample of civil servants, we demonstrated
that repeated judgments about refugee status are susceptible to com-
passion fade effects. These findings highlight the importance of
understanding the interplay between affective processes and
decision-making. In high-stakes situations, legal consistency is vital,
but, as we have demonstrated, the emotions they evoke endangers
the rule of law—and this when it matters the most. We observed a
tendency of affective regulation with longer work experience, and this
means that we cannot trust time and experience to increase the con-
sistency of civil servants' refugee status judgment. Understanding

how these results translate into day-to-day work will be of

considerable importance moving forward. Learning more, we might
design work environments with sufficient emotional and decision sup-
port to stop compassion fade from hindering civil servants in effec-

tively pursuing their work.
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