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Managers’ Moral Struggle: A Case Study on Ethical Dilemmas and Ethical DecisionMaking in the Context of Immigration

Abstract
This qualitative study explores the types of ethical dilemmas that Finnish managers working in reception centres
for asylum seekers have encountered and whether the moral intensity of the ethical issues was observable in the
ethical decision-making. It concludes that the majority of the managers interviewed encountered ethical dilemmas
relating to the termination of reception services. The ethical dilemmas were stratified into seven groups:
ambiguous or complete absence of relevant instructions, lack of support, conflicting values, withholding
information, pressure, discretionary stress, and unjust decisions on asylum applications. In addition, various
dimensions of moral intensity were observed in the managers’ ethical decision-making, indicating that they
recognised the ethical aspects of their moral dilemmas. Finally, theoretical and practical implications, as well as
limitations and future propositions, are discussed.

Introduction
In recent decades, ethical dilemmas have been researched in both business/organisation and
public administration contexts. However, research on ethical decision-making in organisations
and research on discretion in street-level bureaucracy have developed quite independently
(Loyens and Maesschalck 2010). Thus, decision-making research has focused mainly on
various professionals in the business context (e.g. Dukerich et al. 2000; Dean et al. 2010; Figar
and Dordević 2016), and research on the discretion of street-level bureaucrats has focused on
police, teachers and social workers, for example (e.g. Lipsky 1980; Tymchuck 1982; Kelly
1994; Scott 1997; Banks and Williams 2005). There appears to be a research gap here, since
ethical dilemmas and decision-making/discretion in the immigration context are far less studied
(Dunkerley et al. 2005; Hagelund 2010; Eggebø 2012; Dörrenbächer 2017; Maylea and Hirsch
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2018), and none of the existing studies have specifically focused on the managers of reception
centres.
Immigration encompasses a wide range of ethical considerations in addition to political
and legal ones (Zapata-Barrero 2012; Bader 2012), and recently, many European countries
have faced great challenges as the number of incoming asylum seekers has increased
tremendously (UNHCR 2016). Hence, the aim of this paper is twofold. First, our purpose is to
explore what kinds of ethical dilemmas managers have encountered in the context of
immigration in Finland, and second, our aim is to investigate whether various dimensions of
moral intensity are embedded in managers’ ethical decision-making. Thus, this study poses the
following research questions: 1) what kinds of ethical dilemmas do reception centre managers
experience in their work, and 2) which dimensions of moral intensity are observable in the
ethically challenging situations encountered by the managers? Applying our theoretical
framework, we are interested in investigating how the current unsettled situation are perceived
by managers and how the managerial profession is affected by the specific context. More
specifically, our focus is on the termination of asylum seekers’ reception services, which results
in these individuals being left without social security and with minimal rights in Finnish society
if they are unwilling to voluntarily return to their home countries or cannot forcibly be deported.
A qualitative perspective was chosen for this research because it makes it possible to explain
the meanings that real people give to the matters being investigated (Silverman 2014).
The study aims to contribute to organisational and managerial ethics research by
revealing new scientific knowledge about reception centre managers’ ethical dilemmas and
their decision-making process and to shed light on the immigration issues encountered in this
professional field. The study therefore seeks to make both a professional and a societal impact.
The article is organised as follows. First, the empirical context is described, followed by a
presentation of the theoretical framework of this research. Then, the methodology is described,
2
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after which we present the results. We go on to discuss the results in light of previous research,
their possible implications, the limitations of the study, and future propositions.

