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ABSTRACT 

 
Clark, J. R. “Where is the Support?”: Black Men Student Affairs Professionals 
Experiences with Secondary Trauma. Ed. D in Student Affairs Administration and 
Leadership, August 2022, 196 pp. (J. Vianden) 
 
Student affairs professionals respond to college students in crisis on their respective 
campuses on a daily basis. After time, this work may begin to affect the professionals 
negatively and it may lead to the development of secondary trauma (Lynch, 2017). The 
purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore the lived experiences of fourteen 
Black men who serve or have served in student affairs positions that require them to 
respond to students in crisis. The findings indicated that Black men student affairs 
professionals experienced varying amounts of negative effects on their physical and 
mental wellbeing; that they lacked emergency response training and supervisory guidance 
in addition to the negative effects on their mental health. Recommendations for Black 
men student affairs professionals, supervisors of Black men student affairs professionals, 
and the student affairs profession are given. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Two years after having graduated with my bachelor’s degree, I served as a 

residence hall director at a regional comprehensive university in the Midwest. In this 

position, I was introduced to college students’ mental health concerns as I responded to 

many on-call and emergency situations during my time at the institution. Three months 

into my position, I received a call in the middle of the day from resident advisor 

requesting my presence as an emergency was taking place and an ambulance was in 

route. As I headed over to my hall, I was not sure what to expect. What I encountered 

once I entered the room has stuck with me ever since: student death by accidental drug 

overdose. Although I responded to many emergencies during my time at the university, 

and to others since, this specific call has shaped how I have operated in my career. In the 

years following this event, I have often found myself navigating student emergencies 

with a heightened sense of caution and hypervigilance. This, coupled with the many 

experiences of trauma as a Black boy growing up in the Southern and Midwestern United 

States has led me to this dissertation study of exploring how secondary trauma affects the 

wellbeing of Black men student affairs professionals.  

Problem Statement 

Trauma is defined as a person’s emotional response to a deeply destressing or 

disturbing experience (Fugate-Whitelock, 2018). For example, trauma includes being 
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bullied (Idsoe et al., 2021), being the recipient of race-related incidents and 

exposure to police brutality (Aymer, 2016), or experiencing a sports related injury (Kay 

et al., 2019). 

Secondary trauma, also known as vicarious trauma or secondary traumatic stress, 

can be defined as the emotional residue of exposure that individuals take away from 

hearing about individuals’ trauma stories and becoming witnesses to their pain, fear, 

stress, and terror trauma survivors have endured (Figley, 1995, 2002). Secondary trauma 

may manifest as physical and psychological symptoms, intrusive thoughts regarding past 

experiences, and amplified expectations of themselves (Lynch, 2017). 

Much is known about how trauma affects professionals in all types of helping 

professions (Arvay, 2001; Miller & Flint-Stipp, 2019; Pearson, 2012;). Arvay (2001) 

shared that counselors who served trauma survivors in their caseloads tended to show 

signs of posttraumatic stress themselves, and some even self-reported accounts of 

vicarious trauma. Miller and Flint-Stipp (2019) offered that in teacher preparation 

programs, educators were impacted by the difficult circumstances they knew their 

students might be facing after they left school, including dealing with poverty or their 

overall wellbeing.  

Student affairs professionals also experience psychological effects from working 

with students who are going through traumatic experiences (Lynch & Glass, 2020). In a 

study exploring how new student affairs professionals described their involvement when 

responding to distressed students, Collins (2020) found that some felt the encounters or 

experiences left them exhausted as most situations were difficult to deal with. 

Additionally, Collins (2020) shared that some student affairs professionals were affected 
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emotionally when working with students who were dealing with similar experiences the 

practitioner had in the past, such as cutting or suicidal ideation. Though research has 

developed around secondary trauma, there are still major gaps. This includes a lack of 

research focusing on the experiences of Black men student affairs professionals.    

Aside from the stressors on Black men’s mental health and wellbeing attributed to 

working in student affairs and on predominantly White campuses, additional factors 

accompany the challenges of working in the field. For example, Black men deal with 

racial discrimination, institutional racism, and negative encounters with law enforcement 

(Bowleg et al., 2020; Greer & Cavalhieri, 2019; Sellers et al., 2009) -- all of which have 

contributed to inducing stress and mental health concerns. Black men also experience 

racial battle fatigue (RBF) on college campuses, which is described as the stressors 

associated with being Black on a predominantly and historically White campus (Smith et 

al., 2007). RBF and secondary trauma are especially linked for Black men who work as 

student affairs professional as they often work with students who share accounts of 

experiencing RBF on their respective campuses (Smith et el., 2007). Next to their 

professional identities as student affairs practitioners and their racial identity as African 

American, Black men also need to take their gender into account and how it may affect 

them in the context of secondary trauma.  

Watkins et al. (2015) shared that the masculine stigmatization of help seeking 

may lead Black men to ignore the signs related to their own deteriorating mental health. 

Additionally, research shows that Black men experience more adverse life experiences 

such as development of depression and physical traumas than men of other racial 

backgrounds, which ultimately may lead to poorer mental health (Watkins, 2012; 
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Williams, 2003). Since some men are taught at a young age to internalize and bottle up 

emotions, many may be hesitant in their adult lives to seek help for issues that may arise 

and for which they may need professional assistance (Vogel et al., 2011). Furthermore, 

the internalization of self-stigma, which describes the negative views society has on 

mental illness and seeking help, may lead men to feel weak when needing to seek 

counseling or other forms of help. Addis and Mahalik (2003) stated that men are often 

characterized as unwilling to ask for help when they experience life’s problems. Black 

men have long felt alienated when dealing with their own mental health which may leave 

them under-equipped to support the mental health of college students (Lynch, 2020).  

In higher education, much conversation around mental health pertains exclusively 

to college students (Cadigan et al., 2020; Castillo & Schwartz, 2013; Meluch & Starcher, 

2020) and the growing prevalence and severity of student mental health needs has 

strained university counseling centers (Lynch & Glass, 2019). As the needs for college 

mental health services increase, some students are not able to gain access to mental health 

professionals on their own campus. This may lead to student affairs professionals, despite 

not being trained as counselors, shouldering mental health concerns or crises of students, 

specifically those professionals engaged in student life or residence life functional areas, 

in which responding to student physical or mental emergencies is common. Lynch and 

Glass (2019) found that as student affairs professionals’ field more student mental health 

concerns, they may encounter negative effects on their own wellbeing. Aside from 

knowing of the mental health stressors of their students, it is critical that institutions of 

higher education are also keenly aware of the potentially growing mental health 

challenges of their student affairs professionals (Hollingsworth et al., 2009). 
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As members of a helping profession, student affairs professionals have played 

critical roles in the lives of the students on their respective campuses and face myriad 

responsibilities in their work, ranging from crisis intervention, student development, and 

counseling, that take a toll on their personal wellbeing. Laban (2018) stated that student 

affairs professionals must share parts of themselves as professional counsel to students. 

This leads to them responding to issues that may be outside of the realm of their work 

within student affairs.  

While the work of student affairs is a joy for most practitioners, the unmanaged 

stress or mental health concerns is one of the primary reasons for younger professionals 

to depart the field (Raimondi, 2019). This attrition of student affairs professionals has 

long been an issue in the profession (Evans, 1988; Lorden, 1998; Tull, 2006).  The 

reasons why Black student affairs professionals may leave student affairs remains rather 

elusive in the literature. Boggs (2018) found that professionals of color exited their 

organizations for reasons including tokenism, social identity formation, and lack of 

diversity on their respective campuses. Additionally, Black men historically have 

experienced less-than-ideal working norms in their fields of work. Archibald (2019) 

shared that work-related stress for Black men in any profession is a rarely discussed 

topic; yet, Black men continually give their labor to organizations. Archibald (2019) 

shared, 

One of the driving causes of this stress may be the norm adopted within the 

United States that defines masculinity as the ability to successfully work and 

adequately provide for family while having a sense of efficacy and control. Black 

men have been routinely exposed to employment discrimination that included 
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poor working conditions, low wage earnings, lack of job autonomy, and job 

insecurity. (p. 22) 

Work-related stress occurs for professionals in many lines of work, but when Black men 

encounter work-related stress, they tend to bottle it up and “just deal with it” (Archibald, 

2019).  

Microaggressions and discrimination are also factors that contribute to attrition 

and work-related stress for Black men (Williams, 2020). When elaborating on how work-

related stress affects Black men, Williams (2020) shared, 

Sometimes stress will grab you around the neck and choke you until you have no 

air, it sits heavy on your chest feeling like a ton of bricks… it weighs down your 

shoulders like heavy boulders… wreaking havoc on your spirit. Stress kills they 

say… it’s a slow-creeping silent killer. It kills your mood, your hopes, dreams and 

insidiously ravages your mind and body. Sometimes you'll feel like there are only 

two options—implode or explode on everyone at work. Both are unhealthy and 

both are self-destructive. (p. 2) 

As a Black man working in a helping profession, there are many identities we carry daily. 

Abes et al. (2007) shared many factors influence how a person with multiple and/or 

intersecting identities operates in communities of which they are a part. These factors 

include family background, personal identity, and current experiences (Abes et al., 2007). 

As Black men, there could be certain pre-conceived assumptions or perceptions that 

dictate how they arrive in a space. Some of these notions are held by experiences that 

happen while existing as a Black man in our society and with one of the most salient 

accounts being interactions with law enforcement (Hall et al., 2016; Jenkins et al., 2021). 
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As I began this study on secondary trauma in Black men student affairs professionals, I 

was reminded of and reflected on the exchange and intersections of my salient identities 

and those of my Black men colleagues: those of racial background, of gender, and of 

professional socialization, training, and position.  

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative study was to explore the 

phenomenon of secondary trauma in Black men student affairs professionals who 

respond to students in crises at institutions of higher education within the United States. 

This study specifically centered the identity of Black men student affairs professionals as 

I belong to that group of professionals. I sought to understand how the participants made 

meaning of the intersections of gender, race, and professional identities while serving in a 

student affairs helping role.  

Turner and Grauerholz (2017) shared that the lack of Black men in professional 

positions in higher education has had serious implications for students who come from 

marginalized backgrounds. Although there are much fewer Black men working in student 

affairs than their White counterparts, the work done by Black men in the field cannot be 

ignored. Considering the important roles of Black men on PWI campuses caring for and 

mentoring students, particularly Black men students, not enough is known about their 

perceptions of and experiences with secondary trauma (Dancy & Gaetane, 2014; Harper, 

2009; Jackson 2002,). This dissertation study will contribute to the small body of 

literature that seeks to study and understand how Black men higher education and student 

affairs professionals make meaning of those experiences. Additionally, this study will fill 

gaps related to how caretaking shapes Black men student affairs professionals. 
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Furthermore, it is my hope that this research may serve as a model for other professions 

to explore the experiences of the Black men who work in other helping fields such as 

nursing, counseling, social work, or K-12 education.  

Research Questions 

This study was guided by the following research questions: 

1. What are the lived experiences of Black male student affairs professionals who 

have supported students through trauma? 

2. How have these experiences shaped their level of seconday truama? 

Research Design 

This research is intended to extend the work of Dr. Jason Lynch, one of my 

dissertation committee members and expert in the topic of secondary traumatic stress. 

Lynch (2017) suggested that additional research should be conducted to fill the gap that 

exists in understanding population-specific experiences of secondary trauma; as a result, I 

studied Black men student affairs professionals in the context of their lived experiences 

and intersecting identities of race, gender, and professional positions in a helping 

profession. Lynch’s (2017) sample primarily consisted of White, cis-gender, and 

heterosexual student affairs professionals.   

I designed this dissertation study to follow a qualitative methodology. By utilizing 

a critical phenomenological design (Salamon, 2018), I aimed to explore and understand 

how secondary trauma shapes Black men student affairs professionals. To identify 

potential participants, I first administered the Secondary Trauma in Student Affairs 

Professionals Scale (STSAP; Lynch & Glass, 2019) to Black men student affairs 

professionals. I received permission from Dr. Lynch to use this scale in my study. The 
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survey was made available to prospective participants electronically and was distributed 

through various social media sites and email listservs. After the completion of the STSAP 

selection tool I identified 14 participants using maximum variation sampling (Suri, 2011). 

To participate in this study, individuals had to meet the following selection criteria: 

identify as a Black man; have at least one year of experience in student affairs beyond a 

bachelor’s degree; be currently or formerly employed by a student affairs division at an 

institution of higher education; work or have worked in a position that requires 

responding to students in crisis, including but not limited to counseling and testing, 

residence life, student life, or Greek life; and register as having above average secondary 

trauma as determined by STSAP results. 

Once the participants were selected, I asked them to engage in a phase of data 

collection to explore and understand their lived experiences with secondary trauma in 

their lives and in their profession: two in-depth one-on-one interviews lasting 60-90 

minutes. 

I used Zoom to hold, record, and transcribe all face-to-face phases of data 

collection. While not a typical aspect of the phenomenological process, I decided to 

forego any form of reduction and epoche. The decision to forego reduction and epoche 

allowed me to stay fully present throughout the data collection. Zahavi (2019) stated that 

while phenomenological reduction and epoche are key parts of phenomenological 

research, Husserl (1970) made some claims that offered the idea of reduction and epoche 

not being present in all phenomenological studies. This process allowed me to understand 

exactly what Black men in student affairs experiences were as it relates to the 

phenomenon of secondary trauma. Lastly, as I created the thematic analysis from the 



10 

study, I utilized individual perspectives of the participants. I used member checking as a 

trustworthiness strategy to give participants the opportunity to review my initial 

interpretations (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019). 

Throughout the research, my epistemology adhered to social constructivism (Kim, 

2001; McMahon, 1997). Researchers who use the lens of social constructivism attempt to 

understand a social phenomenon from a topic-specific perspective, such as secondary 

trauma in Black men student affairs professionals (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019). As I 

worked to understand the experiences of the participants through this framework, I 

considered the realities of their multiple experiences, perspective, and identities. 

Additionally, it was important that I acknowledged how my own personal experiences 

have shaped my interpretations of the experiences. Lincoln and Guba (2000) stated that 

constructivist researchers are also known as “passionate participants” of their studies. For 

me, this meant finding ways to connect with the participants beyond the depth of the 

research while also sharing their stories in an ethical and truthful manner. 

Conceptual Frameworks 

Despite the traditional rigid, assertive, and competitive masculine socialization 

norms boys and men in the United States have faced for generations, men today may be 

developing along newer and pro-feminist ways, which include exhibiting care and 

empathy for others. Exploring conceptual frameworks that fit these new-found ways of 

being a man, I came upon Bass’s (2016) black masculine caring (BMC) concept, which I 

used as one conceptual lens for this study. BMC highlights how Black men combine their 

masculinity with care to provide direction for the those they work with. Tenets of BMC 

include shedding a light on the great work that Black men educators do when caring for 
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their students. This framework ties directly into my research of understanding the 

caregiving nature of Black men in education or helping professions. Bass (2016) stated 

that Black masculine caring is distinguished from men’s caring due to studies revealing 

that the experiences of Black men are affected by their culture and history. That is, the 

racial and gender identity of the caregiver, in this case Black men, must be taken into 

consideration to understand the position of the caregiver and the service they provide to 

students or clients. The BMC framework allowed me to use an interpretative lens suitable 

for a study on Black men to understand the experiences of participants as they support the 

students with whom they work. 

In addition to the Black masculine caring framework, I utilized the model of 

multiple dimensions of identity (MMDI) to explore the different intersecting identities 

Black men carry daily, specifically race, gender, and their professional identity as student 

affairs practitioners. Jones and McEwen (2000) explained the MMDI as a process of 

depicting a core sense of self or one’s personal identity. There are many factors that 

contribute to the core being of the individual including family background, upbringing, 

socialization and schooling, salient identities, career decisions, and personal attributes. 

Understanding the contextual and core aspects of the identities of Black men student 

affairs professionals allowed me to better understand how they make meaning of the 

work they do on their campuses and the secondary trauma they have experienced in their 

lives and in their profession. As an addition to the original MMDI, Abes et al. (2007) 

introduced the meaning-making filter as a part of the MMDI process. With this, 

individuals can assess their identities, reflect on what they have been taught about the 

identities, and then make meaning of each identity. When reflecting to make meaning of 
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their identity an individual might consider the contextual influences of peers, family, 

norms, stereotypes, and sociopolitical conditions to determine how sense is made of their 

multiple identities (Abes et al., 2007).  

Significance of the Study 

While a relatively large body of research exists on the effects of secondary trauma 

on individuals serving in various helping professions, information on similar impacts for 

Black men or on student affairs professionals remain elusive. This study provided an 

opportunity for Black men in students affairs and those who supervise them to effectively 

communicate about their personal and professional wellbeing as a result of working in 

demanding and stressful positions in the field. The intersectional nature of the study 

enables the findings and implications to be viewed through the lenses of race, gender, as 

well as professional identities. This means that both the participants and their supervisors 

will have a better understanding of how secondary trauma impacts Black men in student 

affairs, how to support and develop them, and how to help them better address or 

overcome the secondary trauma they experience.  

Data derived from this study will be useful in many practical contexts in higher 

education. One of the biggest usages will be for Black men who work in student affairs 

and who try to make sense of the demanding work and the toll it may place on their 

personal and professional wellbeing. Furthermore, the information in this study will be 

beneficial for professional development opportunities, training and curriculum 

development, human resource competencies, and diversity and inclusion practices within 

organizations. While the research focuses on Black men in student affairs, the results will 

relate to other professions, including K-12, higher education administration, educational 
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leadership, and any other helping profession, including counseling education, or clinical 

counseling. Additionally, the results from this study may prove significant in the areas of 

establishing a truer and intentional sense of work-life balance for higher education 

personnel, as well as recruitment, mentoring, and retention of Black men professionals in 

higher education and student affairs. 

This study aimed to contribute to the research on secondary trauma of higher 

education professionals. Although the phenomenon of secondary trauma has long been 

evident in other helping careers (Cieslak et al., 2016; Hendon et al., 2014; Missouridi, 

2017; Whitefield & Kanter, 2014), in student affairs it is only just emerging (Lynch, 

2017). From a theoretical standpoint of significance, studying Black men student affairs 

professionals’ secondary trauma, perceived mental health, self-care, and wellbeing may 

well contribute to new theories or models that are emerging on secondary trauma. I am 

grateful to be leaning on the work of Dr. Lynch to perhaps support and extend his body of 

research in new and instrumental ways, specifically through the study of racially 

minoritized individuals in higher education and student affairs.  

Assumptions, Limitations, and Scope 

  I entered this research with several assumptions about Black men who work in 

student affairs. As I have conceived of this research design, I have found myself thinking 

that this research is not for me, simply due to the personal care and commitment I have 

given myself to take care of my mental health following the events I experienced as a hall 

director. This dissertation study is for Black men who work in student affairs like I do. 

This statement alone sheds light on my biggest assumption about Black men in student 

affairs: I do not think all of them do a good job of taking care of themselves. Although 
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this assumption derives from my personal experience of not taking care of myself during 

a turbulent time in my life and career, I argue this may remain true and constant for many 

Black men who work in student affairs.  

I further assumed that Black men in student affairs are unlikely to seek help when 

dealing with their own mental health issues. These assumptions derive from personal 

experiences and relationships with Black men who work in student affairs that may be 

taxing to one’s mental health. On the other hand, I perceive that, Black men in student 

affairs feel an innate or subconscious obligation to serve students regardless of how their 

own wellbeing may be negatively affected by continuously supporting students through 

trauma. I also have preconceived notions that the employing institutions of Black men 

have provided each participant with very minimal training to support students 

experiencing crisis. Additionally, institutions have not, put effort in the intersectional 

support of serving Black men’s needs in terms of their fit in the organization, in 

understanding their oppression, or in helping them develop healthy habits around 

physical and emotional wellbeing. In short, I assume institutions expect their student 

affairs professionals know how to serve college students; they may fail to expect that the 

student affairs professional knows how to serve themselves in a mental health or 

wellbeing context.  

Delimitations of this study include my decision as the researcher to only study 

participants who are registering as experiencing or having experienced secondary trauma 

as evidenced by the STSAP and who have at least one year of post-bachelor’s experience 

in student affairs. This limits who I will invite to participate in data collection; however, I 

am committed to centering the stories and experiences of Black men who have both 
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experienced secondary trauma and who have enough experience to have encountered the 

emotions, attitudes, and behaviors associated with secondary trauma in their work. It is 

vital that the participants have enough experiences in on-call or emergency-type 

situations within their functional areas to be valuable to this research study.  

This study was limited to Black men who serve or had served institutions as 

student affairs professionals. Although there is an abundance of Black men who work in 

higher education in various positions, this study was intended to be a representation of 

experiences of Black men who respond to students experiencing crisis. This is likely 

limited to functions on college campuses that include residence life, Greek life, or student 

life. Rarer are situations in which academic or career advisors, international student 

support staff, or multicultural support staff serve in emergency-response roles; however, I 

did not exclude those professionals should they have had these experiences that aligned 

with the research.  

Role of the Researcher 

I identify as a Black man student affairs professional who has worked with 

students in crisis for over eight years. I currently serve as the assistant dean of students 

and director of leadership and engagement at a large public research university in the 

Midwest. Before this position, I served as the director of student life at a Midwestern 

community college, as the director of volunteerism and service-learning and area 

coordinator for residence life at a Midwestern private liberal arts college, and as an 

admission counselor at another Midwestern private liberal arts college. Since discovering 

the deceased student in my role as hall director in my first position after my baccalaureate 

degree, I have developed a heightened sense of care when dealing with student or 
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institutional emergency situations. In my current work I am often reminded of this 

experience in subtle ways such as walking across campus and seeing students that 

resemble the deceased student or even working with students who share the same first 

name. In all subsequent residence life positions, I have assumed following the first 

residence director position, I have made sure to be transparent with supervisors regarding 

my beliefs related to wellness checks for students. In those conversations I was always 

open about my lived experience finding the deceased student and how my mental health 

was affected by it. Furthermore, I am clear on how that situation traumatized me, which 

led to conversations around protocols for entering rooms when performing student 

wellness checks. Although I would prefer to never experience a similar situation, I would 

rather experience it than one of my staff members.  

While not all my traumatic experiences began during my work in student affairs, 

they are still some of the most profound in my life to date. As a child growing up in 

Pensacola, Florida, I was also exposed to several instances of what I now know was 

trauma which continue to affect the ways in which I navigate my life. From growing up 

in an impoverished and crime-ridden community to engaging in physical violence at an 

early age, many aspects of trauma were present in my childhood. Although I am never 

ashamed of my upbringing, I appreciate the opportunities presented to me to remove 

myself from the environments that were not conducive to my personal success and 

growth. In the end, my childhood experiences have also contributed to experiences of 

secondary trauma. For me, secondary trauma has manifested as anger and less frequently 

as avoiding situations I presume will lead to difficult or unsolvable outcomes.  



17 

In my current role, I am tasked with supporting professionals in the work they do 

for students as well as their personal and professional development. I directly supervise 

three associate directors, two assistant directors, two coordinators, and one administrative 

assistant. This group of direct reports is made up of six professional (2 men and 2 

women) who are white, two (1 man and 1 woman) who are African American, and they 

all have been in higher education ranging from 4 to 25 years. While I do not have the 

frequent communication with students in my current position that I had in the past, there 

are still some instances when my past experiences with students in crisis arrive. I 

acknowledge that my experiences from working in student affairs has shaped and 

informed my thinking and biases related to the topic. I intend to be open-minded as I 

interact with relevant literature related to the topic, as well as the participants of the 

study.  

Definitions of Key Terms 

 Throughout this study there will be several key terms used to comprehend the 

content associated with the study. 

