
INSIDE THE JUDGES’ CHAMBERS: NARRATIVE



legal system arise in asylum cases. Immigration Judges (IJs), to whom the
most complex of asylum cases are referred, hear some of the most repugnant
of these stories. IJs are charged with discerning which asylum applicants
qualify for asylum – a form of legal relief that may be granted in the United
States to people who are unable or unwilling to return to their home country
because of past persecution or a well-founded fear of future persecution on
account of race, religion, nationality, membership in a particular social
group, or political opinion.1 The responsibility to make this determination



ary traumatic stress” (STS)8



Judges reported more burnout than any other group of professionals to
whom the CBI had been administered, including prison wardens and physi-





words) obtained from the survey were transcribed and evaluated using the
constant-comparative method.23,24,25 Briefly, this entailed having two inde-
pendent raters (SL and LT) independently read and code the themes present
in the narratives. The raters compared their codes, and combined similar
codes to develop a list of codes for the entire dataset. When there was
disagreement, the raters discussed these differences in an attempt to find
consensus. A third rater (NK) was available to resolve questions about
combinations of codes or disagreements about labels of codes for narrative



RESULTS







These last three comments also speak to the complexity of the work, which



Unprepared lawyers, likelihood of an Office of Professional Respon-



. . . In conclusion: I would recommend that: 1) judges have 12 hours



of isolation. As stated by Jaffe et al,26 “One of the starkest contrasts arising
from this research is the disconnect between what judges identify as ideal





“Challenges to Esteem”

Esteem was a topic mentioned in some form by twenty-four judges. Major
sub-themes coded under esteem included: lack of respect, criticism, not
understood, and scrutiny.



understood:

Those who provide our oversight and those who provide commentary
and criticism from the circuit courts of appeal have no clue or concern
about the conditions and pressures under which we work.

In my view, the Attorney General’s initiatives and demands on our
court system has created the “poster child” for a hostile work environ-
ment and fueled a media frenzy of criticism from many who have no
meaningful understanding of what we do as judges.

Succinctly touching upon several aforementioned themes (workload, case
completion, scrutiny, and not understood) was this comment:

The major stressors are having to complete a high volume of cases in an
environment of completion goals and under the microscopic scrutiny of
appellate courts which may not understand the pressures the judge faces





More positively:

It’s a tough job. But, overall I greatly enjoy working with asylum
seekers and using my well-developed professional skills to make a



However, there was one dissenting opinion about the impact of trauma:

Hearing about trauma does not bother me, because I have the ability to
do something to help the survivors of persecution.

A theme related to the feeling of being emotionally drained was the
onslaught of stories about how the inhumanity with which people treat each
other.

We have to listen to horrific stories, day in and day out.
Even if the asylum application is fabricated, one nonetheless hears a



My colleagues and I never have time to go out for lunch. We never
leave the building during the day. We have to submit vacation plans a
year ahead of time to HQ to avoid potential conflicts with cases. It



understand on an intellectual level that I am merely applying an



As noted, “psychology/health” was a metacode that was significantly





The issues of time, resources and self-esteem mentioned above are related,
we believe, to our observation that IJs appear to retire from service at the
earliest possible date. In our data, retirement was mentioned twice by judges,
e.g. “The only bright spot on my horizon is that I plan to retire this
summer . . .” and



been published primarily for the benefit of IJs.40 It reviews, for example,
symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder, which include lack of emotional