Empirical Context
According to the Finnish Immigration Service, Finland received over 32 000 asylum
applications in 2015. Approximately 200 reception centres were established to give these
asylum seekers access to basic services as they through the asylum process. In Finland,
reception services are required by law (Act on the Reception of Persons Seeking International
Protection, 746/2011) to include housing accommodations, food or kitchen facilities social and
health care, reception allowance, legal aid, interpretation services, and employment and
educational resources (Finnish Immigration Service 2016). The reception centres are operated
by public or private organisations, the establishment of which is mandated by the Finnish
Immigration Service.
Reception centres may be facility-based or residence-based. Most often asylum seekers
are accommodated in facilities, but they may also be housed in private apartments arranged by
an operating service provider. Some asylum seekers might choose to live with their relatives
or friends, in which case they are not compensated for their accommodation. In the facilities,
the number of employees is slightly higher than in residence-based accommodation. In a
facility-based reception centre that provides services for 200 asylum seekers, there should be
14–15 employees, consisting of a manager, nurse(s), social advisor(s)/worker(s),
instructors/advisors, and financial and administrative staff. (Finnish Immigration Service
2019).
The role of reception centre managers lies somewhere between managers in ordinary
organisational contexts and street-level bureaucrats. Furthermore, these managers could be
3
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called middle managers since they have personnel below and above them. They have
managerial responsibilities related to human resource, cost, service and stakeholder
management, among others. Yet, they also have some responsibilities that are typical for streetlevel bureaucrats. For example, reception centre managers have the ability to exercise a certain
amount of discretion and are able to prolong the time that clients receive services after being
rejected for a residence permit (e.g. if one’s health is at stake), but only to a certain extent.
Managers working in reception centres are not, however, strictly street-level bureaucrats, as
they are not employed directly by bureaucratic agencies. For instance, the managers of
reception centres do not make decisions regarding asylum applications, but the asylum
applications are processed by the Finnish Immigration Service.

Theoretical Framework
A number of studies have investigated ethical dilemmas in a business context (Likierman 1989;
Dukerich et al. 2000; McNeil and Pedigo 2001; Leitsch 2006; Dean et al. 2010) and in a public
administration context (Lipsky 1980; Kelly 1994; Kelley and Elm 2003; Dunkerley et al. 2005;
Banks and Williams 2005; Hagelund 2010; Eggebø 2012; Dörrenbächer 2017; Maylea and
Hirsch 2018). Researchers find that middle managers especially face pressure not only from
organisation members but also from different stakeholders, and this often leads to situations
where complex, novel, and ambiguous ethical problems must be solved (Dukerich et al. 2000;
Lämsä and Takala 2000; McNeil and Pedigo 2001; Dean et al. 2010). It has also been suggested
that middle managers are the most pressured organisational group in terms of morality (Treviño
et al. 2008).
According to Lipsky (1980), street-level bureaucrats deliver benefits and sanctions that
delimit and influence people’s lives to a great degree, and as a result they aid in policy-making
4

Managers’ Moral Struggle
and realisation. Thus, they likely encounter ethical dilemmas that are inherent to their
professional context. It is suggested that dilemmas occur, for example, when values and
ideologies conflict with policy goals (e.g. Lipsky 1980). Consequently, in the welfare context,
the nature of ethical dilemmas differs somewhat from that which is found in a traditional
business context (e.g. Kelley and Elm 2003; Eggebø 2012). Eggebø (2012) further argues that
in immigration administration, employees are challenged as ethical beings more than they are
in any other bureaucratic organisation due to the greater amount of control and restriction,
referring to depersonalised bureaucratic systems that are “independent of feelings and personal
commitments and displace moral concerns and dilemmas” (303).
Geva (2006) suggests that different types of problems require different types of solutions.
To improve ethical problem-solving and ethical conduct in organisational settings, moral issues
should be recognisable and categorisable. Geva offers a model of types of ethical problems
(Figure 1). The cross-classification of two ethical conduct dimensions – moral judgment and
moral motivation – creates four types of ethical dilemmas: a genuine dilemma (two or more
ethical requirements conflict); a compliance problem (it is clear what the right thing to do is,
but the morally right thing to do is prohibited); moral laxity (a lack of concrete obligations);
and a no problem-problem (where there is willingness as well as ability to pursue the moral
goal). According to Geva (2006), the typology can be applied to “three main goals of ethics
management in organizations: developing ethical awareness, assigning accountability, and
unfolding typical rationalizations in business activity” (134).
Geva’s typology is constructed in a business context and with a managerial perspective
in mind. For example, Hiekkataipale and Lämsä (2016) apply Geva’s (2006) typology in their
study on middle managers’ ethical problems in the context of higher education. However, we
presume that the ethical dilemmas encountered by managers in the context of immigration
could be categorised using the same typology. We further assume that managers encounter
5
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ethical dilemmas that are unique to the investigated context. Finally, we assume that managers
working in reception centres experience demands from various stakeholders (e.g. the Finnish
Immigration Service, other organisational members, and possibly from asylum seekers) as well
as role ambiguities, which may result in distress.