Black masculine caring is a framework created to examine the leadership styles of 

Black males working in high-poverty settings, the work demonstrates that men have the 

capacity to be caring leader (Bass, 2019).  

Bracketing is a method used by some researchers to mitigate the potential effects 

of unacknowledged preconceptions related to the research (Tufford & Newman, 2010). 

  Burnout is a result of individuals who are exposed to trauma, fear or uncertainty, 

loss of economic security or position, and anger over diminished control or circumstances 

(Baker, 2012).  
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Compassion fatigue refers to the emotional and physical exhaustion that can 

affect helping professionals and caregivers over time (Figley, 1995, Mathieu, 2012).  

Racial battle fatigue is defined as the social-psychological stress response 

associated with being an African American at a historically white institution (Smith et al., 

2007).  

Secondary trauma is an indirect exposure to trauma through a firsthand account or 

narrative of a traumatic event (Zimering, 2003). 

 Secondary traumatic stress is used to describe the phenomenon whereby 

individuals become traumatized not by directly experiencing a traumatic event but by 

hearing about a traumatic event experienced by someone else (Bride, 2012).  

Chapter Summary 

In this chapter, I introduced the phenomenon of secondary trauma experienced by 

Black men student affairs professionals. As discussed, research around secondary trauma 

related to student affairs professionals is at its beginning. In the following chapters, I will 

highlight in more depth the points touched in this chapter. Chapter II will offer a review 

of literature on the different types of traumas, Black men in mental health, and highlight 

the consequences of working in student affairs. Chapter II will also outline, in more detail 

than above, the conceptual frameworks of Black masculine caring (Bass, 2016) and the 

MMDI (Abes et al., 2007). Chapter III will outline the constructivist epistemology and 

phenomenological methodology, sampling strategies, data collection and analysis, as well 

as trustworthiness strategies and considerations for ethics.  
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

This chapter provides a review of the literature relative to different types of 

trauma and secondary traumatic stress. I explore racial identity and the varying 

experiences that may impact Black men and Black men student affairs professionals 

including systemic racism, police brutality, campus racial climates, and racial battle 

fatigue. As I work to explore the profession of student affairs, I first highlight the 

identities of those who work in helping professions and the links to their own mental 

health. Additionally, I explore the trauma that occurs from working in helping 

professions and how that can lead to burnout and compassion fatigue if not cared for 

properly. This chapter wraps up with highlighting the theoretical frameworks used for 

this study, Black masculine caring (Bass, 2016) and model of multiple dimensions of 

identity (Abes et al., 2007). 

Trauma 

The American Psychological Association (2013) defined trauma as “an emotional 

response to a terrible event” (p. 1). Psychological trauma is continuing to develop into an 

often-studied concept in the academic community, in the mental health field, as well as in 

the mass media (Alton, 2020; Newman, 2006; US Department of Veteran Affairs Center 

for PTSD). Kleber (2019) offered that “traumatic events involve the confrontation with 

war, violence, disasters, sudden loss, serious illness, and other overwhelming and 

disturbing events” (p. 1). These events happening in the world are constantly featured on 

media sites and TV channels, potentially exposing individuals to instances that could 

develop into secondary trauma.  
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Much like in other contexts in our world, trauma manifests in student affairs in 

different forms. Student affairs professionals deal with many student challenges that 

manifest as trauma ranging from uncivil behaviors to alcohol and drug abuse (Mathers, 

2010). Storrie et al. (2010) found that more than 51% of students reported dealing with 

mental illness or a traumatic experience prior to college. As a result, it is likely that when 

college students arrive on campus they have already experienced some form of trauma 

throughout their adolescent years. Not all students or staff will develop mental health 

disorders; however, this does not mean they may not suffer from symptoms associated 

with trauma (Kleber, 2019). 

Physical Trauma 

The National Institute of General Medicine Science (2018) defined physical 

trauma as a serious injury to the body. As a part of life some humans are prone to injury 

simply due to activities, they might participate in. Physical injury can either be gruesome 

or can easily heal; some injuries happen by chance (e.g., car accident), others could occur 

because of calculated risks (e.g., skydiving accident). For Black men this could be 

involvement in sports or being a victim of violence. Richardson et al. (2016) found that 

once a Black man is a victim of violent physical trauma the chance of the trauma 

reoccurring is great. Violent trauma recidivism is defined as multiple hospitalizations for 

harm (Richardson et al. 2016) which Black men encounter at rates as high as 50% after 

their first violent injury. Over the last decade, violence and violent injury have gown to 

be a major public health crisis for Black men (Richardson et al., 2016). 

Black men in the United States are disproportionally impacted by traumatic 

injuries (Jiang et al., 2017; Richardson, 2016). A Black man who has a traumatic injury is 



21 

also likely to experience some form of mental health concerns ranging from depression to 

post traumatic stress disorder (Jiang et al., 2017). Black men who endure physical 

traumatic injuries may also display some of the same side effects as individuals who hear 

secondhand accounts of the trauma their peers have experienced. When studying Black 

men who had experienced intentional acts of injuries leading to trauma, one of the main 

contributing factors of their emotional response revolved around a perception of 

helplessness or feeling less than a man for seeking the help (Jiang et al., 2017). Black 

men who survive an intentional injury, such as being shot for example, are more likely to 

know the person who carried out the assault which could lead to a more disturbing battle 

with the traumatic experience (Jiang et al., 2017).  

Rich and Grey (2005) shared that a violent injury is a major cause of disability 

and death among young Black men in the United States. For Black men between the ages 

of 15 and 24, homicide was the leading cause of death. Even with a decline in homicide 

rates in recent years, violent injury still harms Black men (Rich & Grey, 2005). While 

physical trauma is not always directly associated to the developments of mental traumas, 

mental disabilities do arise for Black men and often can cause other issues such as 

crippling health debt (Rich & Grey, 2005) incurred from visits to healthcare 

professionals. For those who seek medical attention, once they leave the hospital or 

provider, they often return to the same communities where violence continues to happen 

around them. Rich and Grey (2005) stated that although we do not know much about 

what the men do to protect themselves when they reenter those environments after 

dealing with violence, or what their ability to reconstruct safety is following these 

injuries, we do know that they are emotionally traumatized. 
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Secondary Trauma and Secondary Traumatic Stress 

The student affairs field consists of professionals who are innately driven by their 

desire to assist others, specifically college students (Clement, 2011; Guthrie et al., 2005). 

The work of student affairs professionals is also considered a helping profession much 

like social work, education, and counseling (Reynolds, 2011). Student affairs 

professionals gain education and development through graduate preparation programs, 

national professional associations, and institutional professional development programs. 

Yet, there has been a consistent lack of attention given to the psycho-emotional effects 

working in student affairs may have on the professional. In the last two decades, 

researchers in the field of higher education and student affairs have begun investigating 

secondary trauma and secondary traumatic stress and their effects on those who work in 

the field (Bride et al., 2004; Lynch, 2017). While most literature on secondary traumatic 

stress is conceptual in nature, there has been a rise in the number of empirical studies in 

the literature (Bride, 2005).  

By creating the Secondary Trauma in Student Affairs Professionals Scale 

(STSAP), Lynch and Glass (2017) described the different types of stressors student 

affairs professionals encounter while working with students through various crises and 

traumas. Within the STSAP scale, Lynch and Glass (2017) shared that symptoms of 

secondary trauma may include the following: 

• avoidance: avoiding internal or external reminders associated with the 

traumatic event 

• intrusive thoughts: recurring thoughts, dreams, or flashbacks associated 

with the traumatic event 
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• arousal & reactivity: reckless behavior, concentration issues, sleep issues, 

hypervigilance 

• negative alteration to mood or cognition: amplified negative beliefs of 

expectations of oneself or others, persistent negative emotional state, 

detachment, disinterest in activities. (p. 1) 

The intention of the STSAP is to assess respondents’ self-reported presence or 

susceptibility of the four symptoms listed above, which are closely tied to stress-induced 

mental health disorders. The STSAP tool is not intended to be a diagnostic instrument, as 

mental health professionals are needed to diagnose individuals. However, Lynch and 

Glass (2017) suggested that after completion of the tool, professionals and their 

organizations will possess a greater understanding of personal wellness which could 

potentially encourage individuals to seek professional attention.  

Secondary traumatic stress results from experiencing first-hand injury or stress or 

hearing the accounts of traumatizing experiences endured by a significant other, such as a 

partner, friend, or student. Bride et al. (2004) offered that secondary traumatic stress is 

the stress resulting from helping or wanting to help a traumatized or suffering 

person. When conversation began around secondary traumatic stress, much of the data 

pertained to the different occupations associated with direct care within the healthcare 

industry. Those in the field of healthcare are tasked daily with caring for individuals who 

may be experiencing some form of trauma (Canfield, 2019; Meadors et al., 2010). As 

traumatic stress studies have grown, it has become increasingly obvious that the effects of 

traumatic events extend beyond those directly affected. Some scholars have suggested 

that professionals who work with the field of student affairs would have complete 
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unanimity on the shared experiences of secondary trauma with our counterparts who 

work in healthcare. Acknowledging this, researchers in the field of student affairs worked 

to create a secondary traumatic stress scale (STSS; Bride et al., 2004). The STSS 

instrument prompts participants with a range of questions to determine the level of the 

impact working with a traumatized person has on them. Sample items on the STSS 

include: “I felt emotionally numb,” “reminders of my work with clients upset me,” “I had 

disturbing dreams about my work with clients,” or “I wanted to avoid working with some 

clients” (Bride et al., 2004). The STSS differs from the STSAP in that, the STSAP scale 

look specifically at how those who develop secondary trauma from their work in student 

affairs., whereas STSS can be administered to an individual from any discipline who 

might have been exposed to trauma from their work. 

Lynch and Glass (2019) argued that student affairs professionals increasingly act 

as first responders to student crises, and, over time, this may lead to the attrition of 

professionals in higher education. Bride et al. (2004) shared that secondary traumatic 

stress is one reason why many social workers and other human services professionals 

leave their fields. Although healthcare and student affairs are two separate fields, much of 

the experiences surrounding caring for patients and students are similar. Professionals in 

both fields love the work they do and the services they can provide, but too often these 

services result in the mental health of the professional being ignored. The empathetic 

relationships built with students and patients are commendable; yet, the natural effects of 

the student and patient relationships result in the professional being emotionally impacted 

by the trauma, which then may evolve into secondary trauma. The buildup of secondary 

stress and the constant notion of “being on” may lead some professionals to burnout more 
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quickly. Newell and MacNeil (2011) shared that secondary traumatic stress and burnout 

equate to a phenomenon called “compassion fatigue.” Secondary traumatic stress is 

perceived as occupational hazard for those providing direct services to the traumatized 

population (Bride, 2004; Figley, 1999). 

Burnout and Compassion Fatigue in Student Affairs 

Like secondary traumatic stress, the definition of burnout has varied among the 

disciplines of counseling and social psychology. Galek et al. (2011) defined that burnout 

results from the development of “the confluence of institutional and interpersonal sources 

of work stress” (p. 634) and may manifest as a direct result of unmanageable and toxic 

work environments. Compassion fatigue has generally been understood as the reduced 

capacity and/or interest in being emphatic and is the natural behavior and emotion 

resulting from being aware of a traumatizing experience by another person (Carter, 

2019). According to Figley (1995), burnout can affect an individual both professionally 

and personally. Individuals experience symptoms that can lead to serious health 

problems, such as fatigue and physical depletion, difficulties sleeping, chronic headaches, 

substance abuse, and depression to name a few (Figley, 1995). From a professional 

standpoint, burnout can lead to depersonalization, as burnout leads individuals to be 

discouraged and having a lesser sense of self. All thing that can interrupt the individual’s 

physical and mental capacities. Furthermore, it leads to individuals leaving their 

respective professions. 

In higher education, both new and seasoned professionals are leaving the field. 

Marshall et al. (2016) stated that new professionals leave for many reasons ranging from 

supervision problems, lack of mentoring, lack of professional development, and lack of 
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preparation from graduate programs. When speaking with seasoned professionals who 

had exited the field of student affairs, 53% felt their levels of burnout were high and 63% 

said their stress levels were high (Marshall et al., 2016). Researchers also found excessive 

hours and burnout/exhaustion to be well documented among student affairs professionals 

(Marshall et al., 2016). In their study exploring attrition in student affairs, Naifeh (2019) 

found that not only did professional leave their jobs due to work-related reasons, but 

there was also personal reason that led them to leave at high rates as well. Personal 

reason ranged from balance within work and life, their transition into their position based 

off what level they were transitioning at, and lastly stress that developed from the work 

they were doing (Naifeh, 2019). 

Most who enter the field of student affairs do not completely understand all that 

will be required of them daily. For some, student affairs is a profession they have aspired 

to be in for a while. For others, it may be a career they stumbled upon. No matter what 

led them to the field, student affairs professionals face challenges and triumphs 

constantly when working with students. Stoves (2014) shared that some consequences 

resulting from compassion fatigue in higher education include “emotional exhaustion, 

depersonalization, and disconnection, which ultimately lead to poor job satisfaction and 

burnout” (p. 4).  

This in addition to the many other factors that play into the overall experience as a 

student affairs professional lead some to depart the field. As mental health concerns 

among students on college campuses continue to rise, it is plausible that compassion 

fatigue among student affairs professionals will also rise. Raimondi (2019) shared that 

student affairs professional often mimic the work of nurses and social workers in their 
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care for students as they help them navigate emotional distress. Unlike their peers in the 

nursing field, student affairs professionals do not perceive their students as suffering, 

which leads to shouldering an inadequate amount of the secondhand experiences from 

students.  

For Black men student affairs professionals, burnout and compassion fatigue may 

be present when helping college students deal with their mental health or other crisis; 

however, Black men often simply push through and handle their responsibilities of the 

job (Archibald, 2019). Turner and Grauerholz (2017) found that Black men who work in 

student affairs feel that they must sometimes go the extra mile to be recognized in their 

work. This coupled with the innate belief from Black men’s socialization that we as 

Black men are naturally born caregivers is what pushes Black men who work in student 

affairs to persist no matter how hard it is or how tired they are, which ultimately impacts 

them negatively in the long run.  

Racial Identity 

Systemic Racism 

Systemic racism includes the policies and practices that subject people to unfair 

treatment based on their race (e.g., BIPOC individuals) while giving others an advantage 

due to their race (e.g., White individuals). Systemic racism is prevalent in all fields 

including medicine (Carryl, 2021; Dryden & Nnorom, 2021; Ngwa, 2021; Vaughn & 

Elam, 2021;), education (Barber et al., 2020; Bertrand, 2012; Legere, 2020; Muhammad, 

2018), as well as business and industry (Elsbernd, 2020; Jackson, 2020; Sisco, 2020). 

Although there are people in positions of power who can work diligently to mitigate 

systemic racism, it continues to exist and thrive within the systems of our society, 
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including in higher education. Feagin (2006) stated that a central problem within the 

United States is that the system of racial oppression is unwilling to die. Feagin (2006) 

also shared that 

White-on-black oppression is systemic and has persisted over several centuries 

without the broad and foundational racial transformations that many social 

analysts suggest should have happened. Because of its power and centrality in this 

still racially hierarchical society, white-on-black oppression has shaped 

considerably all other types of racial oppression that whites later developed within 

this still white-controlled society. (p. 7) 

Fifteen years later, the U.S. continues to struggle to grasp the idea that one 

specific racial identity of people should not be superior to others. In the era of 

#BlackLivesMatter and #AllLivesMatter, the struggle to understand the former led many 

to focus on the latter without much warrant. Like other professions, medical doctors have 

considered what their role is in helping debunk systemic racism. Evans et al. (2020) 

shared that our country’s long and troubled past of racism permeated the physician-

patient relationship with mistrust. Evans et al. later shared, 

To engender trust in what they would like to see as a “post-racial” society, some 

U.S. clinicians proclaim that they “don’t see color.” But color must be seen. By 

looking through a racially impervious lens, clinicians neglect the life experiences 

and historical inequities that shape patients and disease processes. They may 

inadvertently feed the robust structural racism that influences access to care, 

quality of care, and resultant health disparities (p. 274).  
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While the medical field continues to fight systemic oppression, they aren’t alone in 

working to better their environments. College campuses also find themselves working to 

establish a climate on campus that is welcoming of all. 

Campus Racial Climate 

The climate on campus can play a significant role in the comfort and sense of 

belonging a student might experience while on campus. For decades college campuses 

have been breeding grounds for racial tension amongst students on their campuses 

(Garibay et al., 2020; Salz & Trubowitz, 1998; Stotzer & Hossellman, 2012). Although 

colleges and universities are working tirelessly to ease the tension on campus, Salz and 

Trubowitz (1998) shared that the problems colleges face are a result of what our nation’s 

first colleges looked like over 200 years ago. When higher education began in the mid-

17th Century, the nation’s first campuses were built for White men by White men. While 

colleges are revamping their campus racial dynamics (Johnston-Guerro, 2016) students 

are also doing this work in the on- and off-campus. As hate crime and bias incidents on 

college campuses increase (National Center for Education Statistics, 2020), college 

administrators must develop plans to stop this systemic problem. In 2017, many 

Americans witnessed White nationalists on the campus of University of Virginia march 

proudly with torches and inciting what would turn out to add to what has already been a 

deadly White nationalism movement for years (Cohen, 2019). Nelson (2019) shared that 

Despite the abundance of evidence demonstrating that hate crimes and bias 

incidents are on the rise, limited reporting options suggest that many of these 

actions could go unrecorded. While anonymous online reporting mechanisms can 

be problematic in some spaces—the discriminatory profiling of students of color 
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and students with disabilities is a persistent problem on college campuses—they 

are important in the context of hate and bias incidents. (p. 1) 

The racial trauma students experience on campus contributes to the ever-growing 

numbers for mental health concerns of college students. When the recipients of a hate 

crime on campuses are students of color, they may be hesitant to report an incident due to 

lacking confidence of how their university will respond or a result of not having trust in 

the staff or faculty. With a critical lack of professionals on college campuses who look 

like them, BIPOC students may be handling their concerns internally. Mwangi et al. 

(2018) found that when Black students have race-related experiences at PWIs, being able 

to connect with mental health professionals of color or staff is key. In the current political 

state on college campuses and in adjacent communities, antagonistic White students 

(Vianden, 2020) may feel especially empowered to disrespect and oppress members of 

communities of color. Given the correlation between racial trauma and mental health 

concerns, college campuses are taking matters into their own hands of fighting the racial 

tension on campus. For Black men on college campus this might mean serving as the 

main point of contact when students of color may be experiencing racism.  

Racial Battle Fatigue  

Racial battle fatigue is a result of exhaustion and stress associated with racial 

microaggressions that cause Black people to experience many different forms of mental, 

physical, and emotional strain (Smith et al., 2006). Racial battle fatigue as a framework 

examines the following social psychological stress responses: frustration; anger; 

exhaustion; physical avoidance; psychological or emotional withdrawal; acceptance of 

racist attributions; resistance; and verbally, nonverbally, or physically fighting back 
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(Smith et al., 2006)—all of which may be associated with being a Black man on 

historically White campuses. Throughout history, Black people have been asked to work 

within a White-imposed narrative and culture or endeavored to counter the narrative 

developed by a White European society (Acuff, 2018). This also includes Black faculty 

and staff at higher education institutions, as the system of higher education was 

historically created for White men. 

Patton and Catching (2009) shared that Black faculty have been underrepresented 

for a long time at PWIs and often deal with racial hostility, lack of scholarship 

opportunities, and academic isolation. In their study around Black faculty unrest on 

college campuses, Kelly et al. (2017) found that due to hostile racial climates created by 

institutions, Black faculty are also placed in positions to prove their worth, or legitimacy 

of academic discipline and professional practice. In addition to this, Black faculty 

members are often forced to prove their credibility both amongst students and their peers.  

Student affairs professionals who currently work in the field during the era of the 

#BlackLivesMatter movement have shared accounts of racial battle fatigue ranging from 

students evaluating them harsher than their white peers or being keen to openly showing 

disrespect and/or challenging their authority (Acuff, 2018). Many have had to hide their 

true feelings surrounding the movement due to fear of retaliation or dissent from their 

white peers and students. A balancing act that is tough to navigate, but important to keep 

control of their livelihood. Hurtado (1992) offered, “the instances of overt racial conflicts 

can no longer be viewed as aberration or isolated incidents but rather indicators of a more 

general problem of unresolved racial issues in college environments and in society at 
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large” (p. 540). The culmination of these acts perpetuate exactly what racial battle fatigue 

is, a constant drainage of the mental capacity of Black men. 

Twenty-nine years after Hurtado’s (1992) publication, college campuses are still 

experiencing many of the same incidents of racial microaggressions and overt racism. It 

is important to highlight the impact racism and microaggressions have on Black people 

on college campuses. The direct stress associated with racism has been proven to have a 

drastic effect on self-esteem, satisfaction of life, and health (Husband, 2016). For Black 

student affairs professionals, the on-going experiences of racial battle fatigue on campus 

may diminish their ability to care for students in need or to take care of their own mental 

health. Coupling the demands of the work in student affairs with racial battle fatigue and 

facing microaggressions, Black professionals have a responsibility to be intentional in 

efforts to sustain personal wellbeing (Husband, 2016). Furthermore, Black men student 

affairs professionals have an added burden of responsibility as they must shake the 

stigmas that might be associated with taking additional steps to care for themselves, 

which Black men may not be accustomed to doing (Turner & Grauerholz, 2017). 

Identities of Helping Professionals 

Student affairs professionals are vital to the success and operations of college 

campuses. While some institutions place greater importance on the role of student affairs 

professionals than others, their contributions to the development of students cannot be 

ignored. The core of the work in student affairs is collaboration and relationship building 

(Turner & Hazley, 2018). As the field continues to evolve, it is important that institutions 

continuously support the professional preparation of those working in the field and the 

on-going development as they progress through their careers (Ozaki et al., 2014). Better 
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support and preparation of professionals could likely curb the stressors that are associated 

with their roles. Although the work on college campuses is about the success of students, 

paying attention to the student affairs professionals doing the work is equally important. 

This includes understanding the way identities and experiences impact student affairs 

professionals. 

Black Men and Mental Health  

Watkins et al. (2015) shared that Black men in the United States face a 

disproportionate burden of preventable morbidity and mortality rates compared to other 

groups. Morbidity is the result of suffering from a disease or medical condition, whereas, 

mortality is being a subject of death. Watkins et al. (2015) shared that when compared to 

other groups, Black men die seven years sooner and have higher rates of unemployment. 

While Black men experience ample health concerns, mental health challenges tend to be 

least-often talked about and most stigmatized among Black men (Ward & Besson, 2013). 

Black men tend to have more adverse life experiences than any other group of men; 

subsequently, they also possess poorer mental health (Watkins et al., 2006). Many men 

are socialized to believe they are invulnerable to illness and that asking for help is a sign 

of weakness (Hawkins et al., 2010). This socialization coupled with the “macho” mindset 

instilled in many Black boys is one of the main reasons many Black men experience 

struggles around mental health in adult life.  

Black men’s lack of attentiveness to their health may not exclusively be 

associated with being Black but with their masculinities that affect their awareness or 

participation in their own health. Watkins et al. (2010) shared that men are less likely 

than women to seek help for a variety of mental and physical health issues, including 
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seeking medical advice. When exploring the reason why Black men may be hesitant to 

actively care for their health, many researchers point towards their upbringing, potentially 

reduced economic and healthcare resources, and overall lack of knowledge surrounding 

physical or mental health (Ward & Besson, 2013). Black men tend to live in or come 

from environments riddled with poverty and where economic opportunities lack due to 

social inequalities and racism. Understanding their role in society, Black men tend to 

struggle when they are unable to achieve the social norm of being a good provider, 

supportive significant other, or obtaining productive employment (Matlon, 2010). 

Depression may be a direct result of the internal battle associated with not feeling enough 

in these areas. Hammond (2012) noted that not only do Black men ignore their mental 

health, it is also widely ignored by society.  

Trauma in Helping Professions  

The relationship between people who need help and those who can offer it has 

been documented for many years. Professional helpers—or those who work in helping 

fields such as education, social work, public service, and counseling—are individuals 

who have committed their lives and careers to be of assistance to others. Greaves (2019) 

shared that in a constantly changing world, there are individuals whose sole purpose is to 

aid others. Throughout their lifetime, an individual has likely benefited in some form 

from the work of a helping field professional. For those who may not have specifically 

sought out the work of a helping field professional, it is likely they experienced the work 

of one as social workers are tasked with putting together anti-bullying programs, 

guidance counselors providing resources for students in need, and school administrators 

are always lending a listening ear.  
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Within the helping professions, clinical work and non-clinical work exist 

(Greaves, 2019) and both are critical to the progression of the clients receiving the help. 

As I shared earlier, professionals in helping fields often offer the unwavering support to 

those with whom they work; yet this often takes place at the expense of their own 

personal wellbeing. Some researchers introduced the term emotional resilience as an 

important concept to aide professional helpers in their quest to look after themselves 

while being of assistance to their clients (Grant & Kinman, 2014). Grant and Kinman 

(2014) defined emotional resilience as “the ability to ‘recover’ from adversity, react 

appropriately, or ‘bounce back’ when life presents challenges” (p. 24). McDonald et al. 

(2012) furthered the idea that emotional resilience is an important quality for helping 

professionals. Possessing the quality of emotional resilience will allow professionals to 

adapt to working conditions that are hard to manage, stay atop of the emotional demands 

of the work, improve wellbeing, and allow them to have room for growth professionally. 

In the context of higher education and student affairs, those serving in helping 

fields are ones who work daily in student support offices and roles. Many times, the 

people in these roles are entry-level professionals. Raimondi (2019) shared that even 

though professionals have obtained master’s degrees, they may not be fully equipped to 

take on the multiple stressors that come with the role, in addition to managing the 

evolving relationships with students.  

What should be the greatest time of their lives as new college students enter 

college campuses for the first time, many college educators notice that a large percentage 

of students arrive on campus with emotional challenges and psychiatric disorders 

(Iarovici, 2014). Lynch and Glass (2019) offered that the growing prevalence and 
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severity of student mental health needs has put a strain on university counseling centers. 

As counseling centers continue to be overwhelmed and the needs for mental health 

services on college campuses increases, some students are not able to be seen by campus 

mental health professionals which then leads to student affairs professionals shouldering 

the concerns of the student. A resident director may respond to a reported student suicide 

and an academic advisor may hear first-hand accounts of war from a student veteran with 

PTSD struggling with concentration in the classroom (Lynch & Glass, 2019).  Even 

though student affairs professionals are trained to handle these concerns, most graduate 

programs do not prepare new professionals on how to identify the mental health issues 

that may arise for themselves. For student affairs professionals, learning how to balance 

the natural challenges and stress that university life presents while supporting students’ 

mental health proves a difficult tightrope to walk (Burnwell, 2018).  

Self-care in Student Affairs Positions  

Barnett et al. (2007) stated that individuals who practice self-care improve their 

subjective wellbeing and their focus on how to obtain positive life outcomes. Self-care is 

an important tool that student affairs professionals may not use enough in their daily 

routines. Burke et al. (2016) asserted that when considering self-care and overall 

wellness, student affairs professionals should understand the importance of being aware 

of the mind and body. Like other industries, higher education functions like a business, 

and employees on the front line, usually entry-level student affairs professionals, are 

often placed in positions where the idea of taking time for themselves may be at odds 

with the goals of the organizations. This leads to student affairs professionals overlooking 

the most important aspect of our duties: taking care of themselves (Miller, 2016). 
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Creating balance and utilizing self-care must make the shift from being viewed as a 

luxury in student affairs and begin being considered as a necessity for professionals in the 

field. Every day, student affairs professionals go to work and interact with students and 

families—each of whom bring a unique set of expectations, wants, and needs related to 

their special role at the institution (Miller, 2016). 

On some campuses, Black student affairs professionals are also tasked with 

navigating the murky waters of dealing with microaggressions while working with their 

respective students. Miller et al. (2018) found that as diversity educators strove to create 

balance within their work, they often faced feelings of burnout. Some participants shared 

that they found it difficult to separate their personal identities from the topics they were 

leading discussions on, which ultimately led to fatigue and disengagement. Through this, 

leaning on other cofacilitators served as a key piece of self-care. Establishing the support 

and trust of the peers made a stark difference and helped with the professionals’ overall 

wellbeing and emotional labor (Miller et al., 2018). 

Burke et al. (2016) acknowledged that given our work in the helping field of 

student affairs, when fully engaged in helping others, professionals sometimes forget to 

care for themselves. Burke et al. (2016) introduced mindfulness as a vehicle to practice 

self-care for student affairs professionals. Mindfulness is a process of being fully present 

in the moment, suspended from judgment or correction and starting with a simple 

awareness of one’s body and thoughts (Kabat-Zinn, 2003). Burke et al. (2016) found that 

student affairs professionals who engaged in mindfulness practices found them beneficial 

and became more self-aware.  
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While research is limited regarding self-care tactics for Black men in student 

affairs, some studies are available in other professions that speak to the importance of 

Black people’s newfound willingness to engage in mindfulness and yoga practices. 

Owens (2017) found that some Black men who engage in mindfulness and apply it at 

their place of work are more present and able to deescalate stressful situations. For Black 

men who work in student affairs, instituting these practices could be one of many coping 

mechanisms that will aid in the longevity of being active in the field while also reducing 

instances of burnout.  

Theoretical Frameworks 

Black Masculine Caring 

 Black masculine caring (BMC) is described as the study of African American 

leaders and their operationalization of ethic of care within their practice as educational 

leaders. In a pursuit to understand the way in which Black men leaders care for the 

students they are tasked with leading, Bass (2016) interviewed K-12 educators who 

served in roles ranging from assistant principal to assistant superintendent. Bass 

highlighted the key tenets of the BMC framework in the following way: 

Black male school leaders want to be associated with caring, but they feel the 

need to mask their caring because of stereotypical societal and occupational 

expectations. They take pride in their caring roles, they view themselves as father 

figures, they have a spiritual identity and strong connection to their spirituality, 

they believe that actions should follow caring, past success fueled future actions, 

and they practice rough love as care. (p. 368)  
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The fact that caring, an essential aspect of humanity, had not been explicitly considered 

to be a trait possessed by Black men was alarming to Bass (Bass, 2016). Although the 

BMC model seems to have not been applied to the context of higher education, this 

model aligns perfectly with the understanding I hope to develop while exploring the work 

Black men student affairs professionals do caring for students. While accounts of Black 

men’s leadership exist in the literature, caring is not usually associated with Black men 

nor their leadership. Bass (2016) used the BMC model to explore the ways in which 

Black men care in two different sectors: BMC in schooling and BMC in fatherhood, 

spirituality, and historical traditions.  

Given the lack of research available on Black men and caring, Bass (2016) 

explored the many factors that contribute to the depiction of not viewing Black men as 

humans who are able to care for and about others. In their findings, Bass (2016) pointed 

out much detriment, primarily including the negative imagery of and about Black men as 

threats due to their racial identity or physical appearance by police or “good deed” 

bearing Whites. Bass (2016) shared that connotations of “Black man” typically included 

images of a tough or aggressive individual.  

With Black male leaders mainly called on to be authoritative within education 

systems, it tends to be a surprise when they exhibit caring characteristics as well. Bass 

(2016) found that Black men sometimes felt a disconnect with societal expectations and 

their desire to be caring leaders. Black men are often frustrated by these racial and gender 

stereotypes, yet they still work to care for the people they are charged with serving. 

Although the feeling of societal disconnect may not be a reality for all Black men student 

affairs professionals, the surface level stereotypes are a commonality.  
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 Given the limited scholarship surrounding Bass’s (2016) theory of BMC, I sought 

to find other examples of Black leaders characterized as both masculine and caring. 

Givens et al. (2016) found that while Black men are perceived to be hard and lacking 

emotion, Black men educators in their study worked tirelessly to disrupt this stereotype. 

Whether it was having intentional and direct conversations with students about emotional 

expressions or creating an environment welcoming of emotion sharing, these instructors 

worked to show the beauty in vulnerability (Givens et al., 2016). For Black men student 

affair professionals, the act of being both masculine and caring can arrive in many 

situations ranging from working with male students through a mental health crisis to 

mourning in community the loss of a fellow community member. Black men need to 

learn that showing signs of vulnerability is acceptable and society needs to shed its 

stereotypical and racist views that Black men are incapable of caring. 

Model of Multiple Dimensions of Identity  

Jones and McEwen (2000) developed the model of multiple dimensions of 

identity (MMDI) to understand the construction of personal identity and the influence of 

changing contexts on the relative salience of the intersection of an individual’s multiple 

social identities. MMDI explores how contextual roles—family background, 

sociocultural conditions, current experiences, and career decisions and life planning—and 

core roles—personal attributes, characteristics, and identity—impact an individual’s 

identity journey (Jones & McEwen, 2000). 

Although early developments of MMDI focused on the meaning making that students’ 

have while on college campuses given their respective identities, Abes et al. (2007) stated 
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that professionals should also seek to understand the capacities in which they and their 

students operate in: 

The role of meaning-making capacity enables educators to see students more 

effectively as they see themselves by understanding not only what they perceive 

their identity to be. Knowing the relationship between meaning-making capacity 

and identity perceptions provides professionals who work with college students a 

deeper awareness of how students understand themselves. In turn, this knowledge 

allows professionals to be more effective in engaging in meaningful and 

individualized educational partnerships with students to help them develop a more 

complex understanding of their identity and the power associated with defining 

identity for oneself. (p. 19) 

For Black men student affairs professionals having the ability to fully understand the 

students you are working with, expands the repertoire of skills needed to establish trust 

and effectively support the student. 

The development and theorization of multiple identities started within the scope 

of the women’s and gender studies literature. Early on, feminist scholars studied how the 

aspects of multiple identities, such as race and social class, created varying experiences 

for women (Abes et al., 2007). Although there is a gap in the research related to Black 

men and MMDI, Stewart (2008) found that one of the most common struggles for Black 

students with multiple identities is choosing whether they will embrace or abandon their 

oppressed identities. For Black men student fairs professionals, this might translate to 

having to hide their true selves depending on the individuals they are interacting with or 

not showing hurt in situations that might be emotionally taxing. Having to negotiate when 
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professionals need to be on or off can be damaging and have negative effects on mental 

and personal wellbeing. Stewart (2008) stated, 

The emotional toll of identity negotiation was apparent [in the participants]. 

Frustration, anger, resignation, passivity, confusion, and hope were all emotions 

that the students expressed as they discussed situations in which they had to pick 

and choose certain aspects of their identities to showcase to others. These 

comments demonstrate the ways in which these students had to negotiate their 

identities for certain audiences in certain situations. (p. 199) 

Stewart (2008) also shared that student affairs practitioners who work with Black college 

students must recognize that students are deeply aware of the multiple identities they 

possess and do not only think of themselves from a race and gender standpoint. While at 

different stages in life than the Black students on their campuses, Black men student 

affairs professionals also are aware of the multiple identities and navigate them 

consistently in their work. 

Given the gap in research as it relates to Black men in student affairs examining 

their self-perceptions, using the MMDI model will allow the participants of my study to 

understand the preconceived assumptions and stereotypes that might be placed upon them 

simply because of their gender and race. In my study, the participants will have some 

similarities, yet their dimensions of identity will vary. With this, using the MMDI model 

as a framework to help participants make meaning of their experience positions the 

researcher to maximize the time spent exploring the phenomenon of secondary trauma 

and how it affects Black men student affairs professionals.  
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Chapter Summary 

This chapter explored some of the many facets of trauma and the impacts it has on 

Black men student affairs professionals. Throughout the chapter I looked at psychological 

and emotional trauma, compassion fatigue, Black men and mental health, the mental 

health crisis on college campuses, burnout in student affairs, racial battle fatigue, and 

self-efficacy as a conduit for secondary trauma. There is a lack of research in higher 

education regarding secondary trauma and its impact on the professionals in the field, and 

an even lesser amount pertaining to Black men. In the next chapter, I provided a detailed 

description of my research design and methods I used to investigate the phenomenon as it 

relates to Black men.  
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CHAPTER III 

METHODS 

The purpose of this critical phenomenological qualitative study is to understand 

the lived experiences associated with Black men who serve as student affairs 

professionals and respond to students in crisis. This chapter provides an overview of the 

research questions, the study’s epistemology, research design and critical 

phenomenology, methods, data collection and analysis, ethical considerations, and 

methodological limitations and delimitations. 

Research Question 

In seeking to understand the phenomenon of secondary trauma in Black men student 

affairs professionals and their associated lived experiences the following research 

questions guided this study: 

1. What are the lived experiences of Black male student affairs professionals 

who have supported students through trauma? 

2. How have these experiences shaped their level of seconday trauma? 

Epistemology 

      The present dissertation study is grounded in the epistemology of social 

constructivism. Mastin (2008) stated that constructivism is the result of human social 

experience and knowledge.  Jones et al. (2013) shared that when establishing an emphasis 

on understanding and an individual lived experience, that emphasis is viewed as 

constructivist interpretation. As I explored the phenomenon of secondary trauma 

experienced by Black men who work in student affairs, I sought to understand their 

holistic viewpoints and experiences. In my participants, three salient identities will 
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intersect: their racial identity as African Americans, their gender identity as men, and 

their professional identity as student affairs practitioners. As mentioned in Chapter II, the 

MMDI (Abes et al., 2007) explains that individuals make sense of their own experiences 

at the intersections of their identities and their environments. Social constructivism takes 

this intersection into consideration, acknowledges the subjectivities and experiences of 

individuals, and requires us to study these by exploring multiple participant perspectives 

(Lynch, 2017). While constructivist perspectives are not always critical in nature, they 

allow for the analysis of voices, experiences, and meaning making of the participants 

with whom they work. Most importantly, social constructivist studies shed a critical light 

on those whose experiences are not properly or proportionately represented in research, 

including Black men in helping professions (Jones et al., 2013). 

Research Design and Critical Phenomenology 

Tracy (2010) shared that “good qualitative research is relevant, timely, 

significant, interesting, or evocative” (p. 840). In my dissertation study, relevance, 

timeliness, and significance all are implied by the focus on Black men student affairs 

professionals who experience secondary trauma in their work in higher education. A 

qualitative research design was most suitable for this study as it provided the best 

opportunity to share the lived experiences of the participants in the study. Bloomberg and 

Volpe (2019) stated that “qualitative research involves the collection, analysis, and 

interpretation of narrative and visual data to review the phenomenon of interest” (p. 45). 

In my study, the phenomenon of interest is secondary trauma and how Black men student 

affairs professionals perceive their experiences with race, gender, and their professional 

identities including responses to students in crisis. By using a qualitative design, I 
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identified the themes that were shared among the participants of the study as well as 

discussed the essence of experiencing secondary trauma for Black men student affairs 

professionals. 

Given my desire to understand the lived experiences of the participants, this 

research was guided by a critical phenomenological methodology. Bloomberg and Volpe 

(2019) offered that phenomenology is not only description, but also an interpretive 

process in which the researcher interprets the meaning of the lived experience. Although 

the researcher plays an important role in understanding how the lived experiences 

connect the participants, Vagle (2014) suggested that these lived experiences can appear 

and manifest differently depending on the individual. For the participants in my study, 

this meant that they had different reactions to secondary trauma or had different ways in 

which they internalize their trauma. Furthermore, phenomenology allows the researcher 

to develop understanding of the specifics of the experience or phenomenon as opposed to 

solely relying on theoretical or secondary sources (Husserl, 1970; Vagle, 2014).  

Many scholars have contributed to the development of phenomenological 

research. Smith et al. (2009) stated that Martin Heidegger first challenged existing 

theoretical thinking related to phenomenology as he argued researchers should use their 

prior knowledge about the topics as they researched phenomena of interest. Smith et al. 

(2009) shared that Heidegger’s approach of not completely blocking out (or bracketing) 

prior knowledge was coined as hermeneutic, or interpretive, phenomenology. Walker 

(2020) explained that interpretive phenomenology allows researchers to study the 

experience of participants and understand how their encounters make meaning of their 

world through experiences of marginalization. Given my interest in understanding the 
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lived experiences of Black men who work in student affairs and who encounter 

secondary trauma, this method of phenomenology aligned well.  

Critical phenomenology combines interpretive phenomenology with viewing 

lived experiences through the lens of critical race theory (CRT). Thus, it combines the 

historical foundational phenomenological approach with the traditions of critical theory 

(Walker, 2020). Gunther (2013) noted that critical phenomenology is a method rooted in 

first-person accounts of an experience prior to intersubjectivity.  

 CRT is a theoretical framework that also serves as an analytical tool (Sandles, 

2020) and it is compromised of the following tenets:  

• Centrality of race and racism in society 

• Challenge to dominant ideology 

• Centrality of experiential knowledge 

• Interdisciplinary perspective 

• Counter story telling 

• The commitment to social justice (Sandles, 2020, p. 71) 

In this study, I used CRT as a lens that allows me to better understand the experiences of 

the Black men participants as well as a method to better share their stories. The two main 

tenets of critical race theory for the purposes of this study are experiential knowledge and 

counter storytelling. Experiential knowledge is the knowledge one gains from a lived 

experience (Given, 2008). Through these experiences, individuals develop a worldview 

of and construct how they operate given the lived experience. Yosso (2005) stated that 

counter stories challenge society’s denial of the ongoing challenges faced through the 

lived experiences of people of color. Furthermore, counter stories allow the constant 
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dominant narratives and cultures to be interrupted in hopes of creating space for those 

who are unrepresented are come from marginalized backgrounds. Williams (2004) shared 

that counter story telling presents opportunities to explore race when race seems 

invisible. Counter stories can be told by the individual whose experience it is or can be 

told on behalf of that individual through narrative. Solorzano and Yosso (2002) shared 

that data gathered from the research process, existing literature on the topic, an individual 

professional experiences, and personal experiences are key to counter stories (p. 34). 

Pairing both critical phenomenology and critical race theory will allow me to 

understand the experiences of the Black men in my study while also using this platform 

to center and uplift their stories. Thus, this dissertation study aimed to fill significant gaps 

in the research about Black men student affairs professionals. Cornelius (2013) argued, 

Black professional men deserve attention; there is small body of research focusing 

exclusively on Black men and their career development. The studies that focus on 

both African American men and women collectively are helpful, but they fall 

short in distilling the distinct career development experiences of African 

American men. (p. 446) 

Similar to what Cornelius (2013) suggested, the research around Black men student 

affairs professionals and their experiences with secondary trauma is non-existent. 

Exploring the identity of Black men relative to their social standing and cultural 

expectations fits perfectly within this framework.  
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Methods 

 The following section outlines the methods I used in my study, including 

sampling procedures, research sites, data collection and analysis, ethical considerations, 

and trustworthiness. 

Sampling Procedures  

  I used criterion and maximum variation sampling to recruit participants for this 

study (Suri, 2011). Criterion sampling involves selecting cases that meet some 

predetermined criterion of importance (Patton, 2001). In my study, the predetermined 

criterion was to be a Black man who works or worked as a student affairs professional. 

Additionally, to become a participant, Black men student affairs professionals must have 

also experienced a recognizable level of secondary trauma. In maximum variation 

sampling participants are selected based on their ability to match with the widest array of 

the phenomenon being studied. Patton (2015) stated that this method identifies important 

common themes or patterns that cut across variations or diversity of participants. 

Maximum variation in this study consisted of varying the participants’ institutional types, 

length of time within the student affairs profession, position level, functional area, and 

age. All this data was collected in addition to the STSAP questions. 

To ascertain the level of secondary trauma in potential participants and as a 

sampling criterion, prospective participants were asked to complete the STSAP survey. 

To be invited for full participation after the completion of the survey, the following 

criteria had to be met: 

• Identify as a Black man 
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• Have at least 1-year of professional experience in higher education or student 

affairs beyond their bachelor’s degree 

• Work or have worked in a position where you responded to students in crisis, 

including but not limited to counseling and testing, residence life, student life, or 

Greek life  

• Be or have been employed by an institution of higher education  

• Register as having above average secondary trauma as determined by the STSAP 

results 

In total there were 100 individuals who completed the STSAP screening tool. Of 

the 100, 36 registered a secondary trauma score that was above average (3.0 or higher). 

The average score of all 100 respondents was 2.86, with the 14 participants having an 

average score of 4.4. The average age of the 100 respondents was 35, with the average 

age of the 14 participants being 33. Additionally, the average amount of years in the field 

for the 100 respondents was 8, with the average for the 14 participants being 9.   

I attracted the participants who fit the selection criteria by using three different 

recruitment procedures. First, I called on my network of Black men colleagues I have 

worked with during my time in student affairs. I reached out to these men via email to 

assess their interest in participating in this study and their willingness to complete the 

STSAP. Second, I posted recruitment messages in the following Facebook groups: Alpha 

Phi Alpha Fraternity, INC. – Alpha’s In Education, BLKSAP (Black students affairs 

professionals) and Sticks and Stones: Community for Black Male Educators in K-12 and 

Higher Ed. Through these groups, I recruited participants by sharing my research topic 

and call for participants in the forum posting on the page. Third, as I continued to need 
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participants, I attempted snowball sampling and expert nominator sampling. This entailed 

asking current participants and others within my professional and personal networks to 

share my participation and recruitment information with individuals in their circles who 

might fit the participant profile and who might have been willing to complete the STSAP 

survey.  

The STSAP tool was developed to establish an understanding of the impacts 

secondary trauma has had on student affairs professionals. I sent the link to complete the 

STSAP survey electronically to prospective participants. The STSAP tool was created by 

Dr. Jason Lynch (2019) who is also one of my dissertation committee members and 

mentors of this study. I asked prospective participants to complete the instrument online 

within one week of receiving the survey. After the potential participants completed the 

survey, I analyzed the results with assistance from Dr. Lynch. It is important to note that 

the STSAP tool is quantitative; however, I only used it to  gauge the level of secondary 

trauma of the prospective participants. Completion of the STSAP survey was mandatory 

if participants wished to be considered for the next phase of data collection, following the 

survey. After analysis of the survey results, I invited 14 of the 36 respondents who 

showed above average levels of secondary trauma on the STSAP for the qualitative 

portions of the study. 

 Research Sites 

 There was a total of 14 research sites represented in this study. Institutions 

represented several geographic regions (Western, Southwestern, Midwestern, 

Northeastern, Southern, Southeastern) throughout the United States. Of the 14 institutions 
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represented, 1 of the institutions was a community college, and the other 13 were public 

4-year institutions. Enrollment at the institutions ranged from 3,000 to 41,000. 

Data Collection  

 Bloomberg and Volpe (2019) stated that “analysis in phenomenological research 

proceeds from the central assumption that there is an essence to an experience that is 

shared with others who have had a similar experience” (p. 106). Data collection allowed 

me to get to this essence by studying 14 Black men student affairs professionals who 

have experienced secondary trauma in their lives and through their work in student 

affairs.  

To fully capture information shared from the participants, I recorded both video 

and audio from interviews held via Zoom. Firmin (2008) shared that audio capturing is 

one of the most used methods when studying the lived experiences of participants. This is 

especially important for my study as I will want to be sure I am correctly documenting 

the experiences the participants are sharing with me. I collected the data through 

interviews that were held over approximately two months.  