FIGURE 1

Theoretical ethical decision-making models (e.g. Ferrell and Gresham 1985; Rest 1986;
Treviño 1986; Jones 1991) and empirical research on ethical decision-making have often
focused on the personal characteristics of the moral agent, like their professional roles, role
conflict, job satisfaction (Yetmar and Eastman 2000; Bobek et al. 2015), ethical orientation
(Rallapalli et al. 1998; Johari et al. 2017), locus of control (Treviño and Youngblood 1990;
Cherry and Fraedrich 2000), ego strength (Treviño 1986), managerial leadership style (Fritzche
and Becker 1984), moral intensity (Leitsch 2006; Kelley and Elm 2003; Valentine and Bateman
2011; Johari et al. 2017), and cognitive moral development (Kohlberg 1969; Herington and
Weaven 2007), in addition to organisational factors like professional codes (Patterson 2001),
organizational culture and climate (Forte 2004; Sweeney et al. 2010), and industry-specific
norms and factors (Morris et al. 1995; Bobek et al. 2015).
Weber (1990) argues that prior research on ethical decision-making might be misleading
or limited if the characteristics embodied in a moral issue are ignored, thus suggesting that
moral reasoning is issue dependent. Jones (1991) especially criticises earlier models of ethical
decision-making for not considering the characteristics of the moral issue itself and suggests
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that ethical evaluation and decision-making are affected by moral intensity that captures the
heightened emotions and feelings in an ethical conflict situation.
Jones (1991) proposes an issue-contingent model (Figure 2) drawn from social
psychology, where the moral intensity of an ethical issue serves as an independent variable
influencing all four components in the decision-making process. Unlike most ethical decisionmaking theorists, Jones excludes organisational factors and the characteristics of the moral
decision-maker from moral intensity and wants moral intensity to focus purely on the moral
issue. The six dimensions of moral intensity are presented below.

FIGURE 2

Magnitude of consequences refers to the sum of the harms or benefits of the moral act being
directed at its victims or beneficiaries, respectively. Social consensus is defined as “the degree
of social agreement that a proposed act is evil (or good)” (Jones 1991, 375). Jones argues that
social consensus reduces ambiguity in the face of ethical dilemmas, and so it facilitates both
logical and ethical behaviour. Probability of effect refers to the probability of the moral act in
question actually taking place and having consequences (harm or benefit) for the recipient.
Temporal immediacy refers to the “length of time between the present and the onset of the
consequences of the moral act in question” (Jones 1991, 376). Briefly, Jones proposes that a
shorter length of time leads to greater immediacy whereas a greater length of time leads to
discounting the magnitude of the consequences. Proximity (social, cultural, psychological and
physical) is defined as the feeling of closeness that the moral agent has to the victims or
beneficiaries in question. For example, in Milgram’s (1974) experiment, the participants who
felt close to the recipients were less likely to obey the authority’s (harmful) commands (Jones
7
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1991, 377). Finally, concentration of effect, is defined as the inverse relationship between the
number of people affected by an act and the magnitude of the consequences of the act. A sense
of justice supposedly inhibits immoral behaviour that could result in highly concentrated
effects.
Jones’s theory faces criticism, for example, for not adequately accounting for decisionmaking’s contextual factors. For instance, Kelley and Elm’s (2003) qualitative study is based
on the premise that context plays a central role in the decision-making process, and they study
social workers’ decision-making in relation to Jones’s six dimensions of moral intensity. In
line with previous research, they suggest that an appropriate assessment of the context performs
an important role in decision-making (e.g. Treviño 1986; Messick and Bazerman 1996). Dean
et al. (2010) also observe that levels of organisational structure, legal constraints, and
professional codes all narrow down the possible decisions that could be made by preventing
the use of moral reasoning and cause “psychic struggle” because an action might be
organisationally acceptable but morally wrong. They conclude that the organisational context
both limits and guides ethical decision-making.
In this study, we presume that the context is more important in managers’ ethical
decision-making than Jones’s model suggests. We believe that the magnitude of the
consequences (consequences may have a great impact on recipients’ lives), concentration of
effect (consequences may be concentrated on only one or a few people), temporal immediacy
(quick decision-making), social consensus (legislation and collegial support), and proximity
(e.g. physical and psychological closeness to/distance from the recipients) may be represented
in the ethical decision-making of the managers of reception centres. We did not include
probability of effect in this investigation because of the nature of the managers’ decisionmaking power. Finally, we assume that Jones’s issue-contingent model, which has mostly been
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developed for and applied in the private sector, is also applicable in the immigration context,
which is in line with Kelley and Elm’s (2003) study on public administration.