 Individual Interviews 

After completion of the STSAP screening tool, I invited participants to schedule 

two individual interviews that were held between 3 to 4 weeks following the analysis of 

the STSAP survey. The individual interviews were held virtually and ranged from 60 to 

90 minutes using Zoom. All interviews were recorded and transcribed using the Zoom 

software.  

 The in-depth interviews were semi-structured (Dempsey et al., 2016). Semi‐

structured interviews are one of the most common types of interviews in qualitative 
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design (Holloway & Wheeler, 2010). When using semi-structed interviews the 

participants are given the freedom to express their thoughts in their own terms which 

promotes authenticity of the individual lived experience of the phenomenon under study. 

In phenomenological research van Maanen (2016) encouraged conversational 

interviewing. Semi-structured interviews rely on the participants to reflect and revisit 

their experiences with the phenomenon.  

Semi-structured interviewing also entails creating a question protocol for the 

interviews that is loosely set before the interviews begin. Additionally, the interviews 

were structured using the Seidman (2006) model. The first interview will focus on life 

history. To fully understand the participant and their experience with the topic, I asked 

questions that required the participants to recall their childhood, upbringing in families 

and schools, transition to college and the student affairs profession, and experiences that 

may have caused traumatic stress. Below are some of the questions that I asked all 

participants during the first interview. 

1. What led you to working in the field of student affairs? 

2. How were your experiences with student affairs professionals who served you 

while you were in college? 

3. What training and professional preparation have you received around supporting 

students through crisis? 

4. What mentorship have you received on handling your own mental health? 

5. Think about your life before becoming a student affairs professional. What have 

been some of the most defining moments? 
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6. Please tell me about your experiences with racism throughout your life. How 

about in your role as a student affairs professional? How have these experiences 

shaped you? 

Following the first interview, participants were invited to participate in a second 

interview and were asked some of the following questions.  

1. How has responding to student experiences trauma affected your own wellbeing 

2. What has been a personal impact of you supporting students through trauma?  

3. What has been your most challenging experience from working with student who 

was in crisis? 

4. What coping strategies have you used to improve your own wellbeing? 

5. What has been your experiences with seeking help because of the taxation from 

working with students’ experiences trauma? 

6. What steps do you take to care for yourself after working with students in crisis? 

7. Please recall your first or most important experience responding to a student who 

was experiencing a trauma? What was that like for you? What did you learn? 

8. How has the intersection of your race and or gender impacted your wellbeing 

when it comes to supporting students with trauma  

Data Analysis 

 Phenomenological reduction, or epoche, requires the researcher to establish 

boundaries as related to the phenomenon under review and dismissing assumption about 

the study (Linsenmayer, 2011). Tufford and Newman (2012) stated that bracketing is 

used when the researched had preconceptions that might taint or effect the research 

process. Given my familiarity with the research topic, I used bracketing throughout the 
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analysis process to be sure my interpretation of the data is not clouded by my 

presumptions surrounding the topic. Tufford and Newman (2012) added, 

Given the sometimes-close relationship between the researcher and the research 

topic that may both precede and develop during the process of qualitative 

research, bracketing is also a method to protect the researcher from the 

cumulative effects of examining what may be emotionally challenging material. A 

lengthy research endeavor on an emotionally challenging topic can infuse the 

researcher with its inherent challenges, render continuing research an arduous 

endeavor and, in turn, skew the results and interpretations. (p. 81) 

Bracketing was limited to the analysis process (Giorgi, 1998) as I decided to fully engage 

with the participants in all other phases of data collection. 

In efforts to stay true to the analytical process, I deployed multiple methods of 

bracketing. Glaser (1998) encouraged memoing as a form of bracketing that will lead 

researchers to important insights about the research. When analyzing the information 

gathered from the interviews, I utilized open coding to categorize the concepts that will 

make up the main headings and subheadings for the themes that derive from the study. 

Price (2010) stated that  

Open coding is the initial conversation between researchers and the voices, 

actions, and events of their raw collected data. It requires a high degree of 

researcher intuition and theoretical sensitivity. It is by nature a rigorous and 

painstaking process of analyzing or translating, word for word, raw data into 

usable theoretical or conceptual chunks or categories. (p.156) 
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In my analysis, I open coded the interviews, looking for consistent data to develop 

themes that would further explain the phenomenon through the experiences of my 

participants. 

 Turley et al. (2016) stated that imaginative variation is aimed at developing in 

greater detail the structures of experiences more saliently and it is best described as a 

psychological experience. The researcher when using imaginative various intends to 

consider the phenomenon from different perspectives (Turley, 2016). For Black men, this 

could look like changing their worldview to reflect that of a peer of a different race or 

imagining existing in a space where they didn’t have to take precautions due to their race. 

I used imaginative variation throughout the analysis of the data analysis to be sure each 

viewpoint of the participants was viewed through multiple lens.  

Ethical Considerations 

 Bloomberg and Volpe (2019) argued that “as researchers, we are morally bound 

to conduct our research in a manner that minimizes potential harm to those involved in 

the study” (p. 200). As the researcher, I was responsible for communicating with all 

participants the reasoning for completing the research, their rights related to participating 

in the research, and providing assurance that all sensitive information will be protected. 

Prior to engaging with the individual interviews, all potential participants completed an 

informed consent form which informed them of the risks and benefits associated with 

participating in the study (Appendix B). Additionally, I understood the possibility of re-

traumatization associated with reliving experiences. In the instance that a participant was 

retraumatized after sharing accounts of lived experiences, I was prepared to remind the 

participants of the options extended to them regarding opting out of the study. Although 
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this is a sensitive topic, the benefits of undertaking sensitive research must outweigh the 

risk (Dempsey et al., 2016).  Incentives were provided for participants who completed all 

steps (STSAP screening tool and two interviews) of the data collection.  

Anonymity and Confidentiality 

I exercised anonymity in this study by allowing participants to select the 

pseudonyms they preferred to be associated with their experiences. Bloomberg and Volpe 

(2019) stated that this is an important measure to ensure participants cannot be identified. 

Additionally, the institutions associated with both me as the researcher and the 

participants will be assigned pseudonyms.  

 Bloomberg and Volpe (2010) explained that “fulfilling the ethical duty of 

confidentiality is essential to building and maintaining the trust relationship between 

researcher and participants and contributes to the overall integrity and trustworthiness of 

the study” (p. 202). Given the sensitive nature of the study and information discussed in 

interviews, I obtained an external hard drive and secure flash drives to store all interview 

recordings and transcripts. As the researcher, I guaranteed all participants that 

information shared through the study would remain confidential. Informed consent was 

used throughout the study. Any material shared from the study will only be done, with 

the written consent of the participants. Throughout the data collection, all participants 

were encouraged to operate with confidentiality. 

Trustworthiness 

To ensure the trustworthiness of data and conclusions, I took several measures in 

the research process and during data collection, analysis, and reporting. 

Credibility 
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In qualitative research, credibility seeks to assess and ensure that the researcher 

has accurately represented the information gathered from the participants of the study. 

Although the researcher may have understood the participants encounters with the 

phenomenon under exploration due to their own lived experiences, credibility allows the 

researcher to explain the patterns and themes in the research that the outsider may not 

understand. Bloomberg and Volpe (2019) shared several strategies for researchers to 

ensure credibility, including journaling, prolonged fixed engagement, thick descriptions, 

triangulation, and member checking. In efforts to ensure credibility in this study, I used 

the following trustworthiness strategies. First, journaling allowed me to hold myself 

accountable with not allowing my pre-assumptions around the research topic to disrupt 

my thinking and understanding of the information collected from the participants. 

Journals were written electronically on a password secured device. I made entries 

following each interview with participants. The journal entries contain reflections form 

the interview as well as reflections on my experiences that may pertain to the 

conversations. Second, using the varying views of the different participants allowed me 

to use triangulation to gain a comprehensive view of the phenomenon on secondary 

trauma and Black men. Finally, after the completion of the data analysis, I utilized 

member checking to cross reference with the participants that the information they shared 

throughout data collection is accurately interpreted in the data. This entailed sharing 

developments of the research with the participants. 

Dependability 

Dependability is implemented to be sure the researcher can adequately track all 

steps of the research process (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019). I maintained both intellectual 
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and physical audit trails throughout the research process. Carcary (2009) shared that “in 

developing an audit trail, a researcher provides an account of all research decisions and 

activities throughout the study” (p. 15).  In developing and maintaining the intellectual 

audit trail, I documented (through voice recordings and journaling) all decisions and 

evolutions of thoughts that lead me to making decisions related to the research process. 

The physical audit trail was maintained by documentation of all stages of the 

phenomenological methodology decisions. While simple, these methods of audit trailing 

are useful strategies for determining trustworthiness of a qualitative inquiry (Carcary, 

2009).  

Confirmability 

 In qualitative research, objectivity is never the goal of the researcher. However, it 

is important that the findings from the study are a result of the research, rather than the 

biases of the researcher (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019). Even though Ihad preconceived 

assumptions about the research topic because of my own lived experiences, it is 

important that I was transparent through the process to keep my assumptions independent 

of the information being gathered form the participants. To assess this throughout the 

study, I kept voice and written memos as I to established trustworthiness in the study 

findings. 

Transferability  

In this study, transferability was achieved through purposeful sampling and 

detailed information about the topic. Bloomberg and Volpe (2019) suggested that 

qualitative researchers must work to convey a fit or match between their context or work 

and other context as interpreted by the reader (p. 205). Transferability should not be 
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confused with generalizability in quantitative research. Qualitative research does not aim 

to generalize findings from one set of participants to a larger population. Additionally, 

Bailey (2010) shared that catalytic validity is used to determine whether the research has 

achieved its goal of creating change for the topic at hand. I will aim for catalytic validity 

to ensure findings that move readers to reflect on and perhaps change their practice in 

ways to benefit Black men student affairs professionals.  

Methodological Limitations and Delimitations 

Phenomenological research presents limitations that relate to generalization of the 

phenomenon. Additionally, participants of the study were asked to recollect on past 

experiences of traumas to understand how they may impact how they arrive in the study 

as well as in the respective roles. With this, there was a chance that information gathered 

through recollection could lead the participants to being selective in what they share with 

the researcher depending on the sensitivity of the information. A limitation is that the 

participants of this research are Black men. Furthermore, the Black men were to be 

individuals who work within student affairs and not just any field within higher 

education. Lastly, I assumed that the participants accurately reflected their experiences in 

the STSAP survey, and interviews.  

The main delimitation of this study is my preference in engaging with 

professionals who worked explicitly in student affairs as opposed to other higher 

education disciplines. This study and method looked exclusively at Black men who work 

in student affairs and the information gathered in this study is not intended to generalize 

the experience of all Black men who work in student affairs positions, but only seeks to 

understand the phenomenon among the participants of the study. 
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Chapter Summary 

This chapter highlighted the research methodology I consult in this study as I 

review the phenomenon of secondary trauma and its impact on Black men student affairs 

professionals. Throughout this chapter I also addressed the assumptions I will bring into 

the study, both related to the topic and the participants. I detailed the limitations that exist 

given the design of the research and methodology used to complete the study. I gave an 

overview of the expected sampling criteria that participants will meet before being 

allowed to partake in the study, along with the data collection, data analysis, and 

trustworthiness procedures.  
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS 

This phenomenological study explored the experiences of Black men who work 

as student affairs professionals and who support college students through crises. The 

following research questions guided this study: 

RQ1: What are the lived experiences of Black men student affairs professionals 

who have supported students through trauma? 

RQ2: How have these experiences shaped the Black men student affairs 

professionals level of seconday truama? 

Through open and axial coding (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Price, 2010), I identified 73 

codes that examined the ways Black men student affairs professionals were impacted by 

working with students in crisis. I reduced the 73 codes into 22 larger categories. These I 

eventually moved together into the following six themes: lack of training on working 

with students through trauma; lack of support on how to manage emotions after working 

with students through traumatic situations; student death and suicidal ideation; inability 

to step away from work after crisis response; negative impacts on own mental or physical 

health; and, facing Black national events while Black. 

This chapter introduces the participants of this study as well as outlines and 

details the themes I identified from the data. Each participant was interviewed two times 

ranging from 60 to 90 minutes in duration. Additionally, each participant completed 

member-checking (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019) to ensure their experiences were 

accurately reflected in the findings of this study.  
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Participant Profiles 

 To better understand the findings, I begin with an introduction of the 14 

participants who shared their experiences. The participant makeup presents great 

diversity in experiences with secondary trauma, career background, and personal and 

professional upbringing. All participants identified as Black men who currently work or 

had worked in student affairs and who serve or have served in roles that require them to 

respond to students in crisis.  

Table 1 lists each pseudonym the participants chose for themselves as well as 

functional areas in which each participant serves and the participants STSAP score. Ages 

of the participants ranged from 24 to 40 with a median age of 33. The participants ranged 

from entry-level to senior-level professionals, and were spread out among the Western, 

Midwestern, Southwestern, Southern, Northeastern, and Eastern regions of the United 

States.  

Any indicator, such as specific region, name of participant, and type of institution 

that could be used to identify the participants has been altered to ensure confidentiality. 

Given the small population of Black men working in student affairs, I removed all 

identifying information. Yet, each profile provides an accurate account about the 

participants and their experiences in the context of this research study. 
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Table 1 

Participant Demographics  

Pseudonym  Age Career 

Level 

STSAP 

Score 

Years in 

Profession 

Functional 

Area(s) 

Institutional 

Type 

Jerome  30 Senior  5.1 7 Multiple Public 

Rio  37 Senior   5.1 13 Multiple Community 

Malcolm  39 Middle 4.05 12 Advising  Public 

Nate  33 Senior 4 7 Multicultural Private 

Jesse  24 Entry  3.9 2 Multicultural Public 

Lupe  33 Middle 4.1 6 Multicultural Public 

Derrick  28 Middle 4.05 5 Multicultural Public 

Rahim  40 Senior  4.05 12 Multiple  Public 

Lindsey  32 Senior  4.05 8 Multicultural Public  

Ray  33 Middle 4.3 6 Housing Private 

Donnie  39 Middle 4.55 16 Activities Public  

Calvin  31 Middle 4.8 4 Multicultural Public 

Luke  40 Senior 4.9 18 Conduct Public 

Caleb  27 Entry 4.75 3 Housing  Public  

  

Jerome  

Jerome is a senior-level student affairs professional at a large research institution 

located in the Midwest that serves more than 19,000 students. Jerome has recently moved 
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from a traditional student affairs role to one housed within an academic unit. When 

talking with Jerome about what led him to working in student affairs, he shared:  

I didn’t even know that student affairs existed prior to attending college. My first 

introduction to the work was getting connected with peers in the Black student 

association and becoming an orientation leader. Although I was very active in my 

major, I found that my experiences within my student services roles on campus 

left me feeling the most fulfilled, which led to me choosing student affairs as my 

career path. 

 Jerome also credited his mentors for the support that led him to this profession. As 

someone who has encountered serving many students through crisis, Jerome shared that 

these instances certainly played into his decision to leave his traditional student affairs 

role. Although he still handles student crises such as working with students through 

academic conduct issues or students who are experiencing financial hardships, they are 

much different than before. Jerome’s score of 5.1 on the STSAP scale stemmed primarily 

from working with students through death of loved ones, bias and discrimination 

incidents, sexual violence, and suicidal ideation or attempts.  

Rio   

Rio is a senior-level student affairs professional at a community college in the 

Southwest U.S. that serves more than 2,900 students. Rio has over 10 years of 

experiences and oversees multiple functional areas within student affairs on his campus.  

When asked what led him to working in student affairs, Rio shared, 

I didn't come from a family with a college-going background. To start off my 

college career, I enrolled at a local community college, [and] during my freshman 



66 

year I happened to go to the financial aid office, as I needed money for books. 

When I was there, they started telling me about work-study, and asked if I wanted 

a role in their office. I shared that if it was going to help me, I am in. From that 

day, my trajectory in higher education was set. 

Rio found himself working in various positions within student affairs and credits those 

diverse experiences getting him his current position. Rio shared his least favorite 

traumatic situation to work through with students is domestic violence. This seemed to be 

connected to his experiences as a child, during which he witnessed his mom face 

domestic violence. This experience left a lasting impact on him. Rio’s score of 5.1 on the 

STSAP scale stemmed primarily from working with students through domestic violence, 

family issues such as divorce, life threatening illnesses or injury, and severe mental 

health episodes. 

Malcolm  

For more than 10 years, Malcolm served as a mid-level administrator at various 

institutions throughout the United States. Given the demands of working with crisis 

response, he has since shifted to working on the academic side of higher education. 

Malcom’s current institution serves over 18,000 students. When speaking with Malcolm 

about what ultimately led him to departing the field, he shared: 

I was not well. I had begun to neglect my health, both physically and mentally. I 

often found myself thinking about the way working with people in crisis would 

linger and always be on my mind. Being someone who grew up in a lot of chaos, I 

didn't make the connection with how I wanted to manage chaos because I felt like 
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I was almost an expert in chaos without really thinking about the ways that over a 

period, chaos become damaging to me. 

Since his departure from working in crisis response roles, Malcom has been able to 

reclaim his time and focus on his health. Malcolm’s score of 4.05 on the STSAP scale 

stemmed primarily from working with students through physical assault, homelessness 

and food insecurity, sexual violence, and suicidal ideation or attempts. 

Nate  

Nate is a senior-level student affairs professional with seven years of experience 

at a private college located in the Northeast that serves over 4,000 students. When 

speaking with Nate about what led him to work in the field of student affairs, he shared, 

My undergraduate career was rooted in having fun.  I didn’t know what path I 

would take, but I was fortunate to get connected with one of the only Black men I 

had ever seen in a position of leadership on campus. He began to teach me things 

about higher education, and that ultimately led to me seeking a career in the field. 

Nate shared that although working with students through trauma can be taxing, he 

ultimately finds it to be his calling, especially when working with young men of color on 

his campus. Nate’s score of 4.0 on the STSAP scale stemmed primarily from working 

with students through death of loved ones, domestic violence, bias and discrimination 

incidents, sexual violence, being witness of traumatic events, and suicidal ideation or 

attempts. 

Jesse  

Jesse is an entry-level professional at a public regional institution located on the 

East coast that serves over 16,000 students. Jesse has worked in student affairs for two 
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years and has already experienced several student crises. When speaking with Jesse about 

his start in student affairs, as well as his experience with the professionals who supported 

him as an undergraduate, Jesse credits his then supervisor for encouraging him to 

consider a career in student affairs: 

I had supervisors who spoke to me about their admiration for how I not only 

challenged them, but others around me, acknowledging that I had a gift of being 

able to solve issues, work on teams, and effectively care for those around me. 

During my junior year I was set on going the psychology or business route. 

However, the persistence of those professionals forced me to give student affairs a 

serious consideration.  

Jesse shared that he is thankful for the experiences during his undergraduate career that 

led him on this professional path. Furthermore, Jesse shared that the experiences gained 

from responding to student crisis have allowed him to transfer crisis management skills to 

his personal life. Jesse’s score of 3.9 on the STSAP scale stemmed primarily from 

working with students through robberies, physical assault, severe mental health episodes, 

bias and discrimination incidents, and suicidal ideation or attempts. 

Lupe   

Lupe worked for five years as a mid-level student affairs professional at a public 

institution in the Midwest serving over 2,000 students before transitioning to the faculty 

side of higher education recently. When talking to Lupe about what motivated him to get 

into student affairs, he relished his college experiences and how he could use his own 

struggles and challenges as a guide and reference to better support students who 
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experienced similar challenges/concerns.  To that end, working with students through 

traumatic situations has had an impact on Lupe that he could not have imagined: 

Supporting students through their trauma has impacted my overall mental 

fortitude. Having to process, make meaning, and support students and get them to 

resources to navigate through the trauma, it opens a floodgate of emotions – 

especially when it happens repeatedly. It also leads me to go back to revisit 

personal trauma experiences that I have had to navigate. To hear about similar 

traumatic experiences that still impact and create duress for folks, it can become a 

little cumbersome.  

Even with the many emotions that accompany the work, Lupe is committed to helping 

students, especially Black students. Lupe’s score of 4.1 on the STSAP scale stemmed 

primarily from working with students through death of loved ones, eating disorders, 

family issues such as abuse, home and food insecurity, and suicidal ideation or attempts. 

Derrick  

Derrick is a mid-level student affairs professional at a large public research 

institution in the South that serves over 30,000 students. With more than five years of 

experience, Derrick credits the influence of the student affairs professionals who worked 

with or mentored him as the main conduit to getting him to work in student affairs:  

I had a Black woman and Black man who were extremely active during my 

undergraduate career. They really served as my parents on campus. Through those 

relationships I began to get introduced to different opportunities to get involved 

on campus through Greek Life, residence life, and most of the Black student 

organizations on campus. From those experiences, I really saw my potential 
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calling in education so I tried to get a position where I can also be as much of an 

advocate as possible. 

From that influence and motivation, Derrick is now working in what he calls his dream 

job. He shared that he often finds himself feeling very fulfilled after helping students on 

his campus work through difficult situations; yet, he always makes sure he is mindful of 

how much of their experiences he is taking on. Derrick’s score of 4.05 on the STSAP 

scale stemmed primarily from working with students through death of loved ones, 

physical assault, bias and discrimination incidents, and suicidal ideation or attempts. 

Rahim  

Rahim is a senior-level administrator at a large public research 1 institution in the 

Southwest that serves over 40,000 students. He currently oversees a variety of student-

facing resources on his campus. Rahim worked in several student support capacities both 

within and outside higher education and shared that the work he was doing outside higher 

education led him to burn out quickly. The transition to higher education was seamless as 

he would come to work with the same types of populations, just in a different age range. 

Over time, Rahim identified that he began to feel the physical impacts of working with 

students through their trauma: 

I often feel the trauma in my body, before feeling it in my mind. I'm in a 

bodybuilding class right now, learning the form, doing all this stuff. So, I know 

when my body feels good. I know I'm experiencing trauma when I go to those 

classes, or I go to the gym and my body just aches. 
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Rahim’s score of 4.05 on the STSAP scale stemmed primarily from working with 

students through family issues, physical assault, home and food insecurity, bias and 

discrimination incidents, and suicidal ideation or attempts. 

Lindsey  

Lindsey is a senior-level cabinet member at a small public college in the South 

that serves 3,000 students. He works with diversity, equity, and inclusion on campus. 

When speaking with Lindsey about what led him to student affairs, he shared that he 

knew early in his college career that a profession in higher education was for him: 

I knew the people that did the diversity and multicultural affairs work on campus, 

and I loved it. During my time in undergrad, there was a Black man who was the 

director of multicultural affairs, and from the moment that he was hired, I wanted 

to be just like him. 

Lindsey also shared that one of the most challenging parts of working with students in 

crisis on his campus, particularly students of color is that he, at times, feels alone in 

supporting them. Lindsey’s score of 4.05 on the STSAP scale stemmed primarily from 

working with students through death of loved ones, physical assault, bias and 

discrimination incident, and suicidal ideation or attempts. 

Ray  

Ray serves in a mid-level student affairs role overseeing residence life at a small 

private institution in the Midwest that serves over 1,400 students. Having worked in 

residence life for his entire student affairs career, Ray found himself becoming 

accustomed to working with students through crisis regularly. When speaking with Ray 

about what led him to working in student affairs, he recalled his college experience:  
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I came in as a first-generation student. I was introverted and was unsure of how to 

navigate the college experience. So, when I thought about what I wanted to do for 

my career, I realized I wanted to be there for students who were like me. 

Ray also shared that when working with students through trauma, he oftentimes finds 

himself anxious about making a wrong decision or reacting in a way that would make the 

situation worse for the student. Ray’s score of 4.3 on the STSAP scale stemmed primarily 

from working with students through death of loved ones, eating disorders, robbery, 

physical assault, and suicidal ideation or attempts. 

Donnie  

Donnie serves in a mid-level role at a regional public university located on the 

West coast that serves over 25,000 students. Donnie oversees more than 10 programs that 

support students from several different identities, including but not limited to formerly 

incarcerated students, trans students, and students who identify as first-generation. 

Having worked in the student affairs profession for more than 16 years, Donnie has 

responded to a great number of students who have experienced traumatic events. Like 

many of the other participants, Donnie credits outstanding mentors for encouraging him 

to work in student affairs: 

Around the time of graduation everybody kept asking, ‘So what do you do next?’ 

I didn't have an answer to that to that question. One of my mentors who worked in 

higher education recommended that I got into the work that they were doing. 

Although I hadn’t considered that as a possibility up to that point, I got accepted 

into graduate school for higher education, and that was all she wrote. 
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Donnie’s score of 4.55 on the STSAP scale stemmed primarily from working with 

students through death of loved ones, domestic violence, bias and discrimination incident, 

and suicidal ideation or attempts.  

Calvin   

Calvin is a mid-level student affairs professional at a regional public institution 

located in the Midwest that serves over 17,000 students. He provides oversight to the 

multicultural resources on his campus. Calvin credits his advisors during his 

undergraduate and graduate years for his progression in student affairs:  

Mentoring played a huge role for me. I had several Black professionals who made 

sure I was taking care of business with my studies. They were quick to hold me 

accountable for wrongdoings, but also supported me when I navigated situations I 

didn’t fully understand. Because of them, I am working in this field. 

While Calvin has grown to enjoy his work in the field, he shared that responding to 

students in crisis is one of the toughest aspects of the job, particularly for students of 

color who often feel they have no one else to go to for support. Calvin’s score of 4.8 on 

the STSAP scale stemmed primarily from working with students through death of loved 

ones, family issues such as abuse, bias and discrimination incident, severe mental health 

episodes and suicidal ideation or attempts. 

Luke  

Luke is a senior-level student affairs professional at a large public institution on 

the East coast that serves over 32,000 students. Luke has been working in higher 

education for more than 18 years and has served several areas while mostly focused on 

student conduct and Title IX. While Luke initially sought to work on the academic side of 
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higher education, he was encouraged to explore the student affairs profession after great 

feedback from a professor and mentor around his professional acumen and knack for 

working with students and families. As a professional who has responded to hundreds of 

student trauma situations, Luke shared that working with the students is not always the 

hardest part of the role: 

I always tell people that it's not necessarily the students that stress me out, or the 

managing of the crisis. Working with staff that can be really challenging. If you're 

navigating microaggressions, while you're trying to navigate a crisis. When you're 

navigating managing up on multiple levels, while managing your crisis. It can be 

really challenging and can contribute to your stress and your anxiety, because 

you're afraid to make a mistake. 

Luke’s score of 4.9 on the STSAP scale stemmed primarily from working with students 

through domestic violence, life-threatening illness or injury, robbery, physical assault, 

sexual violence, and suicidal ideation or attempts. 

Caleb  

Caleb is an entry-level professional at a large public institution located in the 

Midwest that serves over 30,000 students. Since joining student affairs, all of Caleb’s 

professional experience has been in residence life. He was very involved as an 

undergraduate student and credits that experience for him wanting to seek a career in the 

student affairs field. Caleb shared, “I really enjoyed working with the students, the 

interactions both good and bad, but most importantly helping them develop.” Caleb 

shared the following about working through trauma with students: 
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I'm always on edge because I have to respond. Anytime the phone rings, it is an 

immediate "Oh, crap, something is happening." To the point where the normal 

telephone ringing sound, if I hear it on television or anything, it's almost like an 

immediate pressure response where I get nervous about it. Responding to the job 

has created some sense of paranoia. 

Caleb also shared that living on campus leads him to constantly “being on” and 

responding to issues even if he is not on call. Caleb’s score of 4.75 on the STSAP scale 

stemmed primarily from working with students through death of loved ones, domestic 

violence, physical assault, sexual violence, bias and discrimination incident, and suicidal 

ideation or attempts. 

Themes 

In the next section, I share the themes that I identified during data analysis. The 

six themes shed light on the phenomenon of secondary trauma in Black men student 

affairs professionals I studied. In expounding on the themes throughout this chapter, I use 

direct quotes from the participants to illustrate their experiences supporting students 

through trauma and navigating their own secondary trauma as a result. 

Lack Of Training on Working with Students Through Trauma  

This theme addresses the unpreparedness participants felt when working with 

college students through traumatic situations. As student affairs practitioners, being 

equipped with the skills needed to succeed in the role is extremely important. While 

training takes place in some functional areas of student affairs and on some campuses, the 

participants shared that emergency-response training either took place at a bare minimum 

or was entirely non-existent. Many of the participants felt in some cases the institution 
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relied on the training provided at the beginning of an academic year to respond to the 

many issues that a student affairs professional might encounter during the entire year. 

Jesse, an entry-level professional working in residence life at a large public institution in 

the East shared the following related to the training he received:  

You assume a professional has the skills, which is dangerous. It’s dangerous for 

our field to just assume that we are coming in with the information we need. I 

enjoy being on call, working on housing issues, and all the things that come with 

it, but there isn’t a one-size-fit-all training on how to do it best. 

Four of the participants in this study received general training, mostly through 

their work as housing professionals early in their careers. Yet, many of the others had 

received no training on how to work with students dealing with crises. Many participants 

felt frustrated about the lack of training they received. Ray, who serves as a mid-level 

housing professional at a small private institution in the Midwest, stated, “I was angry at 

my graduate program because I'm like, we never talked about mental health, we never 

talked about real-life crisis situations.” The absence of training early in the careers 

ultimately led some professionals to depart the student affairs profession. Lupe, who 

recently left student affairs due to the taxing loads associated with working with students 

through crisis, shared “if I had to be frank, as it relates to dealing with students in crisis – 

there wasn’t any training.” Even for the participants who had over 10 years of experience 

working in student affairs like Luke, training was not present. When I asked Luke, who 

serves as a senior-level professional at a large research institution in the Northeast, about 

the training he has received on working with students through crisis he shared, “I can't 
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even count how many suicidal ideations calls I've responded to. And not once have we 

talked about how you navigate that.” 

Derrick, a mid-level professional tasked with leading multicultural initiatives and 

programs at his large research institution in the South, shared this quote related to his 

training and preparation for supporting students through crisis: 

I didn’t get any training. I have not had any student crisis training at my 

institution. They do have what's called QPR [training for suicide prevention], 

which is offered through various offices on campus. However, I’ve yet to go 

through this training, due to challenges with scheduling, and it not being required. 

It was not something that was put in the university onboarding training where 

most of the required trainings are. I haven't had any formal student crisis trainings 

besides knowing what reporting lines are available for students and knowing what 

I need to be submitting if someone experiences challenges.  

Although most of the participants overwhelmingly shared that they received no 

training on working with students through trauma for their current or previous roles in 

student crisis response, a few participants recalled receiving minimum training, but only 

in previous roles as housing professionals. Jerome articulated that only the most severe 

issues were covered during training; yet, other types of crises were ignored:  

When I was an entry level housing professional, the training was most 

comprehensive. A lot of the training I received was around mental health. We also 

received some trainings on sexual assault and bias incidents; however, there are 

some crises students experience that we didn’t receive training on such as sudden 

financial hardships. There isn’t a lot of training on that.  
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Nate, who serves as a senior administrator at a private institution in the Northeast, made a 

similar statement during his first interview: 

It was at the general training that you get through residence life, those two-to-

three-week trainings during the summer where you kind of hit on everything 

[like] time management, crisis management, conflict resolution. I will say I was 

provided opportunities through staff training about how to respond to crises and 

conflict resolution and the protocol to follow, determine who needs to be 

informed, at what level, and what my role and capacity would be in responding to 

crisis. 

Although the participants who worked in residence life received bits of training related to 

working with students in crisis, it was clear that the lack of preparedness on how to 

support students through their traumas ultimately had an important effect on managing 

their own emotions after taking care of student crises.  

Lack of Support on Managing own Emotions after Working with Students Through 

Traumatic Situations  

This theme addresses the gaps present for participants relative to managing their 

emotions after having managed and addressed traumatic student situations. When 

exploring support for managing their own wellbeing after working with students in crisis, 

whether training or mentorship, the participants often found themselves thinking “what 

about me?”  Alluding to the fact that they were often left with no direction on how to best 

support themselves after working with students. Aside from not feeling fully prepared to 

best support students through crises, I also found that the participants were not effectively 

supported to manage their own emotions after working with students through crises. 
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When asked if they received support to help them navigate their own feelings after 

working with students, each participant shared some variation of “there wasn’t any.” 

Luke and Malcom provided brief responses sharing they did not receive any 

support regarding addressing their own mental health. While Caleb shared that at times 

their supervisors provided some suggestions, they were not equipped in how to deal with 

his own trauma: 

They don't really talk to us about how to deal with it. I don't think there's any 

training about how to take care of yourself emotionally versus them, just saying 

like, oh, take a day off work. And it's kind of like, okay but this lasts much longer 

than a day. 

Calvin shared the skills he possesses related to managing his own wellbeing come 

directly from his personal therapist: “I use some of those skills that I've learned through 

therapy to kind of cope with those situations though. I also have conversations with other 

people about how they cope, and we exchange ideas, but nothing formal.” 

Rahim indicated that if support was offered, it was not specific to his identity as a 

Black man. Adversely for Derrick, even though all his supervisors in higher education 

have been Black men, he had not received support for taking care of himself after 

working with students either. However, having Black men supervisors has been helpful in 

managing situations. When I asked the seasoned professionals like Lupe, Rio, and 

Donnie to think back on what mental health support historically looked like for them in 

their careers, they too were adamant that there was not any. Donnie added that recently 

the conversation about what secondary trauma is has begun to take off: 
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I was just at a conference recently and they were talking about secondary trauma. 

But I don’t think anything, or anyone has prepared me for the aftermath of being 

responsive to students and crisis.” 

To signify the consistency with which the participants addressed the lack of 

mental health support from their supervisors or their institutions, consider the following 

list of quotes from participants answering my question of what sources of support they 

received or whether they received any:  

Absolutely not [on getting any training]! (Luke) 

 I've always kind of been on my own with that [on working through his emotions]. 

(Ray) 

Other than what I get from my personal counselor that I had to make sure that I 

have, [I 

have received] zero support!” (Lindsey) 

[My supervisors] give suggestions, but they don't really talk to us about how to 

deal with [trauma]. (Caleb) 

I think nothing, really nothing specific to the identify of dealing with [managing 

my emotions after working with students] as Black man. (Rahim)  

Yeah, I have I've had none. I use some of those skills that I've learned through 

therapy to kind of cope with those situations though. I also have conversations 

with other people about how they cope, and we exchange ideas, but nothing 

formal. (Calvin) 

None, I had no [training]! (Malcolm) 

[My supervisor] was averse to training and mentorship. (Nate) 
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Early on in my career, nothing at all. I mean, I had a mentor, but we didn’t discuss 

[my mental health]. (Rio) 

To be honest with you, through most of my career in student affairs, there wasn't 

any training to kind of work through it or deal with [my secondary trauma]. 

(Lupe) 

None. In fact, I was just at a conference two weeks ago and they were talking 

about secondary trauma. But I don’t think anything, or anyone has prepared me 

for the aftermath of being responsive to students and crisis. (Donnie) 

No, I haven't gotten that [training on managing own emotions] either. (Derrick) 

I think that [my own mental wellbeing] was certainly a gap in my training. I don't 

think there were a lot of conversations about what support looked like for me. 

(Jerome) 

I was handed a book [on overcoming trauma], that’s it! (Jesse) 

According to the participants, without resources and support systems in place to 

successfully care for oneself after one has worked with students in crises, they had to 

fend for themselves relative to seeking their own mental health support. Nate shared the 

quote below related to the space he found himself in after working with a traumatic on 

campus incident:  

I responded to a campus shooting. I handled everything effectively. I was up until 

around 4:00 in the morning and then reported to work around 8:30 A.M., like 

nothing ever happened. I was in meetings thereafter, and then went to classes. It 

was the exact opposite of being provided support to unpack what I had just been 

exposed to. It was back to the regularly scheduled program. 
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While resources are available on campus through employee assistance programs, I 

found that some institutions are not effective at making their employees aware of 

available supports after having responded to difficult situations. Jerome shared the 

following about support programs: 

I think about like Employment Assistance Programs (EAPs), we never talked 

about it, like you have counseling that's through your health insurance that if you 

are navigating really challenging situations, maybe you should tap into that. I 

hadn’t talked about EAP as much until I moved out of the traditional crisis 

response roles as I began to seek counseling about stuff that was happening in my 

own life. It was really COVID that made EAP be talked about more. 

Luke shared that in a career of working with several traumatic events with students, he 

could only remember one instance when support was offered regarding his own 

wellbeing: 

I think right after I dealt with a student death, we did a group counseling session. I 

remember doing that with all the people who were on that duty rotation that night 

with me. We were all traumatized. And that was kind of like a special deal that 

the department paid for a counselor, and we did one or two sessions. But that was 

the only time in my career where I recall anyone taking some concrete steps to 

help me navigate my mental health.  

I also found that some of the participants supervisors had other methods of trying to 

support the Black men student affairs professionals after they dealt with a difficult 

situation. Jesse shared this about the support he received: 
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One of my mentors handed me a book and she said, “Jesse, you have to learn how 

to detach from what's going on at times.”  I remember this very vividly because it 

was my first time responding to a suicide attempt. And that shook me to my core. 

I was like, whoa, like, wait a minute. We talk about the training but, it's different 

when you see and respond to it in person. 

For Derrick, having a supervisor that looked like him proved to be a great deal of support 

when handling student crises: 

I think what has been helpful to an extent of managing my own emotions is 

having an understanding supervisor. Since I've been in higher education, all my 

supervisors have been Black men. So, I wonder if that also plays a role in how 

they can notice the space I need when dealing with those things. I think having 

supportive supervisors and having someone who shares some of my identities has 

certainly helped. 

Much like the unpreparedness of knowing how to support students through traumatic 

situations, the professionals were also unsure of how to best support themselves. The 

absence of support from their supervisors related to managing their own emotions after 

experiencing a traumatic situation proved to be impactful for the participants. With that, 

the participants were often left to address their own mental health needs by talking to 

peers who had similar experiences, with spouses who may not always understand what 

they are going through, or with personal therapists.  

Student Death and Suicidal Ideation  

This theme addressed some of the most difficult situations the participants 

encountered while serving students in crisis, Caleb shared: “the impacts of [the death of 
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the student], I think, are more long term than I expected, I've experienced a couple of 

student deaths since I've been here.” Throughout this study, student death was the most 

talked about and traumatizing incident participants experienced throughout their careers. 

Caleb added, 

On a very regular basis have a constant vision of someone jumping off the top of 

a building. It just brings up an emotion of anxiety when I'm walking around 

campus late at night. For some reason I am unable to shake those reoccurring 

thoughts. 

When speaking with Jerome about student death, I was shocked to learn that the first time 

he experienced the death of a student did not come while he was a professional:  

I've worked through student death a few times; I mean I had a student that died 

when I was an undergrad resident advisor. That was really challenging. That was 

sad. We had to pack up the student’s room.  

If experiencing student death when he himself was still an undergraduate was not enough, 

Jerome had the same experience again very early in his professional career: 

In my first semester as a professional, we had a student death. There was not a lot 

of training ahead of time I mean, in real time yes but not ahead of time. It was 

tough navigating that loss, personal loss, and community loss. 

The longer amount of time a professional spends in emergency response functions in 

student affairs, the more likely it is they will experience student death. Luke, Rahim, and 

Nate all witnessed multiple student deaths during their time in student affairs. Not 

surprisingly, they all shared that student death has had an everlasting impact on their 

careers. Luke stated that he has had to navigate many student deaths, even having a 
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student commit suicide while he was the professional on-call for the emergency response 

rotation:  

It was 2:00 a.m. and I had to respond to the student death and then notify other 

students about it as well. The students were afraid to open the door for me 

because of the big Black man at two o'clock in the morning at their door. I was 

trying to manage the crisis, but also manage my own rage. 

Another commonality was how the participants frequently felt after dealing with 

multiple student deaths. For Rahim, student death is the experience that leads him to 

feeling the most direct impacts of secondary trauma: 

Student death has been some of the most traumatic situations to deal with. They 

really hit me hard. Immediately, the words, “someone is dead.” That that really hit 

me to the point where I can't do anything. I don't want to go out in public. I don't 

want to be anywhere. I don't talk to anybody. Just leave me alone.  

Nate recalled experiencing several student deaths, and even when he did not know the 

student, having the experience still affected him greatly: 

The parent was telling me about the student that passed away because I didn't 

know the student prior to the death, and it was just a lot to take in. I remember 

hanging up and just crying with my wife.  

While some participants sought out others to process student death with, Ray shared that 

he usually just deals with student death all on his own: “I probably should seek 

counseling since I have witnessed student death, but I just can never get myself to go, 

even though [student death] is very impactful.”  
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In addition to responding to student deaths, Rahim shared that suicidal ideation 

has been similarly difficult in working through with students: 

The most challenging one is when a student tells you they're ready to end their 

life. I think that's the one that kind of gets me to my core. I think part of it is you 

don't want to see someone so young, wanting their life to end so early. Those are 

the worst when you're on the phone with someone and they're like, "I've got a 

plan. I'm ready to go." You're trying whatever you can do to be like “don’t." I 

think the begging, the reasoning with that person is hard because you don't have 

an idea what the hell, they're like, they’re going through, and you don't want to 

seem disingenuous. So yeah, those are rough. 

Jesse recalled being shook to his core after responding to his first suicidal ideation call: 

“we talked about it as a possibility during the onboarding training, but it is different to 

actually see it and respond to it.” As Calvin reflected on his experiences of working with 

suicidal ideation, he recalled the times when he would have to accompany students to the 

hospital, adding an even more complex dynamic to the support of students: 

I had never seen anything like that. And I got no support from the university. 

There were several times in my resident director role that I had to go to the 

hospital with students who were experiencing suicidal ideation. I would wait with 

them while they got the inpatient services they needed.  

Calvin went on to share that student who were experiencing suicidal ideation or severe 

mental health would often frequent his office afterwards to discuss their progress.  

While there were many instances of student traumas and crisis that were impactful 

for the participants, overwhelming, student death, particularly by suicide, and suicidal 
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ideation were the hardest to manage. As many of the participants experienced these types 

of situations, they frequently found themselves being unable to take an adequate break 

from the taxing demands of their role in responding to these specific emergencies. After 

Caleb finished handling a student death situation, he shared that he only took a day and a 

half off and was “right back to it.” 

Inability to Step Away from Work after Crisis Response  

This theme highlights participants’ perceptions that they are unable to step away 

from work after having supported students through traumatic situations. Most felt that 

while their immediate supervisor and their departments were supportive, at times, by 

providing time off after the participants responded to student crises, they did so in a non-

caring and nonchalant manner. Jesse shared the following about his supervisor after Jesse 

dealt with difficult incidents: 

Most of the time, the responses are "take some time off if you need it." Which I 

kind of have personal opinions on how that statement is usually phrased - “If you 

need it.” Hell yeah, I need it. You weren’t there. I was! The conversation should 

instead be, "Hey, I know you just went through this. What do you need? How can 

I support you?" type thing. That support is usually "take some time off, take some 

time away, and then come back the next day." It's usually never lasting more than 

a day. 

Much like Jesse, Nate shared that after managing student crises at three different 

institutions the most follow up he received was a simple “how are you doing?” in 

passing: 
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Every place I've worked so far…none of them were really giving a damn. It's "See 

you tomorrow at 8:30. Let's rock out another one." Never once, out of all the 

traumatic events I've described whether it’s been the shooting, the stabbing, or a 

sexual assault…I've never had any supervisor or any department that I worked 

for, say “take a day,” or “How are you doing?” I've had someone ask, “How are 

you doing?” in a passing occasion, but nothing where it has been deliberate to 

really help me process through it. Nothing. 

Differently from both Jesse and Nate, Lupe shared that, although receiving some support 

at times after working with students, the support has generally been from White women. 

He shared that the white women at times do not fully understand what he is going 

through, thus offering coping and/or self-care strategies that may not work for a Black 

man: 

I've had some supervisors who said, "Take some time off, get away” But they tell 

you, “Get back at it," in the same conditions. All the spaces that I've worked, and 

they had multicultural arms and legs; there has always been White women, in 

those spaces. So, there's been broad applications of support that weren't culturally 

relevant, or sensitive to my Black body. I’d hear, "Get into yoga or get into 

mindfulness,” as opposed to having a talk. Let's talk full context. Let's talk about 

the conditions that create this duress. 

With the lack of support from supervisors after difficult incidents with students, Malcolm 

learned he would have to take carry the responsibility for caring for himself: 

Outside of somebody telling me I can go home early, after I've already been there 

for six hours, I never found much support. I never found anybody. I never found 
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any supervisor in any role that I have had, that would say, “Oh, maybe you should 

sleep in. Oh, maybe you should take off the next couple of days.” I've just never 

had that. Ever! It was always like, "You get up and you come back.” So, I got to 

the point in my career, where I started creating [time away] for myself. So, in my 

mind, sick days are mental health days. 

As the participants felt the need to always be on, or not fully be away after having 

responded to issues, it was important to dig deeper into how not stepping away could 

negatively impact them. In considering the reasons why participants didn’t feel 

comfortable being away, it was often rooted in the culture of their institution. However, 

the culture of the profession of student affairs also played a role. The conditions and 

unspoken rules of our profession have negatively impacted student affairs professionals 

for decades, and still does today. For the Black men who participated in this study, 

always being on and available was rooted in how they were socialized to the profession. 

Forced to always put the needs of others before themselves, at the expense of their own 

wellbeing. 

Negative Impacts on Own Mental or Physical Health  

The most common theme among the participants was the ways in which 

participants were mentally and physically impacted by working with students through 

traumatic situations. Responding to students in crisis has led some of the participants to 

leave student affairs and transition to roles that do not require the same frequency of 

assisting students in crisis; some even moved to higher education positions that have no 

requirements for emergency response. For others, even though they are persisting, both 

seasoned and new professionals have found themselves reflecting on the work they are 
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doing as they determine what is best for their overall wellbeing. Derrick shared that he 

finds himself at times so emotionally invested in helping students navigate their difficult 

situations, that he feels it impacts his ability to make sound decisions. When thinking 

about the effect responding to students in crisis has had on him, Luke shared, 

I've been reflecting on my career a lot in the last two years as a Black man. And it 

is interesting how when thinking about myself my trauma is diminished, and the 

student’s trauma is elevated. I spend hours taking care of a student, making sure 

they are okay, and don’t get me wrong, that is important. But not one person 

checks in on me the next day to see if I'm ok. I’m sleep deprived. This has messed 

up my sleeping pattern for the entire week, and I'm back at it again the next day, 

dealing with yet another traumatic event.  

Luke shared about how he and many other Black student affairs professionals, who have 

served mostly White students, may feel when their wellbeing is forced to take a backseat 

to that of their students: 

I've worked at mostly predominantly White institutions and have served mostly 

White students. When I look back at these experiences, everyone is concerned 

about how they're doing, as they should be. But I know a lot of Black student 

affairs people, especially Black men whose trauma seems to be ignored.  