Research Methods
Procedure
Semi-structured interviews were chosen as our method because they follow the general
interview guide approach (focused interview). Instead of asking fixed questions, the interview
follows specific predetermined topics, thus giving the interviewer the freedom to build the
conversation within the subject area and spontaneously rephrase the questions if necessary.
This open-ended strategy implies that informants will be encouraged to elaborate on their
accounts, and the inquiry is flexible and adapted to the particular research problem, the
particular experiences of individual participants and their ability to communicate them. Thus,
this method allows interviewees’ perspectives and experiences to emerge, making each
interview unique. (Patton 2002, 343–344; Elliott and Timulak 2005, 150).
To gather our participants, we called reception centres’ offices and asked for their
managers’ contact information, i.e. their office phone numbers, since this information was not
publicly available. Not all the numbers we requested were given, but we used the ones that we
did receive to contact the managers. After briefly explaining the purpose of the study, we asked
them if they would be willing to take part in this research.. A follow-up email was sent to the
managers after the phone call, to again briefly describing the purpose of the study, its main
concepts, and their rights as participants (this was reiterated before each interview). In the
email, the participants were also asked to think about an ethically challenging situation they
had encountered, so that they would be able to talk about it more easily in the interview. It was
made clear to the managers that they had the right to discontinue their participation at any point
9
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during the research, and they were assured that their anonymity would be preserved. Some
participants asked to be allowed to read the extracts from the interviews that would be used in
the study, and we agreed to this request.
Ten interviews were conducted between January and March 2017. Most of them were
done by phone because the reception centres were located in different parts of Finland, but two
managers were interviewed face-to-face in their workplaces. The interviews were constructed
using the following sequence of topics: (i) background information; (ii) general questions (e.g.
did the manager have any doubts about applying for the job?); and (iii) an ethically demanding
situation including; a) a description of the situation (e.g. what happened, who was involved?);
b) its consequences (e.g. what were the consequences, how did the manager and others feel
and react?); c) the solution (e.g. how was it resolved?); d) the reasons in cases where there was
no solution; and e) the situation afterward (e.g. could the manager have acted differently, what
were the consequences in the end?). Once we noticed that the interviewees’ stories began to
repeat a similar theme, we did not conduct any further interviews. The interviews were
audiotaped and transcribed in Finnish and later translated into English.
In this study, the data were analysed by means of thematic analysis, which supported an
understanding and recognition of certain emerging patterns in the seemingly random
information. It allowed us to identify certain themes from recurring words and issues raised in
the interviews. (Patton 2002, 452–453; Marshall and Rossman 2006, 158–159). In other words,
we proceeded by first identifying particular themes from recurring words (ethical dilemmas)
and then categorising the characteristics of the ethical dilemmas (following Geva’s [2006]
typology of moral problems). Finally, we examined the ethical dilemmas with respect to
Jones’s 1991 dimensions of moral intensity. The data were analysed by a team effort in the
sense that the results were discussed by the first and second authors. In other words, the
interpretation of the results was a joint effort. Finally, one of the interviews was excluded from
10
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the study after analysing it because the interviewee’s dilemma was entirely concerned with the
termination of an employment relationship. This exclusion allowed us to focus on a unique
dilemma situation that emerged in this specific context, namely the termination of reception
services.

Interviewees
In this study, 10 managers working in reception centres in Finland were interviewed (Table 1).
The participants were randomly selected from a public list of reception centres in operation (79
centres) at the time of conducting this study. The data collection was based on purposeful
sampling, meaning that the managers who were interviewed were chosen with this specific
context in mind. However, the selection of managers was not based on any other criteria. The
purposeful sampling strategy was chosen because the immigration crisis in Finland and
managers working in this context offered a unique case and a unique sample for investigation.
In addition, the selection was based on the anticipated richness and relevance of the information
in light of the research questions posed by this study. (Patton 2002, 230, 240–241; Yin 2011,
311).
The managers’ average age was 43.5 years, the oldest being 62 and the youngest 31
years old. All of the interviewees had some kind of management experience before taking up
their current position, but they came from a variety of backgrounds (nursing, social, military
and administrative sciences). At the time of the interviews, 210 asylum seekers (clients) and
20 employees were on average in each of the reception centres in which the interviewees
worked.