For Jesse, responding to students in crisis has led to seeking counseling to move past 

experiencing difficult situations: 

I didn't know how to deal with the aftereffects of trauma and my own personal 

emotions, which led me to therapy. This itself is positive, because it’s kind of just 

forced me to recognize what my body and my mind was going through as 
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someone who's caring for students who are going through going through these 

difficult situations. They brought up memories from my own life as well that I 

didn't think that would happen, you know what I mean? I'm just responding to 

doing my job. But yeah, it forced me to normalize therapy for myself. And I think 

that's a positive spin on it.  

Rio shared that he has gained a lot from seeking therapy and managing his mental and 

physical wellbeing, so much so that he is adamant to share with students, particularly 

Black men students that he attends therapy: 

It is still a stigma in the Black community. We're getting better at it but still, just 

being bold enough to have conversations about the importance of it is key. Letting 

folks know " it's okay, if you don't feel okay."  Recognizing that counseling is not 

negative, it's okay, if you need to go and talk through whatever situation you're 

going through with a professional. I always knew the benefits of counseling, but I 

never thought that it would be something I needed. However, this job has led me 

to it.  

Although Caleb had other reasons for seeing his therapist, he attributed the work he had 

been doing as one of the reasons for his willingness to engage with it: 

I think 40 to 50% of this work made me want to see a counselor. I still refuse to 

walk past the residence hall where [the suicide] happened, just because it's just 

kind of awkward for me. It just brings up memories. The impact of realizing how 

important my job is and then the impact of how long term it is, even though I am 

seeing a therapist in the end, I think the impact is tough.  
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Ray shared he most dislikes the impact the work has on him when he gets home. “Even 

as someone who says, when I get home, I am not working” he is always thinking about it. 

When conversing about other negative impacts, Ray shared, 

I lived on campus with my wife, and at one point she was pregnant while we were 

on campus. I would get calls and have to leave in the middle of the night; it 

wasn’t always easy getting her to understand that part of my job. When you live 

on campus, or you work with students going through trauma, you tend to take that 

home to your family. There have been times when I got home and didn’t want to 

talk to anyone. 

Although closely aligned with other participants, Pierre, Rahim, and Nate all shared that 

their experiences varied by how much they were affected physically and mentally; 

however, the impact seemed similar. Rahim shared the impact for him depends on the 

situation at hand. Rahim went on to share, 

A lot of times the events themselves aren’t always traumatic, yet it’s the aftermath 

when people are getting involved that make things tough. It feels like you cannot 

make any of right decisions. When you are already going through something 

traumatic in your personal life. It just an added rotten cherry on top of the soggy 

cake.  

For Donnie, it has been clear that the impact of working with students in crisis has 

increasingly become too much to bear, leading him not wanting to respond to situations, 

nor wanting to recall them [both signs of secondary trauma]. Donnie shared the following 

about how he has been negatively impacted by the work: 
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Loss of sleep. Responding to the personalities that I work with has really 

impacted me. It's caused me to wonder if this is what I want to do for the rest of 

my life. One student out of maybe 20 is getting my attention. I think in COVID 

terms, I’ve felt the worst impact of my physical wellbeing and my emotional 

wellbeing. I had to tell my therapist, “I don't want to talk about this, this student 

anymore.” I've already given them my sleep. I've already given my thoughts. And 

now I'm talking to my therapist, and I really would like to unpack something else.  

Calvin found himself questioning if working in student affairs and responding to students 

in crisis was the place for him to be. When speaking on the toll it has taken on his 

wellbeing, he shared, 

It has impacted my wellbeing to the point where I had to get therapy. I have 

reevaluated if this is the work that I want to be doing. It's taken a toll on me 

mentally and physically. 

Calvin later shared that even though he knows the importance of seeking therapy, 

working in a predominantly white town has made it difficult to find a preferred therapist. 

When Calvin can find a Black therapist, they are usually “way too expensive to pay out 

of pocket.” 

Even with prior traumatic life experiences, for some of the participants the 

traumatic experiences they encountered in the roles as student affairs professionals 

packed a larger punch. When speaking with Nate about how his own mental and physical 

health are impacted, he shared, 

I saw death before, you know, seeing death at the college, you know, being able 

to see drive by shootings, just the things that we probably shouldn't see brought 
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up. So, your interview shed light a lot on that to ways, you know, things that 

maybe influence us as a student affairs professional that we don't think about a lot 

of. Subconsciously, they affect our day to day, they affect our mental health, they 

affect our emotion and battle fatigue.  

Whether situations which occurred earlier in life, or the ongoing responses to student 

crises, the participating Black men student affairs professionals have had their overall 

wellbeing impacted. As eight participants have sought counseling and therapy to navigate 

their mental wellbeing, finding ways to address physical health doesn’t always come 

naturally. This alone can lead to medical and performance issues in their respective roles. 

In addition to responding to issues of crisis on campus that negatively impact their 

wellbeing, Black men must also manage their response to national crisis, that have equal 

or even more impact on their wellbeing. 

Facing Black National Events While Black  

This theme highlights national instances of brutality against Black men and 

women that reached the mainstream media. In what was one of the more unexpected 

themes while talking with participants, they mentioned them being personally connected 

to high-profile cases of Black men and women being brutally murdered by law 

enforcement. Breonna Taylor, George Floyd, Ahmaud Arbery, and Jelani Day were a few 

of the names the participants had personal connections to. While some were impacted 

from a national perspective, there were others where the names of the killed Black 

citizens held special meaning. For the sake of confidentiality, we chose to speak of those 

reasons only anecdotally. Luke, who has worked to support students through several 

national events on college campuses, found that this latest wave of national attention of 
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hurt to Black people led him to take a step back and allowing himself to process what it 

means for him: 

Something happened after George Floyd and Breonna Taylor. I was in a different 

space as a Black man. I have always been like “Okay, you know what to do, 

navigate the situation, navigate the crisis, be strong and be the one everyone turns 

to. Never show vulnerability to your team.” But there was something about this 

time around that led to me making a shift. I really had to shift because it was 

weighing too heavily on me.  

Many of the participants shared that they were unable to fully experience or understand 

their emotions related to these national headlines because they were so consumed with 

providing support for their campuses and students. When speaking with Nate about how 

the national instances impacted him, he described the following: 

I felt like as a Black man, I couldn’t fully step into it and process. I'll use the 

George Floyd incident as an example. Unbelievably traumatic and sad. It made 

me relive experiences, you know, my [own] experiences with the police. When I 

came back to campus, students were experiencing it. So, I had to completely cut 

off myself as a Black man and become a professional, you know, leading 

conversation and vigils at night.  

When asking Nate about his own encounters with police, he shared about a time he was 

scraped up after an incident with the police that ultimately led to a lawsuit. For Caleb, the 

greatest impact surrounding the deaths of fellow African Americans at the hands of law 

enforcement were the performative behaviors that he experienced in his colleagues: 
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I didn’t feel like I could focus on myself because I wanted to help the students. 

While doing so though, I would see many White professional and some of other 

ethnic backgrounds perform as if they really cared. Which at times was great, but 

other times they would be the main ones causing issues with student and not 

support them. But as the national headlines of injustices occurred, they were there 

acting as if they cared. And that was a lot to manage as I was setting my feelings 

aside to care for students.  

Derrick shared that amid working with students and supporting campuses through these 

national events, it is important for colleagues to know that “as Black men we go through 

so much that people don’t even get to see.” Jerome shared that for many of these events 

the hardest part seemed managing them while in isolation and working remotely during 

the pandemic. Jerome added, 

No one checked in to see how I was doing, yet I was still expected to provide 

support for marginalized students. I don’t think they [my supervisors] even 

thought of me. I had one person tell me, they didn’t know what to say. I said to 

them, anything would have helped.  

 As participants were inadvertently forced to put their feelings aside yet again as they 

worked with students and campus communities through some painstaking and grueling 

experiences, they never were able to fully understand what the murders of the Black men 

and women meant for them. It is no secret that the impact of these national events reaches 

far into the Black community. This was evident for one participant in particular in this 

study, because George Floyd was murdered on his birthday, and he shared a close 

relation with another one of the slain Black citizens; yet, he still was not able to take time 
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and come to terms with what these all meant for him as he had to worry first and 

foremost about catering to the emotions and needs of students. This alone shows the 

major problem within our profession, as also detailed and outlined by the other 

experiences of the participants. The field of student affairs must do more to support Black 

men student affairs professionals and others who do this work daily. As these men work 

tirelessly and selflessly to support their students, it is time that the same care is provided 

for them.  

Chapter Summary 

This chapter shared the lived experiences of 14 participants who worked with 

students and responded to them in crises. It started with a profile of each participant then 

a review of the interview data through the words and lived experiences of the 

participants. There were six themes that emerged from the data analysis process: lack of 

training on working with students through trauma; lack of support on how to manage 

emotions after working with students through traumatic situations; student death and 

suicidal ideation; inability to step away from work after crisis response; negative impacts 

on own mental or physical health; and, facing Black national events while Black. The 

themes discussed throughout this chapter will provide the foundation for the implications 

that will be presented in Chapter V. 
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION, RECOMMENDATIONS, AND CONCLUSION 

I explored the lived experiences of 14 Black men student affairs professionals 

who are serving or have served in positions that require them to respond to college 

students who experienced a crisis or traumatic situation. In this chapter, I discuss my 

interpretations of the findings, implications of the study, specific recommendations, and 

limitations. This chapter concludes with an overall conclusion of the entire study. 

This dissertation study explored secondary trauma and how it affects Black men 

who respond to or work with students experiencing crisis. Based on the two semi-

structured interviews with each participant, a thorough analysis of the interview 

transcripts, and organizing of themes, answers to the research questions are outlined 

below. I have structured the discussion along the major conclusions I drew from the 

findings. These interpret the most consistent themes from the study and serve as a 

summary of the essence of Black men student affairs professionals navigating their 

experiences working with students in crisis, as well as with their own mental health and 

secondary trauma.   
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Lack of Emergency Response Training 

 Feeling unprepared as one takes on a challenging task is not the most comforting 

feeling. The participants in my study had been or still were called upon daily to assist 

students with addressing challenges and working through traumatic situations. Yet all of 

the participants shared that when it came to feeling prepared to support students through 

crises, they did not think they were as equipped as they should have been. This supports 

broad research findings by several scholars. Not only did they not perceive to be trained 

on how to best support their students through crises, but the participants also lacked 

training and guidance on how to support themselves after working with these traumatic 

situations. Although many factors contributed to the secondary trauma in the Black men 

student affairs professionals who participated in this study, lack of training on how to 

navigate and recover from working with students through crises seemed to affect all of 

them the most.  

 It is important to note that as student affairs professionals, all the participants did 

receive training pertinent to the main functions of their roles (e.g., residence hall 

directors, diversity professional, advisor); however, the ongoing training needed in 

relation to supporting students and themselves seemed to be lacking. Despite the absence 

of training, the participants were still able to be effective in providing support for 

students in their respective roles; however, that was often where the support they received 

seized; after the student emergency had ended.  

 The lack of training of the participants ultimately contributed to their declining 

overall wellbeing and made some of them review and change their professional focus to 

non-student emergency facing positions. With better or ongoing training in student 
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emergency response, several of my participants would have likely stayed in those 

positions longer, their wellbeing would have been healthier, and their secondary trauma 

would have not been as high.   

 Connecting to the theoretical frameworks discussed in Chapter II, Black 

masculine caring (BMC; Bass, 2016) was constantly apparent throughout this study.  

Although BMC was created to explore the ways in which Black men educators in K-12 

education cared for their students, the Black men in my study showed that they also 

cared. Even with a lack of emergency response training, the Black men found ways to 

connect with students and provided care during some of the most challenging times of 

their lives. Bass (2016) used the BMC framework to not only explore BMC in schooling, 

but also within fatherhood. As many of the participants of my study were fathers, their 

ability to provide care even without the proper supports, solidifies Bass (2016) claims 

that Black men do in fact care at great lengths for the students they are working with.  

Additionally, the Model of Multiple Dimensions of Identity (MMDI; Abes et al., 

2007; Jones & McEwen, 2000) explores the different intersecting identities and 

individual possess and how they make meaning of those identities. As it relates to the 

lack of emergency response training, the findings in this study point back to the 

experiences with crisis that the participants had prior to their student affairs experiences. 

Although my participants expressed that the emergency response training they received 

was lackluster, they were still able to support their students. We also need to take into 

consideration that the men in this study were not only Black men student affairs 

professionals, but Black men who had already experienced a lot of life due to their 

identity as a Black man, and the many influences that impacted who they were (Abes., et 
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al 2007). Because of past experiences directly related to their various identities, the 

participants were able to provide intersectional support. 

Lacking Supervisory Guidance 

 When seeking to understand what factors influenced the secondary trauma in the 

Black men student affairs professionals who participated in my study, I did not think 

supervisor support or lack thereof would present such profound findings. It is important 

to acknowledge that not all supervisory relationships are effective. Some are better than 

others and all take work to make the relationship successful. Furthermore, not all 

supervisor and employees will be best friends, and it is likely frowned upon for that to be 

the case. My participants mostly sought from their supervisor their support and guidance; 

however, most of them did not. While there are many reasons supervisory support and 

guidance were not consistently present, it mostly stemmed from supervisors’ lack of 

understanding what the participants were experiencing after working with students 

through crises.  

In addition to a general lack of supervisory support or guidance around issues of 

student emergency, all but one of my participants were supervised by White leaders. 

Black men in student affairs cannot choose the racial background of their supervisor as 

they begin a new position at an institution; however, the vast majority of such supervisors 

will be White because of the preponderance of White people in student affairs. Thus, it is 

important that Black men student affairs professionals who are supervised by White 

supervisors do their part in helping establish boundaries and knock down obstacles that 

may prevent the supervisory relationship from flourishing. At the same time, White 

supervisors must work harder to engage racial or cultural differences with their 



102 

supervisees and learn to supervise from a culturally competent mindset. Throughout the 

interviews with participants, I learned that none received outreach or support from their 

supervisors following the brutal deaths of George Floyd and Breyonna Taylor; yet, the 

men were consistently supporting their students and campus communities through these 

difficult events. When asked why the participants thought this was the case, they shared 

that their supervisor offered they just “didn’t know what to say.” White supervisors in 

student affairs must simply do better than this if we are asking Black or other BIPOC 

professionals to serve students in crises and also advocate for their own wellbeing and 

mental health throughout trying political or social events. This may also mean, perhaps 

unfortunately but realistically, that Black men student affairs professionals must be 

willing and able to voice what better supervisory support should look like. Approaching 

their supervisor to support them is certainly asking Black men to extend additional 

emotional labor; however, it could be the key in minimizing the avoidance of checking in 

on them after working with students through crises and experiencing national events such 

as the deaths of George Floyd and Breyonna Taylor.  

Ultimately, the lack of support from their supervisors after supporting students in 

crises was just as influential in contributing to the negative impacts on the participants’ 

wellbeing as the student crises. Some participants struggled to sleep thinking they might 

have made job-ending mistakes while assisting a student or reporting to work three hours 

after working with students crises all night were just a few examples showing supervisor 

lack of support. This lack of support and guidance critically and negatively impacted the 

professionals and contributed to their secondary trauma.  



103 

Within BMC, Bass (2016) sought to understand the ways in which leaders cared 

for the students they worked with.  

Connecting the BMC framework to this discussion point, one would have 

assumed that the lack of supervisory guidance would have deterred my participants from 

providing care to students, but it did the opposite. Bass (2016) shared Black men at times 

were disconnected from society’s and their own desire to be caring leaders; this shed light 

on the disconnect that Black men felt with not receiving care from their supervisors.  

Much like with the lack of emergency response training, the multiple identities of 

the participants played a key role in what support from their supervisors looked like. In 

Chapter II, I highlighted Stewart’s (2008) claim of how Black people with multiple 

identities often must choose how they will engage with their oppressed identities. 

Connecting this with the participants in my study and how their supervisory relationships 

played out it was apparent that not only do participants choose which identities they 

would connect with, but supervisors did at times as well. When reflecting on some of the 

most pressing times (for instance after the deaths of George Floyd and Ahmaud Arbery) 

where the participants of my study were eager for supervisory support – it was 

nonexistent. Not only were the participants impacted by these crises due to their roles as 

student affairs professionals as they managed the crisis on their campuses, but they also 

were impacted due to their identity as a Black man.  

Declining Mental Health  

The effect of their traumatizing work on their own mental health was a key issue 

that rose to the top for all 14 of my participants. Whether these incidents occurred during 

their childhood or during responding to students in crises, it was clear that the negative 
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impacts on their own mental health had begun to become unbearable. Three of the 

participants shared that past experiences that preceded their time in student affairs 

contributed to the stress they felt while serving as professionals in student affairs. 

Coupling those past experiences with the complex issues they handled while supporting 

students, it is no surprise that those three and the rest of the participants scored extremely 

high on the STSAP survey, which served as the selection tool for my study. 

As stated in Chapter IV each of the participants in this study had a STSAP score 

of 3.9 or higher (Scale of 1 to 6, not traumatized to highly traumatized). When I designed 

this study, I determined scores above 3.0 to provide the lower cutoff for participation. 

Given the fact that the score of all respondents to the STSAP ranged from 3.9 to 5.1, and 

the average score for the participants being 4.4 it was evident that these Black men 

student affairs professionals had experienced a lot of trauma in their lives. From working 

with students coping with mental health issues, students battling homelessness and food 

insecurity, to students dealing with domestic violence, rendering aid to students left these 

Black men in predicaments that did not allow them to best take care of themselves. The 

inability to cope and recover from working with very demanding student situations led 

these Black men to fall deeper into a gaping hole as it related to their own wellbeing. This 

confirms literature by several scholars who stated that tending to the needs of students 

often lead professionals to ignore their own needs (Burke et al., 2016; Burnwell, 2016; 

Miller, 2016). 

 While most of the participants had measures in place to do their best at 

maintaining their mental health and overall wellbeing, doing so effectively proved a 

daunting task and challenge. As they constantly put the wellbeing of their students first, 
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the decline of their own wellbeing manifested in many ways including but not limited to: 

eating copious amounts of unhealthy foods, drinking heavy servings of alcohol in one 

sitting, and becoming distant with their families. As we discussed in Chapter II, the 

mental health needs of Black men are often ignored by Black men themselves as well as 

by society (Hamond, 2012; Ward & Besson, 2013; Watkins et al., 2010). Although these 

claims remain true for most Black men and stigmas exist within the Black community 

around seeking mental health (Desai et al., 2021), the Black men in my study were 

different. Of the 14 participants at least 8 had some experience with counseling. While all 

14 of the participants experienced the impacts of secondary trauma in their own unique 

ways, there were also many similarities in the way secondary trauma impacted the Black 

men. Challenges presented from the lack of training, poor supervisory support, and 

declining mental health were all responsible for the weakened overall wellbeing the 

participants in my study experienced. 

As the participants in this study were paying great attention to the mental health 

and wellbeing of the students they supported on this campus, they oft-times did not pay 

the greatest attention to their own wellbeing. While managing their different identities 

and roles they played in their everyday work, the societal influences (e.g., responding to 

crisis, lack of support) proved to have a negative effect on the wellbeing on the Black 

men in this study. As mentioned in Chapter II, having to hide their true selves and 

negotiate when they need to be on or off is damaging to both their mental and physical 

wellbeing.  



106 

Significance of Findings 

With recent increases in awareness related to mental health on college campuses 

(Iarovici, 2014; Raimondi, 2019), it is more important now than ever that researchers take 

time to understand how the rise in mental health on college campuses is affecting the 

professionals who are managing this phenomenon (Lynch, 2017). Not only are Black 

men student affairs professionals tasked with working with students through some of 

their most challenging personal college experiences, but they also must balance their 

identities of being Black men doing this work. As professionals who carry multiple 

identities in their everyday lives, Black men student affairs professional also have to 

balance student crises while encountering a plethora of national tragedies in which Black 

citizens have brutally and publicly lost their lives. As shown in this study, managing 

situations of students in crisis has led to Black men student affairs professionals leaving 

the profession taking roles that require them to deal with crises less frequently. These 

findings support research that has claimed that Black professionals must be intentional in 

their pursuits of personal wellbeing (Husband, 2016) and, specifically, Black men finding 

avenues to take care of themselves that may not typically be familiar to them, such as 

seeking counseling (Turner & Grauerholz, 2017). Additionally, the findings support the 

Lynch and Glass (2019) who suggested that the more student crises student affairs 

professionals respond to, the more likely their own mental health will be affected 

negatively. 

The findings of this study are significant as they illuminate the important lived 

experiences of the Black men student affairs professionals who are supporting students 

through crises on their campuses. As we work to address the ever-growing issue of 
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secondary trauma within helping professionals, I argue that the profession must begin to 

take steps to address the phenomenon and make sweeping changes that will benefit 

student affairs professionals. Given my background as a student affairs practitioner, I was 

often astonished by how close my participants’ experiences are to my own lived 

experiences in my career.  As for some of the participants in the study, it was a student 

death experience that was the most impactful for me, which ultimately led me to pursuing 

this study. Furthermore, it was clear in this study that the participants were professionals 

who were socialized to operate under the notion that their students’ emotional and 

physical wellbeing needed to come first before they could tend to their own. This finding 

supports Lynch (2017) who shared, 

The culture of U.S. college student affairs dictates that students are to come first, 

with the professional’s wellbeing coming second; but even then, it seems that the 

professional’s wellbeing is only important to the extent it allows the individual to 

continue their student support work. 

 My purpose in exploring and understanding the phenomenon of Black men and 

secondary trauma through my dissertation was to extend of the work of Lynch (2017) and 

to specifically hone in on the experiences of Black men student affairs professionals who 

tirelessly advocate for and support students through challenging times and situations, 

usually at the expense of their own wellbeing. While Lynch (2017) did not focus on the 

lived experiences of Black men, my study supports his claims that secondary trauma will 

manifest in several ways (e.g., physical and psychological symptoms; intrusive thoughts) 

for those impacted by working with students through crises.  
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In Chapter II, I discussed the literature relevant to different types of traumas, the 

phenomenon of secondary traumatic stress and secondary trauma (e.g., Bride, 2004; 

Carter, 2019; Figley, 1999; Lynch, 2017), burnout and compassion fatigue in student 

affairs (e.g., Figley, 1995, Mathieu, 2012), the ongoing racial climate on college 

campuses (e.g., (Garibay et al., 2020; Johnston-Guerro, 2016), identities of those in the 

helping professions (e.g., Arvay, 2001; Garibay et al., 2020; Miller & Flint-Stipp, 2019; 

Pearson, 2012; Stotzer & Hossellman, 2012), the lack of self-care in student affairs (e.g., 

Burke et al., 2016, Miller, 2016; Miller et al., 2018), and Black men’s mental health (e.g., 

Hammond, 2012; Ward & Besson, 2013; Watkins et al., 2015). In this section, I revisit 

the major findings of the literature outlined in Chapter II, and how my study supports, 

contradicts, and extends extant concepts of secondary trauma in Black men student 

affairs professionals. 

Beyond the field of higher education, this study also undergirds existing literature 

within social work and counseling. Supporting Greaves’s (2019) idea of “emotional 

resilience,” the present study showed that many of the traits needed to operate in helping 

professions are not unique to a specific sector. Much like the social workers Greaves 

(2019) spotlighted, the participants in my dissertation study showed a great amount of 

emotional resilience. This study also highlights Raimondi’s (2019) claims that student 

affairs work often mimics that of our peers in nursing, as well as social work. 

             Although many of the Black men in this study decided to seek counseling at 

some point after constantly assisting students in crises, the findings supported the work of 

Watkins et al. (2010) stating that Black men are often hesitant to seek the care they need. 