TABLE 1
11
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Results of the Study
In the following sections we present our results, in two parts: ethical dilemmas and dimensions
of the moral intensity of ethical issues.

Managers’ Ethical Dilemmas
We found that the managers encountered three types of ethical dilemmas according to Geva’s
(2006) typology of ethical dilemmas: genuine ethical dilemmas, compliance problems, and no
problem-problems. Managers faced ethical dilemmas that they considered ambiguous or that
demonstrated a lack of instructions and policies, lack of support, problems with conflicting
values, withholding information, pressure, discretion, and unjust decisions on asylum
applications. All the ethically challenging situations related to termination the of reception
services.

Genuine ethical dilemmas
Genuine ethical dilemmas were the most frequently encountered by the managers interviewed.
Genuine ethical dilemmas appeared when the managers were motivated to resolve the situation
but faced difficulties in choosing the most ethically sound course of action. Unclear instructions
or a lack of instructions resulted in distress, and an absence of support was closely related to a
lack of instructions. In these situations, managers could not get the support they needed to make
challenging decisions. Finally, distress was caused by uncertainty regarding how to act
professionally but also morally right when the decision would have a significant impact on the
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client’s life. An example of this is illustrated by one manager who felt uncertainty facing a
situation in which the reception services had to be terminated. She noted:

It was a totally new thing… and then came the first ones, (…) no one had much experience and
knowledge about it, and there wasn’t that much information about it either. So of course, it
affects [you], even though I had quite a lot of experience with everything. (…) So where could
I have got the support from? [Alice]

Value conflicts occurred when personal values contradicted professional ones (e.g. current
managerial position) or when professional values or ideologies (adopted professional ethics)
conflicted with policies and policy goals (e.g. legislation). For instance, often managers felt
that their current managerial position and the professionalism related to it contradicted personal
values. Thus, they had to choose which course of action they would take: either follow their
own personal values or obey the law and the instructions they were given. As one manager
noted:

The instructions sometimes are such that you have to discuss with yourself before you know
how to deal with them [termination of reception services]. (…). Sometimes I have to sell some
ideas to myself and think rationally about them, then I kind of have to leave those personal
feelings and thoughts behind. [Eva]

Withholding information referred to concealing information from clients, for example, because
of professional confidentiality. It could also relate to an ethically challenging situation where
an action inevitably harmed another party. For instance, one manager had to decide whether to
13
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inform the mother and child about their residence permit or wait for the father’s decision.
However, the manager believed that the father would not get a positive decision and as the
mentally unstable and suicidal mother could not properly take care of the child, the child would
be taken into custody and most likely be separated from the parents. The case was problematic
both in terms of the child’s custody and mother’s suicidal intentions. The manager stated:

Mostly, I’ve had a personal inner struggle with myself concerning whether releasing to the
mother her [positive] decision could have saved her from suicide. [James]

Pressure referred to subtle or strong pressure from various stakeholders to obey the instructions
given, such as from higher-level management or state agents. This was evident in situations
where managers refused to terminate the reception services. As one manager recounted:

I saw the risks and that kind of inhumanity quite strongly, (…). I wasn’t willing to terminate
the services until a government body actually contacted me and required more evidence
regarding the justifications for continuing them. And at that point the organisation also began
demanding the same thing. [David]

The manager’s divergent behaviour posed a threat to the implementation and goals of the
policy. Thus, his deviant behaviour was considered undesirable and led to him facing pressure
from different parties, like state agents. Managers experienced discretionary stress when they
acknowledged the magnitude of their responsibility to make the right decisions on the
termination of reception services being great, but there was a lot of uncertainty as well.
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Discretion was closely related to exposition of the clients. The managers were afraid that they
could be accused of abandoning clients and possibly violating their human rights. For example,
one manager pondered:

I believe that the most difficult cases will be the ones where you must consider the client’s
health status – could it get worse? Or if there is a family with children to consider. (…) I wonder
myself whether I could be accused of negligence if I terminated the services. Like, where would
you draw the line? [Eva]

Finally, unjust decisions were closely related to the termination of reception services since their
execution after an unfair asylum process created a genuine ethical dilemma for the managers.
Often managers felt that asylum seekers were treated unfairly due to Finland’s strict
immigration policies. One manager confessed:

And I had to give up on the principle of justice because I knew… or that in my opinion, the
asylum process hadn’t gone right, and that’s why the Supreme Administrative Court’s decision,
which was still pending, should have been waited for while [the client was] still in the reception
centre, not homeless. [David]

Compliance problems
Compliance problems, where motivation was low but the dilemmas were clear, were
encountered in value conflict situations especially – in other words, when policies and
instructions conflicted with the managers’ own values, ethical principles, and/or professional
ethics. Often managers were obliged to obey the instructions given despite their own moral
15
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objections when calls for professionalism went against their personal values and caused inner
moral conflict. One manager articulated as follows:

I brought up that this goes against my professional ethics and my worldview. Nevertheless, I
have to execute the alignments and terminate the services (…), although I see that they [asylum
seekers] don’t have a reasonable chance to take care of their own basic health problems. [David]

Thus, policy goals often contradicted with street-level bureaucrats’ own standards of
professionalism and ideologies when the reception services had to be terminated.
Furthermore, compliance problems were present in situations where policies were
ambiguous and sometimes conflicted with each other. An example of this is presented by a
manager who stated:

There are these regulations on negligence. So, if you throw a person out of here, and they don’t
have a place to stay and it’s -30 Celsius outside, you will certainly be guilty according to another
law. [Peter]

The managers of then brought up the difficulty of using discretionary power in situations where
they had to decide whether to continue or terminate the services. Finally, compliance problems
were also encountered when managers considered the decisions made on asylum applications
unjust. These situations referred to the managers’ experienced injustice when the immigration
policy forced asylum seekers to choose between returning to their home countries or
homelessness after being declined a residence permit.

16
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No problem-problems
Ethical dilemmas that were defined as no problem-problems arose when managers felt that the
instructions they had been given were ambiguous or they had received no instructions at all.
However, in these cases managers knew what should be done and were highly motivated to act
accordingly, for example, by trying to influence policy-making within their organisation. An
example of this was offered by a manager who noted:

The government’s proposal outlines certain kinds of situations when reception services could
be continued for a period of time. And my organisation also has guidelines about continuing
the services, but they aren’t very specific either (...) so they haven’t got a definite policy.
[Amanda]

Dimensions of Moral Intensity
The managers’ ethical dilemmas seemed to include different dimensions of moral intensity
(Table 2). The magnitude of the consequences for asylum seekers was observable when
managers realised that the consequences of their decisions would have a great impact on their
client’s life in the future. For example, managers found it was extremely difficult to make the
decision to terminate reception services for a client with health issues because without a
residence permit the client would not be able to get the proper treatment for their illness. In
such cases, managers saw terminating services as cruel since it would greatly reduce their
client’s quality of life.
In this context, social consensus can be understood as acting according to socially
acceptable guidelines, such as laws and government instructions, or as acting in agreement with
17
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a working community’s or colleagues’ support. It has been proposed that social consensus
reduces the doubt that is prevalent in ethical dilemmas and facilitates logical, ethical and
appropriate behaviour (Jones 1991). However, often the managers did not see any other way
to act than according to the legislation (i.e. following the social consensus) despite their
personal ethical values. Thus, the managers seemed to question the morality of the instructions
and the legislation, perceiving the immigration law and asylum seeking-process as somewhat
inhumane.
The temporal immediacy dimension seemed to be present in the managers’ dilemma
situations, as in the law there are certain time limits within which decisions must be made and
certain operations carried out. In addition, proximity was represented as managers had usually
known these clients for months and often met with them daily. Since the managers felt close to
their clients, it was more difficult for them to carry out harmful acts based on the law. Managers
often tried to cope with ethically demanding situations by excluding certain personal values
and ethical judgments from their decision-making. This could be considered a sign of selfprotection. According to Lipsky (1980), some street-level bureaucrats quit their jobs or burn
out relatively easily if they do not develop coping mechanisms and adjust “their attitudes to
reflect lower expectations for themselves… and the potential of public policy” (xii), for
example.
All of the managers we interviewed went beyond the call of duty and, in cooperation with
municipalities, helped clients after they were no longer eligible for reception services.
According to Jones (1991), helping behaviour is influenced by proximity since the more the
moral actor knows about the situation, the closer the moral actor feels to the recipient. Finally,
concentration of effect could be found in all the interviewees’ stories since they considered that
the harm caused to the individual asylum seeker by terminating reception services was great.
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TABLE 2

Discussion and Conclusions
The aim of this study was to examine what kind of dilemmas managers working in reception
centres for immigrants in Finland encounter, and whether various dimensions of moral intensity
were observable in the managers’ ethical dilemma situations. In the following sections we will
discuss the results with respect to ethical dilemmas and the moral intensity of moral issues.
Then we will discuss the theoretical and practical implications of our study, our study’s
limitations, and put forward our suggestions for future research.

Discussion of Research Findings
In this study, the ethical dilemmas faced by managers concerned the termination of reception
services for asylum seekers after their residence permit applications had already been rejected.
Without residence permits, asylum seekers were forced to choose between a supported,
voluntary return to their home country, forced deportation or staying illegally in Finland. The
dilemmas could be divided into seven groups: ambiguous or complete absence of relevant
instructions, lack of support, conflicting values, withholding information, pressure,
discretionary stress, and unjust decisions on asylum applications.
We can conclude that the nature of the dilemmas encountered by the (middle) managers
in this context differed from those usually encountered in the business context (e.g. Likierman
1989; Dukerich et al. 2000; McNeil and Pedigo 2001; Leitsch 2006; Dean et al. 2010).
However, the ethical dilemmas face by the managers in this study shared certain similarities
with those found in the contexts of social welfare and immigration administration (e.g. Kelley
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and Elm 2003; Dunkerley et al. 2005; Banks and Williams 2005; Eggebø 2012, Maylea and
Hirsch 2018). Even though reception centres are not exactly bureaucratic organisations, they
operate under the scope of immigration law and other government institutions, and are
therefore subject to bureaucratic rules and formal justice to a certain extent.
Scholars proposed that managers especially face pressure from both organisation
members and different stakeholders, which often leads to situations where complex, novel, and
ambiguous ethical problems must be solved (Dukerich et al. 2000; Lämsä and Takala 2000;
McNeil and Pedigo 2001; Dean et al. 2010), and our study supports this proposition. The
interviewed managers seemed to face pressure from state agents and from their superiors, for
instance. We can further conclude that the dilemmas encountered were clearly profession
specific and affected by the context in which they emerged.
Jones’s (1991) issue-contingent model assumes that the moral actor must notice the moral
aspects of issues in order to make ethical decisions. Our results showed that various dimensions
were represented in different combinations in the managers’ ethical dilemma situations, and
thus the managers recognised the ethical aspects of the moral issues they faced. For instance,
the managers acknowledged that the decisions made concerning asylum applications were
more or less a matter of life and death for the asylum seekers, which is in line with Kelley and
Elm’s (2003) study on social workers and their interactions with their clients. Although the
managers in our study often felt guilty about and were afraid of ignoring and violating their
clients’ human rights, they usually lacked adequate decision-making/discretionary power in
their dilemma situations due to the highly regulated nature of the context in which they work.
It is proposed that organisational factors have an effect on ethical decision-making (e.g.
Treviño 1986; Messick and Bazerman 1996; May and Pauli 2002; Kelley and Elm 2003; Dean
et al. 2010). For instance Dean et al. (2010) concluded that organisational members might
experience a ‘psychic struggle’, when an action might be organisationally acceptable but
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morally wrong. The managers in our study experienced this kind of struggle because the
instructions they were given were generally accepted (immigration law) but felt morally wrong
and inhumane. This is also in line with Lipsky’s (1980) arguments that street-level bureaucrats
often experience a gap between their own ideals and personal values and those of the agencies
they serve and the government’s policies. Thus, we can conclude that context in this study
plays an important role in ethical decision-making.
Lipsky (1980) also states that the street-level bureaucrats who do not quit their jobs,
successfully develop coping strategies to close this gap. The managers in this study cooperated
with the municipalities to ensure that unsuccessful asylum seekers who stayed on in Finland
illegally received some basic services after the reception services were terminated. Managers
decided to engage in this kind of helping behaviour even though it was not required or
supported by policy-makers. This could be considered a coping strategy to alleviate the weight
of their own moral struggle, as they often felt like powerless mediators.