Turner and Grauerholz’ (2017) claim of Black men student affairs professional feeling 
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they must always go the extra mile was also strongly supported through the findings of 

this study. All 14 of the participants shared that after assisting students through crises, 

they hardly ever took time to step away and were often right back to work even after the 

most challenging situations. As the Black men student affairs professionals in this study 

found themselves having a hard time stepping away, they then began to experience many 

of the negative aspects of working with students in crises supporting much of the extant 

literature related to burnout and compassion fatigue (Carter, 2019; Figley, 1996; Marshall 

et al., 2016; Naifeh, 2019). My findings further corroborated research by Jason Lynch’s 

(Lynch, 2017; Lynch & Glass, 2019, 2020) work around secondary trauma. Most of my 

participants often found they were deeply impacted by certain types of students crisis 

(e.g., suicide, suicidal ideation, domestic violence) which ultimately led to negative 

impacts on their own mental health.  

             While my study sheds great light on the experiences of Black men student affairs 

professionals and secondary trauma, there is unquestionably more to learn about the 

phenomenon. In the next section, I highlight how the results of this study may be used for 

practical applications, and how the study may inform future research studies on 

secondary trauma and Black men student affairs professional in higher education. 

Recommendations 

In this section I offer recommendations for Black men student affairs 

professionals, for university administrators, and for our profession and graduate 

preparation programs to become aware of trauma, to better support professionals through 

it, and to engage in trauma-informed student affairs practices.  
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Black Men Student Affairs Professionals 

While much responsibility for the findings of this study can be placed on the 

profession that has conditioned professionals for years to sidestep their own wellbeing 

and place the students’ wellbeing in the forefront, it is mutually important that Black men 

student affairs professional take proactive steps to attend to their wellbeing as they 

continue to work with students through crises. To do so, I offer three recommendations 

essential in bettering the overall wellbeing for the professionals: engage with a counselor; 

establish community with other Black men; and adopt healthy coping strategies.  

Seek Counseling 

 Ross (2016) stated that men are less likely to seek help for emotional concerns. 

While this may be true, it was evident throughout my study that when participants hit a 

point of exhaustion with their work, many turned to counseling to address the concerns. 

This extends previous research stating Black men are not typically ready to turn to 

therapy to improve their own mental health. While not all the participants engaged in 

counseling, those who did spoke highly of its value for their own lives. Some of the 

participants who had not yet sought counseling acknowledged that it could assist them 

with feeling better in the future. Donnie shared that counseling had been very important 

for him, and even though his therapist is in high demand due to being one of the only 

Black therapists in his area, Donnie was happy to have one, and her being Black was 

extremely important for him. At times, Donnie would wait for months before seeing his 

therapist; although the wait time was long, he was simply pleased to be in therapy. For 

most men, the expression of emotion can be seen as unacceptable and not masculine 

(Ross, 2016); however, for Black men student affairs professional to sustain a healthy 



111 

mental wellbeing, I recommend they seek counseling as many of the participants in this 

study did.  When talking with the participants who were engaging in counseling about 

what made them persist in therapy, Caleb shared that his therapist’s familiarity with his 

line of work made his sessions productive as “[my therapist has] seen a lot of student 

affairs professionals”.  

For Black men who respond to students in crises it is also important that they may 

not always find the best counselor on the first attempt, which could be a deterrent for men 

who may take time to warm up to a counselor. Rahim shared that finding a therapist or 

counselor who will understand the patient is key. Although some individuals may 

associate counseling with negative experiences, Derrick felt that Black men should not 

wait for bad events to happen to seek counseling: one should go “when the days are 

good” as it might allow one to establish a sense of affirmation and provide proper mental 

health maintenance. Counseling may not be the single ingredient to helping Black men 

overcome their secondary trauma, but it can assist in their overall wellbeing. 

Establish Communities of Support  

As I established earlier in this study, there is a critical lack of Black men who 

work in higher education, and even fewer in student affairs (Turner & Grauerholz, 2017). 

When discussing some of the main ways we as Black men can do our part in making our 

work environments and experiences better, many of the participants agreed that having a 

community of Black men to connect with who also respond to students in crises could be 

therapeutic. Having the ability to speak and interact with individuals who share one’s 

identity and who can understand how others are affected by certain experiences 

contributes to healing and wellbeing (Jolly et al., 2019). From handling student crises 
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related to mental health to providing support to students related to major national events 

in the context of race and racism, Black men student affairs professionals frequently face 

situations that may negatively impact their overall wellbeing.  

Throughout the study the participants highlighted several experiences that made 

them wish they had more community and more Black men with whom to process. Most 

notably, the deaths of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and Ahmaud Arbery resonated 

with several of the participants, and some on very personal levels. Following these 

events, many of the participants spoke about how they were forced to place their 

identities of race and gender aside to tend to the reactions of their students. With the lack 

of community in place to support Black men, they were often left to deal with their 

emotions and experiences in isolation. When opportunities did present themselves to 

speak with someone, it was usually a colleague who was not Black which led them to 

feeling their work environment did not fully understand the impact the situation had on 

them. When discussing how important affinity spaces could serve Black men on college 

campuses, Derrick shared, “if you have Black men you can confide in or people who 

want to support Black males in student affairs, that could be huge for making Black men 

feel better in those spaces.” 

Much like counseling, it is critical to understand that this approach may not work 

for every Black man. Jesse shared that he would be opposed to establishing community 

with other Black men at this time due to “healing from trauma-related things in [his] life 

and [he] would be ill-equipped to professionally support others.”  Furthermore, we must 

acknowledge that even for campuses with little racial diversity of staff members, there 

are still ways in which these institutions can support Black men who want to establish 
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community. Given our current technology landscape, individuals could gather via Zoom 

or other web-conferencing software, which could be vital to helping establish important 

spaces to support Black men. Although NASPA (e.g., African American Knowledge 

Community) and ACPA (e.g., Pan African Network) have affinity spaces that Black men 

can join, creating a space solely dedicated to Black men student affairs professional who 

work with students in crises and seek to connect with others doing the work is key.  This 

may also help individuals who cannot travel to national or regional conferences. For 

colleges and universities who might not have access to these national student affairs 

organizations, grassroot efforts on their respective campuses or throughout their state 

could suffice for providing support for Black men professionals. Within the affinity 

spaces offered by NASPA and ACPA an additional subgroup called, “Black Men’s 

Support Spaces in SA” should be created and used as a platform that will allow Black 

men who support students through crisis to have a network of other Black men doing 

similar work. For institutions who do not belong to national organizations I will establish 

a group on Facebook that will be dedicated to supporting Black men who respond to 

students in crises. As a part of this group, we will offer monthly check-ins that can be 

sectored into state, regional, or national meetings with other Black men. More 

information on the recommendation can be found in Appendix D. 

Engage in Healthy Coping 

After working with students through crises, healthy coping was rarely a top 

priority for the participants. Malcolm shared that he would eat lots of fried foods after a 

rough day at work. Rahim stated that early in his career, when he was dealing with the 

traumas of students he would turn to alcohol: “I wasn’t in the alcoholic phase, but I was 
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getting pretty damn close to it.” For the most part, participants found themselves 

constantly putting off taking care of their physical and mental wellbeing, and often 

resorted to behaviors of “comfort” even if those were not the best options for coping.  

As a result, it is critical that Black men student affairs professional find healthy 

coping strategies that can be of benefit to their overall wellbeing after working with 

students in crisis. In addition to the two previous recommendations (counseling and 

community) there are many healthy coping strategies exist that Black men should adopt 

for themselves. Below I detail a few of these coping strategies. Although this list is not 

exhaustive, these are key coping strategies that Black men should consider.  

• Finding at least two to three days each week to engage in some form of physical 

exercise is a tool that will allow Black men to focus and release negative energy 

that may come from the demands of responding to students in crises. 

• Recognizing that sick days can indeed be used as mental health days. If an 

individual serves an institution where mental health days are frowned upon, the 

institution should adopt a system that allows staff to be share with supervisors that 

they are not feeling well without explaining why in great detail. Mental health 

must be taken more seriously, and one way of advocating for oneself is taking 

mental health days.  

• Reclaiming one’s time when away from the office is another healthy coping 

strategy for Black men. To excel at this, it is imperative that individuals remove 

work email accounts from mobile devices. Doing this allows staff to be very 

intentional about when they are engaging with work matters. While we may face 
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issues that are sometimes more urgent than others, setting this personal boundary 

can produce great effects on overall wellbeing and morale.  

The lingering effects of working through traumatic situations can lead individuals to 

addressing stressful situations in negative manners. For Black men student affairs 

professionals and those that support them regularly checking and asking intentional and 

thoughtful questions such as: “what do you need from me during this time?” or “how can 

I best support you through this experience?” can be keys to instilling healthy coping after 

dealing with traumatic situations. This shows Black men that their supervisors are 

committed to their wellbeing and are willing to assist them in being the best version of 

themselves. Furthermore, it conditions Black men to recognize that they do not have to 

manage their emotions in insolation. 

Higher Education and Student Affairs Supervisors  

As this study showed, there were important inconsistencies in the assistance 

and/or support the Black men perceived they received from their supervisors or 

departments after the men assisted students through crises or traumatic situations. In 

efforts to promote wellbeing and healthy habits within the workplace, supervisors must 

take on the responsibility to ensure that the professionals who serve on the front lines 

working with students in crises are supported better than they have been in the past. To 

take strides in the right direction, I offer the following two recommendations for 

supervisors: better supervisory support and expansion of employee assistance programs 

(EAPs). 
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Supervisory Support  

Thirteen of fourteen participants in this study shared they seldomly felt supported 

by their supervisors after having dealt with some of the most demanding situations on 

their campuses. In times when support was there, it was short-lived and did not align with 

the support the men had hoped to receive. When discussing what better supervisory 

support could look like, we must note that effort to excel with providing good supervision 

is the responsibility of the supervisor and the specific student affairs department. 

Furthermore, to generate wide-reaching change, better foundational support for 

supervisors is needed so they, in return, can provide the same support to those they lead. 

Lynch (2017) shared, 

Institutional leaders should invest in developing supervisory capacities, ensuring 

that when a supervisor is hired, or an employee is promoted to a supervisory role, 

they undergo intentional trainings in the form of workshops or continuing 

education so that they may provide appropriate boundaries and support for 

employees who find themselves working as trauma stewards. 

In addition to the recommendations by Lynch (2017), my study showed that emotional 

intelligence, cultural competence, and work-life balance are all necessary work functions 

in which supervisors must develop to empower and better support those they lead.  

With cultural competence, it is imperative that racial and ethnic background or 

differences be addressed as it relates to Black men being supervised by White men or 

women. In this study, there was only one participant who was currently supervised by a 

Black person. Perhaps unsurprisingly, this specific participant was the only one to feel 

some supervisory support after having worked with students in crises. By acknowledging 
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the role race plays in the supervisory relationship, both Black men and their supervisors 

may find that support can develop more organically and be present in ways that are 

productive for the Black men. As White supervisors must be cognizant of the concerns 

Black staff they are leading and supporting may present, by establishing cultural 

competence these issues will be addressed and eventually solved. 

To advance supervisory relationships and support in student affairs it is important 

to have buy-in from all stakeholders of the institution including but not limited to board 

of trustees, university administrators, and national organizations (NASPA/ACPA/CUPA-

HR). For supervisory support to be better for Black men on their respective campuses, the 

campus culture related to constant development an education of supervisors must shift. 

Investing in the continuous development of the leaders who are supporting student affairs 

professionals across the profession is important, but even more key for those who are 

tasked with working with students in crises on college campuses.  

Expand EAPs 

Employee Assistance Programs (EAPs) are programs offered by most institutions 

that help employees with any job-related or personal issues they might encounter at work 

or outside of it. The main goal of EAPs is to assist employees in achieving an ultimate 

level of work-life balance and productivity through making improvements in both mental 

and physical health. Attridge et al. (2009) shared that EAPs were gaining momentum 

across several major industries. In 2022, following what has been two of the most 

tumultuous and trying years in higher education in history, only one participant 

mentioned their supervisor suggested seeking assistance from EAP as they worked 

through traumatic situations. Foundationally, EAPs could serve as a critical tool to assist 
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universities in better supporting the people on their campuses who are doing some of the 

most demanding work. While EAPs have a focus on mental and physical wellbeing, they 

also tend to offer other services for employees, including health and caregiving of loved 

ones, marriage counseling, and financial services. EAPs provide support to employees 

who face challenges that might impact their performance and productivity, which was 

evident for participants in this study. With a better understanding of the many resources 

that are already available to them through employment, Black men student affairs 

professionals may be more apt to attend as typically up to three visits per semester are 

financially covered. Furthermore, engaging in these programs can help manage and 

reduce stress that may result from working with students through crisis. 

For supervisors, capitalizing on current EAP offerings is one of the many ways 

they can better support Black men who are spending many hours working with students 

through crisis. Given newer professionals’ lack of familiarity with EAPs, it is important 

that supervisors are doing a better job or exposing Black men student affairs 

professionals to the resources that are already in place to support their wellbeing. In 

addition to the support of the professionals, improving marketing and educating on the 

EAP programs could prove to be beneficial to the overall morale of the institutions as 

employees are empowered to actively take steps to better their wellbeing. 

Nearly half of the participants in my study had either left the traditional student 

affairs positions and moved to more academic facing or were seriously contemplating if 

the roles of consistently responding to students in crisis was what they wanted to 

continue. Many of them shared that the work had the potential to become taxing over 

time and the ability to find ways to put themselves first seemed often unachievable. As 
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university leaders improve educating employees of the benefits that come with engaging 

within an EAP they might also find that retention of employees will boost for those 

organizations. Employees who feel supported in their roles by their leaders and 

organizations are more likely to stick around. EAPs are already in place on many 

campuses and boosting their presence will show employees that their institution care 

about their overall wellbeing.  

Lastly, beyond EAP programs, there are many opportunities for campuses to find 

ways to better support the wellbeing of their professionals. At The University of Iowa, for 

example, the Well-Being and Mental Health Collaborative was created to explore 

practical avenues to embed well-being and mental health into all aspects of the campus 

culture. As a member of the connections, inclusions, and purpose subcommittee I will be 

tasked with helping identify ways The University of Iowa can improve on leveraging 

research, collaboration, and action to improve the well-being of our professionals on 

campus. Furthermore, I plan to continue my engagement with this topic at The University 

of Iowa and beyond, by submitting articles to journals and presenting at conferences. 

The Student Affairs Profession  

Those higher education leaders who work with professionals and graduate 

students must take responsibility for acting on the findings of this study. In Chapter IV, I 

showed overwhelming findings suggesting the participating Black men student affairs 

professionals felt unprepared on how to work with students through crisis as well as 

handle their own emotions after doing so. Although this study specifically explored Black 

men student affairs professionals, the following recommendations will be applicable to 

all who are working within student affairs. I have outlined two recommendations for 
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higher education leaders to help mitigate these concerns in the future, including an 

increased focus on crisis response, socialization of graduate students and new 

professionals and trauma informed practices. 

Crisis Response and Preparation  

 One of the most important findings in this study was that participants felt 

inadequately prepared when it came to managing crises with students. Although many of 

them grew professionally and ultimately learned skills to adequately support students, all 

14 participants shared that training around specifically dealing with crises was almost 

nonexistent in their experiences. Ray shared that he found himself displeased with his 

graduate program as he felt there should have been a baseline understanding on what it is 

like to work with students through crises.  

Participants whose student affairs backgrounds were shaped by their work in 

residence life shared that most of the training they received occurred within the first two 

weeks of a new role and/or academic year. Those who did not have formal training in 

residence life shared that most of their training took place during their initial onboarding 

within the first two weeks of their respective roles. In both situations, most of the training 

did not directly address working with students in crisis, and often these critical training 

issues were not revisited until much later in the semesters.  

As we work to better support student affairs professionals within all 

specializations, it is important that we more frequently provide training and support on 

the everchanging landscape of working with students through crises. On any given day in 

student affairs, professionals who handle student crises may assist a student with 

something as benign as a twisted ankle to something as grave as a suicide attempt. 
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Although these two situations are different, the professionals are expected to respond and 

produce results that alleviate or remedy the situation.  

We should be clear that we cannot serve students when the professionals are not 

adequately trained to do so. Implementing bi-monthly crisis response training is one way 

to ensure the professionals who are tasked with supporting students on a daily basis are 

equipped with the most up-to-date information on how to best support students through 

crisis. Additionally, I note that much of the information shared in the frequent training 

will likely be a mirror-image of what is shared during the trainings earlier in the semester, 

while they should certainly stay current with training developing new ways is also key.   

For national events directly tied to race, institutions should plan so that they can 

be effectively reactive when crises such as the murders of George Floyd and Breyonna 

Taylor take place. At The University of Iowa we have instituted a framework titled, 

“Mindful & Engaged Hawkeyes.” While we cannot anticipate when a crisis will occur, 

this model allows us to mobilize support systems quickly. Mindful & Engaged Hawkeyes 

was initially created to implore students, faculty, and staff to be open to engaging in 

communicating with individuals whom they may have competing beliefs and values. 

Through this communication, we found that when individuals from different 

communities were willing to engage, while they may not always agree with the opposing 

values it allowed us to better coexist as a community. Adapting this model to be inclusive 

of critical supports following crisis has proved to be key as staff are often seeking 

supports after working with students through crisis. Engaging in bi-monthly crisis 

response training will be an opportunity to ensure front-line student affairs staff feel 

supported and equipped when responding to students in crisis. While the training will 
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look differently on respective campuses, adopting a system that promotes frequent and 

ongoing training for our most demanding roles could assist in bettering the overall work 

experiences for these professionals. In my proposed plan, the bi-monthly trainings will 

cover current events in the media so that student affairs professionals are aware of the 

issues before them in the world; mental health strategies for both the professional and for 

the students; and gaining information related to the importance of self-care. See 

Appendix E for a potential schedule of training events on this recommendation. 

Better Professional Socialization for Graduate Students and New Professionals 

In this study participants who completed some variation of a higher education 

master’s degree shared that most of their training was unique to their respective graduate 

assistantship area. In most cases, student affairs professionals advanced to roles similar to 

those they held as graduate students, but this was not always the case. Regardless of the 

role, finding ways to expose graduate students and new professionals to the many aspects 

of student affairs could be a key to holistically supporting the new professionals as they 

enter our profession. As the graduate students and new professionals are introduced to the 

many different specializations within the field, they will find that some are less 

demanding than others ultimate leaving them with a choice to determine which routes 

they would like to take as they begin their career. Finding ways to better socialize new 

student affairs professionals to every potential reality might be viewed as a daunting task, 

but it is certainly one that can contribute to the ongoing development of professionals as 

they enter the field of student affairs.  
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Trauma-Informed Practices 

 Trauma does not discriminate; it hits staff regardless of their level of training, 

expertise, or position in their department on all campuses of institutions of higher 

education. As student affairs researchers and practitioners begin to fill gaps in research 

related to trauma within the field of higher education and student affairs, leaders of the 

profession must do more to create trauma-informed care approaches for our work (Lynch, 

2022). Davidson (2017) shared that creating trauma-informed college campuses is the 

work and responsibility of many stakeholders: 

Creating a trauma-informed climate requires the entire campus community - 

faculty members, administrators, staff members, counselors, and clinicians - to 

deepen its shared understanding of trauma’s impact on learning and agree to a 

campus-wide approach. All staff members must work together with a sense of 

shared responsibility for the physical, social, emotional, and academic safety of 

every student. (p. 14)  

Although Davidson concluded these remarks referred to the physical, social, 

emotional, 

and academic safety of the students, I am interested in viewing the trauma-informed 

practice through a lens that centers the professional. To do this, we must consider ways to 

do the following as we work to establish sustainable trauma-informed approaches. 

The Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) 

created a model named “The 4 Rs Framework” which is used as a guidance to create 

trauma informed approaches (SAMHSA, 2014).  The 4 Rs Framework consist of, 

realizing, recognizing, responding, and resisting re-traumatization. Adjusting the model 
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to create trauma-informed approaches for student affairs professionals will require us to 

realize that trauma on college campus impacts many. We must recognize that the impact 

of trauma will appear in different forms, responding to trauma effectively, and finding 

opportunities for staff to remove themselves of situation that may re-traumatize them. 

Adopting this model provides opportunity for professionals to approach their work 

supporting students through a lens of care and intentionally with what they might 

encounter (Appendix F).  

  Lynch and Glass (2018) found that just over half of their responding 600 student 

affairs professionals supported students through trauma a few times per month 

throughout an academic year. For the participants in my study, several instances took 

place where trauma impacted the participants in myriad ways. In some cases, 

professionals were impacted as they simply showed up to do the work, while also being 

impacted due to their identity as Black men. Lynch (2022) shared that trauma-informed 

leaders should acknowledge and account for how professionals from marginalized 

backgrounds disproportionately experienced complex trauma within the campus 

community.  

Within higher education, trauma and responding to trauma on campus will likely 

become more prevalent in future years as conversations around mental health on college 

campuses grow (Woodhead et al., 2021) in addition to the everchanging and problematic 

political and racial climates that threaten students, staff, and faculty (Armstrong et al., 

2017; Chavous & Leath, 2017; Garcia et al., 2020). This means that professionals who 

are tasked with working with student through trauma will be at an even greater risk to 
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have their overall wellbeing negatively impacted by way of secondary trauma, whether 

by serving students, by experiencing racial or ethnic trauma, or a combination of both.   

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research 

I conducted this study using a phenomenological methodology that consisted of 

interviewing 14 participants who identified as Black men student affairs professionals 

who had or were serving students in crisis. I interviewed each participant twice, with the 

interviews ranging between 60 to 90 minutes. This approach relied solely on participants 

recollecting and sharing their lived experiences relative to the phenomenon I studied. All 

14 participants had varying levels of education and experience within the field of student 

affairs. For some of the participants, the accounts, and experiences they shared took place 

early in their career, which for some took place more than 10 years before our interview, 

while for others the experiences were as fresh as six months. Recollection of events, in 

this case, was a limitation. Better sampling strategies or only selecting participants who 

were currently serving in a student crisis response role could have mitigated this 

limitation.  

The participants all worked at different institutions across the United States, 

which means each institution practices different hiring, training, and performance 

assessment methods. Each institution likely also serves different students or student 

cultures, which means that we cannot generalize the trauma the participants faced or 

worked through to other Black men student affairs professionals in other settings. 

Although qualitative studies do not aim to generalize the experiences of participants to 

other contexts, I suggest caution in wanting to transfer the experiences of my participants 
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to other institutional settings or even to other Black men student affairs professionals 

serving students in crises at the same institutions.  

Future research could replicate this study with participants who identify as Black 

women or who come from other racial backgrounds. Future research sites might include 

exploring single institution sites, institutions that have campuses abroad, as well as areas 

outside of student affairs including sampling faculty members or educators who might 

work outside of higher education. Additional extension of this research should explore 

deeper how Black men perceive the impact any preexisting trauma has on how they 

navigate working with students through crisis and trauma. It should also explore how 

working with specific races and genders of students such as Black men or White women 

impact the Black men student affairs professionals.  

Conclusion 

In this study, I set out to extend the work of Dr. Lynch (2017) on secondary 

trauma in student affairs professionals. I addressed a gap in research as it related to Black 

men student affairs professional and how secondary trauma impacted them after working 

with students through crisis. I used a phenomenological approach to make meaning of the 

lived experiences of 14 Black men who served a diverse set of colleges and universities 

in a variety of student affairs and academic affairs functional areas. Sampling strategies 

included administering the STSAP screening tool to 100 individuals and inviting the 14 

men who scored highest on the mean value of secondary trauma. Data collection included 

two in-depth personal interviews. 

Through open coding (Price, 2010), I identified 68 initial data categories and 

narrowed them into six themes: lack of training on working with students through 
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trauma; lack of training on working with students through trauma; lack of support on how 

to manage emotions after working with students through traumatic situations; student 

death and suicidal ideation; inability to step away from work after crisis response; 

negative impacts on own mental or physical health; and facing Black national events 

while Black. 

Although the findings of this study provide insight into the lived experiences of 

Black men student affairs professionals, the results should not be generalized as they are 

only directly reflective of those who participated in the study. In efforts to make changes 

and minimize the ways in which Black male student affairs professionals are impacted by 

working with students through crisis, there is work to be done for the professionals, the 

universities, and graduate preparation programs  

 The most important stakeholders in improving their personal and professional 

lives are the Black men themselves. To better the environments that we are working in as 

it relates to working with students through trauma we, as Black men, must consider 

engaging in counseling, establish community with other Black men who have similar 

experiences, and adopt healthy coping strategies. Universities also have a responsibility 

to be contributors to enhancing the overall wellbeing of Black male student affairs 

professionals. They can do so by finding ways for supervisors to offer better and more 

supportive supervision to Black male student affairs professional and do a better job of 

marketing the offerings of the employee assistance program. Lastly, graduate preparation 

programs must do a better job in preparing students affairs professionals to deal with the 

many different types of crises they might encounter on college campus. To do so they 

must be more intentional in training and developing on the following: crisis response and 
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trauma informed practices. The work to help Black men student affairs professional is not 

just the work of one stakeholder, there are many who must play a role to improve 

secondary trauma for Black men student affairs professionals. 
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Recruitment Email  

Dear Student Affairs Professionals,  
 
My name is Jamarco Clark and I am pursuing my doctoral degree in Student Affairs 
Administration and Leadership at UW-La Crosse. I am currently recruiting participants 
for my dissertation study on Black men student affairs professionals and secondary 
trauma. 
 
The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative study is to explore the phenomenon of 
secondary trauma in Black men student affairs professionals who respond to students in 
crises at institutions within the United States. 
 
I would greatly appreciate it if you would share this email with any Black men you work 
with within the field of student affairs. For the purpose of this study student affairs is 
identified as any field within higher education where professionals are responding to 
students in crisis. 
 
They can complete this short Qualtrics Survey Black Men Student Affairs Pros and 
Secondary Trauma if they are interested in participating in the study. Completion of this 
survey does not necessarily confirm selection for participation in the study.  
 
Those selected for the research study will complete 2-3 separate 60–90-minute 
interviews. 
 
Attached is the IRB Authorization for my study which has already been approved by the 
IRB at UW-La Crosse.  

Please let me know if you have any questions or concerns. Thank you for your time and 
consideration of my research. 

Sincerely,  

Jamarco Clark 

Student Affairs Administration Ed.D. Student 

UW-La Crosse 

319.931.8231 

clark3725@uwlax.edu 

 

https://appstate.az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/preview/SV_4PLkCGLITad4xP8?Q_CHL=preview&Q_SurveyVersionID=current
https://appstate.az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/preview/SV_4PLkCGLITad4xP8?Q_CHL=preview&Q_SurveyVersionID=current
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Informed Consent 

Protocol Title:   Black Men Student Affairs Professionals and Secondary Trauma 

Principal Investigator:  Jamarco Clark 

    Clark3725@uwlax.edu 

    319.931.8231 

Emergency Contact:  Jamarco Clark 

    319.931.8231 

• Purpose and Procedure 
 

The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative study is 
to explore the phenomenon of secondary trauma in Black 
men student affairs professionals who respond to students 
in crises at predominantly White institutions in the United 
States. 
 
Participation includes 2-3 separate 60–90-minute virtual 
interviews over Zoom during the course of October through 
December 2021 
 
I will be asked to share my personal experiences related to 
helping students in crisis through my work as a Black man 
working in student affairs. Direct quotes from my 
interviews may be used in the study or published in 
scientific literature. 

• Potential Risk 

Loss of confidentiality of identifiable information is very 

minimal. Information collected is stored in an electronic 

password protected environment. Individual identities are 

never released. There is a risk of participants recalling 

potentially distressing or emotionally charged memories. 

• Rights & Confidentiality 

mailto:Clark3725@uwlax.edu
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My participation is voluntary. I can withdraw or refuse to 

answer any questions without consequences at any time. I 

can withdraw from the study at any time for any reason 

without penalty. The results of this study may be published 

in scientific literature or presented at professional meetings 

using grouped data only. All information will be kept 

confidential using number codes and pseudonyms. My data 

will not be linked with personally identifiable information. 

• Possible Benefits 
 

Helping other Black men student affairs professionals who 
may be experiencing difficulties as it relates to the work in 
the profession. 
This study could equip those who identify with the 
population being studied with skills and tools that will 
allow them to be successful in their roles. 
 
This study could lead to enriched support and better 
advocacy for the professional population that is being 
studied. 
 
Each participant will be given a $25 gift card for their 
participation in this study. 
 

Informed Consent 

Questions regarding study procedures may be directed to Jamarco Clark 
(319.931.8231), the principal investigator, or the study advisor, Dr. Jorg Vianden, 
Department of Student Affairs Administration, 345D Morris Hall, UW-L 
(608.785.6870). 
 
Questions regarding the protection of human subjects may be addressed to the 
UW-La Crosse Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects, 
(608.785.8044 or irb@uwlax.edu). 

mailto:irb@uwlax.edu
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Participant____________________________________    Date____________________ 

 

Researcher____________________________________    Date____________________
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STSAP SURVEY
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Qualtrics Survey 

STSAP (Clark Dissertation) 
 

 

Start of Block: Block 3 

 

Q5  

Secondary Trauma in Student Affairs Professionals (STSAP) Scale 

 

 

 

Q17  

Informed Consent   

  Protocol Title: Black Men Student Affairs Professionals and Secondary Trauma   

    

Principal Investigator: Jamarco Clark, Clark3725@uwlax.edu, (319) 931-8231  

  

 Purpose and Procedures:   The purpose of this survey is to measure the extent to which 

Black men student affairs professionals, who have supported students through crisis, have 

experienced secondary trauma. Results of the survey will be used to screen participants 

for a follow-up qualitative study, as well as publications and presentations regarding 

Black men’s experiences of secondary trauma. This follow up qualitative study will 

include 2-3 separate 60 minute virtual interviews via Zoom during the course of October 

through December 2021. You may choose to participate in this survey without 
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participating in the follow-up qualitative study.  You will be asked if you would like to 

participate in the follow-up qualitative study at the end of this survey.   

 

Your Rights as a Participant: Your participation is voluntary. You can withdraw or 

refuse to answer any questions without consequences at any time. You can withdraw 

from the study at any time for any reason without penalty. The results of this study may 

be published in scientific literature or presented at professional meetings using grouped 

data only.   

   

Potential Risk:  While risks are minimal, survey questions may require participants to 

recall potentially distressing or emotionally charged memories.   

    

Potential Benefits: Helping other Black men student affairs professionals who may be 

experiencing difficulties as it relates to the work in the profession. This study could equip 

those who identify with the population being studied with skills and tools that will allow 

them to be successful in their roles. This study could lead to enriched support and better 

advocacy for the professional population that is being studied.    

    

Data Storage & Confidentiality:  Loss of confidentiality of identifiable information is 

very minimal. Collected data will be stored in an electronic password protected 

environment. Individual identities are never released. Should you choose to submit your 

name and email at the end of this survey to participate in the follow-up study, your name 

will be linked to your survey responses; however, this data will be kept in a university 
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encrypted and password protected environment.  Your individual responses will not be 

reported, as data will only be reported in aggregate.    

 

Questions regarding study procedures may be directed to Jamarco Clark 

(319.931.8231), the principal investigator, or the study advisor, Dr. Jorg Vianden, 

Department of Student Affairs Administration, 345D Morris Hall, UW-L (608.785.8044). 

Questions regarding the protection of human subjects may be addressed to the UW-La 

Crosse Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects, (608.785.8044 

or irb@uwlax.edu).  

 

 

 

Q18 I have read and understood the information above, and agree to voluntarily 

participate in this survey. 

o I agree  (1)  
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Q20 Do you identify as a Black man who has worked in a U.S. college student affairs 

role for at least one full semester AND have supported a student through a 

traumatic life event or crisis? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  

 

End of Block: Block 3 
 

Start of Block: Block 8 

 

Q32 Trauma may be thought of as any event or circumstance that overwhelm's a 

person's capacity to cope.  On average, how often do you support students 

experiencing traumatic life events? 

o Never  (1)  

o Once a year  (2)  

o Few times a year  (3)  

o Few days a month  (4)  

o Few days a week  (5)  

o Daily  (6)  
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Q33 Please select the types of traumas through which you have supported college 

students during your career. (Select all that apply) 

▢ Death of a loved one  (1)  

▢ Domestic Violence  (6)  

▢ Eating Disorder  (14)  

▢ Family Issues (Divorce, abuse, etc.)  (13)  

▢ Hate crime, bias, or discrimination  (5)  

▢ Home or food insecurity  (15)  

▢ Life-threatening illness or injury  (10)  

▢ Military Combat  (12)  

▢ Natural or man-made disaster  (11)  

▢ Physical assault  (8)  

▢ Robbery  (9)  

▢ Severe mental health episode  (4)  

▢ Sexual violence  (2)  

▢ Suicidal ideation or attempt  (3)  

▢ Witness to a traumatic event  (7)  
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▢ Other  (16)  

 

 
Display This Question: 

If Q33 = Other 

 

Q34 You selected you have supported a student through another type of 

trauma.  Please describe below. 

________________________________________________________________ 
 

End of Block: Block 8 
 

Start of Block: Instruction Block 

 

Q19 Take a moment to briefly reflect on the prompt below before moving to the 

next section.  

    

Think about your support of college students experiencing a traumatic life 

event.  What was the most recent time you have provided this type of 

support?  What was this experience like for you?   Over the following sections, keep 

these experiences in mind. 

 

End of Block: Instruction Block 
 

Start of Block: STSAP Block 1 
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Q1 My support of students who have experienced a traumatic life event has left me... 
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Completel

y Untrue 

(1) 

Somewha

t Untrue 

(2) 

Slightl

y 

Untrue 

(3) 

Slightl

y True 

(4) 

Somewha

t True (5) 

Completel

y True (6) 

…avoiding 

people, 

places, or 

things that 

reminded me 

of my work 

with students 

(1)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

…interacting 

less with 

friends (2)  
o  o  o  o  o  o  

…feeling as 

if I was 

reliving their 

traumas 

myself (3)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  
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…unable to 

stop thinking 

about the 

details of the 

trauma the 

student 

shared with 

me (4)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

…having 

trouble 

concentratin

g (5)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

…feeling 

empty (6)  o  o  o  o  o  o  
 

 

End of Block: STSAP Block 1 
 

Start of Block: STSAP Block 2 
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Q6 My support of students who have experienced a traumatic life event has left me... 
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Completel

y Untrue 

(1) 

Somewha

t Untrue 

(2) 

Slightl

y 

Untrue 

(3) 

Slightl

y True 

(4) 

Somewha

t True (5) 

Completel

y True (6) 

…avoiding 

working 

with some 

students, if 

possible (1)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

…interactin

g less with 

family (2)  
o  o  o  o  o  o  

…feeling 

upset 

encountering 

reminders of 

my support 

of students 

who 

experienced 

trauma (3)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  
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…feeling 

guilt related 

to the 

traumatizing 

event the 

student 

experienced 

(4)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

…feeling 

easily 

annoyed (5)  
o  o  o  o  o  o  

…feeling 

jumpy (6)  o  o  o  o  o  o  
 

 

End of Block: STSAP Block 2 
 

Start of Block: STSAP Block 3 
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Q7 My support of students who have experienced a traumatic life event has left me... 
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Completel

y Untrue 

(1) 

Somewha

t Untrue 

(2) 

Slightl

y 

Untrue 

(3) 

Slightl

y True 

(4) 

Somewha

t True (5) 

Completel

y True (6) 

…avoiding 

aspects of my 

job that 

remind me of 

interactions 

with students 

(1)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

…less 

physically 

active than 

usual (2)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

…feeling my 

heart pound 

when thinking 

about students 

who 

experienced 

trauma (3)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  
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…having 

trouble falling 

asleep (4)  
o  o  o  o  o  o  

…overreactin

g to small 

annoyances 

(5)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

…feeling 

emotionally 

numb (6)  
o  o  o  o  o  o  

 

 

End of Block: STSAP Block 3 
 

Start of Block: STSAP Block 4 
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Q8 My support of students who have experienced a traumatic life event has left me... 
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Completely 

Untrue (1) 

Somewhat 

Untrue (2) 

Slightly 

Untrue 

(3) 

Slightly 

True 

(4) 

Somewhat 

True (5) 

Completely 

True (6) 

…avoiding 

thinking 

about 

details of 

students' 

traumatic 

experiences 

(1)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

…less 

interested 

in being 

around 

other 

people (2)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  



167 

…feeling 

tense when 

thinking 

about 

supporting 

students 

who 

experienced 

trauma (3)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

…having 

trouble 

staying 

asleep (4)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

…feeling 

something 

bad might 

happen (5)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

 

 

End of Block: STSAP Block 4 
 

Start of Block: Demographics 
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Q21 How old are you? (If you do not wish to disclose, please skip this question.) 

 18 24 30 37 43 49 55 61 68 74 80 

 

Years () 
 

 

 

 

 

Q22 How many years of full-time professional experience do you have in college 

student affairs? (If you do not wish to disclose, please skip this question.) 

 0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 

 

Years () 
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Q23 Please select the boxes that best describe your current institution. (Select all that 

apply) 

▢ Four-Year College/University  (4)  

▢ Community College/Vocational School  (5)  

▢ Predominantly White Institution (PWI)  (1)  

▢ Historically Black College or University (HBCU)  (2)  

▢ Hispanic Serving Institution (HSI)  (3)  

▢ Asian American, Native American, Pacific Islander, Serving Institutions (ANAPISI)  
(6)  

 

 

 

Q29 Which option best describes your current role? 

o Vice President of Student Affairs/SSAO  (1)  

o Assistant or Associate Vice President  (2)  

o Senior-Level Professional  (3)  

o Mid-Level Professional  (4)  

o Entry/New-Professional  (5)  
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Q24 Please select which functional area best encapsulates your current role. 

o Academic Advising  (1)  

o Admissions  (2)  

o Alumni Programs  (3)  

o Campus Activities  (4)  

o Campus Safety  (5)  

o Career Services  (6)  

o Case Management  (33)  

o Civic Learning & Engagement  (7)  

o Clinical Health Programs  (8)  

o College Unions  (9)  

o Community Service & Service Learning  (10)  

o Commuter Student Services  (11)  

o Counseling Services  (12)  

o Disability Support Services  (13)  

o Enrollment Management  (14)  

o Financial Aid  (15)  

o Fraternity & Sorority Life  (18)  

o Graduate & Professional Student Services  (17)  
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o Housing & Residence Life (Live-In)  (25)  

o Housing & Residence Life (Live-Out)  (40)  

o Intercollegiate Athletics  (19)  

o International Student Services  (20)  

o Learning Assistant Services  (21)  

o LGBTQIA+ Student Services  (16)  

o Multicultural Student Services  (22)  

o Nontraditional Student Services  (23)  

o On-Campus Dining  (24)  

o Orientation  (26)  

o Recreational Sports  (27)  

o Registrar  (28)  

o Spiritual Life/Campus Ministry  (29)  

o Student Affairs Assessment  (30)  

o Student Conduct  (31)  

o Title IX and Sexual Violence Support Services  (32)  

o TRIO/Educational Opportunities  (34)  

o Veterans' Services  (35)  

o Wellness Programs  (36)  
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o Women & Gender Equity Centers  (37)  

o Not Listed Here  (38)  

o I oversee multiple functional areas  (39)  

 

End of Block: Demographics 
 

Start of Block: Interview 

 

Q30 Would you be interested in participating in a follow-up interview based on your 

responses to this survey?   

    

Note:  If you select yes, your name and contact information will be linked to your survey 

responses.  This information will be kept confidential via an electronic university 

encrypted password protected system.  Your name and contact information will be 

deleted within 6 months of completion of the interview.  

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  

 

 
Display This Question: 

If Q30 = Yes 

 



173 

Q31 Please provide your contact information below. 

o First/Preferred Name  (1) ________________________________________________ 

o Last Name  (2) ________________________________________________ 

o Pronouns  (3) ________________________________________________ 

o Email Address  (4) ________________________________________________ 

 

End of Block: In



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

APPENDIX D 

INTERVIEW QUESITONS
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Interview One Questions 
Prior to beginning the interview, I reminded the participants of the following. 

Your participation is voluntary.  You may choose not to answer any of the questions I ask 
of you, and you may choose to stop this interview at any time.  There will be no negative 
impact to you for choosing not to answer a question or discontinuing your participation in 
the study. Every effort will be made to mask your identity in any final manuscripts, 
publications, or presentations associated with this study.  As the research wrap-ups I will 
be reaching out to share information that is pertinent to you to be sure it is reflected 
appropriately and to the level of privacy that you are comfortable with. 

 
 

1. Before we begin, would you be willing to share your role in your organization, as 
well as provide a brief description of the context of your responsibilities? 
 

2. What led you to working in the field of student affairs? 
3. How were your experiences with student affairs professionals who served you 

while you were in college? 
 

4. What training and professional preparation have you received around supporting 
students through crisis? 
 

a. Have you received any training or mentorship on how to deal with the 
emotions that are a result of working with students who are experiencing a 
crisis or trauma? 

5. In your survey, you mentioned that you have worked with students through 
different types of crisis, as you feel comfortable, can you tell me about those 
experiences? 
 

a. Can you recall the first or most impactful experience responding to a 
student who was experiencing a trauma or crisis? What was that like for 
you? What did you learn? 
 

6. Think about your life before becoming a student-affairs professional. What have 
been some of the most defining moments? 
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Interview Two Questions 

1. How has responding to student experiences trauma affected your own well-being? 
 

2. I have listed some words within the chat feature on Zoom.  Please take 10 minutes 
to write down, or type, a few thoughts that come to mind for the words that stick 
out to you. You will not be required to reveal anything you have written that you 
are uncomfortable revealing. I will give you a two-minute warning to let you 
know when the 10 minutes are coming to an end. 

a.  Support, Mood, Trauma, Fear, Sadness, Irritable, Stress, Guilt/Shame, 
Anxiety, Alienation/Isolation, Avoidance, Torn, Angry, Worry, Recurring 
Thoughts. 
 

3.  Please share with me what thoughts/memories transpired after completing the 
reflection? 

a. Are there any that have caused secondary trauma and how does that makes 
you feel? 
 

b. What has been a personal impact of you supporting students through 
trauma? 

c. What has been your most challenging experience from working with 
student who was in crisis? 
 

d. Do you like anything about working with students in crisis? If so, what do 
you like most about working with students through crises? 
 

e. What do you like least about serving students through crisis?  
 

4. What coping strategies have you used to improve your own well-being?  
 

a. What has been your experiences with seeking help because of the taxation 
from working with students’ experiences trauma? 
 

b. What steps do you take to care for yourself after working with students in 
crisis? 

 
 

c. How does your department or supervisor provide space for you to practice 
self-care following supporting students through crisis?  
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5. How has the intersection of your race and or gender impacted your wellbeing 
when it comes to supporting students with trauma? 
 

6. Are there any questions that you thought I would have asked or anything you 
want to talk about that I didn’t give you space to? 
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Black male support spaces in student affairs is an initiative tasked with creating space for 

Black males who work in students affairs and respond to students in crisis. Although 

there are currently affinity spaces for Black professionals within organizations [NASPA 

& ACPA] not all institutions are members of the professional organizations, additionally 

the current spaces are open to all Black professionals and does not specify for 

roles/responsibilities on campus. 

Format: Meetings to be held via Zoom or other web-conferencing software. Until the 

support spaces have hit stride, meetings can be held nationally. As numbers grow within 

the Black male support space network, meetings can be held locally, statewide, and 

regionally if there is interest. 

Frequency: Meetings to be held the first Friday of each month throughout the academic 

semester 

Recruitment: To create a Facebook group named; “Black Men in Student Affairs” 
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Bi-Monthly Training Schedule
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July  

• Current Events 
• Mental Health 
• Trauma Informed Approaches 
• Self-Care Practices 

September 

• Current Events 
• Mental Health 
• Trauma Informed Approaches 
• Self-Care Practices 

November 

• Current Events 
• Mental Health 
• Trauma Informed Approaches 
• Self-Care Practices 

January 

• Current Events 
• Mental Health 
• Trauma Informed Approaches 
• Self-Care Practices 

March 

• Current Events 
• Mental Health 
• Trauma Informed Approaches 
• Self-Care Practices 

May  

• Current Events 
• Mental Health 
• Trauma Informed Approaches 
• Self-Care Practices



 

•  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

APPENDIX G 

Trauma Informed Student Affairs Approach Four R’s
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Realize that trauma on a college campus impacts more than those who are primarily 

impacted by it. Instances of trauma that require response from student affairs professional 

are likely to having a lasting impact on them [student affairs professionals]. 

• Acknowledging that trauma exist 

• Understand the trends of trauma on your campus 

Recognize that trauma will appear in many different forms for different individuals. 

Supervisors of student affairs professionals who respond to students in crises must 

educate themselves on the many ways their staff may show symptoms after being 

impacted by trauma, whether it be their own or trauma of the students. 

• Identify on-going measures to sustain trauma informed approaches 

• Find opportunities for staff to refresh after handling difficult situations 

Respond to trauma effectively. To do so, it requires departments and organizations to be 

intentional in instilling education and knowledge around trauma into policies, procedures, 

and practices related to responding to students in crises. Furthermore, in these 

considerations, it is vastly important to REALIZE how the trauma will impact the 

different constituents.  

• Be proactive in providing support 

• Allow staff to assist in  

Resist Re-traumatization whenever possible. Student affairs professionals will be 

tasked with responding to situations that may be cyclical in nature or simply one that they 
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have a prior negative and/or challenging experience with.  In effort to resist re-

traumatization of student affairs professionals, it is important that they [student affairs 

professional] advocate for themselves when called into situations, that are unable to 

effectively manage.  

• Recognize situations that could lead to re-traumatization 

• Ask them about the support they nee 

*The 4 Rs framework was created by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 

Administration (SAMHSA) Concept of Trauma and Guidance for a Trauma Informed 

Approach. It was adapted to align with support for student affairs professionals who 

manage student crises. 
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Dissertation Playlist
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As motivation to power through and complete the dissertation I collected songs from 
each participant following the interviews, these songs were intended to push me through 
the finish line but also to be included in this body of work as an appreciation to the 
participants for their time and emotional labor. 
 

• Be Ok – Samoht 
• Searching – Roy Ayers Ubiquity 
• Family Business – Kanye West 
• You Never Know – The Deadbeats 
• Right Now Lord – The Wardlow Brothers 
• Rookie of the Year – Moneybagg Yo 
• Every N****r is a Star – Boris Gardiner 
• Caged Birds – Tobe Nwigwe 
• Expensive Pain – Meek Mill 
• Push It – Kevin Gates 
• Trap or Die – Jeezy 
• Nothing Even Matters – Lauryn Hill 
• Song Cry – JAY-Z 
• Never Fold – Rich Homie Quan 
• Education – Freddie Gibbs 
• Black Habits II – D Smoke 
• Bigger – Beyonce 
• Glory – Common & Yolanda Adams 
• Love Like This – Faith Evans 
• Closer – Goapele 
• Trust In Him – Clark Sisters 
• Heaven or Hell – Meek Mill 
• Dreams & Nightmares – Meek Mill 
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