Theoretical Implications
In this study, Geva’s (2006) typology of ethical dilemmas helped us to determine whether the
dilemmas faced by the managers were ethical in nature, which then led us to examine more
closely the various dimensions of the moral intensity of the moral issues included in Jones’s
(1991) issue-contingent model. The results of the study support Jones’s argument that it is
important to recognise the moral aspects within the issues in ethical decision-making.
However, it seems to us that context may play a more important role in ethical decision-making
than is suggested in Jones’ model, which is in line with previous research (e.g. Treviño 1986;
Messick and Bazerman 1996; May and Pauli 2002; Kelley and Elm 2003; Dean et al. 2010).
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Practical Implications
This study has certain practical implications. When we look at the work done every day on the
grass-roots level in Finnish reception centres we see that managers are put in a rather morally
demanding position: the unexpected increase in the number of asylum seekers led to the need
for changes in legislation and procedures, resulting in ambiguities and a lack of clarity in the
instructions they have to follow. On the other hand, value conflicts are considered inescapable
in certain professions (Lipsky 1980).
We would like to stress that the ethical issues, at least those related to the termination
of services, are linked to broader political decisions, policies and legislation; therefore personal
ethical doubts might always arise – even with clear instructions or collegial support. In this
case, given the profession that is involved, the challenge seems to be a matter of fundamental
types of dilemmas embedded in street-level bureaucracy and discretion in general. Thus, we
hope that the results of this study will make the ethical aspects of managers’ work in the
immigration sector visible and increase the amount of attention paid to them in socio-political
platforms.

Limitations and Proposals for Future Research
The number of interviewees was rather low to start with but dropped even lower after we
decided to exclude one interview from the analysis. Consequently, the results of this case study
can by no means be generalised and their interpretation is limited. Rather, the results should be
treated as specific cases. In the future, a quantitative investigation of the topic would be a
fruitful addition to the qualitative approach we have used in this study.
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It should be remembered that in qualitative studies the role of the investigator is critical,
especially when the results are reported and analysed. That said, there is always room for
interpretation and subjective understanding. In addition, the interviews were conducted in
Finnish and then translated into English, which might have affected the tone of the transcripts
to some extent. We are also aware that this study’s data might have been biased due to the
social desirability effect, as some of the managers expressed their concerns pertaining their
obligation to maintain professional confidentiality. Since the matter we examined was sensitive
in nature, there might have been some kind of moderation of the ethical dilemmas. The results
and conclusions should therefore be considered indicative rather than the absolute truth. In any
case, the results reveal some intriguing information about the ethical challenges that managers
working in this specific sector encounter.
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FIGURE 1

Types of ethical problems (Geva 2006).
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FIGURE 2

Jones’s (1991) issue-contingent model of ethical decision-making in organisations.
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TABLE 1

Interviewees’ level of education, work experience as a manager of a reception centre,
and work experience in the immigration sector.
Interviewee

Education

Experience as a reception

Experience working

level

centre manager

in the immigration
sector

Mary

Bachelor’s

< 1 year

1 – 3 years

James

Bachelor’s

1 – 3 years

1 – 3 years

Alice

Bachelor’s

1 – 3 years

10 – 12 years

David

Master’s

< 1 year

1 – 3 years

Eva

Bachelor’s

< 1 year

16 – 18 years

Paul

Bachelor’s

1 – 3 years

1 – 3 years

Amanda

Master’s

1 – 3 years

1 – 3 years

Peter

Doctorate

4 – 6 years

> 20 years

Mike

Bachelor’s

1 – 3 years

1 – 3 years

Ben

Master’s

7 – 9 years

13 – 15 years
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TABLE 2

Dimensions of moral intensity.

Dimensions of moral intensity

Examples

Magnitude of consequences

‘And this couple didn’t have any immediately lifethreatening illnesses, but (…) which without treatment might
lead to complications. And they had no chance of getting
treatment for these (health problems) without a Finnish
residence permit.’ [David]

Social consensus

‘I have completely shut off my own opinions from this
decision-making and this work, but surely I can go through a
dialogue with myself about the rightness (…), but on the
other hand I can easily make decisions in those situations and
act consistently because the instructions exist.’ [Paul]

Temporal immediacy

‘It is so hectic here (…) that you must have good know-how
about the different kinds of options you’ve got and the law.
(…). Clients’ situations can be very painful, and then, what is
our role and what should we do?’ [Amanda]

Proximity

‘But since you know the person and they’re close to you, then
it’s more difficult to make a decision that seems to you to be
poor.’ [James]

Concentration of effect

‘It’s very clear that I’m doing much more than is required by
the law (…). Although our responsibility has ended, we aren’t
throwing people out onto the streets.’ [Amanda]
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